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SHE CAME BY WAY of Archer, Bridgeport, Nanuet, worked off 95 in jeans and a denim jacket, carrying a plastic bag and shower shoes, a phone number, waiting beneath an underpass, the potato chips long gone, lightheaded.

They picked her up on the highway by a plain white shed, a sign for army-navy, tires in the trees. A Caravan pulled up with a Monkey King on the dash and she got in. The men took her to a Motel 8 and put her in a room with half a dozen other women from Fookien and a liter of orange soda. She listened to the trucks coming in all night and the AC running.

They gave her a shirt with an insignia and a visor, the smell of vaporized grease in the fabric. Everyone told her you have to be fast because the bossie watching you. They didn’t speak each other’s dialects, so they spoke English instead. Her first day, her worn-out sneakers slipped on the grease. She dropped an order, noodles popping out like worms, and that night she lay with her face to the wall, her jaw set, blinking.

The Americans parked out front, their pickups ticking in the sun, and came in slow and quiet in bandanas and tank tops. They would lean an elbow on the counter and point a thick finger at the menu and say that one there. The blacks came in holding what they were going to spend in their hands, the wadded dollars and change.

Is y’all gonna let me have them wings? Y’all tell me what I can get with this then.

She knew how to say okay. When they pointed at the menu, she got it fine. In Nanuet, they wanted the all-you-can-eat. She could understand that. You need to get some more of this. Okay. She knew how to hurry up and get something, to work because she had to, to work fourteen hours a day every day until the tenth or eleventh day, until they got a smoking day, as the boss called it, because it was better than picking through the trash in the brigade field south of the river.

In the motel, they kept the TV running to practice English. They squatted on the carpet, moving their mouths in the blue light, seeing the grocery store aisles and the fast cars. Unbelievable, they said. This Tuesday on Fox. A grim day in Iraq. She watched goggled soldiers and radio antennas driving past adobe houses in the desert, which she had lived in.

Camel, she pointed. The animal, it’s very good.

Too hard, they said. It can’t be absorbed. Mind is a wooden plank.

Someone yawned.

Have to practice it a lifetime.

When they had finished their work at night, they crossed the parking lot to the one car still there, the Caravan waiting to take them back to the motel. They gave the man his takeout, and he put it on the newspapers open to Hong Kong stories. She watched the large sweeps of the night go by as they drove home, the black areas of the forest, the slate highway and sky. He had a gold chain and a green card and he drove with the lights off, watching for cops.

The women were from Begin to Celebrate, Four Meetings, Connected Mountain, and Honesty Admired. She told them she was from south of the river.

But you’re from somewhere else, they said.

I’m Chinese, like you.

You don’t look it.

In the sun, you could see Zou Lei’s hair was brown and not black. There was a waviness to it. She had a slightly hooked nose and Siberian eyes.

Our China is a big country, she said.

You sound like a northerner.

Northwesterner.

She’s a minority, one of the women said. You can teach me your language.

That’s meaningless. You’ve got People’s Terrace, Peaceful Stream, Placid Lake, Winding South, Cotton Fence, Zhangpu, Convergence of Peace, Swatow, Common Tranquility, Prominence, Samyap, Jungcan, Broad Peace, Three Counties, Next-to-the-Zhang-Family Dialect, and a hundred more. Which one we teach you?

Zou Lei thought for a moment. Then tell me how to say heaven is high. She smiled and pointed at the stained ceiling. Heaven is high and the earth is wide.

Some of them nodded, a few smiled, revealing bad teeth. That’s true, that’s true, they agreed, and one of the women sighed.

What she learned instead was how to take an order. The fortune cookies were in the box under the Year-of-the-Goat calendar and the little plastic shrine. The napkins, straws, and chopsticks were all together on the shelf. Give everybody plastic fork no matter what. When a customer came in, you asked him what you having? Then you shout his order in the back: chick-brocc, beef-brocc, beef-snow, triple steam, like that, to make it fast.

No one had to teach her how to mop and take the trash out and go through a sack of greens, chopping off the part you didn’t eat. They saw she was a hard worker. Most of what you did was something she already knew. Squatting, she washed her clothes in the bathtub, wringing them out with her chapped, rural, purple-skinned hands, and hanging them up on the shower curtain rod with the others’ dripping laundry, the wet sequined denim and faded cartoon characters.

At the counter, she put a piece of cardboard in the bottom of a bag, stapled the lips of a Styrofoam shell together, and set the shell in the bag on top of the cardboard. The other containers went on top with cardboard in between. She stapled the menu to the bag and handed it over the counter to a lean guy in a red baseball hat and long blond hair. Taking an extra menu, he said, You’re gettin a whole lot better. I timed you.

The boss said the women needed someone to supervise their well-being, a big sister who would report to him. He gave them a phrase to memorize—It’s not a matter of time, it’s a matter of money—that he wanted them to repeat a thousand times a day as fast as they could say it.

What does it mean? she asked.

It is not significant. Its significance is unknown.

One of the women was mentally imbalanced, given to bouts of silence, and then saying the police had given her a forced abortion in Guangxi.

When the weather turned cold, some of them slept together. They squatted in front of the space heater, their wet clothes hanging in the shower, all of them sick, coughing and spitting up in the wastebasket.

On TV, she saw girls surfing, driving trucks, boxing, and marathoning in the sun. When deliveries came in, she ran outside and carried the sacks of rice in on her shoulder. The women disapproved, saying let the men do that, the cook and his cousin. Don’t go licking the boss’s piles. Zou Lei told them that she liked to move her legs. At night, she did sit-ups. She took a paper from the van and read the classified ads for jobs in other states.

She left for Riverhead and worked the rest of the winter there, staying in a La Quinta with a group of women who spoke Three Lights and country Mandarin. They had a hotplate, which they shared.

America is a good country, an older woman said. We took a fishing boat across the ocean. The ocean police caught us and closed us up on an island near San Francisco. I almost died on the voyage and that was what saved me. That was lucky. The others were forced back home, thirty people, but not me. My cousin applied me for asylum. Some of these other sisters have been deported once already. Now they come back, once becomes twice, twice becomes three times. They go to the Yucatan Peninsula, cross the border in Arizona. Now that’s hard, of course. That’s the desert, not for us people, river people. My village language is Watergrass. We’re fifty kilometers from Old Field and they don’t know a word we’re saying.

She spent a year in Archer and six months in Riverhead. Swine-flu season was over and the World News was carrying stories about the war on terror and the difficulty of getting a green card. She turned the page and saw a photograph in black and white of a naked prisoner lying on the ground with a sandbag on his head. She turned the page again, studying the words: construction, seamstress, restaurant, beauty, pay depends on ability.

She went to Nanuet and got another shirt with an insignia and another visor. The women lived in a trailer on cinder blocks, which rested on pine needles, and hung their washing on a line. On their smoking day, she hiked up to the mall, running across the highway and hopping the divider, and looked through the glass at the sneakers made in China.

The boss wore a jade bracelet and drove a dirty Astrovan. He had Zou Lei wash it out back where there were loading docks and dumpsters, a fence, and then the woods. She let the hose run, gazing past the dumpsters, and imagined herself running through the woods.

The next year, in another state, she was in a motel room with eight women who talked in code even in their own dialect. When she asked what village they were from, one of them said, Cinnamontree. The others turned on the woman who had talked and said, What are you doing telling secrets to an outsider?

They had a big sister called Sophia who determined when they could watch TV. They weren’t allowed to open the door when someone knocked unless Sophia was there and said it was okay.

In the women’s rhyming slang, Zou Lei eventually realized that a sailboat meant money that they were sending back to China. A shout was a phone, a crow was an illegal alien, and Andy meant the police.

A man arrived in mirrored shades with a dragon on his wrist, bringing them a pack of Stayfree. The boss loved music, he said. Everything I do, I do it for you. You know the song?

Once, when Sophia wasn’t there, Zou Lei let the maid into the room and asked her where she was from and what her job was like.

Honduras, the maid said, a tattoo of a cross on her hand. They were about the same age.

Zou Lei ran into the bathroom and came out with the wet towels in her arms and put them in the hamper. The Honduran girl smiled and said gracias.

How about you job, is the job money? Zou Lei asked.

No, no much money. Poquito money. You has working papers?

Zou Lei said, Take a guess. You think so?

No. They both laughed.

Maria taught her a handshake. Zou Lei showed her the ad in the Sing Tao where it said you could buy a social security number.

By knocking on a steel door, she found a job working eight-hour days putting clutch plates in cardboard boxes, the best money she had ever made: $9 an hour minus taxes. At lunchtime, she ate rice and turkey from a Tupperware container, while the Americans in Dickies and bandanas lined up at the lunch truck. She carried all her money with her all the time, clipped around her waist, cell phone, fake ID, the things she couldn’t lose.

One day in mid-autumn, she went into a bodega and got caught coming out the door.

Just relax. Do you have anything in your pockets? Anything sharp? It’s okay. Just relax. A Spanish guy in a football jersey lifted up her arms, looking past her as he turned her pockets inside out. He unclipped the belly bag from around her waist and handed it to a guy with a pistol half-hidden by his sweatshirt. She had just cashed her check inside the bodega and she followed the bag with her eyes. Do you need a translator? I feel your heart pounding in there. Just cálmate. Tranquilo, okay? You speak Spanish? What are you, Chinita? Chinese?

Why I didn’t run?

They felt through her clothes and took her money, zip-tied her, and put her in a van with a Salvadoran prisoner. It took all afternoon. Hey, mama, you shy? They had Fookienese, Cambodians, men from Guatemala. She was taken into a glass tank with a stainless steel bench and a cement floor and the fluorescent lights on, and other girls kept coming in and out all night, until they moved her. She rubbed the dents on her wrists made by the restraints.

A white girl with mascara down her cheeks said, These niggas better let me out for my boy’s birthday.

In the middle of the night, they ordered her out. Through the reflection on the glass, she saw someone looking at her, an American with a mustache. The intercom came on. Yeah, you. Stand up. She did as she was told. The door opened. He beckoned with a finger. She exited the tank. The corridors were dark throughout the jail and she didn’t know what they were doing. There was no one there except the deputy and, down the corridor, a head-down figure mopping the floor with a strange, self-denying patience, as if he wasn’t there, and she realized he was an inmate.

Take one. The deputy pointed at a laundry bin of fraying orange jumpsuits. She had to ask him where to change before he showed her. She locked herself in the bathroom and, for a moment, was alone with the sink, the mirror, the porcelain toilet, and tile. A radio was playing a car commercial on his desk. She hurried taking her jeans off, avoiding the mirror, pulled on the jumpsuit, discovered it was sleeveless, and zipped herself up, and hurried out, her arms colder than the rest of her, holding her jeans out to the deputy like a gift. He took them.

Then he took her elbow and walked her deeper into the facility, his weight compressing his shoes into the waxed floor, the heels of her shower shoes tapping rapidly next to him. They turned another corner. She could not hear the radio anymore. There were no lights and there was an animal smell. They came to a large black window and the deputy stopped. He unlocked a door. Inside was a big black room. He took her elbow and put her in. It felt like an indoor basketball court. She could just make out the numbered cells across the concrete floor. She turned to ask what she was supposed to do. That one. Seventeen, he said and locked her in. She felt him leave. Holding her blanket in her arms, she squinted her eyes and identified her number and started towards it. Above her was a second tier. In her tiny numbered cell, behind a heavy wooden door painted with marine paint, she felt a steel shape with her hands. It was a bunk. She lay down. Her eyes adjusted. She saw the graffiti on the cinder blocks. She got up and pulled her door shut. It did not latch. She lay there listening with her eyes shut.

I will stand this, she said when the lights came on and she saw where she was—the steel thing on the wall that was the toilet. In China, the conditions would have been worse.

She left her cell and saw the others shuffling out, fat, puffy-faced, hostile, acne-covered, their afro hair standing up, taking over the picnic table in the center of the room, milling around the stairs, wandering to the glass window and back. They played with each other’s hair. A black girl farted and said, You heard? There were rural women with Indian blood in them and crosses on their hands who stayed together. You could tell who had been picked up in an immigration sweep. It was obvious who she was. She squatted by herself, as all the migrants did.

The deputy came and let a trustee in with a food cart. Everyone got up. She stood aside and let the blacks and Americans go ahead of her. When she received her tray, she took it to her cell and ate her boloney and cheese sandwich, looking resolutely away from the toilet.

She spent the day walking back and forth to the window in the big room, keeping along the wall, until the lights went out in the facility.

She had been there two or three days when she realized she wasn’t sure if it had been two or three exactly, which. It could have been either, or it could have been more. She tried to count the days, but there was no way to tell them apart. There were no clocks. She briefly thought of keeping a calendar, but she didn’t have anything to write with. There was nothing at all except themselves, her and the other females, in the loud, dirty sealed room.

She tried to say to a woman, a white woman with a crushed nose, did they ever have a chance to watch TV in here?

TV? Oh, yeah, sure, we got one. It’s over by the Jacuzzi.

What there was was a payphone by the window. It had a bail bondsman’s card taped to it with an 800 number on it. She had watched people calling from it. Silvio, a voice said after she put the number in and the line clicked. She did her best to tell him who she was. He asked her where she was calling from, and she didn’t even know that. Well, no problem, he could call around. It would be one of two places if she had gotten herself picked up in Bridgeport. Do you know what you’re being charged with? No? It could be from the sound of it, they got a thing now where, if you entered the country under the radar, so to speak, you’re not eligible for bail. That’s the Patriot Act. He repeated it for her. Yes, she nodded. I know it.

Do you have anyone who can bond you out?

No, she said. I am just me in this country. I will work for you when I get out, if you just get me out, she struggled to express. I am honest. I pay everything. She said this into the receiver gripped in her hand, half bowing her head.

Oh, he said. I don’t doubt that. But if it’s like that, there might be nothing I can do.

She listened.

That’s the way it is.

He had to go.

To keep her spirits up, she went back to walking up and down along the wall and distracted herself counting miles.

She started doing walking lunges every three steps, counting in her head. There was yelling, but she didn’t think it was directed at her. It surprised her when someone got off the picnic table and came over. She went around them. They followed her, getting louder. Now they were really yelling and everyone was looking. They were yelling at her to stop. Don’t be doin that in here. I ain’t playin with you. She stopped doing lunges. The yelling stopped. You could hear the person who had been yelling at her breathing hard.

Fuckin monkey-ass bitches playin like they don’t speak English.

Something troubled her and she pushed it out of mind. No one told her anything. There were no lawyers. Then in the night, she dreamed her father came to the jail, short, tan, sharp, in uniform, saying nothing. The Americans deferred to him. He picked her out of the rest, and they had to let her go. The dream returned in a second version in which he had made a terrible mistake by entering detention and now he couldn’t leave. She sat uncertain on her bunk.

She watched a woman who was being released walking away on the other side of the window, sashaying with one arm out, following the deputy towards the front of the facility, where she would be given back her clothes and let out on the winter street.

Zou Lei ate a boloney sandwich and did knee bends in her cell next to the toilet.

They were lined up to see a social worker, who asked her if she had STDs. This concept was explained. She thought it meant AIDS. No, she said.

Are you pregnant?

She shook her head.

Do you know what day it is?

She shook her head.

It’s Tuesday. Do you speak English?

She nodded, then shook her head.

Are you gang-affiliated?

She didn’t know. No.

She said she wanted to know if she was going to get to see a lawyer. No one had told her what she had been charged with or on what basis she was being held. When she tried to ask what was going to happen to her, a deputy ordered her to move away and return to her side of the room.

The Latinas had a gang they called the Niñas Malas for self-protection. And what are you? the white women with their stringy hair wanted to know. Someone said Al Qaida. I’m Chinese, Zou Lei said. She wet her hair in the sink and tied it back to make herself look another way.

She did not like exercising in her cell. When she was alone, her mind turned inside-out like an envelope. She would drift and come back and hours would have gone by. Once, her mind traveled to the clutch plate factory where she had been working, and she saw and heard them working and talking about this and that. They were saying, Remember that girl? What happened to her? And she knew they were talking about her. In her mind, it was a day of blue sky, and she could smell the asphalt and the field and the lunch truck.

Some Latina girls asked her, Are you with it? Hey, yo, you wid it? And instead of ignoring them, she stared back at them and said, I don’t with nothing. She pretended she didn’t see them, but she was scared. The fear came in and out like a radio signal. When it faded out, she went back to being sick. She picked up the phone and listened to the dial tone and put it down, stared out the window and waited for anyone to walk by. Her sickness came from this sealed room. I cannot stand it, she thought. Deputies walked by from time to time in their green uniforms. Sometimes a male trustee would come by, a certain expression on his goateed face because one of the females would jump off the picnic table and rush the glass and pound on it and make signs at him.

There was an aching in her eyes from loneliness. When she closed them, tears scattered down her face.

Later in the artificial day, she stood by the others, who were talking on the stairs, gathered around a composed young woman emphasizing what she was saying by socking her fist in her hand. Zou Lei got as close as she could and tried to listen. The speaker was saying that she had been given thirty years for armed robbery.

He had the gun and I was with him.

Ninety-nine problems.

For real. He doin life.

You stay here? Zou Lei spoke up.

The others looked at her, then at the armed robber to see what she would say.

Will I stay here? No, I’m going to state prison.

After a minute, the woman, as if vexed with children, lowered herself off the stair where she had been sitting and moved apart from the others. Zou Lei approached her and asked her what she had been waiting to ask.

Deport you, the woman said. I don’t know. They might put your ass in Uncasville.

This was the answer Zou Lei finally received: No one knows what will happen to you.

Well, what would she probably be facing?

Probably you’re talking a year. Zou Lei got a look of concentration when she heard this. A year and then? A year and then they decide what to do with you.

Okay, she said. And what they do with me?

That’s the thing. They can do anything they want, because of your status.

I can be my life in here?

A good part of it. Look at Gitmo.

But there was more, she learned. This was just the beginning. Any deputy could take you by the elbow on a long walk through the jail to the other side. He could show you to a laundry room full of male trustees and say, Here’s your new helper. Howbout I leave her here? He would wait just long enough for your blood to run cold. Just kidding. You shit yourself? You wanna check? And he would march you back to the female wing. Along the way, he would say, Bet you feel like being nice now. He would lock you in the bathroom and come back for you later. If you fought him, he was authorized to rush you like a man, tackle you, pound your head on the floor, Taser your backside while you crawled, drag you out by the leg while you screamed under the cameras recording all of this in black and white, strap you in The Chair, put the spit bag on your head and leave you there for up to twelve hours while you begged for water. And he could count to twelve any way he wanted. You could see a social worker who would look at your blackened eyes like plums and say, Why were you fighting with staff? and write Antisocial on her form. They would add time to whatever sentence you got, whenever you finally got a sentence, so they could help themselves to more of your life. All you had to do was give someone a reason. They were going to rape you unless you carried yourself a certain way, and even then, they could nail you anytime, misplace you in the laundry room. They did it to the small half-Indian girls in the Mexican gangs. If you cried too much afterwards, you got Trazodone. Then they wheeled you upstairs strapped to a folding bed and left you in a hall.

Anyone who was here on immigration sweeps was in violation of the Patriot Act. If you were suspected of terrorism things got really interesting. There was a cell on the upper tier that no one ever left. Or had she failed to notice that?

They showed her what was going on on the top tier, in the cell that no one ever came out of. They had a project they’d been working on. It was a woman lying in a bunk. The deputies gave her to us. We take care of her. Right after 9/11 they put her in a cell with like fifteen guys. She was in Al Qaida for real. I don’t know how they could get it up because she’s so nasty. Look at her. She’s old. Zou Lei looked at the woman. She couldn’t tell if she was breathing. They told her she was Lebanese, a mom. Her husband had been flown from New Haven to Syria for interrogation. Dried feces on the walls. Her feet were black, hair tangled wild over her face, going gray, going white. They threw wet toilet paper at her. Used tampons. A black girl screamed at her. Ugh. You stink so bad! and ran out cackling.

The woman would not speak or move. The Americans had uncovered her head and she lay with her hands clutched over her face.

Zou Lei wanted to leave.

Scared? an inmate asked. I don’t blame you.

In the northwest, she used to see men lying under the saplings on the medieval street in the desert town where she grew up, the dome of the mosque visible above the mud-brick houses. The men lay directly on the stone, face-down against the curb, faces sunburned, skullcaps still on their heads, their sandals sometimes having fallen off and lying a few feet away. The street where they were lying went uphill to the mosque, and when she was a little girl, before she knew what heroin was, she thought they had been climbing the hill to the mosque and had gotten tired along the way and laid down to sleep.

God be with you, she said to the woman.
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IF YOU TURNED AND looked downhill from the mosque, you saw the end of the city, the last stones of the wall, then the gravel on the ground and the red sand and the desert descending away from you. The land rushed out and away from your feet and opened out into the vast distance, to the snowcapped mountains on the horizon. There was a great desire to launch yourself out into that distance and fly out to the mountains, which were in sharp focus in the brilliant air.

Until the call to prayer sounded from the mosque in the evening, the only thing you heard was the desert wind. It was quiet in the orchards. A donkey cart wheeled by, clop-clop-clop, with a suntanned old man sitting up front holding a lash, carrying melons, peaches or his daughters in the back. In some parts of the town, you could hear the hammering of tinkers, and if you went down west of the orchards, there were stone sheds with a fire roaring up and a barechested boy in a white skullcap working a bellows who would look up and grin at you, his face carbon-blackened.

Her mother picked watermelon in the orchard by a ditch near a half-built section of roadway. It was so quiet you could hear the flies, the thump of a melon rolling into the cart, the creaking of the cart when the long-eared donkey shifted. The women worked in earrings and skirts and headscarves with flowers on them. At noon, they prayed on a rug. They worked slowly in the immense dry desert heat and their sweat dried immediately. They would go to the spigot by the mud wall and drink from the tin cup and you would hear them laughing with each other as they drank as a group.

The city was on a route that came out of the desert and went on to the west. Trucks came in from Aksu and went back with sheepskins. She remembered the smell of animals and dung and wood fire, everyone putting out whatever they had to sell on the roadside, the pink plastic sandals her mama bought her, her dirty feet. Playing soccer on the clay behind the bus station.

When the trucks came in, she ran out on the shoulder to see who it was. Someday it would be him, she knew—she hoped and prayed—her mother told her. God willing. Sometimes there were live sheep in a flatbed with a blue cab. Sometimes a soldier or a Mongolian, in ragged army surplus or bellbottoms, climbing down and squatting in the half-shade, eating lamb kawap, while Zou Lei hung around watching.

Have you come from far away?

A grown man ignoring her, squinting. Sometimes grunting, lifting his greased chin, at the distance. Shaking his head. Nodding. Waving the flies away or ignoring them. The sun reflecting on the mud houses on the roadside, the one thing built by man, and everywhere else the tremendous soaring vastness.

The northwest was a territory of tribal nomadic herdsmen who did not recognize the borders between nations. They traded sheep and horses and spoke each other’s languages. In the vineyards, they grew their fruit. The word for man was adam. Apple was alma. Silk, yurt, camel, and khan were pronounced the same in Uzbek and in Uighur. Tibetan women hiked up from Qinghai, carrying blankets and silver things to sell, wearing black cowboy hats and sheath knives. They would not let you touch them. Her mother’s family’s ancient dead were buried in Siberia.

The songs were the same. The girls sang them turning around, looking over their shoulders, coins around their heads.

The sun reverberating on the golden land, the snowcapped mountains—Afghanistan in the radiant air—no clouds—ram’s music—purely wondrous blue over this part of the earth. Her mother’s God above, causing the streams to flow from the snowcaps and make green the pasturelands and vineyards—the Kazak horses grazing!

In Gulja, the Russian architecture was European, with white columns, like a palace in France, and then, over the tops of the conifers, you saw the blazing dome of the mosque. Her mother’s people came down from the steppe, before they were collectivized by the Chinese, who came from the east.

The Chinese closed the border. They paved the highway and put up red banners and billboards for the good of everyone. In Altai Province, they established cotton plantations. The nomads were forced to curtail their trading. Now they were peasants, according to the Chinese, who found work for them picking cotton. Everything was being done for their own good. We are all one family. To prove that this was true, nomad girls were eligible for one hundred dollars if they divorced their husbands and married Chinese men. The new loudspeakers attached to the medieval buildings in the desert towns announced that we are very happy. Ration cards will be issued. Splittism is a serious offense.

A convoy drove through the desert. The center of it was a massive flatbed trailer hauling a section of pipe for the oil pipeline. The other vehicles were camouflaged, soldiers sitting in the back. The convoy drove at speed, sending up a column of dust, bearing down on a settlement, not slowing. The people selling bread and water by the roadside moved out of the way. Zou Lei, who was five years old, opened her mouth and said oh and advanced, looking for the soldiers as they roared by and watching them as they sped away, packed in the back of the trucks in their steel helmets.

An older girl ran up and pulled Zou Lei back from the roadside and held onto her until the convoy had passed and its dust had blown over them and settled. Then she took her by the hand and led her over to one of the adobe dwellings roofed in gray desert driftwood.

She was playing too close to the road and I scolded her. A big truck came by.

I heard it, Zou Lei’s mother said. She was standing at a table in her doorway, half in the sun, making laghman. The sun sliced across the table. She was kneading the dough, wetting it with water from a blue plastic tub.

It was the biggest truck ever. And she wanted to get squashed.

What’s that?

She wanted to get on it. She was running and if I hadn’t grabbed her, she would have run right to it. Zou Lei’s mother peered at Zou Lei.

What did you do? she asked Zou Lei. To the girl, she said, Did you give her a swat?

I gave her a swat on the leg.

Give her one for me right now while I’m watching. Not to the ear, just the leg.

The girl hit Zou Lei on the leg of her faded orange pants.

You’ve got to put more pepper in it than that. That’s not going to do anything with her.

The girl hit Zou Lei hard on the bottom and Zou Lei was driven forward two steps and put her hand back there to protect herself.

Don’t do it again! the girl said.

Listen good! her mother said.

I tell her, her father is away in the steppe with the army. He isn’t on the truck. If he was on the truck, he would come down. Even if he was working, he would ask the officer for leave to see his family. If they couldn’t give him leave, then he would wave at least so you could see him. They would at least let him do that in the army, to wave.

Her mother wet her hands and began forming the dough into a rope.

Play a game with her, why don’t you? Or sing something. Can you sing anything yet?

I can’t sing, but I know a little dancing, the girl said.

The girl made movements with her hands, pressing her fingertips together, rotating her wrists, undulating her hands.

That’s all I know.

She tried to teach Zou Lei, who did not want to learn.

Pretend I’m a wolf, Zou Lei said.

In the afternoon, after the girl had left and Zou Lei’s mother was resting on the rugs, it was just the two of them in the dwelling while the noodles boiled. Zou Lei crawled over and played with her mother’s hair. Her mother waved a fly away from them. For a time, they played made-up games where they would hold hands and her mother would say, where’s the bread and salt? It’s in the mountains. It’s in the river. It’s in the pasture with the horses.

The light turned golden orange and the heat eased. Another truck went chugging by on the road and they both listened to it passing. Her mother took the noodles out to let them cool before they ate them with a green pepper and an onion.

The shadows fell over them and through the gaps in the driftwood roof, the sky showed. In the doorway, the sun was setting on the mountains and its rays were coming in a straight line to their eyes, passing from rim to rim across the vast blue-shadowed desert basin.

All we had was soup when I was picking cotton, her mother said. That was before you. You were still being carried around in your father’s cotton sack. He asked if I would like to have you. I said I would, and he gave you to me. Come here and take a bite of this—her mother had peaches that she had picked up from the roadside—let’s brush it off. Don’t eat sand. Sit here now. He’ll be home soon, God willing. Now let me tell you something nice. Let me tell you why you should be happy. Do you want to hear? Now, listen.

Did you know that there is a place that is better than any other? Okay, I’ll tell you about it. First of all, it’s out there, past all the bandits and wolves. It’s a long way off out there, a good three months on horseback at least. The officials don’t tell anyone about it because they want it for themselves. Still, people know it’s there. Now, look, everyone there is full of joy. They spend all their lives feasting and singing, so why wouldn’t they be? No one goes without. Everyone has what he needs. Everyone has shoes, clothes, and a fine cap. It’s a place blessed by God in a green valley protected by mountains and rivers. The herds graze and the grapes grow in the vineyards and, in the summer, they ride up to the larch forest, where it’s cool. They hunt as much as they like and then they ride back down where the sun shines on the green grass. You need only put out your hands and blackberries fill your arms. The air is filled with the sweet music of finches in the trees. Everyone gets yogurt, cream, milk, bread, and meat—as much as the heart desires. The fire is singing and the fat is frying and the pots are tipping their lids. To have a whole roast goat is no great thing there. You don’t have to be rich. If somebody wants it, it will be theirs. All they have to do is say I will have bread! and the bread leaps out straight from the oven. That’s how eating works there.

The women are as beautiful as sun and moon, as the saying goes—cheeks red like apples and a brow fair like milk. Arm in arm, sister and cousin, they go picking flowers, while the men gaze after them with longing, hearing them laughing like nightingales. The men cannot stop singing to them, courting them. A girl will only have to throw her comb on the ground and twenty men will fight to pick it up. If she yawns, the men will make shade for her and call the wind over to cool her, saying: here, Breeze, blow! Well, that’s well, but who will peel potatoes for my mother’s supper while I am lying here? she says, and the men will trip over themselves peeling potatoes.

While everyone is eating and having a good time, there’s music and dancing and singing, lifting everyone’s hearts. All day long, the men hold contests of riding, running and wrestling. Any one of the men could be a prince for looks and bravery. They go galloping back and forth on the steppe, making one thundering pass after another, and each time they go by, the people rise up and huzzah with one voice. The steppe is filled with cheering. You have to imagine that great sound coming from thousands of us at one time, how it echoes out around the world. It makes the red and yellow poppies bloom everywhere on the green mountainsides and the rivers melt with admiration and flow from the snowcaps.

If an official demands taxes, you tell him next week! and he’ll take that for an answer and put it in his book. If he doesn’t, you show him a hair on your head and say, not even this will I give you! and he goes away knowing he’s met his match. The prison gates are flung open and the prisoners come out singing and giving thanks, and go back to their families.

Zou Lei’s mother touched her face in the dark.

Are you awake?

She was. They could see the stars through the roof but they couldn’t see each other. At night, the rugs disappeared, the very surface they were resting on. It was easy to imagine they were on a precipice and that it wasn’t wise to move until the sun came back and brought the earth back with it. At night, Zou Lei would wake up and figure out the house was empty and then she’d hear a sound and see a ribbon of the night sky appear and her mother would come back in, having gone out to the roadside, having thought she had heard a truck stopping.

She told Zou Lei a story about a girl whose father was taken away by a witch and the only way to be reunited with him was to travel west. Zou Lei’s mother shifted, talking with her hands, describing the witch’s long nose like a sausage. Outside, a sandstorm turned the darkness cloudy. In the morning, they would sweep the rug off, shake the sand out of their own hair, go down to the spigot and wash their feet before praying on the rug, hands to face, her mother’s eyes closed, lips moving.

Her mother told her Clever took seven mulberry seeds, one seed to live on in each of the seven deserts she had to walk through. In the dark, Zou Lei saw the gravel hills, the gorges and caves, places like the moon, the river running dry, the scrubland going on forever, the golden desert. The bandits took a liking to her. There was one desert of glass and one of iron, her mother gesticulated. Clever wore out all her shoes. A journey of seven years. The seeds were gone, no more water in the sheep’s bladder. The iron desert tore the soles off her feet until the fresh blood ran out and boiled to steam on the hot iron. But she kept on, believing in God until the sun blinded her. With death coming, she stretched the bladder over her knees to make a drum and chanted I am a ghost now. She drummed for seven days. A bird came out of the blue blue sky and cast his shadow on her. As long as she sang, he flew with her, running above the steppe on wolf’s legs. They came to a pure blue river and she leapt in and when she came out her sight was restored and she beheld the Fergana valley.

Her father came home—no one saw him coming—they heard his voice at the door and there he was—it didn’t seem real. He picked her up and hugged her. Mama dropped her basket, Oh, God! She pulled him inside. He smelled like gasoline. I’ll cook for you. Thanks be to God! She gripped his arm, wiping her eyes with her dirty suntanned fingers.

Don’t cry. Don’t be hard-up. Look! he smiled, taking ration cards from the pocket of his military blouse and giving them to her mother. Flour, oil, potatoes—for us, eh.

He dragged his sack inside and Zou Lei watched his forearm flex.

They did his washing in the ditch next to the orchard. Zou Lei and her mama wrung his dark wet green uniform out.

Her mother gave her a knife and a potato to peel.

Like this, her sunburned Chinese daddy said and showed her how to cut the skin off in one unbroken spiral. He dug a pit out back with his army shovel and killed a goat. Bring me a bowl from mama. He hung the purple chalky meat up high behind the house—always working, even when he was on leave, a cigarette on his lip, the salt drying on his shirt.

It was summer in the Taklamakan. They would let the tea cool in the kettle overnight. In the day, the sky was clear, magnifying the mountains in the distance, the snowcaps that never went away. The speed of evaporation made the desert seem less hot. The grownups sat on wooden squatting stools in front of the door and drank their tea from the day before in the afternoon. A wind came, picking up curtains of dust that moved down the street like giants in dresses.

Zou Lei ran back from playing. It’s kicking up!

Looks like it.

Her father picked up his chair. Come on. They went inside and she helped him shut the door.

It’s a bad one! her mother laughed.

The door banged and her father moved the table in front of it and it still banged. Dim blue night fell as the sandstorm swept against houses. They lit the lantern and moved their dinner away from where the wind was getting in. Her mother tore the bread in three pieces.

Eat so your hands don’t ache.

The bread was warm. Zou Lei leaned on her father’s tan arm.

In our army, we say don’t be slow. Slow one cleans the pot.

Are you slow? her mother asked him.

Me? No. What do you think?

I don’t know. I was thinking about my husband cleaning the pot.

Your mama likes to think.

Yes, I like to think. I think all the time.

I don’t think so much myself.

Oh, you’d be the first man who didn’t think so much.

No, I just follow orders.

Oh, you’re the first man of your kind!

The door had stopped banging. It got later at night. The lantern kept up its glow, red through the hanging curtain. Her father looked like a tiger with his crewcut and muscled limbs, talking about his job to both of them. In the mountains, it was flat and strange, a tarn. His regiment had camped where the Yellow River ended. We carry rifles, but we carry shovels too. The pipeline work is like mining and, though it’s dangerous, we’re committed to it, because we want to make the country go forward. A Kazak wanted to give him his horse for settling a dispute over livestock, but her father, a soldier, couldn’t take it. We’re here to serve the people. He didn’t know he was part of us, but he is. The people includes everyone. So then he brought out his daughter in a pretty dress, and all the boys laughed at my embarrassment. Was she very pretty? Zou Lei asked. Her father put her on his lap and she listened to his voice through his chest. Her mother half-lay on her side, listening to him, the flowers on her skirt becoming birds on the rug beneath her.

Zou Lei jogged with him—she was running, her pink sandals slapping—he turned around and jogged backwards downhill, serious about teaching her. The land panned out, past the lot where the bus came in.

Her father balanced on the parallel bars, swinging his legs, holding them out straight, pressing himself up and down. He jumped down. She remembered the sound of his boots landing. Everything he did was correct and simple. He brushed his hands off, helped her up on the bars.

She was lifted. His sunburned face, his crewcut, the smell of his cigarettes, his sweat dried by the desert—a white crystal salt in the center of his chest. One of her pink sandals fell off. She looked down and saw her dirty feet waving. Don’t look down, he said, steadying her. She was scared, but she could hold herself with his help. Her headscarf fell off. Use your arms. He lifted her up and down—she pressed herself. Ha! she laughed. You did it. He lifted her down. Hopping to keep her bare foot off the hot concrete, holding onto daddy. He put her sandal on her little dirty foot. Good soldier work, he said. He went and picked her scarf up off the ground.

Things are coming along, he said. Little by little. Her mother’s hands were covered in flour, baking bread in a clay oven, which her father had wrestled in front of their house singlehandedly.

Melons, peaches, apples, almonds, dates, Uighurs waiting in the shade, waiting for jobs, waiting for a drink of water, minarets above the rooftops. A hot wind blew across the highway. Zou Lei squinted. She had a plastic bag with bread in it. The bus came in and the cloud of dust drifted away. Sunburned women climbed down in headscarves, holding their money in their hands. How much for bread? Zou Lei put the fractions of a dollar in her pocket.

She saw the red banners getting hung across the medieval street and the army drive through and the shoeless children come back out when they were gone. Chinese cadres in glasses and worker’s hats and black plastic shoes posed in the desert with their hands behind their backs, having their pictures taken by other men who looked just like them and nothing like her father, as proof that they had been here and that everything was a success.

The loudspeakers said, Strike down backwardism! and played triumphant music. She saw a fight over livestock. A man hit his neighbor and threw a sheep into a truck and the other sheep jumped up after it bleating. The smell of wood fire blew across the road from the lamb kawap. Her mouth watered. She broke her sandals kicking a soccer ball and mama hit her.

Russia’s that way, her father pointed. Those are the Muslim countries. The other way is China. He lit a cigarette. The Russian soldiers are good, they have advanced equipment. To protect this frontier from the Russians, that’s why we are here. The Muslims have backward conditions. They don’t make good soldiers because they are too independent. In the middle of the war, they’ll decide to leave and go tend the herd. America has the best equipment, the richest country. In America, a private owns a car. Here, only the general has a car. We have equipment in the middle range, but it is not very advanced. What we have is the size of the population. Conditions will slowly, slowly improve. Everything has to be balanced to win. It’s just like wrestling. If I’m too weak, you push me over. If I’m too strong, I push myself over. You have to be in the middle. China is in the middle, which is just right. In thirty, forty years, we will be able to beat America or Russia.

The buses brought Uighurs from the west, some of them from Fergana. A barber put a chair out on the roadside. Zou Lei watched the open razor moving up the back of a man’s head, fluffs of hair dropping, drifting against the stone curb when the breeze came. The men were sitting in a circle. They raised their sunburned forearms and held out coins to her. You are from the land of milk and honey, she said. They were wearing skullcaps, staring off, clean-shaven, eating her mother’s bread. Who told you that? All of us pick cotton in Fergana. They make us. Now go and tell your mother that.

How far can you run, Dad? she asked her father.

Run or jog? he said. It makes a difference.

Well, to those mountains.

Not running, you mean, but could I get there on foot?

Could you get there? Could anyone get there?

I think so. With determination, yes. And enough water.

The decade ended and, all of a sudden, there were crowds in the streets. Their neighbors disappeared. Alani didn’t come to school. Soccer was considered fundamentalist, so they stopped playing it. They tossed it through the basketball hoop. Her father was mobilized and left them.
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Take this, her mother said and handed her the plov to carry out front where their customers were eating.

In the back streets, the boys tried to wrestle each other down. Tyson! they yelled. Arabic graffiti carved in the mud brick. I am Rambo!

A girl threw rocks at her. Your mother is married to a filthy pig-eater.

Truck drivers came in from Gilmet talking about what they had seen. They ordered cold noodles and beer. A Karamlik bit the bottlecap off with his teeth. Smugglers get decapitated over there. Opium paste hidden in bread ovens, usually. On this side, they just put you in the gulag, nothing more than that. Gang members and separatists. Imagine not being allowed to talk for five years. Haven’t you seen the oil-drilling in the desert? I saw them hauling a piece of pipe out there big enough to live in. They have the army camped all around out there. They have everything they want. They get village girls. There’s a tent for them and a doctor to keep them healthy.

She brought them out more beer. A sandstorm hit and they went inside and sat on the rugs. They called for yogurt, vodka. They called her mother over.

How old is she?

Get in the kitchen and stay there.

When they received a notice from the regiment, they waited in the sun from 11:20 to 14:40, which was the official rest time for post office employees, while the Chinese woman and her coworkers in nurse’s hats ate dumplings and fanned themselves and chatted behind a gated window. Her mother sat on the curb holding her head. When the gate lifted, they went inside. The woman in the nurse’s hat said the notice meant that someone had died in the regiment.

But it doesn’t have a name, miss. Maybe it’s not him.

Maybe nothing. It’s the name of whoever you have in the regiment, the woman yelled. If you have somebody else in the regiment, then it’s them.

Her mother began crying out.

The notice had to be stamped, they were told.

Where do I get it stamped?

The woman snatched the paper away, pounded it with her stamp, and took it.

Why aren’t you giving it back to me? her mother cried.

What are you going to do with it?

But her mother banged and shook the bars and yelled until the woman gave it back. On the street, someone told them to go to such and such an office. No one told them how her father died. It was a seventeen-hour bus ride to the provincial capital. There, they found out that the notice was essential to collect the death benefit, a little pile of pink banknotes with heroic profiles on them, some of them ethnic minorities. Her mother rolled them up and put them in her stocking, while Zou Lei hung her head.

Now they lived in a big western city, the truckstop gone, failed, they had not made a go of it, her father gone. The banknotes flew away. She was fifteen, sixteen, and she was hungry. She wrote to him. She cut her hair like him to remember him by. A soldier in everything I do. No more school. There were no ration cards unless you bought them from kids in tracksuits, orphans who dealt hashish. She sold things on a blanket. Cassette tapes. A tarnished horn from someone’s Tajik wedding. The street was wired with lights to keep the market going after dark. You could smell the whole roast goat at another one of the tables. There were more Chinese here. Do you like disco? She was into soccer whenever she could play it. The American president was Clinton. On a garbage-strewn field behind the market, she picked up a broken knife and threw it as far as she could.

Sunburned, red-cheeked, her face peeling, she was seventeen years old. They were all sunburned, playing soccer at the extreme end of Liberation Road, dust getting knocked out of their army castoff clothes. Tariq had the ball and she ran way out in an arc, as if something very thin were keeping her here. He kicked it and she curved in to meet the ball. She never stopped moving. She had her elbow in a boy’s face, the two of them fighting for the ball like praying mantises with their legs. The sun was a bright, purifying sun coming out of winter. Everything smelled like leather, a sourness, charcoal dust and manure. This was the end of the city. The wall was four hundred years old and beyond it was the desert.

There was a wild woman in the small shade beneath a juniper tree, her baby on the curb, a tiny filthy boy digging his fingers between the crumbling blue hexagons, trying to prize one up and find a scorpion.

The road began from nowhere, out of the desert, built so that tanks could roll down it four abreast. Now she traveled down it, dribbling a ball. Things were being built or broken down and the stones they were made of lay in piles, huge wedges of concrete with rebar coming out, a tooth extracted from the earth, excavations in the dust. The edges of the road were crumbling. A highway went overhead and stopped in midair. In a vast ditch was a sea of tires and a man climbing through them, examining the treads.

The spaces were wide and long, extending to the busy part of the city by the train station, a carnival of tan buses where the tunnel ended, the signs in Uighur and Chinese, migrants seeking work, sleeping wherever there was shade. In among the old adobe houses was the public security building and detention house made of tile, like a bathroom turned inside out. The sun sparked off the spire of a mosque above the construction sites. The dome was down below, but you could sense it, a bubble rising.

They were going to move again, this time to the interior, to one of the factories that always needed migrants, in Shenzhen. A subsidy would be promised, an incentive for Uighur women. They would be told it was a fruit juice plant, but very little would be as advertised. The humidity of the rice-growing land south of the Yangtze River would be their first inkling of a mistake. A different heat from what they were used to in the desert. Haze everywhere, no horizon, the dull fields smudged into the sky. The factory produced polyethylene derivatives, without safety equipment except for surgical masks. If you put your head up, the Taiwanese bosses would make sure your head got pushed back down again. He did not have to pay you. You were an illegal immigrant in your own country, you found out. That’s how big China was.

They would be sick, their own food would make them sick, bacteria in the water, unidentified meat on the tables along the surfaced road, flies and blood. No imams in the countryside; there was avian flu, malaria, and schistosomiasis. The whine in your ear whenever you dropped off. You smacked yourself. Scabs all over from scratching the bites. Her mother would not eat pork. They would squat in the wet village latrines next to the other girls. Fish in the scummed ponds. They would eat fish when they could get it, a farmer stepping on a live bream on the mud-covered floor of the bus. Her mother would have to ride the back of a motorbike with arms around a mototaxi man’s waist. There would be dogs in the roadway, a dead goat lying in the trash pile where she hunted for paper and plastic. They would eat lamb sometimes, mainly cabbage, cooking with round coal bricks, which they would gather, the half-burnt ones, whenever they found them. Mustard greens and potatoes and white rice and the bones of anything besides pork.

From the factory, where they could not tolerate being locked in for their own protection, it was a short step to having nothing, to living in the brigade field, collecting paper and plastic for recycling. There would be no way to pay the fee for her mother to go to an infirmary. A lot of girls would have gone to work at the KTV bars to sing and drink with Party cadres, but at two in the morning, Zou Lei would gather beer bottles amid the litter of Styrofoam bowls dripping with chili oil and the throwaway chopsticks under the woven plastic tenting and the still-burning light bulbs strung over the unpaved street, then travel a kilometer back on the mud road with just a sense of the walls and huts in the blackness, turning into the paddy fields. Piles where the farmers dumped their shit. The horrible shit-stink in the dark. Stopping to set the clanking weight down, all alone on the mud lane that led out into the giant squares of water.

If you wanted heaven, they would say, maybe you shouldn’t have come. There’s always America, if you think your feet will carry you. She met her mother in the crowd coming out of a mosque. They went to Liberation Boulevard and there were peasants, the sons of nomads, pulling enormous wooden wagons through the broken street. Desert people with gold teeth and leathery hands and faces. Men in white skull caps and dark suit jackets holding up flatbread, saying it is for sale. There were tubs of dates and nuts, watermelons cut open, the red flag of a butchered lamb hanging up, the spokes of cartwheels interlocking through the legs of people walking through the square, interlocking and scissoring, a hundred crossings. The late afternoon sun reflected off something bright at the edge of a mosaic fountain, one side for men, one side for women to wash their feet. A pair of cops with large oiled heads like seals went by.

Her mother was recounting to her what the imam had said in his sermon. The loudspeaker said, If you suspect fundamentalism, tell your leaders. Zou Lei nodded at a group of young men and boys in tracksuits. One had a boa constrictor hanging around his neck, mirrored sunglasses, no shirt.

Who are they?

The children of the police.

She saw razor blades and hypodermics in a bucket under a cart where her mother was buying apples. Zou Lei went up to the snake and touched it, the smooth, beaded surface slipping under her fingers.

You cannot ask for the things of this life, her mother said.

They went back to where they lived in a stinking concrete room next to a latrine, lay down in the same bed and couldn’t sleep. She was going to learn to march. She was going to practice in the field.

In the night, she woke up. The bare bulb was on and her mother was turning in circles. She was chanting into her hands, her hair undone and swinging out, almost touching the wall. Zou Lei watched her mother spin, get dizzy and stagger. I’m on my horse. I’m in the larches. Zou Lei tried to get her back in bed. She claimed to have seen a stag. Zou Lei reached for the switch. They’ll charge us for the light.

I went a thousand miles, her mother said. I should be weary, but I’m not.

She got back in bed, fending off her daughter with her thick strong hand.
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They went to court. It had a brown carpet. Someone told her to stand your ass up. A white woman in a pinstriped skirt with a manila folder said, The people have no objection. No one told her why. Later, they just told her she was leaving. Pick your things up there, the deputy pointed. A paper bag with her jeans in it sat on the counter. She took her clothes and changed under the fluorescent light, not counting her money until she got outside. They buzzed the glass door open and she went out past the bulletin boards, the thumb-tacked notice that said To SEE YOUR PRISONER in four different languages, and out towards the open space of the small city—it was seven in the morning—the train tracks, barbed wire, and the water.

On the bus, she leaned her head against the glass to watch them leaving town. They traveled past the peeling houses, His Grace of Healing. It was cheaper than the MetroNorth. The driver, on the PA, looked in the rearview. There’s no smoking, thank you. The drifter in a black cowboy hat, a swastika on his neck, said, Ya got a light? At Roy Rogers everyone else got back on eating except for her. She closed her eyes on 95, hearing someone’s headphones. When she opened her eyes, they were rolling through projects, and there were cops with web gear and soldiers with assault rifles in the Port Authority.
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HE GOT PICKED UP before it was light, down where there were trees dark and arrow-shaped along the highway.

You goin AWOL? the driver asked.

That’s what I should have done, Skinner said.

The sun broke and irradiated them in the cab. It painted the endless forest along the highway in cherry light. He watched it happen. Slowly the highway curved like the arc of a planet. Sitting high over the road in the cab. The big steady noise.

He was not a big guy, but he had a large skull and hands, which made him seem bigger than he was. He put his boot on the dash without asking if that was okay. The driver had the interior of the cab upholstered in velvet and chrome.

You live in here?

Only when I’m away from home, the driver said and went through the production of showing him a photograph of his kids and his plain blond wife, posed in front of a swirly background. That’s Kyle and that’s Connor. I live for them. My boys are my whole life.

Skinner dropped the photograph on the dash. The driver picked it up with his pale red-freckled hand and put it away in his folding wallet.

You plan on stopping at all?

For what?

For Mickey D’s or something?

I don’t eat until I get where I’m going.

Must be a hardass.

Call it what you want, the driver said.

Skinner had bothered the driver somehow. The driver told him: You got two ways you can do this. I can either keep going or I can stop. If I have to stop, you can thumb a ride with somebody else.

Whatever, Skinner said. Do what you feel.

Skinner put his other boot on the dash and watched the road. Lit a cigarette. He put his shades on. Behind his shades, his eyes went from the cars to the roadside to the side mirror and back to the cars. The traffic increased as they travelled north. He put his feet on the floor and sat up. The landscape changed to bare trees and brown hills. He lit another cigarette. Both he and the driver smoked, the radio playing country.

A black car overtook them, cut around in front of them, and went speeding on ahead, weaving in and out of other cars. Skinner’s jaw flexed. He started jiggling his foot.

You need to take a piss or something?

On the radio, a woman sang: she’s got family pride.

No, said Skinner.

He put his boot up on the dash again.

Are those things comfortable?

Pretty much.

He stuck his thumb in the stitching, pulled at the laces.

They’re holding up all right. But these aren’t my last pair. My last pair got someone’s brain all over them.

The driver looked at him.

Fuckin army took half a year to give me a new pair. Where are we?

Virginia still, I think.

Skinner took a white hexagonal pill with Gatorade. He watched a McDonald’s sign go by. There started to be snow on the hills and it got colder in the cab. He wrapped himself in his green poncholiner, his large tan boots sticking out, his head bent against the edge of the seat, shades still on, pallid sunburned face, large hands with broken nails. He looked unconscious. The driver glanced at him. The sun went in and out like shadow play, like time-lapse photography, something with the clouds.

He slept through Pennsylvania, where his mother and brother lived, and woke to rap music. The sky had changed to gray. He rubbed his face.

The driver turned the radio off.

Slumped, Skinner watched the road, catatonic.

How long you think we’ve got?

Could be a while.

He looked in the trash underfoot and found the Gatorade bottle. That’s all right. Used to do this all the time. He turned sideways, filled it up. I better not see that, the driver said. You won’t. He capped it, put it warm and beer-colored in his assault pack.

They were in the approach to the city for a long time, an identifiable feeling, the road getting worse, fast and narrow and crowded, thudding over breaks in the surface. Graffiti began popping up, a flash of it here and there, and then it multiplied. Skinner lit another cigarette and sat leaning forward, jiggling his foot.

I think you overshot it, dude. It’s gotta be back there.

They swung around west when it was almost sundown. The sky had cleared and they were driving fast along fences, houses, the adjoining highway tapering, disappearing, coming back, dividing. He was searching up ahead. There it is. He saw the famous skyline minus the two towers. It was very distant still and when the highway dipped it went away. Then he saw it again, a precise silhouette, the lava sunset behind it.

The city disappeared behind the roadway, gravel pits, a mountain of sand, the sideways ladder of a crane. A glimpse of a sheet of water. The New York skyline came back. They were close now. Blond hair and tan tits on a billboard. Gentleman’s Club. He rubbed his hands. You catch the address? The driver said nothing.

They barreled down an off-ramp, tenements rising around them like curtains, graffiti on the bricks. The piers of the highway flashed by outside the window. The elevated highway rose above them like an airplane lifting off over their heads. They were subject to the g-force pull of the big rig angling across the lanes, downshifting, cruising, decelerating neatly into a gas station. Airbrakes. Their bodies rocked forward. The driver thumped into low gear and made the rig crawl in next to the pump and when he killed the engine, there was a momentary quiet, though the engine seemed to continue running in Skinner’s head.

This was as far as the driver was taking him, he was told—which was fine, he could see where he was going from here—and they climbed out. While the driver gassed the rig, Skinner went into the convenience store. He went directly to the jerky and pulled a bag of it off the metal tree and got a Red Bull out of the drink case. On his way to the register, he stopped at the magazines. There was a Haitian with blue-black skin reading car ads. Skinner reached across him and took a copy of Ironman, the bodybuilder on the cover holding so much weight the bar was bending and veins were webbed around his screaming neck. Skinner went up to the bulletproof window and dropped his bank card in the tray.

Gimme a pack of Marlboros too.

He went back outside and pulled his bags out of the cab. He shrugged into his camouflage field jacket and flipped his black hoodie over his head. The piss bottle he set by the curb for someone else to have. The driver, in nothing but a t-shirt, was still gassing the rig up. Skinner went over and asked him if he knew the way.

That way somewhere.

Skinner adjusted his pack straps, glanced at the highway. Then he picked up the military duffel at his feet, shook it, held it, gripping it. He looked at it. He did a curl with it. Then he slung it on.

All right. Thanks for the lift.

I don’t mind.

The driver stuck out his hand at the last minute and they shook hands.

Good luck.

Later.

Skinner went around the truck and disappeared.

Now he was cutting through monumental project towers, his silhouette distorted by what he was carrying, a burdened figure moving steadily across the great barren landscape of giant shadows and building structures and cold lights filtering down. A single car was parked against a line of gated storefronts exploding with graffiti—huge, wild, blazing—the letters pumped up like muscles about to burst, like smoke bulging, billowing, swelling in a bubble over the steel and concrete walls, like everything was on fire. He crossed the open area, a solitary figure carrying his gear, and reentered the shadow on the other side.

He was hiking by tenements so small you could reach in a window and put your hand out the door. They were burned-out and boarded-up and there were trash lots. Some of them were lived in. As he traveled, he was feeding jerky into his mouth and chewing. The Red Bull, which he had emptied down his throat and thrown at an oil drum, had frozen him to the core. Now his heart was pounding, his boots were whopping the concrete, steam was coming up from his face, and he was sweating in the cold.

Hey, he said, when he saw somebody and tried to ask them where to go. Papi, they called him. Go there—and pointed towards the traffic lights ahead. Liquor store, groceria, Iglesias de Dios. From somewhere, there was Spanish music. Taillights shot by him and over a bridge. He crossed beneath the highway, in a great tall vault of dark, the steel being knocked by vehicles going over, and climbed pigeonshit-splattered stairs, coming to rooftop level, billboard level—cash for your car—and then he was looking at Manhattan across the black water, a postcard view with all the lights and just the sheer scale of it, the sky violet with energy.

He took his cell phone out and took a picture of it. Steam was rising from his head from charging up the stairs. Then he turned around and took a picture of himself with the Empire State Building lit up laser green above his shoulder. His face was white and distracted in the phone flash.

On the other side of the bridge, which spiraled down into a field, he came to a place where an avenue began, littered and dark, going long and straight for miles and getting brighter as it went, until it became dense with clustered lights in the distance, and he started down it, bent against his weight.

He came to a wall mural of brown people working in the fields, wearing white dresses and straw hats, babies slung on their backs. He passed another mural of portraits of young men and their years of life and death. You Are in Our Hearts. There was a Salvation Army. A block later, he overtook two young women pushing baby carriages over the broken sidewalk, sparkling with broken glass. The Kingdom of the Almighty on a light box sign. A guy came out of a liquor store, wearing a cell phone earpiece, saying: Come uptown and check out what we doing. See how we provide. Skinner passed a fried-chicken restaurant. People moseyed into his way and he went around them. He was remarkably mobile despite the weight he carried, always slipping away and barely noticed in his faded, dusty-looking camouflage and boots, as if he had been doing farm work, head hidden under the black hood.

A grand white car pulled up and a big woman climbed out wearing a short red leather jacket. Five guys on the corner in ski hats were looking at her. Damn, one of them was saying. Skinner stopped and spoke to them for a minute. They told Skinner where the action was.

Forty-deuce.

Is that where the hotels are at?

That’s where the action at. Over here not really. It’s mad action down there. A hotel, I don’t know about. Beers, bitches, weed, good shit, I do know about, and they got it all downtown.

An SUV with halogen brights drove at them and Skinner flinched.

They got everything, yo. Mad shit. Hotels, motels, pussy, chicks with dicks…

Chicks without dicks…

I could go for some pussy maybe.

You got money, you can go for whatever you want.

He caught the train and rode it with his feet planted, watching the stops. People stepped around him when the doors opened. He got off and took the escalator up to the street, into a spectacle of silver stadium lights and monitors.

For half an hour, he went up and down Broadway, looking in the bars before going into one. He took one of the high tables in front where the drinking was going on. There was a flat-screen TV, a male server. Let me get you started with something to drink, get you started with some appetizers, get you started with some guac. He drank a series of shots. All right! He drank a margarita like he had something to celebrate. When he was done eating corn chips, the waiter took his bank card and electronically removed forty dollars from his account. He continued sitting, moving his eyes back and forth between the bar and the TV. Being drunk wore off. A blond came in, but she came in with two guys. They all had briefcases. Her voice carried. She said, You have to capitalize on that. They changed the channels on the flat-screen. Someone clapping. Someone pouring orange juice. The golf report. Skinner picked up his bags and went back outside.

Somewhere there was music pumping behind blacked-out windows. A pair of limos cruised by with laser ground effects, black lights, a Filipina with ultraviolet lipstick sitting in someone’s front seat, and he turned his head and watched them go around the corner, amid theaters.

After hunting through Times Square north-south, he tried east-west, stopping in front of bars or places that he thought were bars, backtracking, going on again, staring in the window of a porn store just for a minute, then moving on again, the weight strapped onto him, hanging off him, bouncing when he marched, the strap creaking like a saddle. He was smoking a cigarette, which occasionally he left in his mouth in order to use his hands to hold the duffel bag, which was getting heavier.

On 11th Avenue, he threw his butt away and went into a sandwich counter where the chairs were upside down and a Mexican was mopping. There was no sign of food. A young woman with ringlet hair and a green and blue uniform shirt and a gold chain and earrings was down under the counter going through the stock of cups and napkins.

Are you closed?

She stood up and finished jotting down what was out of stock on her clipboard before she spoke to Skinner. Her hair was worn pulled back giving her a high egg-like forehead and she had a hefty bosom and a narrow waist under her uniform shirt.

I can give you whatever’s out, she said, but we can’t make you nothing.

Do you know the hotels around here?

There’s a lot of them. Like which one?

Just like a basic motel.

She mentioned the Marriott.

Isn’t that like that super big one?

So, like, smaller than that.

Yeah.

She told him to wait and went to the back. The Mexican, who was broad-shouldered, stood aside for her and watched her going by.

Skinner sat down while she was gone, pulled off his watch cap and itched his head. The wall was mirrored and he could see his short wet dark hair, the tattoo on his neck, and sunken eyes looking back at him, multiplied a million times. He seemed not to recognize himself and looked at other things.

She returned carrying a page torn from a phone book.

This is them. Call them or you could go right over. She pointed to the address which she had circled in ballpoint pen. The penmanship was feminine. He could have imagined it signed Love with a drawing of a heart. So how do I get there?

Down and over, she made right angles with her hands.

Hey, thanks. That was going the extra mile.

No problem.

Yeah, look, I’m just thinking, he said. Why don’t you let me return the favor? He kept talking, trying to turn it into asking her out. Like when you get off or whatever. Just kickin it, he said. No attachments, you know? I’m basically a good person. He was watching her face with his sunken eyes to see how he was doing. I just got here, literally like an hour ago. Two hours ago. We could have a drink or something and you could tell me about yourself.

Thank you, no.

You sure? I just got out of the army yesterday. I literally just got here. All I want to do is buy you a drink to say thank you. Howbout it? I mean, you’re not talkin to a bad person.

I realize that.

So how can you say no? I’m just asking.

And I was just answering. Now you got what you need, go to this place.

Damn—he shook his head—I didn’t mean to sweat you. I’m not that kind of guy. I’m just confused. You know, like, there’s nothing bad there. What about if I could call you some time? Some other time, you know? We grab some drinks… I mean, life is short, you know?

That’s not going to happen. In the mirror, he saw the Mexican watching him.

Aw, come on, he laughed, revealing nicotine-stained teeth.

Thank you, no.

I just walked like ten miles with all this. I just fought for my country. Are you sure?

She did not smile.

Why not? Is there something wrong with me?

That’s something for you to ask yourself. That’s not my issue.

Wow. Ouch. I mean, like, a little harmless date.

That’s not my issue. I don’t go out.

All right.

You have your answer. You need to accept it.

All right. Roger that.

A sign above a bank said it was one a.m. and fifteen degrees Fahrenheit. He had been drinking and the bar was closing. He headed down Broadway with his eyes squinted shut. The wind was blowing the vapor off the manhole covers.

An all-night McDonald’s was operating beneath a neon theater marquis. He bumped through the door and flipped the duffel bag down. This’ll work. It was warm. The backs of his hands were flaming red. He dragged his duffel up to the counter and gazed up at the menu. A skinny female with ragged hair and narrowboned hips waited for him to order, jiggling her leg. She rolled her eyes up at the ceiling. Supersize? she asked. Yeah, he said and wiped his nose. She looked around him. He got out his bank card. The speakers were playing Cherry Baby. He slung his bags into a booth and went back for his tray, sat down and pigged out with dirty hands, stuck his feet out—he belched—he burned his tongue on the coffee. The fries were cold, he dipped them in the coffee, and ate them a handful at a time.

After he was finished eating, he pushed his tray away and sat there looking at his Ironman. His eyelids closed and he opened them again. He stood up. Taking his gear, he went down the line of homeless people at the tables to the restroom and urinated in the shitsmeared toilet.

The door banged. In a minute, he said.

He pulled off his jacket, hoodie, and polypro, and laid everything on his bags. Beneath his clothes, his skivvie shirt was stinking and sweat-soaked. He peeled the skivvie off, revealing his upper body, and wrung it out in the sink. A metallic smell came off him. He had a farmer’s tan. His torso was grayish white and there were zits on his skin. He started giving himself a canteen shower in the sink. He had vertical tattoos down his forearms. With a handful of paper towels, he washed his armpits. His face and hands were covered in half-healed cuts. Then he undid his jeans and wiped himself down. Lifting his scrotum, he held a hot towel between his legs, his eyes half-shut. Crotch rot. He winced. On his tricep, there were Chinese characters.
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