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“Now and again, a novel comes along that is so authentic, so comprehensive in its vision that you forget, temporarily, everything you’ve read before. Jean Thompson’s Wide Blue Yonder is such a book.”

—Lisa Shea, Elle

“Meticulously engineered, Wide Blue Yonder boasts a wholly cinematic ending. Weather of every kind rains in; tenderness tints the horizon.”

—Beth Kephart, Baltimore Sun

“Thompson is a writer of extraordinary intelligence and sensitivity.”

—Vince Passaro, The Oprah Magazine

“Thompson displays a keen eye for everyday details…. [She] creates a warm, wry sense of familiarity and a rooting interest in her characters’ progress…. A blithe, good-humored book.”

—Janet Maslin, The New York Times

“Thompson’s ability to create a swirl of the strange and the familiar is why the novel works on both heart and head.”

—Erica Sanders, People

“Jean Thompson is a writer worthy of [our] trust…. An ultimately rich read.”

—Robin Vidimos, The Denver Post

“Jean Thompson is one of the rare contemporary writers who have earned their credentials as card-carrying members of the literati while addressing the delicate, ineffable business of ordinary family happiness…. Thompson’s prose is crisp, slangy, staunchly unpretentious…. This elegant and entertaining novel manages to deliver the good news without a shred of sentimentality.”

—Lisa Zeidner, The New York Times Book Review

“A wry tragicomedy about barometric pressure in our skies and in our psyches.”

—Jennifer Krauss, The Washington Post
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Part One
June 1999
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There Is Always Weather

Beige Woman was saying Strong Storms. She brushed her hand over the map and drew bands of color in her wake. All of Illinois was angry red. A cold front currently draped across Oklahoma, a raggedy spiderweb thing, was going to scuttle eastward and slam up against your basic Warm Moist Air From the Gulf. The whole witch’s brew had been bubbling up for the last few days and now it was right on the doorstep. Beige Woman dropped her voice half an octave to indicate the serious nature of the situation, and Local Forecast nodded to show he understood.

Then he got up to see if the coffee was ready. It wasn’t quite; he stood watching it drip drip drip. When he poured milk in his cup it swirled like clouds. The sky outside was milk as well, milk over thin blue. Local Forecast stood on the back porch steps and turned his nose to the southwest, where all the trouble would come from later. He sniffed and squinted and tried to tease the front out of the unhelpful sky, but it stayed as shut as any door.

Back inside it was Man In A Suit’s turn. He stood, palm up, balancing Texas by its tip. Texas was green today. Florida was full of orange suns. Man In A Suit tickled the Atlantic coastline and whorls of ridged white sprang up, high pressure. Then jet stream arrows came leaping out of the northwest, blue and swift, full of icy glittering.

There was always Weather. And every minute there was a new miracle.

Coffee and cereal, then fifteen toe touches. Fat Cat rubbed at his ankles and got in the way. He couldn’t reach his toes anymore. He got all purply and out of breath. He was old. Plus it was humid this morning, 93 percent, as you might expect on a Strong Storms day. He let his head hang and peered at the screen from between his legs. He had a glimpse of upside-down palm trees, which puzzled him for a moment before he straightened and collided with the couch, anxious to get turned around and watch properly.

Tropical Update. He’d almost forgotten, with all the storm news. It was June the First, official start of Hurricane Season. Now he’d missed it and would have to wait through twenty minutes of insurance commercials and such before the next Update. He settled back in the couch. Fat Cat poured into his lap and solidified there, thrumming away. The big map was on and he fixed his eyes on the exact center of Illinois, You Are Here, the place the Weather lived.

Of course, you didn’t get hurricanes in Illinois. You couldn’t have everything. For hurricanes there were special people to show you how bad it was. The ocean going lumpy and gray as the storm moved in. Then came the galloping wires and sideways rain and the riven treetops. The announcer all tied up in a parka hood and staggering to keep upright. Water droplets blurring the camera lens. Local Forecast felt his heart grow large, thinking of their bravery. Sometimes if it was really bad, they were only voices on the phone, a lonely scratched-up sound that left you to imagine the shriek and slam of those water-soaked winds, the darkness closing in.

The blue screen came on. The Local Forecast. Blue blue blue, deep glowing indigo, like an astronaut would see from outer space. As long as there was the blue, there would be Weather.

He had to pee. He always had to pee nowadays, nothing down there worked the way it should. He got up, spilling his lapful of insulted cat. And wouldn’t you know, when he got back from flushing, the Update had started and any second now they’d show the names. Names for the new hurricane season, storms that hadn’t been born yet. Ocean currents not yet warmed, wind: not yet beginning to eddy. Come on come on come on.

Arlene, Bert, Cindy, Dennis, Emily, Floyd, Gert, Harvey …

His eyes stopped right there. Harvey was his other name.

And since there were, as Man In A Suit said, an average of nine named storms every season and six hurricanes, the odds were on his side. He pitied people with names like Rita or Stan, who were pretty much out of the running. Hurricane Harvey! The mere possibility sent him bounding around the room, making hurricane noises. Hurricane Harvey, a spinning white spiral tilting now toward Florida, now toward the Bahamas, considering a jaunt up the East Coast. People boarding up windows and laying in batteries and bottled water. Waves eating beach houses bite by bite. Of course you wouldn’t want anyone to die. He’d feel terrible. He hoped at least he’d be an American hurricane, where they could handle these things a little better.

Meanwhile there were Strong Storms to worry about, no more than twelve hours away. His skin prickled with energy. God-amighty. He stood in the shower and yodeled. The steam from the shower mixed with the clammy air so the shower was more or less wasted, but who cared. He hopped around the room one-legged to get his pants on, then fell back, oof, on the bed. He paddled himself upright and launched himself out the front door, but first he turned the sound down on the Weather so they’d get a break from talking while he was gone.

There was one street you walked to get to the grocery and another street you took on the way back. Local Forecast kept his feet moving smartly along in spite of the heat. Humidity was down to 84 percent, still darn high. The miserability index. The grocery doors whooshed open and the cold canned air blessed the back of his neck. Lettuce bread lightbulbs cat food hamburger hamburger hamburger. He grabbed a cart and skated down the aisle.

“Whoa there, Harvey.”

Bump bump. Local Forecast looked up. The carts were all tangled together in a chrome thicket. The stranger made a tsk sound and reached down to unhook them.

“What’s the big hurry? Not fixing to rain, is it?”

“Sunny, high in the mid-eighties. Becoming cloudy by mid-day. Showers and thunderstorms possible by late afternoon. Some of these storms could be severe, with heavy rains and damaging winds. Chance of rain seventy percent.”

“That so,” the stranger said agreeably. He had a big pink face and shiny eyeglasses. Local Forecast waited for him to go away but he turned his cart around and walked it alongside Local Forecast, like the two of them were mothers pushing baby carriages together. “Well, then I’m going to need some rainy-day groceries.”

He steered them down the produce aisle. Grapefruit mooned at them. The pears had sly little puckering faces. There were apples polished like headlights. Heaps of green things, cucumbers and celery and mops of spinach. They were nothing you could imagine inside of you.

“Are you eating enough vegetables, Harve? Roughage? Antioxidants? Important stuff at our age.”

Local Forecast ran his cart into a pyramid of cantaloupes and stood there, trying to remember. Lettuce bread.

“How about some oranges? Vitamin C.”

Local Forecast shook his head politely and righted the cart. He fumbled with a lettuce, then decided against it. The store had too many lights and big slick puddles of shine lay all over the floor. He ended up at the meat counter, clutching the edge of the case as if it was the rail of a ship. There were trays of pink, skinned-looking things down there in the frosty air.

The voice was at his elbow again. “Lean meat and nothing fried. That’s the ticket.”

Local Forecast waved a hand, the way you’d brush at a fly.

“Harvey, don’t you remember who I am?”

He stared up at the pink face until eyes came out from behind the glasses. Two wriggled eyebrows and an upper lip scraped as clean as the veal cutlets in front of him. Ed.

He must have said it out loud because the stranger (Ed?) pumped his face up and down. “That’s right. Ed Pauley. Sure. You remember. I’ve known you ever since high school. Time marches on.”

Time marched on. Local Forecast could hear it making gravelly sounds while he thought about School. He had it in a book somewhere at home. Mostly he remembered yawning. Luxurious, ear-splitting yawns that squeezed tears out of the corners of his eyes. There was a lot of yellow afternoon light and chalk dust hanging suspended in the slanting rays. His slumping behind polishing the softened wood of the desk. Rows of necks ahead of him. More yawning.

“The glory days,” Ed said. “We were football conference champs three years running. Football wasn’t your sport, was it, Harve? You were more of a track-and-field guy.”

Breathing through his mouth and his lungs filling up with pain. Legs on fire. But was he running to something or away?

“Harve? Wait for me.”

Ed pushed his cart double-time to catch up. “What’s this, a race?”

Local Forecast was looking straight at the green cans, so he put some in his cart.

“I sure as heck hope you have a cat.”

He kept talking alking alking alking, but Local Forecast wasn’t listening. School came before the Weather, he was sure of it. And other things had happened in between. Were they in a book too?

He put some more things in his cart, gave the checkergirl money and she gave him money back. Brown pennies; he turned them so the Lincoln heads all faced the same direction, then he put them in his pocket. He walked down the going-home street, trying to get his mind around a thought that was like a stone in his shoe. It was about Football Ed turning into Old Ed and time marching on.

Back home. He dumped his groceries in the kitchen and turned up the sound on the Weather. Red Woman was standing in front of a map of India, a place that didn’t interest him much because it was always hot and always the same flat green-blue. The only really good weather was Local. He got the book for School down from its shelf. It was sticky maroon leather with white letters on it: THE BULLDOG, 1949. There was a cartoon bulldog shouting through a megaphone. The book flopped open to one page, like it always did, and he lifted it up to his nose to see.

It was a boy in trackandfield clothes. His arm was hauled back and there was a whaddyacallit. Javelin. He was throwing a javelin on a black-and-white day in 1949. Local Forecast studied it, then rearranged the book on the coffee table so that the javelin was going west to east, the way the Weather traveled.

The boy in the picture had shiny hair and a smile that lifted up one side of his mouth. His bare arms and legs were ropey with muscle, pointing in all directions, like he was trying to scramble out of his clothes. Local Forecast rapped the top of his bald head with his knuckles. Knock knock. He unzipped his pants and regarded his legs, all fattypale and sad. Look at that. But there was the name under the picture: HARVEY SLOAN.

So the boy in the picture was the old Harvey, who was really young. And he, Local Forecast, was the new Harvey, who was really old. No wonder he got so confused. The boy in the picture was aiming the javelin at the farthest point he could see, which was 1949. Somehow it must have kept going and going, because it found him everytime he opened the book. This old-young Harvey must have wondered how everything would turn out. “It’s OK, really,” Local Forecast told him. “We’ve got a house now, and Fat Cat, and the Forecast comes on every ten minutes.”

But there was more to it than that, he knew. He was leaving things out. He knew he was and it made him feel guilty. It was a terrible thing to fall into the hands of the Living God no no no no southeast winds five to ten miles an hour barometric pressure twenty-nine point eight six and falling.

There were other people in the book too, Football Ed and pretty girls. If you made a book of them now, they would all be old. He knew what came after old.

After old, they closed the book on you. That’s the story of my life, people said. Everybody had their own book. Beginning, middle, end of story. Then Uh-Oh. That’s what people said. Not that anybody ever came back to tell about it, except maybe Jesus and he didn’t stay very long. You probably weren’t allowed to come back. It was a terrible thing.

All the storybook of his life he was afraid. He forgot why. He was just a scairdy. They’d tried to beat it out of him. It was a terrible thing to no a terrible no no.

He stood up, forgetting that he had his pants undone, had to stop and hitch them up. What if it was all just another kind of forecast, a prediction nobody checked up on?

He kept very still. The television chattered away. What if it was just them trying to boss everything? The way they had it set up, Heaven sounded like more School, and that was if you even got in. In Heaven you still had to be you. Oh, he was tired of he. Of trying to remember and trying to forget. It all weighed you down so. He hadn’t led a good life. Box of snakes no no no no patches of heavy dense fog, visibility less than a quarter of a mile.

Say you could forget even about forgetting, once your poor old leaky body quit on you. He was something clear and cold, like the jet stream, his mouth full of blue roaring. Whambang! Or just a little ruffle of wind over warm Pacific water, wind that pulled the water right up into it. Then something gave it a push and it meandered toward California. Stopped to spit snow on the near side of the Sierras. Sailed right over the Rockies, really something now, a genuine System, leaving green tracks all across the map. It tore up a chunk of eastern Colorado and sent a whole plateful of lightning rattling down on Nebraska. Why, it might even end up in You Are Here, setting off sirens, then raining itself out somewhere over the Ohio valley.

He didn’t see why it couldn’t be that way. Everything explained in terms of wind and water and temperature. Pure and simple. He wanted to tell the young man in the picture that a great many sad things would happen but that it would turn out all right. He wanted to tell his old man self the same thing. He wanted to catch that javelin at the end of its perfect rainbow arc. All you had to do was concentrate.

But later that day, watching the southwestern sky turn the color of steel and the dogwood leaves show their pale undersides in the shrilling wind, he wasn’t so sure. He was still afraid. And would there still be Weather, if he wasn’t here to watch it?


Land of Lincoln

There were places like Springfield that used to be important but were now only good for being state capitals. Josie Sloan enjoyed saying this about her hometown, in the way you can enjoy a grievance. It was a dump of a place that thought it was hot because it had the governor and a batch of blowhard legislators that the truly braindead voters of Illinois had elected. Nothing ever happened here and you could die of boredom a dozen different ways. You could spend your days roaming the aisles of the Dollar General, stuffing your cart full of depressing ticky-tacky, or you could marry one of the local oafs and have baby races with all the other oafettes, or you could wipe down the sticky counter of the Taco Bell for the twentieth time so the same fly could keep landing on it, like Josie was doing right now.

It was two o’clock in the afternoon and nobody was ordering tacos or nachos or watery sodas. Moron, which was actually the nickname he preferred, was scraping down the grill and kicking up grease smells. Bonnie was on the phone with her loser boyfriend for one more of their extended love chats. The fly circled fatly around the room, as if it was bored too, and landed on one of the Star Wars Phantom Menace posters. She hated Phantom Menace. She was never even going to see it. Outside the glass and concrete-made-to-look-like-stucco box, a steady stream of traffic went nowhere. She was seventeen, with nowhere to go.

Bonnie hung up the pay phone in the vestibule and came back inside, looking dreamy and smug, the way she always did at such times. “How’s Curt?” Josie asked for politeness’ sake.

“He’s great. We’re gonna rent a garage for him to work on the Camaro—he decided on the color. Candy-Apple Red.”

“That sounds awesome.” Bonnie never seemed to realize when Josie was making fun of her, and in truth Josie lost track of things herself. Because even though Bonnie had buck-teeth and an ass like an upholstered chair and Curt was prime oaf material, the two of them were happy, pathetic but happy. Josie thought there was something stingy and separate about herself that would keep her from being happy in any of the obvious ways.

Bonnie ambled over to the heat lamps and checked her lipstick in the metal reflection. Moron was belting out some hip hop song about death threats and the Internet, wa boom, wa boom, wa boom. Josie would get off work in two hours, unless while she wasn’t paying attention she’d already died and gone to hell. Taco Hell.

Bonnie poured herself an iced tea and wedged one hip against the counter. “Stick a fork in it.”

“Yup.”

“At least the Prince of Darkness left early.” This was the manager. Even the jokes were nothing new. Bonnie said, “So …” as a kind of invitation.

“We’re still broken up and it’s going to stay that way.” Josie shoved a stack of napkins in the dispenser so that it was impossible to draw out less than ten or fifteen at a time.

“Who’re you going out with now?’

“Nobody.”

Bonnie tilted her head but didn’t get to say anything, because right then the door opened and two little kids with their hands full of grubby change came in. So Josie didn’t have to hear one more time how hot Jeff was and other of Bonnie’s opinions. She didn’t hang out with kids like Bonnie and Moron at school, they weren’t really her friends. They were Taco pals, that was all. Bonnie and Moron and their crowd were the lumpen, low-expectations kids, while Josie and her friends were crammed full of expectations: SAT scores and college, the school newspaper, plays, sports, things that looked good next to your picture in the yearbook or on those college applications, what a bunch of nasty little tail-chasing careerists they all were.

Josie went back through the kitchen, pretending they needed more sauce packets, and sneaked into the walk-in refrigerator. She sat down on a cardboard box of lettuce and started counting, one two three, up to the hundred or so that she figured she could get away with before she had to get back. A hundred wasn’t enough time to even start thinking about all the fucked-up things she had to deal with: Jeff, how many weeks months years she’d feel bad about him, ten, eleven, twelve, her scummy job, which took her all the way up to forty, fifty, her mother, sixty, her father, seventy, her father’s nincompoop wife, eighty, ninety, the rest of her life, a big fat zero. She was only a dumb kid in a dumb town and there was nothing special about her even though she pretended there was. She was stuck here with everybody else in the everyday everything. One hundred. Josie stood up and headed back to the front counter for another round of fast food fun.

Half an hour before quitting time, the sky framed in the glass windows was piling up clouds like a stack of dirty mattresses. Moron and Josie pushed the door open and tried to smell rain in the air. Moron was bummed because he had his motorcycle. “Shit. Figures. The one day this week I bring it.” Moron’s real name was Jason. He had slick, dyed black hair and subscribed to body-building magazines and he was supposed to graduate this year but hadn’t wanted people getting the wrong idea about him.

“Maybe it’ll hold off,” said Josie. “I’ll find out.” She put a quarter in the pay phone and dialed. He picked up on the first ring.

“Local Forecast.”

She pictured him sitting on the sloping corner of his old couch, which was exactly the color of canned tomato soup, his knees pointed at the television. “Hey, Uncle Harvey, it’s Josie. Can you tell me when it’s gonna start raining?”

“At three forty-five P.M. Doppler radar indicated a line of strong storms extending from Beardstown to Carlinville, moving northeast at thirty miles an hour. Tornado watch is in effect for Tazewell, Mason, Sangamon, Menard, and Logan Counties until seven P.M.”

“That sounds pretty heavy.” Josie did some quick wind speed and distance calculations. They could just make it, she figured. “How are you, are you excited? Make sure you go down in the basement if it gets really bad.”

“Persons in the watch area can expect wind gusts up to fifty miles an hour, torrential rains, damaging lightning, and possible hail. Conditions are favorable for tornado formation. Be prepared to seek shelter.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Thanks, Uncle Harve. I gotta run. Be careful, OK?”

She hung up and Moron asked, “Does your uncle work for a TV station or something?”

“He’s really my great-uncle,” said Josie, not wanting to get into a discussion of Harvey just then. “Come on, we’ve got to be ready to punch out the second that clock turns.”

She drove home through streets that were alive with wind: stray bits of trash skittering across the pavement, flags snapping, trees trying to turn themselves inside out. The western sky was dark and swollen but the rain hadn’t come by the time she pulled into her garage. Her mother wasn’t back yet and the house was dark. She left it that way, liking the feeling of gloom as she walked through the downstairs. In the kitchen the answering-machine light was blinking, probably her mother, so she ignored it. Five o’clock in the afternoon and there was that eerie nonlight you imagined a total eclipse would be like. Thunder rolled out of the sky’s open throat.

Josie rummaged in the refrigerator. The beam of light made the room even darker. More thunder. She closed the refrigerator, fished a joint out of her backpack, and stepped out the kitchen door to watch the show.

The first brittle lightning showed above the treeline. It was going to be a great, ripping storm. She felt almost happy standing there, she felt careless and dramatic, like someone in a movie. The first rain spattered down, a few unserious drops.

“Hey, jose.”

She yelped. His face was a pale circle, floating toward her from the back of the yard like a balloon. “Jesus Christ,” she spat, furious at being so scared. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s such a stupid thing to say.” She crossed her arms. The lightning was really starting to rock. He stopped a few yards away from her and just stood there, looking pathetic. “Well, you better go now.”

“I walked.”

“One more bright idea.”

He didn’t say anything. “You are such a pussy,” she told him. He’d set her up. Totally. She stared at the joint she wouldn’t get to smoke now. The rain started in so hard and fast that she had to raise her voice. “Hurry up, get inside.”

He was happy about this, he was getting his way, but he had to act like it was no big deal, like he was so cool that he just naturally slouched his way out of a thunderstorm. While he was still in the yard there was a giant BOOM and the sky split open with white electricity and he jumped for the door.

Josie stepped aside to let him enter, then she turned on the light, not wanting to sit in the dark with him. He shook himself like a dog. “Woo-ee!” he said, instantly cheerful.

“My mom’s on her way home.”

“Uh-huh.” He tried to smooth his hair with his hands, then gave up and went into the bathroom off the pantry for a towel. She hated how he knew where everything in her house was. She hated his stupid blond good looks that let him get away with things. He was exactly like some big dumb collie that once you petted it, forgot all about everything it had done wrong.

When he came back in she was sitting at the breakfast table watching the rain bounce off the concrete patio. It was doing that, bouncing. You could see the drops land, then go straight back up. Amazing. Jeff moved behind her chair and pretended to be watching also. She could see him reflected in the lighted window. He was looking down at her, his mouth held shallowly open. Josie bumped her chair away from him. “What?” he said.

“Go sit down, OK?”

“Jeez. Attitude.” But he flopped into a chair across from her. The wind was banging thunder around like the sky was a kitchen full of pots. It was a wicked storm. She wouldn’t be surprised if there was a tornado out there with her name on it.

He said, “Come on. Talk to me.”

“We already did that.”

“I mean ordinary, what’s-new talk, not your usual tragic bullshit.”

“Go to hell, Jeff.”

“You know what your problem is? You don’t know what you really want. You get PMS or something and all of a sudden you’re too good for me or anybody else. What’d I do that was so terrible anyway?”

“You’re a collie.”

“Huh?”

“It’s not PMS. It doesn’t have to make sense to you.”

“Good, because it doesn’t.”

“Sorry.” And she was. She used to be so crazy about him. He was her boyfriend, that was how you were supposed to feel. You were supposed to keep feeling that way but she didn’t, it had worn off. The lightning seemed to be coming from all directions. She didn’t believe this. It was like Wuthering Heights or something. Except that he wasn’t Heathcliff and she wasn’t Catherine. They weren’t souls bound together throughout eternity. Maybe nobody was these days. There was only the everyday everything, people grubbing for money or tedious fun, and maybe he was right and she wasn’t too good for anything.

“I just miss you, OK? So shoot me.” He reached across the table and stroked the inside of her arm. “You ever wonder what it’s like to do it in a big storm? Huh?”

“No,” she said, both to his hand and his question. But her skin was doing a treacherous, creepy sort of dance, and beneath her skin she was going crazy.

“Just for fun. It wouldn’t have to mean anything.”

“Oh, good.”

“We can do it the way you like it.”

“You always say that.”

“Come on.” He was behind her again, his hands exploring, pinching slyly.

“What about my mom?”

“No offense, but I don’t want to do it with your mom.”

She laughed and the laughing turned everything loose inside of her. Josie grabbed his hand and they scrambled into the front room, where they figured they could see if the car was coming. For some reason it was lighter in here. When she skinned off her shorts and underpants her bare self looked exceptionally naked, moon-colored. He kept his clothes mostly on, in case they had to stop. The head of his penis kept getting tangled up in cloth and butting loose. A tornado was probably going to rip through the house and carry the two of them, still stuck together, up into the air and deposit them somewhere very public. He smelled like the towel he’d used to dry his hair, a laundry smell. The thunder passed overhead, taking its quarrel eastward. She kept slipping off the edge of the couch. It kept not fitting in right. That was OK, it was just for fun. It wasn’t really the way she liked it. Oh well.

He was so pleased with himself afterward. Good boy. She couldn’t really blame him. It was his nature to want what he wanted. To know what he wanted. “Hurry up,” she told him. “You really have to go. I’ll give you a ride home.”

He would have rather hung around and stayed for dinner and acted like everything was back to normal, but she was going to win this one. If they stayed together for the next fifty years, she knew exactly how everything between them would play out. She thought about writing a note for her mother but decided she felt too mean. When they were getting in the car he went to touch her hair, missed, and swiped her across the shoulders instead. When she turned to look at him he gave her a loose smile that was like an apology for itself.

“You’re so pretty.”

He wasn’t all bad. Not even mostly. He was just himself. She made him crouch down as they pulled out of the garage. Good thing, because wouldn’t you know it, just as she was shifting out of reverse, her mother’s car appeared, headlights bearing down on her like a charging hippopotamus.

“Shit. Stay down.” At least it was still raining hard and her windows were fogged. She opened hers just enough to wave. Her mother’s face, already angry, leaned out of the car, her mouth moving. She was saying why didn’t you answer the phone, fold the laundry, start dinner, where do you think you’re going? Josie waved and sped off.

Jeff sat back up. “Why’ve I got to hide?”

“Because she doesn’t need to know my business.” She slid in the Paula Cole CD and turned the music up all the way. By the time they reached his house she couldn’t stand it one more minute, wanting him gone.

“So, I guess I’ll see you later.” He waited, half-out of the car.

“I don’t know, Jeff.” The rain had turned down one more notch, a gray screen with the evening light filtering in behind it. It was tired, just like she was.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I don’t know.” Everything she did was a mistake.

His face closed down. “Fine. Be weird.” He slammed the door behind him. God she was the most fucked-up mess.

She didn’t want to go home just yet to do the Mom thing, so she kept driving through the rain-softened streets. There was a big tree limb lying on somebody’s lawn. Josie wondered what kind of tree it was. Trees were one of the million things she knew absolutely nothing about. The lawns themselves were that luminous, nearly radioactive green that you sometimes got with storm light. The gutters were loud with running water. But the storm itself was over. Everything was over except for her, Zero the Great, who would keep staggering on until she collapsed from total idiocy.

You could still drive through the cemetery even when all the historical stuff was closed. Josie figured the weather would have chased all the tourists off and she’d stand a good chance of having Abe all to herself.

It was a little embarrassing; she didn’t tell people about her Abe fixation. After all, growing up in Springfield meant you pretty much had Abe for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It was like this was Rome and he was the pope. Among Josie’s friends, who had been taken on tours of the Lincoln Home and the Old State Capitol every year from first grade on, who had been made to memorize “O Captain! My Captain” and had watched unlikely looking tall men growing chin whiskers for pageants, it was obligatory to affect a certain casual boredom regarding Abe. She understood all that. She wasn’t sure why it worked differently on her. It was just one more thing about her that was weird.

Everybody knew about Young Abe, poling his flatboat up and down the wide rivers, way before he even thought about being famous. Then there was Lawyer Abe, riding a horse miles and miles of muddy country road on the Illinois circuit, winning cases with his folksy wit. Candidate Abe, speechifying from a flag-draped platform. Then President Abe, carrying the terrible weight of the war and the entire wounded country. You saw it in every line of his face. It broke her heart. You couldn’t believe you could feel that way about history, something in a book, but it zinged her every time.

Then there was Dead Abe, who she was on her way to visit. Josie turned off of Walnut into Oak Ridge Cemetery. The fine screen of rain was still falling and the road was edged with shallow puddles. The big oak, she knew it was an oak, thank you very much, had shed patches of leaves like handfuls of torn-out hair. She drove past the monuments for Vietnam and Korea. There was one other car in the parking lot, a family with two little kids who looked like they’d waited out the storm here. They were just now getting out of the car and wandering around, trying to salvage some of their Historic Springfield day. Josie ignored them and parked at the farther end. She waited until they gave up and drove off. Then she got out and hiked over to the statue.

This was an enormous, oversize bronze bust of Abe, emerging from a rough-edged granite boulder. For years people had climbed up to rub his nose for luck, polishing it shiny. The rest of him was all dark and gaunt. Poor man. He’d never been good-looking. They’d done the best they could with the portrait but it was still a pretty gnarly face, all jawbone and sunken cheeks. The shiny nose was a further indignity that he bore with patience and good humor. If Abe was still around, you could bet he’d have something wry to say about it. Like the time visitors came to the house to see Mary and he told them she’d be downstairs as soon as she got her trotting harness on. Mary said Oh Mr. Lincoln, and got that look on her face.

Josie retrieved the joint she’d held on to all this time and fired it up. “I know,” she said. “One more stupid idea.”

Abe just stared ahead with his usual bronze forebearance. He understood everything. He’d seen a cruel cruel war and men in numbers no one had imagined until then, dying either very fast or very slow. Brother against brother. Josie didn’t have a brother but she thought she knew something about a house divided against itself.

Josie’s mother owned a store downtown called Trade Winds. It specialized in high-end printed fabrics from places like India and Bali. You could buy lengths of cloth or you could buy it made up into tablecloths and bedspreads and napkins and pillow covers and diaper bags and kimono jackets and checkbook covers and every manner of cutesy gewgaw. It was a fun look, her mother said. A casual, country-yet-sophisticated, fun look. It made Josie want to barf. The whole house was full of printed cotton that always smelled of some faint, stale spice no matter how many times you washed it. When she was fourteen Josie had declared war by tearing down her peach-and-white-vine-printed draperies and replacing them with miniblinds. She’d done away with the peach-splatter bedspread and slept beneath a truly hideous synthetic black fur throw. She still had that thing somewhere at the bottom of her closet. Her mother had pronounced it unsanitary, which at the time had seemed like a validation of everything she hoped to accomplish with it.

They fought over everything, and the smaller and stupider it was, the better. The ghost of her mother’s lipstick print on the rim of a mug in the cupboard. Josie’s trashy music. Her mother’s fake, plummy telephone voice when she was talking to somebody she wanted something from. Josie’s refusal to pluck her eyebrows. And so on. In Josie’s opinion, her mother was crabby from the strain of trying to pretend everything was perfectly fine, in the face of adversity they were soldiering on, they had risen to the challenge, blah blah blah. She should just give it up, admit that as a family they were basically dirt soup.

Josie’s father hadn’t lived with them since she was twelve. He’d married somebody named Teeny. Imagine. A grown woman.

The most depressing thing was how people, her parents and everyone else, wasted their lives and didn’t seem to realize it. How they settled for such pitiful scraps, attached themselves so passionately to everything that was small and dull. Her father existed only to accumulate more money. Her mother’s mission was to cover as much of Springfield as possible in smelly third-world cotton. The president of Taco Bell dreamed of the perfect taco. Abe had freed the slaves and preserved the Union. There was absolutely no comparison.

As for Josie, she would no doubt trudge through another year of high school, then go to the state university’s local campus and emerge sometime later with a degree equipping her for some as yet unknown but irritating career. A statistically normal Springfield citizen. Yet everything in her cried out against this, kept insisting in the face of all common sense that she was meant to be something extraordinary, splendid, remarkable, live the kind of life that hadn’t been invented until now.

The sky was beginning its long decline toward evening. A little sun leaked out from beneath the rolling edge of cloud and lit Abe’s nose with somber glory. “Tell me I won’t grow up to be exactly like everybody else.”

Abe didn’t answer back, which was another of his truly excellent qualities. Josie finished her smoke and scuffed over to the car.

Only June, and the summer was already settling into a bad pattern. Life with Mom and Taco Torture. She had to work every day that week. When it wasn’t busy it was very slow. Time was a five-hundred-thousand-pound monster, lifting one giant foot an inch at a time. After the lunch rush the Prince of Darkness had them doing things like scraping gum off the bottom of tables and polishing all the unpolishable aluminum in the place. “Time to lean, time to clean,” he kept saying, just for meanness. He was a fattish young man who wore sleeveless undershirts beneath his corporate button-downs. Little tributaries of sweat snaked down the bulging geography of his neck. His hair was receding in a weird pattern that left a point in the exact center of his forehead, just like the old pictures of Satan. “Sloan! You call that clean?”

“What’s wrong with it?” asked Josie blandly. She considered quitting. It was the kind of job that you imagined yourself quitting from day one.

“I pity the guy you marry, princess. Pay attention here. First you take your little hand and wrap it firmly around the sponge. Then you apply your basic elbow grease, like so. No, your highness. Allow me. You don’t want to wreck your manicure. What’s that color, huh, Slacker Sapphire?”

Later, after the Prince had gotten bored with abusing her and retreated back to his nasty little office, Josie thought more about quitting. There had to be easier ways to earn gas money. Someone in the Taco Hell corporate headquarters had lost it and replaced the chain’s spuriously festive colors, red, green, and gold, with an even worse combo of pink, green, purple, and red. You could see both color schemes in evidence, like an evolutionary struggle between two repulsive species.

Bonnie said, “Hey. Feel like playing?” Josie shook her head. “Come on. Your turn first.”

It was a game they played when they were feeling particularly raunchy. They had to imagine doing it with the first man who walked through the door. It was truly sick, considering the clientele, enough to put you off sex entirely. “Come on,” Bonnie insisted.

“Yeah, OK.” She’d sunk this low. It was a gross-out game. Usually you got stuck with some bald type.

“He has to be somebody at least our age, though. Not a kid.”

“Whatever.” Maybe she could get a job at the Cinema. She could watch the movies in ten-minute chunks. Pour butter goo on the popcorn. Give in, live the Springfield life, die quietly. She wasn’t even looking at the door when it opened but Bonnie’s face made her turn around.

Josie saw the uniform first. A cop. Then she saw him. Dear Lord. He paused at the head of the little post-and-chain maze that herded people toward Order Here, scanning the menu. Outside of a magazine, she’d never seen another human being look this good. He had the most beautiful throat. An architecturally perfect column of marble skin. A statue in uniform. Dark dark eyes. Everything inside her stopped. Like going right up to the edge of a cliff and balancing there.

She was aware of Bonnie shuffling and nudging and silently carrying on, but she paid her no mind. His lower lip was caught between his teeth, making the color bloom in it. Then he was moving toward her through the maze.

“Welcome to Taco Bell, can I take your order?” The idiotic mantra. Her voice a squeak. She couldn’t even look at him directly so she stared at his blue blue shirt and silver badge.

“Yeah, how about …” He paused and she dared to lift her eyes up to the beam of his face. He was doing that lip-biting thing again. His teeth. His dark, level eyebrows. His voice, God, sometimes she thought the thing she loved the best about men was their voices. “Two of the Baja Steak Gorditas and a large drink.”

“For here or to go?”

“To go, please.” Damn.

Josie repeated the order, forcing Bonnie to turn and reluctantly begin fumbling with the bags and cups. Josie announced his total and waited while he reached for his billfold with the same lazy movement you might use to scratch a not-very-pressing itch. There was an actual gun and all that other police stuff on his belt. Every molecule of her body felt scrambled, as if she’d been microwaved. She actually felt dizzy. She didn’t trust herself not to fall in a heap. His hand warmed the air above hers as he passed the money to her. Say something. If she didn’t say something, she might as well commit suicide.

“Arrest any bad guys today?” Just shoot me.

“Not yet. My shift hasn’t started.” He smiled, but the smile settled somewhere above her head as he waited for his order to come up. Frantic, she attempted to get some part of her being to function properly. Mouth, hopeless. Feet, gone. Her eyes were open but they were connected to something other than her brain. Name tag. Name. Tag. Focus. It said M. CROOK. A cop named crook? No way. Rings? Nothing. Glory be. But already he was picking up his food, telling Bonnie he wanted hot sauce, rattling ice cubes into his drink, fifteen seconds away from disappearing forever.

The door opened and closed behind him. Bonnie already had her mouth working, saying, “I don’t believe it, he was like …”

But when she turned around, Josie was no longer there. She was out the backdoor of the Taco Bell, tearing off the stupid hat and sending it skating across the parking lot. She was diving for her car keys. Everything within her had started up again. She had stepped off the cliff edge into brilliant air and she knew now what splendid shape her life was meant to take.

She would fall in love.


Service Engine Soon

There was nothing wrong with the car, they said. Everything checked out, oil pressure, battery, emission control. They swore up and down. Elaine, a woman who was no longer impressed with promises and who didn’t mind being difficult, made them go through it all over again everytime the light came on. Difficult was now called “assertive” and was a good thing. She figured that sooner or later they’d get tired of dealing with her and fix the damn car. It was driving her crazy. Literally. She’d forget all about it, she’d be behind the wheel, hands, feet, eyes doing the car thing, her mind lightly tethered, free-floating, enjoying the ride. Then the light would go on. A pinprick of worry puncturing all that good feeling. Elaine tried ignoring it. It was, after all, only a stupid lightbulb. But it was taking on a life of its own. She tried to predict it, outsmart it, by doing things like not using (or using) the air conditioner. No dice. It was becoming a superstitious tic she used to measure the success of her days: light off, good; light on, not so good. She kept waiting for the car to do whatever it was threatening to do so she could drag it back to the dealer in triumph.

Meanwhile, she had other problems. Ed Pauley was doing his fussy best to make his interminable point. Elaine kept nodding to show she was paying attention, and also, she hoped, to hurry him along. Finally she found a place to wedge in an interruption. “Ed, I agree with you, it’s a matter for concern. But why not tell Frank? After all, Harvey’s his uncle.”

Ed puffed his cheeks and pretended to think about this. Frank was the last person to be useful in any human crisis. They both knew this and she was mildly curious as to how he would avoid saying it. Finally Ed put on a thoughtful face and said, “Of course. Absolutely. But I kept thinking how much Harve’s always taken to you and the little girl and I thought, well, maybe he’d enjoy seeing you.”

Meaning, you could divorce a guy, but because you were a woman, you were still on the hook for the family obligations he couldn’t or wouldn’t take care of. Elaine tried to imagine what Frank would say if she was the one with the crazy uncle and somebody asked him to deal with it. She watched Ed gaze around the shop at the fabric displays. Every surface was heaped with color and pattern, like yards and yards of butterflies. Clearly none of it interested him. More womanish business, Ed’s face seemed to say.

Elaine said, “I’ve always been fond of Harvey too. He’s never hurt anybody but himself.”

“That’s what I’m worried about, Mrs. Sloan—”

“Lindstrom.”

“Beg pardon?”

“Lindstrom, not Sloan.”

Ed nodded to indicate that he would forget this immediately. “When I saw him last week I had to wonder if he was taking care of himself.”

“He always has. Cashes his Social Security checks. Pays his bills. Functions. It might not seem like much of a life to you or me, but you can’t decide those things for people.”

“He was buying cat food.”

Elaine said patiently, “He’s got a cat.”

“Oh. I was afraid …”

“I can buy him vitamins, but I can’t promise he’ll take them. I can make a doctor’s appointment, but there’s no guarantee I can get him out of the house.”

“If you could just check up on him, that would ease my mind,” said Ed, still concerned but beginning the process of handing off, retreating. She supposed she was only annoyed at him because he was trying to get her to do the decent thing, what she should have done anyway, regardless of how richly Frank had deserved divorcing. Poor Harvey. What had he done to deserve his lonely life?

Ed Pauley was the same age as Harvey. There had to be a little anxious itch behind his good-neighbor concern, it had to be anxious, watching yourself age in the mirror of your friends’ faces. Ed’s own pink face was deflating, losing air. A big, bulky old man, going soft around the edges. Elaine didn’t know him all that well personally. He was only the kind of man you knew publicly. Chamber of Commerce Ed, Kiwanis Ed, glad-hander Ed. The hometown lawyer made very good. The thriving opposite of Harvey. Productive citizen. Wife and kids, grandkids. People to take care of him in his golden years. As Harvey had her, sort of.

Because now that the obligation had been laid on her, she’d see it through. She believed in responsibilities. Acts of charity. They were positive things that you could balance against all the wreck-age and mistakes of your life. So far she had a business that worked, a marriage that hadn’t, and a daughter that the jury was still out on.

After five years of grinding effort, the business was about to become an overnight success. A Chicago store was planning on carrying her line of home accessories. Elaine imported most of the fabric goods directly from an artisan’s cooperative she’d organized in rural India, in Bihar. Twice a year she went there to tend to its affairs and determine her new season’s order. She had invested in the rebuilt dye works and the water system that processed the industrial waste and provided the village with sewage treatment. There were times she marveled. It almost seemed as if all she had to do was aim herself at a goal, and after a time it was so. She understood those fables where someone smote the ground with a magic staff and a city, or a castle, or a fruited plain sprang forth. They were shorthand for enormous amounts of unimaginable labor. The cooperative kept fifty women employed in sewing circles where they produced gold-thread embroidery and tissue-fine blouses and other handwork, for the only money they had ever earned. When she visited, the women presented her with wreaths of hibiscus and offerings of food and tea and tiny bottles of Coca-Cola. Children in school uniforms lined up to sing songs. The plant’s managing committee strung a banner across the main entrance, WELCOME TO MOST FAMOUS AND BEAUTIFUL LADY. She had accomplished many solid, productive, useful things. She had done what she could. You did what you could, but there was still the rest of India. And there was still Uncle Harvey.

Elaine said, “I know what Frank says about Harvey. But what do you think happened to him?”

Ed did the cheek-puffing thing again and his eyes searched the ceiling, as if he needed a space clear of color in order to gather his thoughts. “Did you know that he was in the school glee club? Harve? Sang at all the assemblies. Tenor, I think he was.” Elaine must have looked impatient, because he raised a hand. “What I’m saying is he was as normal as pie. Just like anybody else. Or normal enough. Quiet. His brother, that was Frank Senior, he was the one everybody remembers. The war hero. Harvey was always sort of, ‘Oh, him too.’”

The door to the shop opened, a customer. Elaine said, “Be right with you,” and Ed was left dangling in mid-story. Elaine tried to prod him along. “By the time I knew Frank’s dad he was pretty sick. I don’t remember him saying anything about Harvey.”

“Oh, he wouldn’t. None of his folks liked to talk about Harvey. They had that old-time religion. It didn’t allow for making mistakes.”

The customer came up and stood behind Ed, making a point of waiting for her, so Elaine was forced to shoo Ed away just as he was on the verge of becoming interesting. He said good-bye and took himself briskly out the door. But glancing out to the sidewalk, Elaine saw him becalmed there, hands dangling at his side, squinting first in one direction, then the other.

When she drove home that evening she was cautiously pleased to note that the dashboard light was off, as it had been for the last couple of days. She fixed herself a sandwich, then contemplated the telephone for a melancholy time. Calling her ex-husband was a necessary first step. She had to get Frank’s nominal permission before she embarked on any enterprise involving Harvey. She had learned over the course of her marriage, and especially after it, that the simplest matters could grow tentacles of suspicion and intrigue if she failed to take into account Frank’s sense of his own sovereignty and territorial rights. If, for example, she wanted to arrange a birthday party for their daughter (back in the days when Josie would have tolerated such a thing), it was best to proceed by complaining vaguely about birthday parties and how much trouble they were. At the time of the divorce settlement he had made a video of the house and its contents, complete with his narration: “Here you see the front vestibule, which, due to floor tile I installed in 1989, has appreciated at least twenty-five per cent in value.” He wanted to know why Josie had insisted on getting a driver’s license at age sixteen rather than the more insurable eighteen; had Elaine put her up to it? Every transaction was like negotiating with the North Koreans. No one had forced her to marry the man. She picked up the phone and dialed.

Teeny answered with her melodic, three-syllable hel-lo-o that sounded like a door chime. “Hi, Teeny, it’s Elaine. I have a question for Frank, is he there?”

“Elaine. How are you? I can’t remember the last time we talked. Ages. You just keep so busy.”

Teeny’s way of annoying Elaine was to adapt a particularly gracious tone, tinged with sympathy for the fact that Elaine had to work for a living. “I’m fine, Teeny. Yeah, I have been busy. I’m sure Frank’s busy too. This’ll only take a minute.”

“Oh, he’s out by the pool. He just loves that silly float chair with the can holder built in. Paddles around like a big old water bug. Hang on while I walk the phone out to him. Honey? Honey, get that thing off your head.”

The phone was muffled then. Elaine heard some bumpy, cottony sounds that she took to be conversation. It’s Elaine. What does she want? I don’t know, she didn’t say. Well, tell her I’m not here. I already said you were. Christ.

“Hello.” His aggravated voice. She knew it well. She imagined him paddling around like a big old water bug in plaid bathing trunks. His white knees pointing east and west. Zones of pink sunburn crawling up his arms and shins and down his neck.

“How’s the water?”

“What?”

“Nothing. Your uncle Harvey’s scaring people again.”

Swallowing sounds as Frank hoisted his drink. “What did he do, a rain dance in the park?”

“No, he’s just being himself.” She related Ed’s account.

“Ed should maybe keep his nose on his own face.”

“Yes, but I don’t want people to think we weren’t watching out for Harvey.” It sounded rather bald, put that way, as if they cared only for public opinion.

“Huh.” Frank mulling the data. His mind was like one of those games where you put a marble in the top and it threaded its way through a maze and popped out the hole in the bottom. You could follow the process all the way through from beginning to end. “Does he belong back in a home or something?”

“I don’t think so. Not yet.” She hated talking about it so glibly. Institutional life for Harvey would mean the dementia ward and the kind of pills that made you fall asleep in a chair. “Somebody should go check up on him,” she said, and waited.

“Check up. Like, go talk to him and see if he knows what day of the week it is? Don’t they have somebody from the county who does that?”

Elaine kept silent. Part of the marble-in-the-maze routine was Frank’s compulsion to say something cheap like that. In the background there was the sound of a television commercial played at top volume for the space of a remote’s click. The receiver was muffled again. When Frank came back he had the edge of his private conversation, a leftover laugh, in his voice. Probably Teeny had taken off her swimsuit top. “Maybe you could run over there next week. You’re closer.”

“Sure. You’re welcome.”

“Just don’t get him all worked up so he starts expecting things.” Meaning money, she supposed. Snake. “You know, Frank, I don’t think of Harvey as crazy. More like he’s on this different plane where there aren’t any good or bad people, just good or bad weather.”

Frank considered this for a moment, then surprised her by asking about Josie. “She’s fine. At least, she’s healthy enough. Good vital signs. Of course, she glowers and slouches around the house and acts like she loathes every minute of existence.”

“What’s wrong with her?”

“She’s a teenager.” Elaine regretted it the instant she said it. A stupid remark she didn’t even mean. If Josie had heard it, she’d take it as one more piece of evidence that would weigh against Elaine on the unforgiving scale of her daughter’s heart. She amended herself. “She’s just very private. Very closemouthed. I figure it’s the boyfriend.”

“She has a boyfriend now?”

“Hello, Frank. She’s had the same boyfriend for more than a year. Jeff, the Hormone King.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? What are the two of them up to?” Sloshing sounds. Frank agitated, perhaps even capsizing. “Don’t you keep track of them, for God’s sake?”

“Frank, relax. Joke.” Smart mouth, stupid brain. Why could she never resist her own cleverness? “I’m sure they aren’t doing anything. Besides, I think they broke up.” In fact, she was sure they were doing everything. Nothing evidentary, like condom wrappers or suspect bedsheets. On those occasions when she had come home late from work, she’d found them sitting blankly in front of the downstairs TV in poses of lustless disinterest. But she knew. “I’ll go see Harvey and call you back if anything needs to be done, OK?”

When she hung up the phone she let her breath out, looked around for someone to complain to, and as usual found no one. Perhaps she should get a dog, or a lover. Josie was at work. She’d started a new job hostessing at night in a franchise steak house. While it was a step up from fast food, it meant she kept later hours and left the house looking alarmingly dressed-up and older, in an unwholesome sort of way. There were dangling earrings now, and a lot of smudgy eye makeup, and clothes that approached some borderline of too short or shiny or tight or sheer. Elaine was tempted to speak with her about the Business Wardrobe. Which would no doubt go over just as well as the famous Sexual Responsibility and Contraception talk.

She tried to remember that time when everything between them had been simple, or at least straightforward. She had to go back a long way. Josie had been a sweet baby, an exceptionally golden, beatific child. All right, so she was her only child, and it wasn’t as if she could make impartial comparisons. But there were the pictures, the videos, the memories. She and Frank had never been anything other than an awkward mismatch, even back when they were too young and hopeful to realize it. Yet somehow they had come together to form this perfectly symmetrical and prepossessing creature. They’d even been happy, from time to time. You couldn’t take a picture of that. It didn’t hold still long enough.

Maybe they should have been guided by that fitful happiness, tried harder later when the marriage took its sour turn. Would it have been better if she and Frank had toughed it out, made the usual compromises, resigned themselves to a life of low-grade hostility and disappointment? Elaine had asked herself this many times, and the answer always came back the same. No, for her. Frank, who knew? Yes, for Josie. Even a remote and clueless father on the premises seemed better than the wound inflicted by his absence. In spite of all the paperback books and counselors that told you how to help your child articulate, process, manage, and come to triumphant terms with the family crisis, nothing went according to the script. Instead, a blank and resentful screen had descended on her daughter’s face at age twelve.

At this same time Elaine had taken the first of many deep breaths and struck out on her own. Nothing had come easily, but she could look back now and give herself credit for whatever success she’d pried out of life. She’d had her share. No complaints.

And yet. And yet. Something kept nagging at her in the same way the dashboard light did. Off and on. Undiagnosable. A twitch or an itch that said something was out of balance, overlooked. Something she had done or left undone. An anxious edge to even the best of times. She was forty-five. The wilting prime of life. She had friends who had taken up the serious practice of yoga, or started on antidepressants, or embarked on the sort of wilderness expeditions that required you to collect dew on plastic sheets for your drinking water. All of them trying to commune, or connect, or revitalize. She understood their not-enoughness. The fear that they were not happy enough, or valued enough, or beautiful (still beautiful!) enough, or fill-in-the-blank enough. The modern disease. Life as ten thousand screaming television channels projected on an empty screen.
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