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Prologue

The Hill





The old woman stood at the top of the hill, at the edge between the clearing and the trees, and listened to the land breathe in and breathe out. It did this slowly, she thought, and you had to listen slowly in order to hear it.


She listened, and in the breathing discerned the echo of other voices. Old voices. Voices of friends who had stayed in the house at the bottom of the hill with her. Family voices, long dead, and some buried under fallen headstones in the small plot that still remained beyond the trees. Voices of the circus crowd that followed her here whenever she came back for a respite from travel. The voice of her brother, and the voice of a baby girl, crying for the comfort of warm arms. Voices she didn’t know except through stories her grandmother told her long ago.


She closed her eyes and listened, letting the sound flow through her, unimpeded by any thought. In the breath of old voices and the land was at least some of the knowledge she would need.


When she opened her eyes again, she saw that in the west, the sun was washing the sky in a bath of red and gold. It had been a decent spring, and promised to be a good summer. Just enough rain, and warmth enough even for an old woman’s bones.


She bent and picked up a smooth white stone from the grass. It looked like a beach pebble, out of place in this land of grass and trees and hard, gray rocks. It felt good in her hand, rounded and cool. She put it in the pocket of her pants. Later, when she got undressed, she would find it there, and smooth it in her hand to help her find sleep.


Sleep wouldn’t come easily, she thought, if what Kootch told her was right. She had too much to think about. She needed time to prepare, and she was still too excited to do that. His news created a deep jangling of anticipation in her, a sense of newness and possibility, a feeling she hadn’t known for some time.


She scanned the ridge, the pond, the house, and beyond to the mountains, where the sun was almost completely down now. She’d been standing for some time, and her feet were tingling, her eyes fuzzy, and the world a little too blurred. She spit out an expletive, to chase away a soft sorrow this caused her. Sorrow was the emotion of helplessness. She wasn’t helpless. Not yet. And there was no need for sorrow, regardless of the outcome. After all, it would be an adventure, no matter what happened. No matter what she chose to do. Who knew what might happen next? Who could say it would be bad? Nobody could, because it was a great unknown. And it was the mystery of that, the not knowing, that created adventure.


The first time she put her hand on the rippling muscles of a tiger’s back, she felt that way. It was an animal that could, and might, crush her skull with its jaws, even though it purred at her touch. She’d heard all the stories about the men who’d worked with the big animals for years, and then, one day, for no apparent reason, the animal would turn on them, maul or kill them for reasons nobody could explain. Some trainers said that wouldn’t happen if you kept control. Others said it wouldn’t happen if you knew your animals and treated them well. She didn’t kid herself. The big cats were a mystery, and working with them was risky. But to be able to feel that fur, the motion of that muscle with the palm of her hand, was worth it. An adventure.


She sniffed at the air, smelling the night coming on. She didn’t know exactly when things would happen. Kootch wasn’t sure about that. But it could be any time at all, so she wanted to be ready. She wanted to know the right things to do and say.


She knelt as if in supplication, and pressed a hand to the earth, felt its warmth, its soft, slow, generous life tingling against her palm.


She breathed with it, slowly and with careful intent, as if one of them were focusing on the act of labor and birth, though it would be impossible to say which one. Occasionally, she mumbled to herself. Mostly, she listened.


When the light disappeared, and the crescent moon became visible above the horizon, she stood up, her knees creaking and stiff.


She made her way down the ridge and toward the house, and went inside.


The hill breathed in, and breathed out, and was silent.









One

Water





Delilah stared at the bathtub, which was three-quarters filled with blue Jell-O cubes.


“So get in,” Thomas said.


“Get in?” she asked.


When she didn’t move, he briefly stopped fiddling with his camera equipment and blinked at her.


“You’ll want to take your clothes off first,” he noted. “Otherwise they’ll get stained.”


“And I won’t?”


“You’ll wash,” he said, and went back to his camera.


She sighed, and started to undress. She’d helped Thomas with other art projects, such as his ten-foot-tall pasta tower, and it was fun enough, but this was different. She wasn’t sure it would be fun to model for a series of photos on the human body immersed in Jell-O, which Thomas wanted for an upcoming photo show.


Still, she knew Thomas. When he was into one of his projects, he occupied a world composed entirely of his own visions, and no discomfort mattered. Especially not her own. She didn’t take it personally. Besides, he made her life a lot less dull than it would be otherwise. At thirty-one, still living with her parents, with no career to speak of, she didn’t have much to brag about beyond her willingness to slip into a tub full of Jell-O for the sake of art.


Not that she was complaining. After all, living with her parents meant occupying a room in a sweet little three-thousand-square-foot Spanish contemporary on two acres of prime land in Key West. The house itself was, as her mother frequently pointed out, big enough to house two families of Guatemalans, which it had done occasionally, so they didn’t really get in each other’s way.


If she were the beach bunny type, her life would have been a blast, but she didn’t think she was built for that. She was too normal looking, with brown eyes, medium-length brown hair, medium height, and medium build, though she’d be the first to admit that it would be accurate to say she had hips.


And while Key West was known as a party town, she was not much of a party girl. She could hold her liquor too well and it took an inordinate amount of money to get her drunk. The party life being out, and in the absence of anything she could generously call a career, she still wanted something to get her up in the morning. Some anticipation of surprise, or adventure. Something that said she mattered on the planet—aside from her mother’s periodic demands that she participate in an activist event like a Vegan Supper to Save the World.


“This isn’t going to feel good,” she said when her clothes were off and she had one foot poised over the tub.


“Sure it will,” Thomas said. “Kind of like a very cool lotion, or—or like sex.”


She raised an eyebrow at him. “How do you know?” she asked.


“I did a trial run. It seemed only fair.”


She contemplated the thought of Thomas naked, in a tub of Jell-O. It did not make her think of sex. But to Thomas, art definitely took precedence over sex. In fact, that was her only complaint about him, besides the fact that he couldn’t cook, didn’t have a job to speak of, and was living in the caretaker’s house on her parents’ land for free, without any indication that he ever intended to move out. Still, he had one distinct advantage over a lot of men she knew. He was there.


She closed her eyes and plunged a foot into the Jell-O. It made a squishing sound.


“God,” she ejaculated.


“All the way in,” Thomas encouraged her. “Unless you want naked bits to show.”


She put her other foot in and stood there, shin deep. “They’ll show anyway,” she said. “This stuff isn’t opaque.”


“It’ll all be decently blurred. Slide down.”


She shuddered and lowered herself slowly. “Ewww,” she said. “This doesn’t feel like sex. It feels like—like goo. Gooey worms and—and goo.”


“Beautiful,” Thomas purred when she was fully immersed. “Now, let one hand dangle over the side and close your eyes. Good. Let your head kind of loll, like you’re dead.”


“Am I?” she asked.


“Metaphorically,” he said. “The series is about how popular culture sucks us in and kills us all in the end. Turn left a little. Good.” She heard his camera clicking away.


After a while, he had her roll over on her stomach, splayed out, eyes open and staring blankly. “Wow,” he said. “I wish you could see yourself. That cellulite is perfect.”


“Cellulite?” she squeaked. “What cellulite? I don’t have cellulite.”


“Don’t move,” he said.


Out of the corner of her eye she saw him approaching her with a yellow rubber duckie, which he put on her back, but she was beginning to lose sensation by then. It was a defense mechanism, she was sure, to avoid feeling like a piece of canned fruit cocktail. To avoid feeling slimy, and riddled with cellulite.


It was about that time that she heard the insistent chirping coming from the region of her pants pocket. Her cell phone. She’d resisted getting one, but her father thought it would be a good idea, and it had proved handy—to bail her mother out of jail after a civil disobedience moment, or rescue her when she treated a diner full of homeless people to lunch and then realized she didn’t have her credit card with her.


“Delilah,” Thomas said reprovingly, “I told you, no cell phone when we’re working.”


She rolled over, slid under the Jell-O and came up sputtering, pulled herself upright and choked out, “Get it.”


“In a minute,” Thomas murmured, snapping away with his camera.


“Get it,” she insisted, splattering Jell-O around as she tried to pull herself out of the tub. She slipped back under and was briefly terrified that she’d drown. Death by Jell-O. Thomas would never be able to explain, and her parents would be terribly embarrassed at his subsequent murder trial.


She made an effort and pulled herself up.


“Mm,” Thomas said. “Keep doing that. That’s good.”


“Get it,” she demanded, “or I’ll smear Jell-O on your camera. It’ll be ruined and my parents won’t necessarily buy you another one.”


Thomas made a face at her, but put his camera down and got the phone out, opened it, and held it to her ear.


“Delilah?” a voice said. Then, with more urgency, “Delilah?” Her mother.


“Yes, Mom. It’s me.”


“I’m so glad. Are you busy? Because if you’re not I really, really need to see you for just a few moments. Well, actually, for more than a few moments.”


“What is it? Is Dad okay?” She was accustomed to the sound of her mother’s voice in incipient hysteria, and it didn’t really worry her, but she did worry about her father. Someday his patience would just give, and he’d self-combust.


“Your father’s fine,” she said, sounding a little miffed. “This isn’t about him.”


“Then what’s wrong?” Delilah asked.


“Nothing’s wrong. Just—disturbing in a way. I mean, not in a bad way, but in a way.”


“In what way?”


She drew in breath and released it in little sputters. “I found my mother,” she said.


“Lemme clean up,” Delilah said. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”









Two

Air





Her parents’ kitchen was big and cluttered. The round pine table at the center was usually covered with flyers for upcoming political events, or a grant her mother was writing to feed the hungry and clothe the naked, or educate the naked and clothe the hungry, while making sure no more cats were euthanized. Her mother liked to keep busy trying to save the world, and encouraged Delilah to do the same. The problem was, Delilah had seen how futile it was, and thought maybe she should hold out until she thought of something more effective. She imagined it might take a while.


Her father kept his papers—which traced the rise and fall of money in the world and were more about saving his family—in his study, which was full of dark wood and books and had a fireplace, just as if he lived someplace that actually had a winter. He retreated into it when things got to be a bit much around the house—a not infrequent occurrence, since her mother not only worked the activist circuit, she frequently housed it.


Delilah was aware that her family wasn’t particularly normal, but she hadn’t ever met one that was. She was just grateful that her family’s abnormalities were mostly benign.


When she entered the kitchen, her mother and father were sitting at the table with an older man with a gray walrus mustache and a woman who looked like an ex-nun—the bowl-on-the-head haircut, navy blazer, and little gold cross were dead giveaways, Delilah thought.


“Lilah,” her mother said, blinking at her, “you’re a Smurf.”


She grinned stiffly. Thomas had been wrong about the Jell-O washing off. She was tinged all over in a vaguely unhealthy shade of blue. “Just a science experiment,” she said. “Don’t worry about it.”


She went over to her father and patted his shoulder. He patted her hand in return, and gave her a little concerned smile, then turned back to her mother, whose hand he was holding. The man with the mustache was shaking his head.


“Hi,” she said to him. “I’m Delilah.”


“Oh,” her mother said, waving her free hand at them. “Lilah, dear, this is Henry and Sister Bernadette. They’re staying for a bit. School of the Americas protest.”


“Nice to meet you,” she said, and they smiled. Then Sister Bernadette—not ex yet, after all—touched Henry’s arm.


“We should give them some privacy,” she said. “It’s a family matter.” They rose, nodded solemnly, and left the room.


Delilah was about to open her mouth to speak to the issue at hand, when she heard her sister’s voice calling from the hall.


“Mom? Dad? Where are you?”


“In the kitchen, Margo,” her mother called, and her sister appeared, stood a moment to take in the scene, then came to the table and sat. Delilah noticed that she was using a new lipstick. A nice bright coral that went with the splashes of coral in the flowers on her Ann Taylor skirt. Probably called Coral Delight. Probably Chanel. She liked Chanel.


Margo turned to Delilah, and raised her eyebrows. “Smurf party?” she asked.


“I’m auditioning for the feature film,” Delilah said.


She didn’t want to get into it. Not with Margo, who liked to lecture her about the misspent nature of her life. When that happened, Delilah liked to resent it. It was part of the family dynamics, as was Margo’s view of herself and her mother as the ones who took positive action, while Delilah and her father were the dreamers, slightly out of touch. Delilah wasn’t sure how this happened, when it was invariably either she or her father who did things like change the oil in the car, get the cat to the vet, or bail Mom out of jail.


Of course, Margo had a mainstream kind of life—husband, career as an interior decorator, mortgage, and so on—but Delilah couldn’t see how being an interior decorator gave her a more valid perspective on reality than, for instance, her job, which was waiting tables for tourists. And her mother’s penchant for political fringes didn’t qualify her for normalcy, though she claimed it kept her in touch with what was Really Happening. Perhaps, Delilah thought, she and her father encouraged them in subtle ways, like not arguing with them. Or maybe she preferred the role she was in because it relieved her of the responsibility of getting a life. At any rate, since she was blue, she didn’t think she could argue the point right now.


“Delilah,” Margo said with reproach in her voice.


“Don’t worry. It’ll wash. So I’m told.”


Margo made a clucking noise, shrugged, and turned back to their mother. “So tell me about it. What’s wrong.”


“Nothing,” she said, “Not wrong. I just need a consultation.” She sighed, and continued. “You know I’ve been researching my genealogy—my adoptive parents’ genealogy, that is.”


Margo nodded. She and Delilah both knew, and thought it was odd, since their mother was adopted. What did the genealogy of her adoptive parents matter? It wasn’t her history. But she claimed their history had more influence on her than her birth parents’ history, since her adoptive parents raised her. She believed in the power of nurture over nature. Delilah thought it was her social science background.


“Anyway,” she continued, “the agency I was using sent me some material, and it had the wrong names. Somebody named Carla Diamond. I called and asked them about it, and they said yes, of course, Carla Diamond. My mother. Who lives in upstate New York.”


“Lives?” Margo asked. “Present tense?”


“Very present. Very tense. I told them, no, no. My mother died ten years ago, meaning my adoptive mother, of course. And her name wasn’t Carla Diamond. Obviously they’d made a mistake. But the only mistake they made was finding my birth mother.”


“Jesus,” Delilah said. “Aren’t those kinds of records sealed or something?”


“Not then,” my mother said. “Or not in this case. I don’t know. It was—well, over fifty years ago.”


“Did they tell you anything about her?” Delilah asked.


Her mother whispered something that sounded like a yes, and squeezed her father’s hand.


“Like?” Delilah continued.


“Don’t push her,” Margo said. “This can’t be easy.”


“But it’s a good thing, isn’t it? Now you’ll know your mother. People spend years trying to find that kind of thing out, and it was handed to you, like a gift.”


Her mother made a sound like she was gargling, and put her hands over her face.


“It’s okay, Lana,” her father said. “Really it is. You don’t have to do anything about her, after all. She doesn’t even know you exist.”


“Will somebody tell me what it is?” Delilah demanded. Just then a young man with a shaved head wandered in and opened the refrigerator. He got out a carton of milk, poured himself a glass, and left with it.


“Who?” Delilah asked her father.


“I’m not sure,” he said. “Lana?”


“School of the Americas,” she mumbled. “I told you. They’re staying until the rally tomorrow, then the trip to Georgia.”


Delilah’s father nodded, then looked at her. “She’s a circus woman,” he said.


Delilah let the words bounce around, waiting to see if they’d attach to anyone in the room. The young man with no hair? Gender was often nonspecific with friends of her mother, but he didn’t look like a woman. After a while, she just shook her head.


“Your grandmother,” her father said, and her mother groaned. “This woman. She’s a circus woman.”


“Bearded lady?” Delilah asked. “Contortionist? Fat woman?”


“Delilah,” Margo exclaimed, using all the syllables with forced accent.


“Tiger trainer, I think. Yes, Lana? Yes. Tigers, and horses. She did things with horses. Not anymore, of course. She’s very old now.”


Personally, Delilah thought it made sense. Her mother’s adoptive parents were ordinary people—an accountant and a secretary—but her mother lived as if all the misfits of the world were her kin. Her real mother a circus woman? No surprise there.


“That’s kind of cool, Mom,” she said.


Her mother gaped at her. “Cool? I led a protest against the circus last month. The way they treat the animals is disgraceful. And you have no idea what else I’m finding out about my birth family. It’s very disturbing. Colonizers. Presbyterian ministers. One of them was eaten by pigs. Another one slaughtered a Mohawk family. They owned slaves. Slaves, for God’s sake.”


She turned to Margo, who clucked her tongue obligingly. Delilah thought, not for the first time, how odd it was that in spite of the fact that Margo was as suburban Florida as they come, she and their mother connected in a way that was never true for Delilah.


She’d always blamed that on the fact that Margo was four years older and the firstborn, while Delilah was more attached to her twin brother, Joshua. Her mother told her she made a special effort to see that Margo didn’t feel displaced by all the attention “the twins” were getting. It helped them bond, she said. And she figured Delilah had Joshua, which she did. For a while, anyway.


“What will you do?” Margo asked sympathetically.


“That’s the question, isn’t it?” she replied. They nodded at each other knowingly. Again, Delilah was left out.


“Do nothing,” Delilah said. “Mom, you don’t have to do anything. Right, Dad?”


“Well,” her father said, “I looked into it a little bit on my own. Apparently the woman’s living alone, in an old house in a town called Brentville. It’s not too far from where you went to college, from the map.”


“That’s right. I know Brentville,” she said. “It’s about fifteen miles from the University, near the Helderberg Escarpment.”


“What?” her mother asked.


“Helderberg Escarpment. Younger late Silurian and Devonian marine sequences, bordered by the collision of northeastern Proto North America with a volcanic island arc during the Middle Ordovician Taconic Orogeny.”


“She’s talking geology again,” Margo said.


That, Delilah supposed, was another difference between them. In a family of liberal arts graduates, she was the one who wanted a microscope for Christmas. Her mother said she got it from her father, whose interest in economics was the closest thing she knew to science, though both Delilah and her father kept explaining that economy wasn’t science, it was magic.


“We went there for fieldwork when I was at school,” Delilah explained further. “I used to go there for picnics. It’s really nice, Mom.”


“Where she lives may not be so nice,” her mother said portentously.


Delilah looked at her father, who shrugged. “We don’t know. We know she’s on social security. She’s alone. The property has apparently been in the family for over two hundred years, so we can assume an old house.”


Delilah wondered which part of “we” he was included in. It sounded more like her mother’s campaign, though of course it was her father’s money, the ill-gotten gains of capitalist investment and an unexpected instinct for the flow of money through the world, that would finance it. He never complained, but he was more a participant than an agitator. Always had been. Delilah’s mother said that’s where she got her passivity from.


“Why not just leave her?” Delilah asked. “She left you.”


Her mother and sister cried out a chorus of protest.


“Well,” Delilah said, “she did.”


“She may have had a good reason to,” Margo pointed out. “She was very young, maybe. A teenage pregnancy.”


“She was thirty,” her mother said. “She’s eighty-one now.”


“Oh, well then. There you go. She was obviously too young. I mean, I’m thirty-one, and I don’t feel ready for a baby. Of course, you were—what, Mom, twenty-one?—when you had Margo, but you were different.”


“She saw to it that Mom was adopted,” Margo pointed out. “She went through the pregnancy and gave her life. That’s worth something, isn’t it?”


Delilah raised her hand in a gesture of surrender. “Okay. You have to do something. So send money and a card. I’m sure Hallmark has something appropriate.”


“I don’t feel right about that. It seems—cold,” her mother said.


“In other words, you need to torture yourself,” Delilah said. Another chorus of protest.


“You’re being very harsh,” Margo said. “It’s your worst trait.”


“Look,” Delilah said, “I spent all afternoon in a tub of Jell-O, and I’m still blue. For all I know, I’ll remain blue forever, and it doesn’t go with my waitress uniform, which is orange and says Sunshine Palace on it. So you’ll have to cut me some slack.”


“For being blue?” Margo said.


“For being honest,” she replied. “You expect it of me, then you yell at me for it.”


Margo and Delilah glared at each other. It was a recurring argument between them. Whenever a skeptical opinion was wanted, her name got called. Then she got yelled at for being what they expected her to be. Somehow, Delilah was supposed to provide the voice of clarity in the family, while everyone else got to play Nice People.


“Let’s not,” her father suggested. “You and Margo can take it up later if you need to. Right now, we have a situation to deal with.” He pulled in breath and let it out slowly, then turned to Delilah. “Your mother thinks someone should go visit the woman.”


A long silence followed his words.


“Someone?” Delilah asked at last. Mumblings that didn’t resolve into sentences rolled around the table like distant thunder. Vague understandings began to coalesce in her thoughts.


“Mom, when did you find out all this?”


“Just today,” she said.


“Just now?”


“Today. Well, last night but it was late so it might as well have been this morning.”


“But Dad said he looked into it.”


“Yes, and he told me what he found out this morning. Last night. Late.”


“Oh,” she said. “But you actually got the information from the genealogy people…sometime last week?”


Her mother mumbled something about not believing it, the power of denial.


Right, Delilah thought. Of course. Everything was perfectly clear. Her mother had long since made up her mind how to handle this. Get Delilah to do it. What else does she have to do, anyway? She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. When she removed them, everyone was looking at her.


“No,” she said.


“Delilah,” her mother said, speaking in her quiet voice. “You know the area. It seems to me…”


“No,” she said. “I’m not going to meet my grandmother the circus woman. I’m not going with a basket of fruit, or money, or a Hallmark best-wishes-from-the-daughter-you-abandoned card. I’m not going to upstate New York. I’m not going.”


They were all still staring at her. She did the only thing she could under the circumstances. She left the kitchen.









Three

Water





Delilah went back to the caretaker’s cottage, where Thomas had cleaned the tub and was working his photos on the computer. He’d taken shots on both digital and regular film, but would have to take the film to a lab downtown for developing because her mother had drawn the line on setting up a color lab in the cottage. Or at least she’d drawn the line on financing it. She wanted to save the world, not Thomas’s artistic career.


Thomas met Delilah’s mother at a meeting on garbage and sewage issues where he was taking photos for an alternative newspaper. He talked his way into residence in the caretaker’s cottage by bartering photos of activist events and promising to do the occasional odd job around the yard. He was true to his word about the photos, but any other work he did was more odd than job. Once in a while, Thomas would get on the rider mower and take it around the place for as long as his attention held, which meant they had some grass that was long and wild, and some that was cropped short. And occasionally, he would clean out the pool.


Other than that, he wasn’t one for yard work, unless you called it landscaping when he put a statue of Madonna in an upended tub, with figures of Elvis and the Beatles standing around, worshipping. Delilah’s mother didn’t call it landscaping, though Thomas had been very proud of it. He even rigged up a little cassette that would play “Like a Virgin” when you pressed a button.


And Delilah’s mother didn’t count the inflatable sex dolls he scattered over the lawn for a photo shoot, doing things like serving cocktails to the Buddha statue out in back, or hunting lawn deer statuary. He had a long discussion with Lana about them, Thomas saying lawn statuary was one more indication that they were going to hell in a handbasket, while Lana said it was the just Art of the People, and they had a right to it. Her father solved the argument by telling Thomas to take his photos and get rid of the damn things. It was the closest Delilah had ever seen him come to losing his temper. He was a tolerant man, or had learned to be after years of marriage.


Delilah leaned over his shoulder and looked at the photo of herself, which no longer looked like her since he’d done things to her face and hair.


“What do you think?” he asked.


“Interesting,” she said.


“That’s a cop-out,” he noted.


She nodded. Interesting was a word that could work just about any way you wanted it to. She liked it, and used it a lot. “My mother wants me to go to upstate New York.”


“Oh?” he asked, squinting at the screen. “What for?”


Thomas was that rare species, a Keys native, and saw very little reason to go anywhere else, except possibly to Manhattan. He often teased her about her background, which included a few years in Chicago, a year in Northern California, a semester in Westchester County, two years in Denver, and quite a few years in Syracuse, New York. All these moves were about her father seeking tenure as a professor of Marxist theory and economy. For some reason Syracuse was the most amenable to Marxists, so they stayed there the longest. But they still didn’t give him tenure, and when it was clear nobody would, he discovered the stock market, which was kinder to him than academia.


“I was thinking of adding some pink,” Thomas said, tapping on the screen.


“Sure,” Delilah said. “If I go to upstate New York, will you come with me?”


“What for?” he asked. “Need help tipping cows?”


“Ha,” she said. “Ha ha ha.”


“Anyway,” he added. “I can’t. I’ve got to finish this for the show. Lots to do, not much time.”


“Michael is there,” she mentioned.


“Michael,” he said, then repeated it. “Michael. Michael. That would be…”


Her jaw tightened. “Michael, about whom I have told you so much. Michael, the legislative assistant who broke my heart in upstate New York. Michael, my ex-fiancé who will someday be governor. President. God.”


“Oh,” Thomas said. “That Michael. I wasn’t sure which one you meant. Well, you don’t have to see him. I get the impression he wouldn’t want to see you anyway, right?”


Thomas was definitely not getting it. She had a sinking feeling that he never would, and that might be why she was with him. He had so little chance of ever getting any of it that she was perfectly safe. He would never look up from his art projects long enough to notice her, much less another woman.


He’d already been in residence in the caretaker’s cottage when she returned home, and after they spent a night of talking and laughing over a bottle of red wine and a few independent films, they fell in bed together. He had the distinct advantage of being available, without asking a lot of her.


In many ways, it was the ideal relationship. It was certainly different than her last one, because where Thomas didn’t get it, Michael got it all, and could recite it correctly at the drop of a hat. Even when Delilah found out about the other women he was sleeping with, he said all the right things. It wasn’t anything wrong with her. He just didn’t think he was inherently monogamous, and maybe no man was. Maybe only women were. It was a purely biological thing, and she shouldn’t feel rejected, or demeaned. Blah blah, she thought. Blah blah blah.


“I might run into him,” she said now. “Michael, I mean. Or I might call him just to torture myself. I am my mother’s daughter after all.”


“Yeah,” he noted. “You do that kind of thing.” He stopped manipulating the mouse and looked up at her. “You never answered my question. Why does your mother want you to go to New York?”


“To see her mother, whom she just discovered. My grandmother, the circus woman.”


“Oh,” he said. “That should be fun.”


“You ever been to upstate New York?” she asked.


“No, but I don’t worry about it the way I worry about Omaha.”


“Omaha?”


“I went there once. I was in a bar, and they gave me my drink in a Flintstone jelly glass. I worry about Omaha. At least you’re not going there.”


“You still should come with me. You can get good photos of circus things.”


“It’s been done. Besides,” he waved a hand at the computer, “too much to do.”


He turned back to it. She lingered a little longer, then left the room, and the cottage. She doubted that he noticed. They weren’t locked into formalities like hellos and good-byes.


She walked across some of the acreage that comprised her parents’ property, past somebody she didn’t know who was mowing the lawn. Her mother didn’t hire people. She counted on a constant stream of guilt-ridden activists to work for her.


Delilah avoided the kitchen, heading straight for her room, which was upstairs. She went in and sat down on her bed, contemplating her hands, asking herself what she felt. The first word that came to mind was guilty. She had seen the look her father gave her before she left the kitchen. He was counting on her, maybe more than her mother. And that was the problem. Everyone had gotten used to counting on her. Delilah will cook for the activists. Delilah will sit in a tub of Jell-O. Delilah will go see the circus woman. It was no wonder, she thought, that she couldn’t figure out how to save the world. She didn’t have time.


What really bothered her now, though, was that she minded. Usually she didn’t. Not much. Doing things for people gave her the illusion that she was needed. But today, something in her said no, and she wasn’t sure why. Maybe she was just aggravated because the whole scene followed so quickly on the blue Jell-O, and she’d reached overload.


Maybe, in her aggravation, it occurred to her that she might have more luck finding what she wanted if she just briefly stopped doing what everyone else needed. Or it occurred to her that doing things for people was a way of not looking for what she needed. Some people used drugs. She was helpful.


Or maybe it was just that she didn’t want to go back there, and resented that nobody in her family took that seriously enough to notice, much less protect her from it.


Probably it was all of the above combining to reach a turbulent state, the way water did moving along in a steady, complexly patterned flow until some unknown factor shook it one notch more, into too much. Then the pattern disappeared in turbulence, and there was no determining what it would do next. That was chaos theory, which she’d learned about in college. It often seemed to apply directly to her life.


She didn’t get any farther than that in her thoughts before there was a knock on the door. She closed her eyes and didn’t say a word.


“Delilah?” a voice asked. It was Margo’s voice. “I saw you come in. You can’t pretend you’re not there.”


“Yeah,” she said. “I can. It just won’t get me anywhere.”


Delilah didn’t say anything else. After a while, Margo spoke. “Then can I come in?”


“What happens if I say no?” she asked.


Another silence, this one longer. “I ask you again,” she said.


Delilah was about to say come in, when she heard another voice, deeper and lower. Her father. Margo’s voice whispered back, and then her door was knocked on again.


She sighed. “Come in,” she said.


The door opened, and her father hovered in the doorway. “It’s okay,” she said. “You can come in all the way. Margo, too.”


“She went downstairs,” he said. “Your—um—mother wanted her.”


“Thanks,” she said, meaning it. If she had to talk to anyone, her father would be the first choice. He’d talk to her, but he wouldn’t bug the hell out of her.


He came into the room and closed the door. He hooked his thumbs in his belt, rocked back and forth on his heels as if about to give a lecture in Marxist theory, then cleared his throat. Delilah looked at him expectantly, waiting to hear what he’d say.


He frowned, went to the window, and looked out.


“It’s nice out,” he said. “Not too muggy.”


“Yeah,” she agreed.


“Won’t last long, though. Summer soon.”


“Yup,” she said. She sighed. He sighed.


“Dad,” she said.


“Delilah,” he said at the same time. Then they were both silent.


“You go,” she suggested.


He pulled a roll of Tums from his pocket, extricated one, and chewed on it. “I don’t want you to go if you’re strongly against it,” he said, “but it would be a help. You know that.”


“I know,” she said dully.


“Is there maybe some very important reason why you don’t want to go?” he asked.


“Besides that it’s weird? I mean, it’s weird, Dad. I’m supposed to go there and say, ‘You don’t know me but I’m your granddaughter by this woman you gave up for adoption over fifty years ago and probably don’t want to think about. Just thought I’d stop by to say howdy.’ It’ll be weird.”


“Yes,” her father said. “It will be.”


Her father never denied her reality. It made disagreeing with him very difficult, but also made him comforting to be around. She might feel bad, but she wouldn’t feel crazy as well.


“Are there other reasons?” he asked.


She could tell he really wanted to know, not just to convince her that she should go, but to weigh the reasons she had for not wanting to, and see if hers were actually better than his.


“Michael lives there,” she said.


“Oh. I’m sorry. I’d forgotten that. But you don’t have to see him, do you?”


“No,” she said hesitantly, because the truth was, it wasn’t just Michael. It was what he stood for. Her failure. Her failures, plural. No career. No husband. Nothing much to say about herself that was important or valuable. And worst of all, no connection to anything. Humans need to be connected to something. A cause, a God, an interest in reality TV. Something outside themselves. And she hadn’t gotten it right. Upstate New York was her geography of failure to connect. She didn’t want to go back to it. But explaining that to her father was difficult, because to explain it was to name it out loud, and to name it out loud was to feel it. Not feeling it was the whole point.


“You have other friends there, don’t you? Monica still lives there?”


She nodded. Her father liked Monica, an old friend and ex-roommate who had come to visit last year. Monica, a social welfare specialist, talked Marxist theory with him at the dinner table, and her father had beamed at the two of them as if they were his prize pupils.


“But it’s hard to go back,” he noted sympathetically. “Memories you’d rather not revisit?”


She nodded again, but said nothing.


“You’re like a cat,” he noted. “They don’t walk in reverse. After Joshua died, you wouldn’t say his name, and when you walked past his room, you turned your head away. Do you remember that?”


She did, vaguely, though she couldn’t call up any feelings to go with the memory. Just a quick flash of her face turning from his door, like a photo, with its emotions all held in check within the image. She was surprised that her father brought it up now. He rarely talked about Joshua, and when her mother did, he often grew quiet.


“I remember you sent me to a therapist,” she said, keeping it light. “I hated his ties, and he had bad breath.”


“We were worried,” he said apologetically. “And I guess I’m worried now.”


She stared down at her hands, then stole a glance up at her father. He was still looking out the window, and she had a moment to contemplate his profile. He would probably be considered homely by most people. Too tall at six feet five inches, his face long and narrow, bags under his large dark eyes, and ears that could kindly be said to stick out. This was in contrast to her mother’s well-groomed good looks. Her liberal leanings never kept her out of the beauty shop, which was another place where she and Margo connected. Delilah’s idea of styling was pulling her hair back into a ponytail.


She’d often wondered about her mother and father as a couple. That they loved each other was obvious. That they were unlike each other was just as obvious. Even their wedding picture looked like Abe Lincoln marries Gwyneth Paltrow, because in her youth her mother was slim as a reed, fair and wispy as a summer day. And while she had a hummingbird energy that kept her flitting from one cause to the next, her father had a stillness and compassion with which he’d contemplate the foibles of the world.


He turned to his youngest foible now, and contemplated her with compassion. “I think,” he said, “it might be good for you to get away from here for a while.”


She was again surprised, but her father wasn’t any good at dissembling, or manipulating, so she knew he meant it.


“Why?” she asked, trying to stay bright and perky. “More Guatemalans moving in?”


He smiled back, but sadly. “Sometimes I think we make it too easy for our kids to stay home. Not enough generation gap to push you out of the nest. When you came back, I thought you needed time, you’d been hurt. And I’ve rather selfishly enjoyed having you here, so I haven’t said anything before now. But Delilah, I don’t want you to wake up twenty years from now and wish you’d made different choices. Or made any choices, because right now, I see you absolutely refusing to make them, though I don’t know why. Please don’t take that the wrong way,” he added. “I don’t want to offend you.”


That was her father. Hitting nails on the head with a hammer through a pillow. A rather complicated task, but he was good at it. Good enough, at least, for Delilah to be made uncomfortable in the way you are when someone says a truth you’d rather not hear.


“Maybe,” she suggested, “I’ll never wake up, and then it won’t bother me.”


“If you were a different kind of person, I’d say that was possible. Unfortunately, I think you’re just intelligent enough to be a burden to yourself.”


“I don’t think going to see Grandma will help any of that.”


“Maybe not. I just—I can only say I have a parental instinct that it would be good for you to get away.”


“Then maybe I should do a European tour or something,” she suggested. “It might work out better. Less family involvement.”


“Fine,” he said, “if you’ll do it. Will you?”


“Probably not,” she said. “I can come up with too many reasons not to. You’d have to finance it, and Thomas would want to come and how do I tell him no. Like that.”


“That’s what I thought. Then I’m voting for the trip to New York, and I wish you’d give it a shot.”


No doubt about it. He was good. And in all likelihood, he was also right. She felt the only way to hang on to some illusion of control was to delay saying yes.


“I’ll think about it,” she said.


He put a hand on her shoulder, leaned down, and kissed the top of her head. It was a gesture he reserved for important moments, and she was touched by it. As if she were young enough to need that. As if she always would be.


“Try to think about it for what you need,” he said. “See if that helps.”


He left her alone, knowing that she was the best person to talk herself into this the rest of the way. Her mother wasn’t that subtle, or that patient. In a very few moments, there was another knock on her door. When Delilah said “come in,” her mother poured herself into the room and engulfed her in a hug.


“Oh, I knew you would. I can always count on you, Lilah.”


“Jesus, Mom,” she said, pulling away. “Were you eavesdropping?”


“Of course not,” she said. “I just happened to be passing by. We’ll have to decide what you’ll say, and what you’ll bring. I’ll take you shopping. You’ll need clothes.”


“I didn’t say I’d go. I said I’d think about it.”


“Oh. Of course. That’s what I meant. I knew you’d think about it.”


“Right,” she said. Then she sighed. “When do I leave?”









Four

Earth





Delilah always preferred driving to flying. Having her feet that far off the ground left her feeling anxious and slightly depressed. And flying gave her no time to transition from one landscape to the next. First she was here, and then somewhere else. But when she drove up from the Keys, she got to see how the land moved from long, flat roads surrounded by water, to the long, flat roads of Jacksonville, surrounded by strip malls, which she thought of as its own peculiar ecosystem. Then there were the swamps and wetlands, the pines and Spanish moss of the South, and the winding mountain passes that led her into the North. She liked noting the slow changes that signaled her entry into each new kind of land, which she would greet as she passed, as if each were a friend.


And in many ways, each one was. Her family moved from place to place so frequently when she was growing up it was difficult to make long-term friends. Each move had become the opportunity to learn about a different landscape, the chance to learn the wordless language of this river, or that lakeshore forest, this kind of plant life, that kind of stone and dirt.


She especially liked mountains as a species of geology. They had a protective presence, watchful and considerate. Though they were made by great smashings of landmasses into each other, each one had its own rocks and formations, traces of how and when that smashing occurred. Those traces told the story of millions of years of motion, because the smashing took that long, and was, she knew, still taking place, even though most people thought of mountains as still and immovable. Humans, being a brief species, couldn’t perceive the Himalayas growing at a rate of about a centimeter a year.


Then, there was the landscape she was headed for, a Taconic formation near the Helderberg Escarpment. She’d studied them in geology at the University, where she learned to obsess about the way land shapes itself. Of course, she was also obsessed with what kind of weather patterns moved across it, so she studied atmospheric science, too. And with what kinds of things live on it, so she took courses in ecosystem life cycles. And with the way humans interact with that, so she took courses in human waste and garbology. Somehow it all got her a degree, and as a result, she was an amusing and competent waitress.


She could have gone on in her studies, but at a certain point she’d discovered that science had some fatal flaws. She’d read about a Harvard study on the use of estrogen to prevent middle-age heart disease. The study concluded that estrogen was ineffective, and had bad side effects like increasing breast size and lowering sex drive. For twenty years, that was accepted as scientific truth. Then, a woman saw the study, and spotted their error.
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