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  Introduction:


  A Map or Maybe Not


  PAULA GURAN


  “Myth is the nothing that is all.” —Fernando Pessoa, “Ulisses”


  [image: image] The definition of myth has been much debated and written about, so I’m not going to dive into that deep and murky pool. The difference between myth and legend is similarly mootable. (Not to mention, as a character in a story contained herein says, “. . . when legend and myth meet . . . (e)verything gets tangled.”)


  In A Short History of Myth, Karen Armstrong states:


  In the pre-modern world, mythology was indispensable. It not only helped people to make sense of their lives but also revealed regions of the human mind that would otherwise have remained inaccessible. . . .


  She eventually concludes (along with much more) that myths are narratives and novels now do what myths once did. Armstrong asks what “else have novelists been doing these past 400 years, if not telling those timeless stories of loss, struggle and homecoming; of exile, sacrifice and redemption; of fertility, death and renewal, over and over again?”


  Armstrong’s view has, of course, been challenged. [“Armstrong has been misguided in the conception and production of this book.” (Simon Goldhill, New Statesman) “She falters once, when she speculates that today it is novelists who can partly fill the void left by myth.” (Caroline Alexander, The New York Times Book Review).]


  I’ve already mentioned the definition of mythology is a point of contention. Let’s amend that: any consideration of mythology tends to inspire some argument.


  We can all agree there’s currently a great deal of cultural interest in old myths, including that displayed by TV/online dramas [ Atlantis (2013-2015), Troy: Fall of a City (2018), Vikings (2013-present), and American Gods (2017-present), based on Neil Gaiman’s 2001 novel)] and films like Immortals (2010), Thor (2011) and its more recent sequels, Wonder Woman (2017) and its forthcoming sequel Wonder Woman 1984, Clash of the Titans (2010) and Wrath of the Titans (2014), Hercules (2014), The Secret of Kells (2009), Gods of Egypt (2016), and Percy Jackson and the Olympians: The Lightning Thief (2010) and its 2013 sequel, based on a series of children’s books by Rick Riordan.


  The influence of legend and mythology on all forms of gaming is so pervasive (if often derived from literature or film), I won’t go into it except to note references to Norse mythology are currently popular.


  In recent literature, Kamila Shamsie’s novel Home Fire (2017) reinvents ancient myth in a modern context, while Madeline Miller’s Circe (2018) and The Song of Achilles (2012) both retell the original myths as does The Silence of the Girls (2018) by Pat Barker. Gods Behaving Badly (2007) is a hilarious take on the Olympians by Marie Phillips. Phillips treats Arthurian legend in the same way with The Table of Less Valued Knights (2015). Margaret Atwood’s The Penelopiad—a novella of the Odyssey told by Penelope, Odysseus’ wife—is a bit older (2005), as is Anansi Boys (2005) by Neil Gaiman (which weaves African myth with the modern day), but I’ll throw them in too.


  And one must mention the literary retellings of Norse Mythology (2017) by (again) Gaiman.


  When it comes to science fiction and fantasy, modern authors often use myths and legends as inspiration or in retellings. Genre novels based on or heavily influenced by myth and legend are too numerous to mention, as are graphic novels, manga, and comic books.


  Writers constantly invent mythologies and legends, but no matter how “new” they are, they are connected to ancient tales by the enduring human equation. The truths such fiction express is always relevant to human nature and society.


  And for all the deeper meanings and uses of myth and legend, let’s not forget they are also entertaining stories.


  Novels offer authors a great deal more room to work with, but I hope Mythic Journeys provides the reader with a least a glimpse of some modern myth and legend in speculative fiction’s short form.


  In Western culture, Greek myth resounds with the loudest clang. It shouldn’t be surprising to find it by far the most commonly evoked in speculative literature. There are many fine stories to choose from, and this volume could have easily been nothing but stories with Hellenic roots, but that would have not been a fair reflection of either modern society or literature, so I sought out stories from other traditions as well.


  That said, this anthology is lacking in myths and legends from many ancient cultures: Egyptian, Babylonian, Arabian . . .


  Mythic Journeys is far from a comprehensive survey of speculative fiction based on the vast diversity of world lore, but I hope you’ll find enough of an assortment to give you some idea of the wonders that abound.


  One more thing: ancient myths, or at least those that have filtered down to us, are often grounded in patriarchal societies. Myths themselves were tools men used to reinforce the message that women were subordinate to their male counterparts. Not surprisingly, a number of these modern stories provide a female point of view, reinterpret, or otherwise subvert the old standards to reveal new ideas.


  Since not everyone will be familiar with all the myths and legends used in these stories, I thought I’d provide some notes, a sort of a map—albeit far from complete and often tangential—to our journeys. I hope there are no spoilers, but I’ve decided to group these story introductions here, at the end of my introduction instead of before each individual story, so that if you are particularly sensitive to even inadvertent information, you can more easily avoid the notes below.


  We start—somewhere—with a beautiful retelling of the story of Persephone in “Lost Lake” by Emma Straub and Peter Straub. Demeter, the Greek goddess of the Earth’s fertility, is one of the oldest of the gods; the story of a goddess abducted to rule the underworld—like Demeter’s daughter Persephone—pre-dates the Greeks.


  There are many myths and legends about Coyote—as a trickster, creator, lover, and more—found in various cultures of the indigenous people of North America. The hero/trickster is featured in modern novels like Coyote Blue by Christopher Moore, Summerland by Michael Chabon, and various shorter tales, but none is quite like Catherynne M. Valente’s “White Lines on a Green Field.”


  As one can suppose from the title, there is another trickster in “Trick-ster” by Steven Barnes and Tananarive Due: Kaggen, the creator god of the San of southern Africa. But it is quite different from Valente’s. It is set in the future in the Kalahari, a vast, arid plateau in southern Africa. Kaggen’s ability to shapeshift into a mantis is mentioned, but in old stories he has also been known to become a snake, louse, caterpillar, or eland.


  The beings in Brooke Bolander’s “Our Talons Can Crush Galaxies” are somewhat akin to the Erinyes. Although their attributes changed from pre-Greek times through Aeschylus’ depiction in the Oresteia, it’s fairly safe to call them chthonic deities of vengeance and retribution.


  Speaking of the Oresteia, a trilogy of tragedies that tell the end of the house of Atreus, it is the story of what happens a decade or so after the events Rachel Swirsky interprets from the viewpoint of Iphigenia in the fascinating “A Memory of Wind.” The Oresteia is not a gentle tale.


  The Leda of M. Rickert’s story of the same name is, indeed, a modern variation of the Leda mentioned (as Helen and Clytemnestra’s mother) in “A Memory of Wind.” That said, it is a very “realistic” look at one of the more implausible of Zeus’ many rapes of women, mortal and immortal alike.


  We take a break from the violence of Greek myth for a bit with Neil Gaiman’s charming “Chivalry,” one of two stories in Mythic Journeys loosely connected to Arthurian legend. This one concerns the Holy Grail, the vessel supposedly used by Christ at the Last Supper, then used by Joseph of Arimathea to collect Christ’s blood and sweat while he tended him on the cross. According to legend, Joseph immigrated to Britain and—centuries later—his descendants somehow lost track of the Grail. At Arthur’s court it was prophesied that the Grail would one day be rediscovered by the greatest of all knights, and a quest to find the relic began.


  We will continue to stay away from the Greeks with “The God of Au” by Ann Leckie. Some contend that speculative fiction itself is a particularly effective type of contemporary mythmaking. That fantasy and science fiction fulfill modern humanity’s need for myth. Leckie’s story is an example of a story that’s not directly related to known myths (although the twins Etoje and Ekuba might remind one of Romulus and Remus, the legendary founders of Rome, as well as Cain and Abel of Judeo-Christian tradition) but its theme is mythological: people making deals with a god. Generally, mythology teaches us over and over that one should be cautious when dealing with gods.


  “Faint Voices, Increasingly Desperate” by Anya Johanna DeNiro is a story of lust and jealousy related to old Norse myth but set in the present day. A form of Freyja (or maybe Frigg) is the central character. (Even goddesses get mixed up in stories that evolve over centuries.) Briefly mentioned are Freyja’s “falcon cloak, her two cats, her boar, and her jewelry.” Freyja owned a cloak (or maybe a skin) of falcon feathers that enabled her to fly. If she wanted to travel by chariot, she had one drawn by two cats. Or she could ride her boar, Hildisvíni (“battle swine”). Her most famous piece of jewelry was a necklace: Brísingamen. The magical torc (or neck-ring) was made by four dwarves. Freyja may (or may not) have obtained it by sleeping with each of them.


  There are stories within stories in Sofia Samatar’s “Ogres of East Africa.” It is 1907 and a Pakistani-Kenyan clerk employed by a repulsive “great white hunter” is cataloging different types of ogres as told to him by Mary, a woman of the highlands. Having killed every type of animal he knows of in the area, the hunter now wants to shoot ogres. Are the ogres real monsters or are they legends? How can the powerless fight the powerful?


  We journey north (but not quite as far north) from Africa for “Ys” by Aliette de Bodard. Ys is a mythical city off the coast of Brittany built by Gradlon, King of Cornouaille. Or maybe it was founded two millennia before the legendary king. Gradlon may have been an upright sort or maybe not. But his daughter Ahez (if he had a daughter) was—as de Bodard vividly portrays—wickedness incarnate. The stories all agree she was a bad one and Ys (for one reason or another) was lost to the sea.


  Tanith Lee takes us to an island off the coast of Greece for “The Gorgon,” a story about Medusa, a powerful icon of Greek (and earlier) myth. One of the three Gorgon sisters, most think about her only as the snake-haired monster who turned men to stone with her gaze. Perseus, with the help of Athena, beheads her. There’s a great deal more to even the most basic story of Medusa, though, and many rich interpretations of her symbolism abound. Seek them out.


  We abandon the warmth of the Mediterranean for Ottawa in Charles de Lint’s modern-day glimpse of a mythic character central to Arthurian legend with “Merlin Dreams in the Mondream Wood.” (The character, a fusion of historical and legendary figures, actually appeared in separate legends before he was blended into Arthur’s story.) Sara Kendall, the protagonist of de Lint’s tale, is also featured in de Lint’s novel Moonheart (1984). Celtic and Native American mythologies are the core of this now-classic fantasy.


  Back to Europe we travel for “Calypso in Berlin” by Elizabeth Hand, which wonderfully updates the story of Calypso in a darkly magical way. In Homer’s Odyssey, Calypso is a nymph who entertains Odysseus for seven years on her idyllic island of Ogygia, but even her promise of immortality cannot keep him. There are a lot of nymphs in Greek myth: water nymphs, land nymphs, tree nymphs. They aren’t exactly deities but they are deeply connected to specific places in nature.


  Choosing just one story from Lisa L. Hannett and Angela Slatter’s collection Madness and Moonshine proved a challenge. I wound up re-reading the entire book—not that I minded—before finally choosing “Seeds,” the first story. In it, Mymnir flees the devastation of Ragnarok, hoping to escape all that bound her to Ásgarðr. Madness and Moonshine’s connected tales tell of Mymnir’s Fae and part-Fae descendants in her new realm in the New World. Mymnir is a version of Muninn, one of Odin’s two ravens. (The other is Huginn.) Odin sends the ravens out and they gather information for him, but they are more than magical spy birds: they are parts of the Allfather, so he sometimes frets about them flying away and not coming back.


  Nisi Shawl’s “Wonder-Worker-of-the-World” takes us back to Africa. Shawl has stated her story “strongly mimics the storytelling voice found in translated West African folktales.” She has also mentioned how what we now know of African myth and legend is often distorted. This is touched upon in Sofia Samatar’s story: African myths are mostly an oral tradition. What we read were collected and transcribed by Westerners who saw Africans as inferior. How accurately could such racist sources be? Still, the stories resound. Untombinde, which means “the tall girl,” appears in several guises we know of. The best known is as the daughter of a king who must deal with a monster to gain her bridegroom.


  Priya Sharma’s “Thesea and Astaurius” is a fresh look at the myth of Theseus, the Minotaur, the Labyrinth, Ariadne, and Daedalus. In the original story, Ariadne helps Theseus by giving him a ball of thread that helps him navigate inside the Labyrinth and escape from it. As promised, Theseus marries Ariadne. But, at the first landfall their escape ship makes, the island of Naxos, Theseus deserts Ariadne. Ariadne either hangs herself or marries the god Dionysus. The goddess Artemis may have killed her the moment she gave birth to Dionysus’ twins. Or maybe not. The original story is said to represent ideas about the civilized versus the uncivilized or natural versus the unnatural. But Sharma takes us much further—out of space and time.


  “Foxfire, Foxfire” by Yoon Ha Lee deals with a fox spirit. The concept began in China, but drifted into most Eastern Asian cultures. (It is also found in a lot of modern speculative fiction; I know of quite a few examples.) The details of the cunning shapeshifter—called kitsune (fox) in Japan, húli jīng (fox spirit) in China, and kumiho (nine-tailed fox) in Korea vary, but the entity usually likes to take the form of a beautiful woman. Depending on the tradition, the fox can be a mischievous trickster, benevolent, malicious, or downright evil. (By the way, baduk is the Korean name for the board game Go; yut is another board game.)


  Although some traditions see the owl as wise and enlightening, in many Native American cultures—as in “Owl vs. the Neighborhood Watch” by Darcie Little Badger—the nocturnal avian is considered an omen or messenger of death. Similarly in ancient Rome, an owl’s hoot predicted imminent death. In India and China owls are harbingers of misfortune. In England, even as late as the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the owl was associated with death.


  Atalanta, in Greek mythology, was a fleet-footed huntress. In Tansy Rayner Roberts’s clever “How to Survive an Epic Journey,” she also becomes an Argonaut, one of the heroes on Jason’s ship the Argo who sought the Golden Fleece. Here we get a woman’s viewpoint of the search for the Golden Fleece and what came after.


  You’ll find some sort of solar deity in most ancient mythologies. Many of them are humanoid and ride in or drive a vehicle across the sky. Ekaterina Sedia draws on Eastern Slavic myth in “Simargl and the Rowan Tree” to tell us of a mortal who dies, becomes the guardian of heaven, and does a good job of trotting along behind the sun god’s chariot. When he’s free of that responsibility, he has time to get into trouble.


  “The Ten Suns” by Ken Liu is another science fictional myth. But you’ll find the same elements in many ancient tales: an inquisitive hero who can’t abide commonly held belief, a sidekick with a special power, and a mystery/problem to solve.


  Any body of mythology has maidens in it. They are young and beautiful and—unless they are divine—powerless. Sometimes they go on to live happily ever after. Sometimes they don’t. Like the title character in “Armless Maidens of the American West” by Genevieve Valentine, they may become legends, even while they still exist in the flesh.


  Labyrinths and monsters are potent symbols. We’ve already encountered one set, but “Give Her Honey When You Hear Her Scream” by Maria Dahvana Headley is a profoundly different story.


  Did I mention monsters? “Zhuyin” by John Shirley, the only previously unpublished story in this anthology, is an outright scary monster tale. The original serpent-bodied Chinese celestial deity (known in English as the Torch Dragon) that inspired the author may look terrifying, but is not really menacing. According to Shanhaijing (translated by Anne Birrell): “When this deity closes his eyes, there is darkness. When the deity looks with his eyes, there is light. He neither eats, nor sleeps, nor breathes. The wind and the rain are at his beck and call. This deity shines his torch over the ninefold darkness.”


  As Rachel Pollack explains, “The story of ‘Immortal Snake’ was inspired by a very old tale, published early in the twentieth century by the mythographer Leo Frobenius . . . ‘The Ruin of Kasch’. . . Kasch was an actual place in the ancient world, its location in Africa precisely known. The modern name for the land of Kasch is Darfur.”


  “A Wolf in Iceland Is the Child of a Lie” by Sonya Taaffe ends our journey. It is related to Norse myth. Maybe this is a good place to mention that J. R. R. Tolkien acknowledged his fantasy was heavily influenced by the myths of the Northern Europeans. His work became popular—in fact, fantasy as a genre was initially dominated by imitations of Tolkien. Elements of Germanic and Nordic mythology are often found in some forms of fantasy and far too many video games and MMORPGs.


  Enough of my cartography. Hope you enjoy our Mythic Journeys. May the gods be with you. Or maybe not . . .


  —Paula Guran

  Written on a Týr’s day in the month of November 2018
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  “LOST LAKE”


  EMMA STRAUB AND PETER STRAUB


  [image: image] Eudora Hale spent the warm months in Fairlady with her mother, and the cold months in Lost Lake with her father. That’s how it seemed, at least. Now that she was old enough—nearly thirteen—Eudora knew that whatever the time of year the sun would never reach Lost Lake the way it did Fairlady. Some parts of the world were difficult to find, even for beams of light. Sometimes Eudora thought she was the only person in the country who traveled back and forth between the two cities; her train car was always empty, with the uniformed ticket-taker her only companion for the halfday journey. When she reached her destination, her mother or father would be waiting in an otherwise uninhabited station. Eudora assumed that the train tracks still existed as a polite acknowledgment to the days when people still used to go back and forth between the two small cities.


  Dawn Hale’s white house stood on a corner lot in the neighborhood closest to the center of Fairlady. There were window seats in all the bedrooms. The wide lawn ended at the rounded cul-de-sac. Eudora and her mother were never in the house alone—Dawn had two friends who had their own bedrooms in the house, and their daughters shared Eudora’s large room overlooking the smooth asphalt of the street and the houses on the other side of the circle. For half the year, Lily and Jane were Eudora’s sisters, her playmates, the ears on the receiving end of her whispers. Sometimes the girls took their pet rabbits down to the culde-sac and let them hop back and forth, knowing that they would never run away. A porch wrapped all the way around the house like a hoop skirt with a latticed hem, and when Eudora was in Fairlady, she liked to crawl underneath it and dig her fingernails into the rich dirt until they were black. Eudora loved Lily and Jane, both of them blond like their mothers, but she also loved being alone, underneath the house, where the soil was cool and dark.


  The custody agreement was unusual: none of the other children ever left Fairlady, even if their fathers were elsewhere. Eudora had pleaded to go back and forth between Fairlady and Lost Lake, and the judge had been persuaded by her tears. Half the year exactly, split down the middle. Her school in Fairlady had finally accepted the situation, and dutifully handed out reading lists for the months she would be away. There was a library at her father’s, in a room they called the fortress, and Eudora knew where to find what she needed. When it was Den Hale’s turn with his daughter, he was more likely to show her how to aim a pistol, how to shoot an arrow into the center of a target, how to remain unseen using leaves and branches, how to build a fire using only her bare hands.


  The night before she was due to go to Lost Lake, Eudora sat in the kitchen with her mother and their friends. The women were baking pies; the girls, breaking off the ends of sweet green beans. Lily and Jane sat on either side of her, all of them dumping the beans into a large, shallow bowl in front of Eudora.


  “Did I give you the list of books for school? Have you packed your new sweater?” Dawn asked the questions to the whole room, clearly going down a list in her head. “Where is your toothbrush? Do you have clean socks?” Dawn didn’t know anything about Lost Lake—she hadn’t ever been, but Eudora knew that though her mother had agreed to the arrangement, it rattled her nerves.


  “Yes, Mother,” Eudora said. Her small suitcase was already packed, mostly with books. The clothes she wore in Fairlady would be of little use to her in Lost Lake. When she was very small—a pip, her father liked to say—Eudora didn’t notice all the empty space around her, the air in between what people said and what she knew to be the truth, but now she could see it everywhere. She kept snapping the ends of the beans until the room filled with the smell of warm apples and sugar and then she too felt sad about leaving.


  After dinner, when the girls had been sent to bed, Lily and Jane climbed into Eudora’s bed.


  “Promise you’ll come back,” Lily whispered.


  “Don’t stay away too long,” Jane added, her mouth only inches away from Eudora’s cheek. She was the eldest of the three, already fifteen, and tended to worry.


  “I always come back,” Eudora said, and that satisfied her friends. They slept in a pile with their arms and legs thrown over each other, hearts beating strong and safe inside their chests.


  On the train the next day, she was as alone as she had expected to be. The conductor who sat slumped into his blue uniform far back at the end of the car could not be counted as company, nor did he wish to be. Boredom and resentment clung to him like a bad smell. For the first time on one of these journeys to Lost Lake, being alone made her feel lonely. A wave of homesickness rolled through her, though she had been away from home no longer than an hour. She missed the white house, she missed her friends tumbling like kittens around her, and she missed her mother, who started worrying about Eudora as soon as she took her suitcase from the closet and opened it up. You would almost think Lost Lake was a dangerous place, you’d just about have to think jaguars and leopards and madmen with straight razors came stalking out of the forest to flit through the alleyways and little courts of the town. . . . Eudora realized that she felt guilty about having caused her mother such anxiety. She couldn’t even talk her out of it, because Dawn refused to hear anything about Lost Lake. If you didn’t close your mouth, she closed her ears.


  Lily and Jane weren’t much better, and their mothers were the same. They all acted like Lost Lake was a childhood nightmare they had sworn to keep out of mind. At home—the clean, white house, fragrant with fresh, warm bread and cut flowers, which she missed so piercingly at this moment—when Eudora spoke her father’s name or that of his community, Lily and Jane, and their blond mothers, Beth and Maggie, looked at the ground and swiveled back and forth, like shy bridegrooms. Suddenly errands were remembered; something in another room, a book or a sewing basket, had to be fetched immediately. No one was going to tell her not to mention Den Hale or his remote northern world; yet it was clear that she was not supposed to say anything about that side of her life. (In Lost Lake, such strictures did not hold. Eudora had the feeling that people in Lost Lake spoke very seldom of Fairlady only because they found it completely uninteresting.)


  One other person she was aware of traveled regularly between her mother’s world and Den’s, and that person made the journey much more frequently than she. It occurred to Eudora that the conductor, as unpleasant as he was, might be uniquely placed to answer questions that until this minute she had not known she needed to have answered. Eudora turned around in her seat and in a loud voice called out, “Excuse me! Hey! Conductor!”


  The man opened a sleepy eye and took her in. He shuffled his upper body within the baggy uniform, lifted his cap, and rubbed the top of his head, still regarding her. He appeared to be either shocked or profoundly angry.


  “My name is Eudora, hello. I want to talk about you, Conductor. For example, where are you from, where do you live? Which end of the line?” She had never seen him in Fairlady, so he almost had to live in Lost Lake, although he did not much look like the kind of person you met in and around her father’s town.


  “Neither end. Wouldn’t have a thing to do with them places, nope. Don’t like ’em. Don’t believe they’re very fond of me, either. Nope. That’s been tested out and proven true.”


  She squinted at him.


  “Do you live in some town in between?


  “There ain’t no towns between Fairlady and Lost Lake. All the civilization in this state’s a hundred miles to the east. In here, where we are now, this part’s pretty empty.”


  “Well then, where do you live?” The second she asked her question, she knew the answer.


  “I live here. In the second car up.”


  “Are there ever any other passengers?”


  “Maybe three-four times a year. Someone’s car broke down, that’s usually the reason. Or sometimes there’s official business, where a couple of big shots ride back and forth, whispering stuff they don’t want me to hear.”


  For a moment, Eudora contemplated this picture, trying to imagine what kind of “official business” would demand so much in time and secrecy. Then she remembered the real reason she had wanted to get into the conversation.


  “Conductor, you spend your whole life on this train, but most of the time, you never have any tickets to collect because you’re here all alone. I’m your biggest customer, and you only see me twice a year!”


  He sneered at her. “You think I’m just a conductor, but I’m not. There’s more to this train than you, young lady. It isn’t really a passenger train, not mainly—did you never look at the other three cars?”


  “I guess not.”


  Eudora could summon only the vaguest, blurriest images of the other cars. Ranked behind the lighted windows of the passenger car, they had seemed dark and anonymous. It had never occurred to her that they might be anything but closed, vacant versions of the car she always used.


  “There’s freight, in there. Most every morning and night, people load boxes into those freight cars. Big ones, little ones. I don’t know what’s in ’em, I just know it’s worth a lot of dough. And I’m the guard over all that stuff. I’m security.” The conductor checked to see if she had taken in the immense gravity of what he had just divulged. Then he slid off his seat and began to saunter toward her.


  Eudora paused, a little unsettled by the conductor’s approach but not much caring about the freight. What was the big deal about some boxes? “I want to ask you another question. You must hear people talk sometimes. Have you ever heard anything about a man named Den Hale?”


  “Dennhale? No, I never . . . Oh, Den Hale. You said Den Hale, didn’t you?” He had stopped moving. “Right?”


  “Yes,” she said, wondering. “Right.”


  “You work for him, or something?”


  “No, I . . . no. He’s my father. He picks me up at the other end.” The conductor’s narrow head moved forward, and his shoulders dropped. For a long moment, he looked as though he had been turned into a statue. Then he wheeled around and moved swiftly down the polished wooden aisle. At the end of the car, he hit the release button and moved across the dark, windy passage into the next car. Resoundingly, the doors clanked shut. Eudora was not certain of what had just happened, but she did not think she would see her new friend again on this journey, nor did she.


  Just past ten at night, eight hours after her departure, the little train pulled into the Lost Lake station. Eudora expected to see her father waiting on the platform, but the man occupying the pool of light from the nearest hanging lantern was not Den Hale but his friend, Clancy Munn. A tough character, Munn was roughly the size of a mailbox, squat, thick, and at first glance all but square. It was funny: when in Fairlady, she all but forgot about Clancy Munn—he was unimaginable in her mother’s world—but here in Lost Lake, he felt like reality itself. Clancy’s daughter, Maude Munn, was Eudora’s closest friend in Lost Lake. She was more fun to be around than the girls in Fairlady, with their sweet breath and brushed hair. It was as if the big strawberry birthmark on Maude’s left cheek had cranked up all her inner dials, making her louder, faster, and more daring than most other people. Eudora knew no one more alive than Maude.


  When Clancy and Eudora left the shelter of the platform, the slight breeze, already much colder than the air eight hours to the south, whipped itself into a strong wind that cut through the summery jacket her mother had bought for her as though it were tissue paper. Eudora leaned in close to Clancy’s thick body.


  “It’s always so much colder here.”


  “You like it this way, only you forget.”


  She laughed out loud, delighted. It was true: the details and sensations of Lost Lake were falling into place all around her like a jigsaw puzzle assembling itself, reminding her as they did so how much she enjoyed being here. She liked cold weather, she liked seeing snowflakes spinning erratically through the air . . . she liked the huge fireplaces, and the thick wooden walls, and the great forest.


  Clancy turned on the heat in the cab of his truck, and they drove in contented quiet the rest of the way to Eudora’s father’s house.


  Eudora asked for news of Maude, chattered about the conductor, and fell asleep on the last section of the journey. She came half awake only after the pickup had passed through an automatic door and entered a vast underground parking space. “We’re here, sweetie,” Munn said, and gently shook her shoulder.


  Eudora swam instantly back into consciousness and looked around at all the empty parking spaces on both sides. Munn smiled and left the cab. Far off to her right, three men in black coats were dragging long, narrow boxes from the back of an old van and stacking them against the wall. Eudora had seen this activity, or others like it, every time she returned to Lost Lake, but had never before wondered what it meant. She scrambled out of the cab and trotted toward Munn, who was already twenty feet in front of her, carrying her heavy suitcase as if it were empty.


  “Hey, Clancy,” she said, and he looked back over his shoulder, grinning. “What are those men doing, next to the wall over there?”


  “What does it look like they’re doing?” He had not stopped moving forward, and was no longer smiling at her.


  “Yeah, but what’s in those boxes?”


  Struck by a sudden, most curious idea, one wrapped in the aura of the forbidden, she stopped and regarded the faraway stack of containers. Eudora thought of the train conductor and his precious cargo. The boxes were long and narrow, each one the size of a person. Munn stopped moving, too, and turned around to look at her.


  “Could be anything inside those things. Don’t think too much about it, kiddo. Let’s see if your old man is ready.”


  He picked up her case and led her up three flights of stairs, into a wide corridor and past several sets of doors. Asking him anything would have been a waste of time, she knew. As if in compensation, music and the smell of food drifted to her. Munn opened a door, looked at her for a second, then said, “Keep quiet and stay behind me.”


  She nodded. Her heart was beating faster, and she felt flushed with anticipation.


  Munn slipped through the door, Eudora directly behind him.


  Over his shoulder, she saw the great fire at the back of the room, the massive table where the remains of a roast sat amidst scattered plates, glasses, pads of paper—the ruins of a working dinner. The fire and the low candles on the table provided the only light.


  A group of men, her father’s friends and business partners, were seated on stools and sofas and easy chairs off to the side of the table. They were attending to the conversation in progress as if nothing could be more crucial to their futures. In fact, each of these nine or ten men was staring at her father as if he alone were the key to whatever lay ahead. They were dependent upon Den, she saw; he was at their very center. Den turned his head toward Munn and at last found that Eudora had come into the enormous room. Even at her distance from him, even in the dim, flickering light, she saw joy flare up into his eyes. He moved swiftly toward her, his arms held wide. Behind him, the other men watched his progress with the patient curiosity of dogs. Quickly, he pulled her into his embrace and began to apologize for failing to pick her up at the station. The men dared not move until he looked back and gestured.


  Imagine, Eudora thought, it took me my whole life to notice that he’s the king around here.


  Six months later, Eudora and Maude Munn had many times ridden their horses through the town and raced them over the fields. After long secret consultations and hilarious conversations; after luxurious meals and hurried, impromptu meals because she had to get back outside into the cold twilight to track rabbits through the fresh snow; after snowball fights with half the girls in town; after hours of lonely study; after occasions of ecstasy at the suddenly apprehended fact of really being there, wrapped in dark furs at the edge of the forest as light snowfall skirled down from the gray, shining sky and the hints of a thousand adventures seemed to shimmer before her; after long conversations with her father; after all of this, it had become her last full day in Lost Lake. Eudora and Maude were taking their final ride together on their favorite horses, and they came again to the edge of the forest no one was ever supposed to enter.


  Maude’s horse was brown and white, with spots of dirt on his belly that she would have to comb out later on. The horse whinnied, and Maude settled him with a few pats on the neck.


  “I don’t think even he wants to go in there,” she said. Maude shifted on the horse’s back, uneasy. It wasn’t like Maude to hesitate. When they had leaped off the roof of an abandoned building into a bed of cardboard boxes, it had been Maude’s idea. When they had dropped water balloons onto the backs of Den’s men, it had been Maude’s idea. When they had spent the night together, curled up like she used to with Lily and Jane, but somehow even closer, it had been Maude’s idea. But she wasn’t feeling bold right now, that was clear. Eudora watched as Maude turned toward her; her strawberry birthmark looked brighter, pinker than usual. It was her stoplight, Maude liked to say, and it didn’t like the cold. Eudora thought it didn’t like the forest, either. Kids in Lost Lake liked to make up stories about the lake itself, how it was haunted, but Eudora didn’t believe them, and Maude had never acted like she did, either. Anyway, she’d never even seen the lake. For all she knew, the lake itself might be a myth, no bigger than a mud puddle after a rainstorm.


  “How scary can it be?” Eudora said, and urged her horse on. The forest was thick, but there were pathways—roads, almost—that indicated they wouldn’t be the first, maybe not even the first that day. Maude nodded, and squeezed her horse, and into the forest they went.


  Dark, empty branches stretched skyward over their heads like the skeleton of a ceiling—all beams and bones, no connective tissue. The leaves were gone. The girls stopped talking, and the only sounds were the horses’ hooves on the dirt, the wind in the branches above them, and their own heartbeats. Eudora knew they weren’t supposed to go into the forest, but it sounded like advice they’d outgrown, didn’t it? She was sure it did. It wasn’t safe for children, of course, but she and Maude weren’t children anymore. They could take care of themselves. She felt bolder with every step the horse took, until a man in black clothing like a uniform without badges or insignia stepped out from behind a great oak and held out his hand to stop them, and as silently as smoke other men in faceless uniforms, each with an ugly automatic weapon in his black-gloved hands, appeared on both sides, and they stopped their horses, having no real choice, and their audacity momentarily shriveled.


  Maude gasped, and Eudora reached out to take her hand. Maude’s palm was sweating already. The guards stepped toward them, spooking Eudora’s horse.


  “Turn around, girls,” the guard said. Eudora looked to Maude, who had gone completely white. What is she so afraid of, Eudora wondered. They would turn back if they had to, of course, but why was Maude so frightened?


  “I’m Den Hale’s daughter,” said Eudora, “and she’s Clancy Munn’s daughter. We just want to see Lost Lake.” She was sure that her father’s name would grant her access to whatever was hidden in the trees.


  The guards didn’t smile or soften the way Eudora thought they would. “Turn around, girls, and ride back freely, or we’ll walk you back, like prisoners,” the guard said. “You choose.”


  Surprised and slightly shaken, Maude and Eudora rode back through the trees and across the ring road and left the horses in their stables, and hugged each other, and promised themselves that the following year they would figure out how to get to Lost Lake. When they parted at Den’s door, Eudora thought Maude lingered a little bit, the horse’s reins still tight in her hand.


  “What is it?” Eudora asked.


  “Nothing,” Maude said. She shook her head, as if trying to convince herself. “Nothing.” Then she clicked her tongue and turned around and went home by herself, back to Clancy’s house on the next block. Eudora stayed outside, listening, just in case her friend came back. The following day, when Eudora took the little train back to warmth and Fairlady, a different conductor accepted her ticket, punched it, plodded to the end of the carriage, and disappeared. When Eudora closed her eyes and fell asleep, she dreamed of horses and leaves and men with guns tucked into their waistbands; she dreamed of Maude’s hair blowing across her cheek; she dreamed of a vast lake that stretched all the way to the horizon.


  Dawn was waiting when the train arrived, a basket of food hanging from her arm. She’d baked biscuits for the short ride home from the station, and brought some freshly made juice the color of a sunrise.


  “How was the trip?” Dawn asked, smiling. Her eyes looked glassy, which could have been from the breeze coming through the leaves and the grass. It was spring again, and there was pollen in the air.


  “Good,” Eudora said, knowing that her mother wouldn’t want to hear more. “Fine.”


  “If it was good for you, it’s good for me,” Dawn said, and hooked her arm over Eudora’s shoulder and turned toward home. After six months in Lost Lake, Fairlady looked like a film set—there was no trash or leaves in the gutter, no eyesore vehicles, not a broken window or an empty building. Even by the train station, the streets were as clean as if they’d just been mopped with bleach.


  “How is everyone?” Eudora asked, expecting more of the same, easy answers to easy questions. She loved her mother, but Dawn didn’t like to go beneath the surface. Everything was always fine, no matter what.


  “Lily’s got the bunnies in the living room—there are more of them now, the big one had some more babies. She wanted to show them to you.”


  “And what about Jane?”


  Dawn didn’t stop walking, didn’t shift her gaze from the clear, even sidewalk. “Jane’s living with her father now.”


  Eudora tried to stop, but Dawn kept moving. “What?!” This had happened to other girls in Fairlady, older ones who were as pretty and blond as Jane. One day they’d be at school, practicing their choreographed routines in the hall, all white teeth and unblemished skin, and then next day, they’d be gone. To their fathers, whom no one had ever seen.


  “She wanted to, Eudora. Just like you want to live with your father. Doesn’t Jane get to make a choice, too?” Dawn’s voice was as even as the sidewalk, with not a single crack.


  Eudora thought of Jane’s whispered pleas, her soft cheek resting against Eudora’s shoulder the night before she left for Lost Lake. That night, Jane hadn’t wanted to go anywhere. Eudora wondered when her friend had changed her mind. “Sure,” she said. “Of course.” When they made it back to the house, all the lights were on and Lily sat in the middle of the living room floor, surrounded by little moving puddles of white fur, smiling as if nothing was different. Even Jane’s mother grinned, so happy to see Eudora home again.


  The months went quickly—Eudora went back to school, where she read familiar stories and took familiar tests. She ate her mother’s beautiful, rich food and helped clean the kitchen. Lily stayed close to her in bed at night, the two of them singing the kind of children’s songs that were harmless until you actually listened to the lyrics, which were about hangmen and rotting earth. The summer came and all the playgrounds were full of children. She washed her hair and braided it while it was wet, which left wrinkles of curls behind after it dried, which reminded her of Maude. In the fall, just before Eudora was heading back, Dawn began to pick at her cuticles, which she’d never done before. Once, Eudora was walking by the bathroom and saw Dawn plucking her eyebrow hairs with her fingers, her sharp nails acting as tweezers. Her mother looked completely unlike herself—Dawn looked pale and frightened, but determined, too. Eudora stepped on a noisy floorboard, and Dawn looked up, catching Eudora’s eyes in the bathroom mirror. Instantly her face went back to normal, the corners of her mouth perking back up into a smile. She smoothed her fingers over the reddened stripes over her eyes. “Time for bed!” she said, her voice trilling upward like a happy bird.


  Eudora stayed awake on the train—she wanted to know how far it really was in between the two cities. There were tunnels she’d never noticed before, long stretches of time underground. Eudora stared out the window, sure that she would pass something that would explain the difference between her mother’s house and her father’s, between the way she felt in her two bedrooms, the difference between Lily and Jane and Maude.


  This time, it was her father who picked her up from the train. He walked up the platform smiling at her, and she took in again that he was actually a small, compact man who moved with a wonderful economy and efficiency you never noticed until he was coming straight at you and you had no choice. Den walked, she realized, like a dancer. He sauntered, he strolled, he more or less glided up to her and hugged her close and kissed her forehead. Her father was just about the same height as Dawn. In a few years, she would probably be taller than both of them. Eudora slid her face into the collar of his old brown leather jacket and, to keep her childhood from vanishing completely away, inhaled the fragrance of Lost Lake masculinity, minus the smell of horses—Den never spent much time in the stables—but with some sharp extra smell like that of a winter evening growing dark. It was the smell, she suddenly felt, of cold water.


  “Ah, you’re glad to be back,” he said. “That’s always good to know. And you’re not too softened up from six months in Fairlady, I hope.”


  “I’m always glad to be back here,” she said. “Last time, Clancy said it used to take me a couple of days to remember that I really like being in Lost Lake, but when he picked me up I remembered it instantly. This time, too. But when I go there, back to Fairlady, I miss this place so much I think I mope around for weeks.”


  All in one smooth, unbroken motion, he hugged her more tightly, patted her on the back, picked up her traveling bag, and began to escort her down the platform. Eudora realized that she had never before said so much about Fairlady when in her father’s world. “Must be hard on your mother.”


  “Maybe. But you know Mom, she’s always so cheerful and upbeat. That’s what makes her so wonderful!”


  “That’s true,” he said. “Very true. But you always bring some of that cheer to us, you know.”


  “Jane must do that, too. She’s here now, isn’t she? My friend Jane Morgan, from Fairlady?”


  “I don’t know any Jane Morgans from Fairlady, honey. Sorry.” He smiled at her, then turned to hoist her suitcase into the back of the pickup.


  “But . . . she left to live with her father. Mom said.”


  Still smiling, Den gestured for her to walk around the cab and get in on her side. “I know a couple of Morgans, and neither of them has a daughter. Abel Morgan is so old he can barely walk, and his son, Jerry, who never married, is a captain in our security force. Your friend probably moved to one of those little towns on the other side of the state, Waldo, or Fydecker, one of those. Or maybe Bates, way south of us, that’s a good-sized city. Probably a ton of Morgans in Bates.”


  Den turned on the engine, gave Eudora a reassuring pat on the knee, and twisted around to back up into the aisle.


  “Daddy . . .”


  “Something else?” He raised his eyebrows.


  “Why do you need a security force? Fairlady doesn’t have one.”


  “That’s a big question, honey.” For a short while, he negotiated the turns needed to get out of the lot and on the road to Lost Lake. “Fairlady’s a special place. There are policemen, but you hardly ever see them, and the town has next to no crime. We don’t have much, either, but some of that is due to our security force. We’re a much busier place than Fairlady. We do have a jail, and there’s almost always one or two idiots in a cell. All kinds of things go on here in Lost Lake—and besides, this is the North. Things are different in the North. We wouldn’t live in Fairlady if you paid us.” He gave her a look that was both amused and fond. “I hope you’ll feel the same way, next year.”


  Here it was, thrust in front of her face like a burning torch, the matter she tried never to think about while knowing it could never be very far from her mind. The judge at her custody hearing had ordered that Eudora would have to decide between her mother and her father, between Fairlady and Lost Lake, by the date of her sixteenth birthday, now only two seasons away. After that, her trips back and forth would cease, and she would become a permanent resident of one city or the other, of her mother’s world or her father’s. There was no in between. This abrupt, unwelcome reminder of the decision she somehow would have to make made her stomach cramp in on itself, and for a moment she feared that she would have to vomit onto the remarkably clutter-free floor of the cab, which Den had almost certainly cleaned up for her arrival.


  Some of what she was feeling must have been printed on her face, because her father immediately said, “Shouldn’t have reminded you like that. Sorry. I’m sure your mother feels as strongly as I do about this thing.”


  Eudora thought, My mother would never have done that to me. Then: My mother wouldn’t say anything about it even if we were about to go before the judge. Instead, she’d ask how I liked her new brand of oatmeal. Dawn kept everything locked up tight. Too tight, maybe. Eudora inhaled and said, “How’s Maude? I can’t wait to see her.”


  “Maude’s probably fine, you know, but she isn’t in Lost Lake right now. She won’t be back before you have to leave again. I’m sorry about that, too. I know what great friends you were.” He used the past tense—were.


  “No,” said Eudora. “No, she would have told me. Where is she, anyhow?” A dreadful thought occurred to her. “Did you do this? Did you send her away?”


  “She’s on a special trip with Clancy. Town business. She wanted to be more involved! Did I send away your best friend? Of course not. I don’t have the power to do that.”


  “In Lost Lake, you can do anything you like. Last year I finally noticed how everyone acts around you. All those men, they need you to tell them what to do. They look up to you. You’re the mayor, or the boss, or whatever.”


  “Don’t you think Clancy decides what Maude does, not me?”


  “Clancy especially would do anything you told him to do.”


  Den frowned at her and without warning swung the wheel sharply to the right, pulling the vehicle off the road and onto the weedy bank. He jerked to a stop, jammed the shift into neutral, and swiveled to face her. His eyes seemed flat, blank, empty. For a second, fear flashed from the center of her chest and sparkled through her nervous system. A gust of cold wind struck the pickup with an audible slap. They were still a mile or two out of town. The nearest building was a little run-down farmhouse about a hundred yards away across an empty field, and it was probably abandoned.


  Some feeling came back into Den’s eyes. “Look, Eudora. This is how it goes. All right? Lost Lake doesn’t have a mayor, and there isn’t any boss. When we need to discuss something, we get together, and we work it out. The men in my place, sure, they work for me, but we talk everything over, and everyone has a say in what happens.”


  “But what do you do?” she asked.


  “About a million different things.” Den paused. “I really thought Maude would let you know, sweetie.”


  She felt deflated. “Okay. Thanks. I’m sorry. I didn’t want to make you angry.”


  “It takes more than that to make me angry. But if you were thinking, did I send Maude away because the two of you tried to sneak through the forest last year, the answer is no. The guardsman who ordered you back told me about the two of you, however. You were thoughtful enough to give him my name, and he was thoughtful enough to come to me afterward. Lost Lake is dangerous, honey, and so is the forest around it. We keep people away for their own good.”


  Eudora felt her face heat up, and she looked away. Her father was lying to her, she was sure of it. There was no way Maude would have gone away without letting her know. There was something off—first Jane, now Maude. Eudora thought of all the girls in Fairlady who had left school abruptly, all the pretty girls who had never been heard from after boarding the train north. Her father knew the truth, but he wasn’t telling.


  “Now that we understand each other, let’s get into town and have a nice time, okay?”


  “If you say so,” she said.


  Eudora looked through her window and watched scrubby wasteland yield to rows of shacks and pawnshops and liquor stores. They drove between two massive strip clubs that faced each other across the two-lane macadam road. Past the neon of the clubs, the town of Lost Lake began to assemble itself and display what it was really about. A street of morose one-story houses with tiny lawns led to a huge brick structure that ended at a square from which narrow roads wound this way and that through and into a clutter of shops, taverns, restaurants and supper clubs, foundries, courtyards and town squares, movie theaters (all but one shuttered), tiny frame apartment buildings, streets of diminutive factories, a cemetery, and finally, the area on the north end of town where stood Den’s huge blank building with concealed vents and hidden windows and multiple entrances, with uncounted chimneys—a building with comfortable living space for twenty people, an underground pool, a shooting range, the library called the “fortress,” a dining room, two kitchens, and all of the hearths, fireplaces, and woodstoves beneath the uncounted chimneys. Described this way, the town sounds enormous, but many of the buildings were of no great size, the streets were narrow, and most of the squares had a toylike quality, not unlike parts of Fairlady. Past Den’s realm lay the tremendous forest, and within the forest glinted the immensity of Lost Lake itself, forbidden to all but a few of the town’s satraps, rajahs, magi, and sultans. Or so Eudora gathered. Maude had promised her to make another foray side by side into that forbidden territory, and that idea overflowed with equal amounts of the fear of capture, the thrill of outrageous adventure, and joy—the blazing joy of sharing both the risks and the adventure with Maude Munn.


  It was possible, of course, that Eudora had always liked Maude more than Maude had liked her, that the friendship had been formed out of familial duty. It was possible that Maude was having the time of her life off wherever she was with Clancy, and that if Maude ever thought of Eudora at all, it was with a gentle nostalgia for her childhood, as if she were an old stuffed monkey found discarded at the back of a closet. This consideration had two effects on Eudora: it aroused a sharp, painful shame that seemed centered in her actual heart, and it made her feel that she, too, should move into a more adult phase of her life. Having no choice in the matter, Eudora decided to become a more independent young woman, and took to riding a horse through town by herself; spending hours alone in the “fortress,” reading whatever looked interesting, as long as it also seemed unambiguously grown-up: over a single week, she read Jane Eyre, We Have Always Lived in the Castle, and The Bloody Chamber. All the other children in Lost Lake seemed like simply that—children—whereas Eudora herself felt like nothing of the sort. She was somewhere in between the kids and the adults, and therefore profoundly lonely. Eudora had never before really noticed the extent to which she and Maude Munn had split away from the others to create a self-contained, self-sustaining society of two. She could almost imagine that her friend had been protecting her from the rest of Lost Lake.


  On Eudora’s tenth night back in her father’s realm, Den and most of his merry men stayed up very late drinking—it was hard to tell if they were celebrating or mourning, the cries and cheers too loud and too blurry for Eudora’s ears to differentiate. Either way, she knew that it would be a late morning for all of them, even the guards. It occurred to Eudora that she would probably never have a better chance all winter to slip into the forest unseen. Without Maude did she dare, did she even want to dare? Lost Lake might as well keep its secrets, she thought. Secrets seemed to be the world’s principal currency.


  Two days earlier, she had been dawdling bored past the big conference room, peeked in through the half-inch opening in the doorway, and seen, far back at a little table near the enormous fire that filled the hearth, her father in the act of counting the money he was transferring from a knee-high metal safe on the floor into a bunch of shoeboxes piled up on the side of the table. He was not counting bills, he was counting stacks of money, bundles of cash held together with thick paper bands. Behind him and closer to the fire, an oversized guard in a black uniform without any identifying symbols stood with his arms crossed over his huge chest. The clearest thing about this tableau was that it was not supposed to be seen. A kind of dirty intimacy surrounded it. Eudora had moved away as swiftly and as quietly as she could manage. Yet Fairlady, too, had its dirty secrets. When she sat in her mother’s pretty kitchen sometimes, shelling peas or cutting up sweet potatoes, watching and listening as the older women chattered about nothing much—about trivia, really, half of it in that distant time when they had been girls themselves—the empty space she had begun to notice in the air between people’s words and what they really meant widened and widened until the kitchen seemed an abyss. As Eudora lay in her narrow bed with the dull clamor of drunkenness booming from the floor below, it came to her that she herself, Eudora Hale, was in imminent danger of succumbing to the depths of the empty spaces, and that she could drown in the emptiness, the meaninglessness yawning all about her. She had this one chance, she thought: this one, now. And Maude would be with her, too, she thought, not the Maude who had disappeared into “town business” with Clancy, but the other, more real Maude, her Maude, who had created meaning with a glance of her eye as she beautifully flaunted her flame-licked face and ran straight at any obstacle that dared place itself before her.


  Just before dawn Eudora slipped quietly out of bed and put on as many layers as possible, buttoning herself up with trembling fingers. Carrying her boots to avoid making any noise clumping across the floor, she crept along the hallway and tiptoed down the stairs. At the bottom of the staircase was the entrance to a large room with a concrete floor that Den used chiefly to put up short-term visitors. The sounds of snoring and sleepy mutterings told her that this monastic space was not empty. Alarmed, she moved quietly past the half-open doorway and peered in. Something like twenty men lay asleep on cots and pallets, about half of them in the black uniforms of Den’s guardsmen. A stench of flatulence and stale alcohol hovered above the snoring men. Eudora took long, silent steps to a back door and walked outside into fresh, cold air that smelled wonderful to her. The long, flat-roofed stables lay only a few steps on a concrete path away.


  Her horse exhaled warm steam onto her palms in greeting, and Eudora stroked his velvet nose, moved down his side, stroking and patting as she went, and like a true girl of Lost Lake vaulted onto his back. With a dig of her heels and a whispered word she urged him forward and stayed flat against his neck while they were still in Lost Lake proper. This was it, Eudora realized with something like shock, she was committed, she would see this through to the end. Never before in her life had she been so flagrantly and willfully disobedient. A ghost-Maude, a shadow-Maude, rode beside her, egging her on with the courage of her own native, utterly out-there flagrancy. That blazing wine-stain on Maude’s cheek had demanded more courage than Eudora thought she alone would ever have.


  Disobedient? Very well, I will imagine my Maude at my side, and my disobedience will be root, trunk, branch, and leaf.


  As she rode the horse at a steady walk past the shuttered taverns and empty inns that lined the empty ring road, she wondered how her parents had ever met in the first place, how they had been in the same room long enough to make her out of thin air. The number of things that had to align to bring her into being! Maude had had a mother too, years ago, and Jane and Lily had both had fathers. Why did no one get to keep both? Surely they did in some parts of the world. Eudora thought that next year, before she was forced to go before the judge and make a choice, she might jump off the train with a bag full of clothes and food and walk until her new, separate journey took her to a nice town that looked like it might be a good place to live. In this place, parents would not get divorced; it would have neither Fairlady’s well-swept corners nor Lost Lake’s darkness and mystery. Surely such a place existed, somewhere. Didn’t it, didn’t it have to? Yet . . . were she to make her separate journey, instead of losing merely one of the places she already had, she would lose both of them.


  Eudora stopped fantasizing about something she was probably never going to do, especially not without Maude, when her horse’s steady, one-foot-at-a-time gait had taken her across the ring road’s wide expanse and up to the irregular row of oak and birch trees that marked the beginning of the great forest. She was at the exact point where she and Maude—so fearlessly, so confidently, so ignorantly—had entered the forest. This time around, she was fearful, uncertain, and aware that normally a squad of the black-uniformed soldiers would be poised and hidden within the trees, ready to pounce. She nudged her horse into a gentle, quiet walk through the first row of trees and into the forest, where the pale, gray light of the northern dawn almost immediately surrendered to the velvet darkness of the long night. All of the soldiers couldn’t have been celebrating with Den, she knew. Probably an equal number had been left at their posts, or whatever they called it. She would have to be a lot cagier today, and softer of step.


  The trees seemed sometimes to creep toward her out of the absolute darkness behind them, and sometimes invisible twiggy fingers reached out to dig at her hair, her shoulders, her chest. With better eyesight than hers, the horse did not flinch or panic, but sure-footedly stepped around the thick trunks and lacy deadfalls on their wandering path. If it was a path. In daylight, she and Maude had followed some old trail, half overgrown with fiddlehead ferns, but now she had to leave all of that up to the horse. Eudora’s only function was to avoid low-hanging limbs and keep the animal moving in more or less the right direction.


  She lost track of time. Now and then, she brought the patient horse to a halt and paused a minute or two to listen to what was going on around her. In the darkness and without a watch whose dial was readable at night, a minute becomes a very flexible unit of time. Eudora listened to the forest breathe around her, a faint rustle in the leaves, a quick scurry of tiny feet on the forest floor, a bird’s exploratory-sounding call answered or challenged by another bird. Some animal brushed against a tree trunk, and she felt the horse stiffen and shift its legs, and knew it was rolling its eyes in terror. Eudora patted its neck and urged it forward again, grateful not to know what kind of animal it had been, and hoping it was not following them. Then it occurred to her that the animal might have been a human being with an automatic weapon slung across his back. Night vision glasses, and a black uniform with a black hood. Black boots with rubber soles. She let herself be carried another thirty feet, and feeling protected by the darkness no longer, squeezed the reins gently to halt the horse, swung her legs over the animal’s back, and dropped silently to the ground.


  A faint gray light was leaking into the darkness. Eudora began moving slowly forward through the ranks of the trees and for a moment had the illusion that they grew in straight military rows that exposed her every time she moved into one of the spaces between the neat rows. Far overhead, a squirrel barreled along a slender branch and yelled in squirrel-speak, I see her! I see her! Here she is, you idiots! She whirled to look behind her, and the forest, as if by command, snapped back into its old disorder. More carefully, she examined the tree trunks, the bushes, the green sprigs that sprouted from the gray-green mulch, straining to see what she could not see: hidden traps, gleaming wires, soldiers with their faces painted to look like moss. “Okay,” she muttered to herself, and led the horse by the reins in the direction she thought she had to go. Ten minutes of patient going later, Eudora heard the unmistakable sound of a group of men moving through the forest with no thought of precaution. She froze; she listened, hard. The men seemed to be coming right toward her from the very direction she was going. Making as little noise as possible, she led the horse behind a deadfall where a huge broken trunk slanted gray and lifeless through a cobwebby tangle of lesser branches entwined with parasitic vines. She knelt down and as the noise came nearer peered out at the space she had just left. Soon a small troop of the guards, weapons slung across their backs, relaxed and clearly in a good mood, entered the space before her and mooched along through it.


  When they had passed, Eudora waited a few minutes, then emerged and listened to them passing away from her, now and then saying something she could not make out. It did not have to make sense to her, she told herself, she should merely be grateful they were making themselves so easy to avoid. Then she resumed walking northward again, toward the lake, the horse treading amiably along beside her.


  Nearly an hour later, the sun higher in the sky and sending great shafts of pale northern light down through the trees that were greener and taller than those farther back, she felt the ground beneath her feet grow spongy with moisture. The air was colder and clearer, and she thought it smelled like water. Eudora gave the reins a tug and began to move along faster. Before her, a cluster of matter where none should have been—an unnatural shape, a harsh angle, a brown too red to be alive—resolved itself into a sort of shelter, a hut, a shack. A shack with a dark, glinting window and a wood stove’s chimney jutting through the roof. A dark green pickup truck encrusted all over with a rind of dried mud had been drawn up beside it.


  Her heart seemed to swing to a stop, then resume after the skipped beat. She thought she knew that pickup. For a moment she could not move. Then: “You stay here,” she whispered to the horse, dropped the reins, and set off, crouching and moving despite her terror toward the rear of the shack and its glinting window. It could not be, it had to be. Of course it was. She remembered walking toward it through a blast of freezing air at the side of the station. Since that night, the pickup had known a lot of bad weather.


  The real test of her courage was whether or not she could straighten up enough to peer through the window, and as she scuttled across a resilient carpet of weeds murdered by the cold Eudora wondered what she would do when she got to the red-brown wall. Then she got there, and she knew she had to risk taking a look. The shadow-Maude, the silent, insubstantial Maude insisted on it. Yes. A look, really just a peep, a second’s glance into that enigmatic space, and off to the next big challenge. Such as, for example, trying to get back home before Den noticed she wasn’t in the building.


  Very slowly, in fact reluctantly, Eudora came up out of her crouch and plastered herself to the boards next to the window. She inhaled and exhaled, inhaled again and held her breath. It was time. She turned her head, then her whole body, and raised the top of her head and her left eye to the window. Inside the cabin, Clancy Munn sat at a card table, his broad square back to her, counting out bills from one of the stacks Den had been organizing. He placed the bills into three separate piles. Then he waved at someone, telling them to come up to him. Eudora lowered her head again, counted to twenty, then rose up and risked another peep. Two of the soldiers in black were grinning down at Clancy and reaching for the money he was extending to them. Everybody seemed to be extremely happy with the way their lives were going. Payday, Eudora thought, okay, that’s all I need. The guards stepped back from the desk, and Eudora found herself looking at Maude Munn, her radiance considerably dimmed, her face drawn into a scowl, standing there in blue jeans and mud-daubed blue sweater, her hands jammed into the pockets of a dirty-looking duffel coat. She was just thinking that Maude didn’t own that sweater, or that ugly coat either, when her onetime darling and best friend glanced up and looked right into her eyes. Eudora froze, and her mouth went dry.


  Maude nodded once and looked down at her father, who gave her a couple of bills and waved her off. She backed away and slid her eyes sideways. When Eudora failed to move, Maude frowned more deeply and nodded her head to the left. Get out of here, she was saying, and Eudora got out of there on the spot. She scrambled, trying to be as quiet as you can be while scrambling, and disappeared, she hoped, back into the trees. When she got to shelter, she realized that along the far side of the cabin had been a stack of the long, narrow black boxes from the train—from her trains and all the others.


  No longer quite in control of herself, Eudora moved aimlessly away from the cabin and finally took in that the trees were thinning out and the ground becoming squishier. And directly ahead of her was a glinting, silvery, molten surface that had to be Lost Lake. She glanced back, assured herself that her horse was within reach and not going anywhere, and turned back to the lake that had been her goal all along. It was vast, but she could see across it, dimly. It looked very cold and very deep, like an enormous quarry. Way off to her right, a truck had been drawn up along a wooden dock. Two of the guardsmen were pulling something from the back of the truck and loading it onto a dolly.


  Eudora strained to see what the object was, but the men’s bodies obscured it as they pushed the dolly along the pier jutting out from the dock. At the end of the pier, they tilted up the dolly, and something black slipped away into the water and instantly sank from view.


  It was enough: it was too much, she needed no more. Eudora stumbled back into the woods, took up the reins, and walked the horse back far enough to feel safe getting on its back again. They plodded through the forest, with every step Eudora seeing before her the shock, as if by flashlight, of Maude Munn’s altered face, the face of a gloomy, altered Maude Munn, older, sadder, compromised, another person altogether. The black thing slid into the lake and disappeared. Something had gone away, gone away forever.


  It made no difference to her now, but her luck held long enough for her to stable the horse and get into her father’s terrible building and make her way to her room unseen. No one had noticed she was missing, no one had gone looking for her. Everyone in her father’s employ had been too busy or hungover to notice her absence. She had left muddy boot-prints on her way to her room, but someone would wash them away without ever thinking twice about it. Lost Lake was a muddy place, now and again. Eudora peeled off her clothing and glanced into her mirror to see a filthy body with wild eyes and twigs in her hair glaring back at her as if in accusation.


  She fell into bed and seemed to have become disembodied. Being disembodied was fine with Eudora. Her bodiless self rose a foot or two off the bed and became aware that a door, a nice, sturdy red door had appeared in the empty air before her. Behind this door, she understood, was another. It might be larger or smaller, uglier or more beautiful, but it would be different. And after that door would be another, then another, and yet another after that. The journeys opened by these doors were ripe with miseries, splendors, richness and paltriness, with a thousand breathtaking moments and as many of heartbreak and despair, but what she understood most at that moment was that none of these many, many doors would ever lead her back to the first.
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  “WHITE LINES ON A GREEN FIELD”


  CATHERYNNE M. VALENTE


  [image: image] Let me tell you about the year Coyote took the Devils to the State Championship. Coyote walked tall down the halls of West Centerville High and where he walked lunch money, copies of last semester’s math tests, and unlit joints blossomed in his footsteps. When he ran laps out on the field our lockers would fill up with Snickers bars, condoms, and ecstasy tabs in all the colors of Skittles. He was our QB, and he looked like an invitation to the greatest rave of all time. I mean, yeah, he had black hair and copper skin and muscles like a commercial for the life you’re never going to have. But it was the way he looked at you, with those dark eyes that knew the answer to every question a teacher could ask, but he wouldn’t give them the satisfaction, you know? Didn’t matter anyway. Coyote never did his homework, but boyfriend rocked a 4.2 all the same.


  When tryouts rolled around that fall, Coyote went out for everything. Cross-country, baseball, even lacrosse. But I think football appealed to his friendly nature, his need to have a pack around him, bright-eyed boys with six-pack abs and a seven-minute mile and a gift for him every day. They didn’t even know why, but they brought them all the same. Playing cards, skateboards, vinyl records (Coyote had no truck with mp3s). The defensive line even baked cookies for their boy. Chocolate chip peanut butter oatmeal walnut iced snickerdoodle, piling up on the bench like a king’s tribute. And oh, the girls brought flowers. Poor girls gave him dandelions and rich girls gave him roses and he kissed them all like they were each of them specifically the key to the fulfillment of all his dreams. Maybe they were. Coyote didn’t play favorites. He had enough for everyone.


  By the time we went to State, all the cheerleaders were pregnant.


  The Devils used to be a shitty team, no lie. Bottom of our division and even the coach was thinking he ought to get more serious about his geometry classes. Before Coyote transferred, our booster club was the tight end’s dad, Mr. Bollard, who painted his face Devil gold-and-red and wore big plastic light-up horns for every game. At Homecoming one year, the Devil’s Court had two princesses and a queen who were actually girls from the softball team filling in on a volunteer basis, because no one cared enough to vote. They all wore jeans and bet heavily on the East Centerville Knights, who won 34-3.


  First game of his senior year, Coyote ran eighty-two yards for the first of seventy-four touchdowns that season. He passed and caught and ran like he was all eleven of them in one body. Nobody could catch him. Nobody even complained. He ran like he’d stolen that ball and the whole world was chasing him to get it back. Where’d he been all this time? The boys hoisted him up on their shoulders afterward, and Coyote just laughed and laughed. We all found our midterm papers under our pillows the next morning, finished and bibliographied, and damn if they weren’t the best essays we’d never written.


  I’m not gonna lie. I lost my virginity to Coyote in the back of my blue pick-up out by the lake right before playoffs. He stroked my hair and kissed me like they kiss in the movies. Just the perfect kisses, no bonked noses, no knocking teeth. He tasted like stolen sunshine. Bunny, he whispered to me with his narrow hips working away, I will love you forever and ever. You’re the only one for me.


  Liar, I whispered back, and when I came it was like the long flying fall of a roller coaster, right into his arms. Liar, liar, liar.


  I think he liked that I knew the score, because after that Coyote made sure I was at all his games, even though I don’t care about sports. Nobody didn’t care about sports that year. Overnight the stands went from a ghost town to kids ride free day at the carnival. And when Coyote danced in the end zone he looked like everything you ever wanted. Every son, every boyfriend.


  “Come on, Bunny,” he’d say. “I’ll score a touchdown for you.”


  “You’ll score a touchdown either way.”


  “I’ll point at you in the stands if you’re there. Everyone will know I love you.”


  “Just make sure I’m sitting with Sarah Jane and Jessica and Ashley, too, so you don’t get in trouble.”


  “That’s my Bunny, always looking out for me,” he’d laugh, and take me in his mouth like he’d die if he didn’t.


  You could use birth control with Coyote. It wouldn’t matter much.


  But he did point at me when he crossed that line, grinning and dancing and moving his hips like Elvis had just been copying his moves all along, and Sarah Jane and Jessica and Ashley got so excited they choked on their Cokes. They all knew about the others. I think they liked it that way—most of what mattered to Sarah Jane and Jessica and Ashley was Sarah Jane and Jessica and Ashley, and Coyote gave them permission to spend all their time together. Coyote gave us all permission, that was his thing. Cheat, fuck, drink, dance—just do it like you mean it!


  I think the safety had that tattooed on his calf.


  After we won four games in a row (after a decade of no love) things started to get really out of control. You couldn’t buy tickets. Mr. Bollard was in hog heaven—suddenly the boosters were every guy in town who was somebody, or used to be somebody, or who wanted to be somebody some impossible day in the future. We were gonna beat the Thunderbirds. They started saying it, right out in public. Six-time state champs, and no chance they wouldn’t be the team in our way this year like every year. But every year was behind us, and ahead was only our boy running like he’d got the whole of heaven at his back. Mr. Bollard got them new uniforms, new helmets, new goal posts—all the deepest red you ever saw. But nobody wore the light-up horns Mr. Bollard had rocked for years. They all wore little furry coyote ears, and who knows where they bought them, but they were everywhere one Friday, and every Friday after. When Coyote scored, everyone would howl like the moon had come out just for them. Some of the cheerleaders started wearing faux-fur tails, spinning them around by bumping and grinding on the sidelines, their corn-yellow skirts fluttering up to the heavens.


  One time, after we stomped the Greenville Bulldogs 42-0, I saw Coyote under the stands, in that secret place the boards and steel poles and shadows and candy wrappers make. Mike Halloran (kicker, #14) and Justin Oster (wide receiver, #11) were down there too, helmets off, the filtered stadium lights turning their uniforms to pure gold. Coyote leaned against a pole, smoking a cigarette, shirt off—and what a thing that was to see.


  “Come on, QB,” Justin whined. “I never hit a guy before. I got no beef here. And I never fucked Jessie, either, Mike, I was just mouthing off. She let me see her boob once in ninth grade and there wasn’t that much to see back then. I never had a drink except one time a beer and I never smoked ’cause my daddy got emphysema.” Coyote just grinned his friendly, hey-dude-no-worries grin.


  “Never know unless you try,” he said, very reasonably. “It’ll make you feel good, I promise.”


  “Fuck you, Oster,” shot back Halloran. “I’m going first. You’re bigger, it’s not fair.”


  Halloran got his punch in before he had to hear any more about what Justin Oster had never done and the two of them went at it, fists and blood and meat-slapping sounds and pretty soon they were down on the ground in the spilled-Coke and week-old-rain mud, pulling hair and biting and rolling around and after a while it didn’t look that much like fighting anymore. I watched for a while. Coyote looked up at me over their grappling and dragged on his smoke.


  Just look at them go, little sister, I heard Coyote whisper, but his mouth didn’t move. His eyes flashed in the dark like a dog’s.


  LaGrange almost ruined it all at Homecoming. The LaGrange Cowboys, and wasn’t their QB a picture, all wholesome white-blond square-jaw aw-shucks muscle with an arm so perfect you’d have thought someone had mounted a rifle sight on it. #9 Bobby Zhao, of the 300 bench and the Miss Butter Festival 19whatever mother, the seven-restaurant-chain owning father (Dumpling King of the Southland!) and the surprising talent for soulful bluegrass guitar. All the colleges lined up for that boy with carnations and chocolates. We hated him like hate was something we’d invented in lab that week and had been saving up for something special. Bobby Zhao and his bullshit hipster-crooner straw hat. Coyote didn’t pay him mind. Tell us what you’re gonna do to him, they’d pant, and he’d just spit onto the parking lot asphalt and say: I got a history with Cowboys. Where he’d spat the offensive line watched as weird crystals formed—the kind Jimmy Moser (safety, #17) ought to have recognized from his uncle’s trailer out off of Route 40, but you know me, I don’t say a word. They didn’t look at it too long. Instead they scratched their cheeks and performed their tribal ask-and-answer. We going down by the lake tonight? Yeah. Yeah.


  “Let’s invite Bobby Zhao,” Coyote said suddenly. His eyes got big and loose and happy. His come-on look. His it’ll-be-great look.


  “Um, why?” Jimmy frowned. “Not to put too fine a point on it, but fuck that guy. He’s the enemy.”


  Coyote flipped up the collar of his leather jacket and picked a stray maple leaf the color of anger out of Jimmy’s hair. He did it tenderly. You’re my boy and I’ll pick you clean, I’ll lick you clean, I’ll keep everything red off of your perfect head, his fingers said. But what his mouth said was:


  “Son, what you don’t know about enemies could just about feed the team till their dying day.” And when Coyote called you Son you knew to be ashamed. “Only babies think enemies are for beating. Can’t beat ’em, not ever. Not the ones that come out of nowhere in the fourth quarter to take what’s yours and hold your face in the mud till you drown, not the ones you always knew you’d have to face because that’s what you were made for. Not the lizard guarding the Sun, not the man who won’t let you teach him how to plant corn. Enemies are for grabbing by the ears and fucking them till they’re so sticky-knotted bound to you they call their wives by your name. Enemies are for absorbing, Jimmy. Best thing you can do to an enemy is pull up a chair to his fire, eat his dinner, rut in his bed and go to his job in the morning, and do it all so much better he just gives it up to you—but fuck him, you never wanted it anyway. You just wanted to mess around in his house for a little while. Scare his kids. Leave a little something behind to let the next guy know you’re never far away. That’s how you do him. Or else—” Coyote pulled Cindy Gerard (bottom of the pyramid and arms like birch trunks) close and took the raspberry pop out of her hand, sipping on it long and sweet, all that pink slipping into him. “Or else you just make him love you till he cries. Either way.”


  Jimmy fidgeted. He looked at Oster and Halloran, who still had bruises, fading on their cheekbones like blue flowers. After a while he laughed horsily and said: “Whaddaya think the point spread’ll be?”


  Coyote just punched him in the arm, convivial like, and kissed Cindy Gerard and I could smell the raspberry of their kiss from across the circle of boys. The September wind brought their kiss to all of us like a bag of promises. And just like that, Bobby Zhao showed up at the lake that night, driving his freshly waxed Cowboy silver-and-black double-cab truck with the lights on top like a couple of frog’s eyes. He took off that stupid straw hat and started hauling a keg out of the cream leather passenger seat—and once they saw that big silver moon riding shotgun with the Dumpling Prince of the Southland, Henry Dillard (linebacker, #33) and Josh Vick (linebacker, #34) hurried over to help him with it and Bobby Zhao was welcome. Offering accepted. Just lay it up here on the altar and we’ll cut open that shiny belly and drink what she’s got for us. And what she had was golden and sweet and just as foamy as the sea.


  Coyote laid back with me in the bed of my much shittier pick-up, some wool blanket with a horse-and-cactus print on it under us and another one with a wolf-and-moon design over us, so he could slip his hands under my bra in that secret, warm space that gets born under some hippie mom’s awful rugs when no one else can see you. Everyone was hollering over the beer and I could hear Sarah Jane laughing in that way that says: just keep pouring and maybe I’ll show you something worth seeing.


  “Come on, Bunny Rabbit,” Coyote whispered, “it’s nothing we haven’t done before.” And it was a dumb thing to say, a boy thing, but when Coyote said it I felt it humming in my bones, everything we’d done before, over and over, and I couldn’t even remember a world before Coyote, only the one he made of us, down by the lake, under the wolf and the moon, his hands on my breasts like they were the saving of him. I knew him like nobody else—and they’ll all say that now, Sarah Jane and Jessica and Ashley and Cindy Gerard and Justin Oster and Jimmy Moser, but I knew him. Knew the shape of him. After all, it’s nothing we hadn’t done before.


  “It’s different every time,” I said in the truck-dark. “Or there’s no point. You gotta ask me nice every time. You gotta make me think I’m special. You gotta put on your ears and your tail and make the rain come for me or I’ll run off with some Thunderbird QB and leave you eating my dust.”


  “I’m asking nice. Oh, my Bunny, my rabbit-girl with the fastest feet, just slow you down and let me do what I want.”


  “And what do you want?”


  “I want to dance on this town till it breaks. I want to burrow in it until it belongs to me. I want high school to last forever. I want to eat everything, and fuck everything, and snort everything, and win everything. I want my Bunny Rabbit on my lap while I drive down the world with my headlights off.”


  “I don’t want to be tricked,” I said, but he was already inside me and I was glad. Fucking him felt like running in a long field, with no end in sight. “Not into a baby, not into a boyfriend, not into anything.”


  “Don’t worry,” he panted. “You always get yours. Just like me, always like me.”


  I felt us together, speeding up towards something, running faster, and he brushed my hair out of my face and it wasn’t hair but long black ears, as soft as memory, and then it was hair again, tangled and damp with our sweat, and I bit him as our stride broke. I whispered: “And Coyote gets his.”


  “Why not? It’s nothing we haven’t done before.”


  When I got up off of the horse blanket, marigold blossoms spilled out of me like Coyote’s seed.


  Later that night I fished a smoke out of my glove box and sat on top of the dented salt-rusted cab of my truck. Coyote stood down by the lakeshore, a ways off from the crowd, where the water came up in little foamy splashes and the willow trees whipped around like they were looking for someone to hold on to. Bobby Zhao was down there, too, his hands in his jean pockets, hip jutting out like a pouty lip, his hat on again and his face all in shadow. They were talking but I couldn’t hear over everyone else hooting and laughing like a pack of owls. The moon came out as big as a beer keg; it made Coyote’s face look lean and angelic, so young and victorious and humble enough to make you think the choice was yours all along. He took Bobby Zhao’s hand and they just stood there in the light, their fingers moving together. The wind blew off that straw hat like it didn’t like the thing much either, and Bobby let it lie. He was looking at Coyote, his hair all blue in the night, and Coyote kissed him as hard as hurting, and Bobby kissed him back like he’d been waiting for it since he was born. Coyote got his hands under his shirt and oh, Coyote is good at that, getting under, getting around, and the boys smiled whenever their lips parted.


  I watched. I’m always watching. Who doesn’t like to watch? It feels like being God, seeing everything happen far away, and you could stop it if you wanted, but then you couldn’t watch anymore.


  A storm started rumbling up across the meadows, spattering their kisses with autumn rain.


  Suddenly everyone cared about who was going to make the Devil’s Court this year. Even me. The mall was cleared out of formal sparkle-and-slit dresses by August, and somehow they just couldn’t get any more in, like we were an island mysteriously sundered from the land of sequins and sweetheart necklines. Most of us were just going to have to go with one of our mom’s prom dresses, though you can be damn sure we’d be ripping off that poofy shoulder chiffon and taking up the hems as far as we could. Jenny Kilroy (drama club, Young Businesswomen’s Association) had done all the costumes for The Music Man in junior year, and for $50 she’d take that cherry cupcake dress and turn it into an apocalyptic punkslut wedding gown, but girlfriend worked slow. Whoever took the Homecoming crown had about a 60/40 chance of being up there in something they’d worn to their grandmother’s funeral.


  The smart money was on Sarah Jane for the win. She was already pregnant by then, and Jessica too, but I don’t think even they knew it yet. Bellies still flat as a plains state, cotton candy lipstick as perfect as a Rembrandt. Nobody got morning sickness, nobody’s feet swelled. Sarah shone in the center of her ring of girls like a pink diamond in a nouveaux riche ring. 4.0, equestrian club, head cheerleader, softball pitcher, jazz choir lead soprano, played Juliet in both freshman and senior years, even joined the chess club. She didn’t care about chess, but it looked good on her applications and she turned out to be terrifyingly good at it—first place at the spring speed chess invitational in Freemont, even seven months along. You couldn’t even hate Sarah. You could see her whole perfect life rolling on ahead of her like a yellow brick road but you knew she’d include you, if you wanted. If you stuck around this town like she meant to, and let her rule it like she aimed to.


  Jessica and Ashley flanked her down every hall and every parade—a girl like Sarah just naturally grows girls like Jessica and Ashley to be her adjutants, her bridesmaids, the baby’s breath to make her rose look redder. All three of them knew the score and all three of them made sure nothing would ever change, like Macbeth’s witches, if they wore daisy-print coats and their mothers’ Chanel and tearproof mascara and only foretold their own love, continuing forever and the world moving aside to let it pass. So that was the obvious lineup—Queen Sarah and her Viziers. Of course there were three slots, so I figured Jenny Kilroy would slide in on account of her charitable work to keep us all in the shimmer.


  And then Friday morning arrived, the dawn before the dance and a week before the showdown game with Bobby Zhao and his Cowboys. Coyote howled up 7 a.m. and we woke up and opened our closets and there they hung—a hundred perfect dresses. Whatever we might have chosen after hours of turning on the rack of the mall with nothing in our size or our color or modest enough for Daddy or bare enough for us, well, it was hanging in our closets with a corsage on the hip. Coyote took us all to Homecoming that year. And there in my room hung something that glittered and threw prisms on the wall, something the color of the ripest pumpkin you ever saw, something cut so low and slit so high it invited the world to love me best. I put it on and my head filled up with champagne like I’d already been sipping flutes for an hour, as if silk could make skin drunk. I slid the corsage on my wrist—cornflowers, and tiny green ears not yet open.


  Coyote danced with all the girls and when the music sped up he threw back his head and howled and we all howled with him. When it slowed down he draped himself all over some lonesome thing who never thought she had a chance. The rest of us threw out our arms and danced with what our hands caught—Jessica spent half the night with mathletes kissing her neck and teaching her mnemonics. Everything was dizzy; everything spun. The music came from everywhere at once and the floor shook with our stomping. We were so strong that night, we were full of the year and no one drank the punch because no one needed it, we just moved with Coyote and Coyote moved, too. I flung out my arms and spun away from David Horowitz (pep squad, 100-meter dash), my corn-bound hand finding a new body to carry me into the next song. Guitar strings plinked in some other, distant world beyond the gymnasium and I opened my eyes to see Sarah Jane in my arms, her dress a perfect, icy white spill of froth and jewels, her eyes made up black and severe, to contrast, her lips a generous rose-colored smile. She smelled like musk and honeysuckle. She smelled like Coyote. I danced with her and she put her head on my breast; I felt her waist in my grasp, the slight weight of her, the chess queen, the queen of horses and jazz and grade point averages and pyramids and backflips, Juliet twice, thrice, a hundred times over. She ran her hand idly up and down my back just as if I were a boy. My vision blurred and the Christmas lights hanging everywhere swam into a soup of Devil red and Devil gold. The queen of the softball team lifted her sunny blond head and kissed me. Her mouth tasted like cherry gum and whiskey. She put her hands in my hair to show me she meant it, and I pulled her in tight—but the song ended and she pulled away, looking surprised and confused, her lipstick dulled, her bright brown eyes wounded, like a deer with sudden shot in her side. She ran to Jessica and Ashley and the three of them to Coyote, hands over their stomachs as though something fluttered there, something as yet unknown and unnamed.
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