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Glowing praise for Lisa Tucker’s spellbinding novel

Once Upon a Day

“Readable, full of enjoyable characters. . . Tucker raises great questions about the nature of parental and marital responsibility.”

—Denver Post

 

“Charmingly written . . . a good comfort-food story . . . the kooky, off-kilter characters, with their various eccentricities, feel like a good-days companions.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

 

“The title of Tucker’s third novel sounds like a Nora Ephron movie, and on the surface the fanciful plot seems to play right along. . . . [But] another narrative strand casts a welcome emotional shadow . . . lifting Once Upon a Day out of the realm of romantic comedy and into the darker territory of an Old World fairy tale.”

—The New York Times Book Review

 

“Readers will find this captivating, fish-out-of-water fairy tale and mystery-suspense-romance difficult to put down.”

—Library Journal

 

“The gifted Tucker tells a compelling story with uncommon empathy and grace.”

—Booklist

 

“Ambitious and sprawling.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

 

“Tucker is a graceful writer with an ability to create characters whose flaws help make them sympathetic and believably human.”

—The Boston Globe

 

“Beautifully written . . . intriguing.”

—USA Today

 

“One of those page-turners full of suspense and romance that is likely to keep the TV off and readers up way past prime time. . . . [Once Upon a Day] has its share of ordinary people; the poignant stories they share in this fairy tale of a book, however, are anything but.”

—Albuquerque Journal

 

“Fascinating . . . a real page-turner . . . Tucker keeps you guessing, crafting almost a mystery, along with a two-pronged love story that’s hard to immediately file away.”

—St. Louis Post Dispatch

 

“Tucker has a stylish, authentic way of revealing how it only takes one day for a person to lose hope—or regain it.”

—BookPage

 

“Readers are drawn into the story, compelled to discover the resolution.”

—Charlotte Observer

 

“Emotionally suspenseful . . . Once Upon a Day is [Lisa Tucker’s] strongest effort to date and it’s a lovely and surprising book.”

—Santa Fe Reporter

 

“Brilliant storytelling . . . Once Upon a Day [raises] profound questions about the limits of love, the power of the past, and the capacity of the human heart to deal with profound tragedy.”

—Bookreporter.com

Praise for The Song Reader

“An engagingly intricate debut. . . . The characters become as real to the reader as they are to [the narrator]. . . . Though brimful of sentiment, The Song Reader never spills over into sentimentality.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer (Editor’s Choice)

 

“This intoxicating debut may remind [readers] of Shirley Jackson’s We Have Always Lived in the Castle and Pat Conroy’s The Prince of Tides, but it’s not lost in their shadows.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

 

“Tucker turns an engaging premise into a fascinating novel.”

—Denver Post

 

“A clear winner . . . [Be] among the first to discover a brilliant new literary talent.”

—The Albuquerque Tribune

 

“Tucker use[s] a winning formula: Give readers a good old-fashioned story . . . that people can’t stop talking about.”

—Philadelphia Weekly

 

“[An] intriguing and heartwarming tale of family and struggle.”

—The Times Leader

 

“Tucker’s song-reading device is ingenious. . . . [A] complicated story about the unbreakable bond between two sisters.”

—The Boston Globe

 

“Tucker has created a convincing musing on the importance of memory . . . [The] reader is left with a . . . satisfying, complex reaction.”

—Santa Fe Reporter

Praise for Shout Down the Moon

“The situations Tucker describes here in starkly lyrical prose are as chilling as if they were all derived from her own experiences.”

—People

 

“Tucker’s portrayal is refreshingly real.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

 

“[Tucker] excels at setting her young protagonists in the heart of complex, often damaging familial relationships.”

—St. Louis Post Dispatch

 

“Well-drawn, emotionally nuanced characters. . . . [This] compulsively readable tale deftly moves over the literary landscape, avoiding genre classification; it succeeds as a subtle romance, an incisive character study and compelling women-in-peril noir fiction.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“[Tucker’s] straight-from-the-heart narration is instantly gripping.”

—Booklist


ALSO BY LISA TUCKER

The Song Reader

Shout Down the Moon


[image: Once Upon a Day: A Novel, by Lisa Tucker. Atria.]


[image: Image]

Washington Square Press

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

www.SimonandSchuster.com

 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2006 by Lisa Tucker

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Atria Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

ISBN-13: 978-0-7434-9277-5

ISBN-10:        0-7434-9277-3

ISBN-13: 978-0-7434-9278-2 (Pbk)

ISBN-10:        0-7434-9278-1 (Pbk)

eISBN-13: 978-1-4165-2318-5

 

This Washington Square Press trade paperback edition May 2007

WASHINGTON SQUARE PRESS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


 

 

 

 

This book is dedicated to Miles Tucker,
my beautiful son, who taught me how to imagine
and gave me back my life.



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




 

 

Dame Fortune once upon a day

To me was bountiful and kind;

But all things change; she changed her mind,

And what she gave she took away.

O Fortune, long I’ve sued to thee;

The gifts thou gavest me restore,

For, trust me, I would ask no more,

Could ‘was’ become an ‘is’ for me.

 

—CERVANTES, Don Quixote


 

 

Once Upon a Day


 

 


PART ONE
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The Charming Coincidence



 


one

STEPHEN SPAULDING was very happy, and you can’t say that about most people. He hadn’t sought happiness, but he recognized it. This was his gift: to know what he had.

When it was gone, of course he knew that too. He changed from a man who could smile at strangers first thing in the morning to a man who wouldn’t look anybody in the eye. He’d lost his family in a freak accident, and the rest he let go of as easily as opening his hand and releasing a string of balloons. Good-bye to the family practice he had just started with two friends from his residency. Good-bye to the Victorian house he and Ellen had gone deeply into debt to buy when she got pregnant during his internship. Good-bye to the cradle and the tricycle and the pink and purple birthday party dress Lizzie never had a chance to wear.

More than a year later, he still hadn’t adjusted to the way time itself had been altered. Before there was never enough time, and the list of things he and Ellen had not gotten around to doing was one of many things that still tortured him. The untaken trip to Paris bothered him less than the movies they’d talked about renting. Why hadn’t they watched them? Ellen’s entire list could be watched in a weekend. He knew this because he had done it, several times. He watched the movies his wife had wanted him to, and thought about what she would say if she were there. This was back in the early months, when he was trying to give her gifts, as though she could come back if only he worked harder to make her want this life.

After the accident, there was too much time. Each day stretched before him like a flat Kansas highway, the only landmarks the meals he forced himself to choke down, the few chores he performed, and the occasional walks he took, rarely noticing anything or anyone on his path. He finally bought the old green and white Checker cab not because he needed the income—his compensation from the city would support him forever, especially since he had no desires, nothing he wanted now—but because he could drive it as little or as much as he liked, sixteen hours a day, more if his insomnia was bad.

He wouldn’t have sued, but the city gave him an enormous sum anyway. The newspaper headline called it a “regrettable tragedy.” It was a Sunday in late July; the police were chasing a teenager who had stolen a rusted-out ’84 Toyota from a neighbor’s driveway. The car was worth less than five hundred dollars, but the patrol car that slammed into his family at the intersection had been going over eighty miles an hour. He was driving; Lizzie was in her booster seat in the back, behind Ellen. The teenage thief turned himself in when he heard what had happened. The policeman who was driving took early retirement.

And Stephen, the barely thirty-year-old family practice doc, became a cabbie. What difference did it make? His knowledge of how to heal bodies had done nothing for him anyway. His wife and four-year-old daughter had still died right in front of his eyes.

Now he was learning the quickest way to the airport from any street in St. Louis. How to slide around a bus, and when to change lanes so his customer would feel they were making progress. What times the restaurants and bars closed, and which of his regulars would be likely to drink one too many and need a ride on a Saturday night.

People often mentioned what a safe driver he was. The safest cab driver they’d ever ridden with. He nodded, but he didn’t respond. He never drove without the radio playing. Talk show, pop music, news channel, it didn’t matter. The radio was his excuse not to talk.

The only time he would answer was when a customer asked about the amusement park tickets. They didn’t ask often, even though he’d had the tickets laminated and kept them displayed above the visor, right next to his license. Stephen wasn’t surprised. He knew most people aren’t interested in their cab drivers.

He wasn’t surprised; still, he longed for the question. He longed for another opportunity to tell the whole story of that perfect July day at the amusement park: riding the water slides and the Ferris wheel and the child’s roller coaster; eating hot dogs and ice cream—mint chocolate chip, Ellen’s favorite; trying to win a giant stuffed panda bear, and when he couldn’t make the ring toss (a setup, he was sure), buying the bear for his daughter anyway.

Every time he told the story, he added a few more details. As the months went by, the story often filled the entire drive; sometimes he would still be talking while his customer was trying to hand him money and get away.

He knew he was going too far, but he couldn’t help himself. Back at his apartment whenever he tried to think of that day he drew a blank. It was only in the cab, talking to strangers, that he seemed to be able to bring it all to life: the feel of the sun on the back of his hands and the bright drips of green falling off their cones onto the hot pavement and how awkward and adorable Lizzie looked that night, lugging the giant panda to their car.

He didn’t realize how he’d begun to live for these discussions until a rainy morning in April, when they suddenly came to an end.

He’d picked up a girl at the bus station downtown. One of the weirdos, though this one wasn’t pierced or tattooed or obviously strung out, but even more bizarre, naturally pale as a made-up Goth, but dressed like a throwback to the fifties: long flared black skirt, fluffy pink sweater, even the white ankle socks and saddle oxford shoes. Her hair was in a thick braid, twisted like some kind of tight crown on top of her head, and she was sitting up so straight she looked uncomfortable, eyes unblinking, small white hands folded carefully in her lap. Stephen had already put her out of his mind when she mentioned the tickets about ten minutes into the ride. But before he could tell her about the slides or the food or even the perfect weather that day, she noticed what no one else had: that the tickets weren’t stubs.

“What happened?” she said. “Why didn’t you ever use those?”

He flushed with a confusion that quickly turned to anger. It had taken him nearly a year to perfect the story of the amusement park—for chrissakes, couldn’t he have even this? He wasn’t asking for all the days and hours and minutes he would have had with Ellen and Lizzie, he was just asking for one more day.

Stephen had been taking his family to the park when their car was broadsided. Lizzie had wanted to go all summer, and that day they had the tickets: they were really, finally going. All he had done in his story was change “were going” to “had gone.” A mere verb shift, and yet it changed everything.

And now this strange girl in his cab was forcing him to change it back.

Her voice was entirely innocent. She had no idea what she’d taken from him. But then again, he had no idea what she was about to give.


 


two

WE HAD A FATHER who loved us. Even as my brother Jimmy turned his back on the Sanctuary, I knew he had to still believe this, deep in his soul.

In my earliest memory, Father was holding Jimmy and me on his lap, telling us how important we were to him. More important than all his money, more important than the Sanctuary, more important than the stars in the sky or the ground below. The most important thing in the known world, the most important thing imaginable. “I want you two to be happy here forever,” he said, his voice as tender as his arms around us. “Whatever you want you can have, as long as it won’t hurt you.”

As long as it won’t hurt you. Too bad Father had such an active imagination. When I was eight years old, I read a story about a girl on a tire swing, with long flowing hair glittering in the sun as she moved back and forth. I asked for a swing of my own, but Father couldn’t do it. “Swings can wrap themselves around your neck and choke you, Dorothea,” he said. “You can fly out of a swing and sever your spine.” When Jimmy wanted paints—not watercolors, like we already had, but real rich colors, thick—so he could try to copy the encyclopedia picture of a Roman centurion onto his bedroom wall, Father wanted to give them to him, I know he did. He was shaking his head sadly when he told Jimmy, “Those paints are poison. The toxins could seep into your skin.”

From pets that might bite to bicycles that could crash, our father had to protect us. He couldn’t bear the idea of a plastic swimming pool, no matter how shallow, because a child can drown in only a few inches of water. Climbing trees was a sure way to break your arm, or worse. There were dozens of trees on our property, but none of them had limbs lower than twenty feet, thanks to Father and the chain saw he kept locked in the storage shed. From my bedroom window, the trees looked like a clump of upright celery stalks.

I was weaker than my brother; perhaps this was why it was easier for me to sympathize with Father’s worries. I was only two years old when I developed what Grandma called my “nervous breathing,” and what the doctor called an anxiety disorder. My heart would pound at a hundred and eighty beats per minute or more, and my breath would develop a frantic rhythm to match. Father taught me how to control it, so I wouldn’t lose consciousness, but still, the horrible feelings of dizziness and panic were something I could never entirely forget, and they lurked in even my happiest moments, like snakes poised to strike.

We lived on thirty-five acres that straddled the border of Colorado and New Mexico, more than twenty miles from the nearest town. The four of us—Father, Grandma, Jimmy and me—were survivalists. That’s what the local preacher said anyway, when he came for a visit to see what we were up to, and went away convinced, without ever stepping foot inside, that our father knew what he was about.

After he left, Father laughed. Each month, we ordered nearly everything we needed from Colorado Springs: three freezerfuls of food that arrived on the first Tuesday in a clean white truck. “Survivalists?” he said. “We wouldn’t survive twenty-four hours without the delivery man.”

Father could joke and laugh, but the grown-up Jimmy had forgotten all about that side of him. “He’s a nut,” my brother would say, and I would sigh. This was about a year before Jimmy left, for good as it turned out, though only Father suspected he wouldn’t be returning. I thought he would come running back as soon as he realized what the world was like; I even tried to convince him in my letters that he was putting himself in danger, though of course I had no proof of this, and he laughed off all my fears. He wrote that he was surrounded by normal people doing normal things, like working and falling in love, things he himself was planning to do now that he had finally “escaped” from the Sanctuary at the ripe old age of twenty-three.

The Sanctuary was Father’s name for our home.

We’d lived there as long as I could remember, though Jimmy claimed that he vividly remembered the time before, in California, when our mother was still alive. I was four when we left, he was six; maybe he did remember. Maybe everything he said was true: that we’d lived near the ocean in a house on a hill with a whole room just to watch movies in; that he’d gone to first grade with other children, and watched cartoons on television, and flown in airplanes to other countries, and rode at the front of a parade on Thanksgiving Day. He even got to stay outside until he was sunburned, he said, because a sunburn wasn’t a big deal to our mother. She said a sunburn gave you rosy cheeks and little freckles across your nose and all you had to do was put on spray and it didn’t hurt anymore.

Father would never allow us to stay outside for more than twenty minutes at a time. He would sit on our wide porch with his watch in his hand. “Sunburns can give you skin cancer,” he said. “I’m sorry, children, but we have to be on the safe side.”

Jimmy’s first rebellion was pretending to be sick during lessons and then climbing out of his bedroom window so he could stand in the sun all morning. At first, Father thought Jimmy’s redness was due to a terrible fever from his flu. When he realized the truth, he was so surprised he collapsed in the chair by Jimmy’s bed, head in hands. Then Jimmy was sorry. He was only eleven years old; he still wanted to please our father.

Grandma said this rebellion would pass, but it didn’t, obviously. As he grew to be a teenager, the things we’d accepted all our lives were suddenly unacceptable. Why hadn’t we gone to school like normal children? Why did the doctor always come to our place? Why didn’t we have a television like everyone else in the world? Why did we have to learn everything from old textbooks and an ancient set of encyclopedias? Why had we never left this stupid Sanctuary? Father got to go to town sometimes—he had a Land Rover just for such trips—why wouldn’t he take us with him? What was wrong with him anyway?

It shocked me to hear my brother talk like this. Father had taken such good care of us for so long, and personally, I felt sorry for him, having to do it all with only Grandma to help. I often thought if only our mother was there, everything would have been much better, though the truth was the only thing I really remembered about her was her hair: long and fiery red, like Jimmy’s. There were no pictures of her in the house; Grandma said it was because Father couldn’t bear to see them. Neither Father nor Grandma would tell us how she died. Jimmy didn’t remember either, but he said it must have been really awful, or why else did our father become so strange?

“He’s no stranger than the Amish,” I retorted during one of these arguments, sticking an encyclopedia volume in Jimmy’s face, already open to a page on the Amish people of Pennsylvania. I was thirteen and I was ready. “At least we have electric lights!”

Jimmy frowned. “We don’t have a religion.”

I wasn’t sure about this. Father said we were “lapsed Catholics,” but Jimmy said that meant no longer Catholic, which meant no longer anything.

“So?” I said.

“The reason the Amish live like that is they believe it’s what God wants. That’s not what Father thinks at all. He thinks the people in town are evil monsters we have to stay away from.”

“He never said that.”

“Oh come on, Thea. You know how he talks about how corrupt the world is. What do you think he means? The dogs and cats and horses?”

Jimmy was rolling his eyes like I was a fool. Perhaps I was, but Father was not, of this I was certain. If he said the world was corrupt, then it had to be true. No matter how innocent the dusty road to town appeared, there was something out there, something unspeakably terrible and cruel. There had to be, or why would Father work so hard to keep us away from it?

It helped that Grandma took my side. She’d lived in California her entire life, but she never missed it. She said the world was a bad place that had made me sick and nearly destroyed our father. “You’re lucky he bought this Sanctuary for you,” Grandma said. She was in the kitchen, cooking as usual. We had Mrs. Rosa, our housekeeper, for weekly cleaning, but Grandma herself prepared all our meals. She never let me help her. Father didn’t want me to get cut or burned; he thought it might bring on one of my attacks. “I hate to think what would have happened if he hadn’t,” Grandma concluded, and I nodded.

The unknown was always more frightening than the familiar, and the Sanctuary was familiar. Why didn’t Jimmy see this too? The Sanctuary was a safe place for us all. We had very good books, old though they may have been. We had a beautiful piano, and a record player with hundreds of records, also old, but many great songs. We had fields of flowers to gaze at (but not walk through, in case of bees). We had a father who loved us more than life itself, and who had taught us algebra and geometry, Shakespeare and Spenser, the history of the world (up until 1960, when Father said the culture became so decadent that even learning about it could harm a child’s spirits), biology and physics and geography.

Our own nearest town, Tuma, New Mexico, we knew only by the address on our mail. It was too small to be on any of the maps in Father’s library. Too small to be interesting, I told Jimmy, when he complained about wanting to go and see it for himself.

Part of me did understand Jimmy’s longings, especially when I found myself wondering how I would ever fall in love. I’d never known a boy, never had a kiss, never even had a crush, though sometimes my stomach would do a strange flip when I saw a picture of a handsome man in our encyclopedia. My favorites were John Keats, F. Scott Fitzgerald and an unnamed Civil War soldier with the most mournful expression. When I was about fourteen, I made up a story about the soldier, ending with his arrival at our front door to ask for my hand in marriage. It was a silly daydream, but it cheered me. Father said I had an optimistic temperament, and maybe it was true. Certainly I never gave up hope that the man of my future would arrive when the time was right, though how that would happen, I couldn’t say.

To Jimmy, my optimism was just annoying.

“You’re so conservative,” he told me once. He was older then: eighteen, nineteen. I was older too, but I hadn’t changed, which of course was the point.

“Conservative means to hold on to what you have.” My voice was firm. “I see nothing wrong with that.”

I didn’t realize Father was standing right behind me until I heard his quiet laugh, but I was glad I could give this to him. Nearly every day, he had to listen to Jimmy’s complaints. He’d been a patient teacher throughout our childhood and he was patient now, almost to a fault. He’d let Jimmy yell at him, yet he never raised his own voice. And he always apologized to Jimmy. He said he’d done the best he could, but maybe it wasn’t enough. All he’d wanted was to protect us, and that’s all he still wanted.

“I hope you understand,” Father would say softly. He was a tall man with well-defined features and thick eyebrows over deep blue-gray eyes framed by his ever-present black glasses; I’d always thought he was as distinguished as any of the presidents in our encyclopedia. But lately, he’d begun to look tired: his eyes haunted and his shoulders stooped with what I knew was the weight of his only son’s rebellion.

Half the time Jimmy said—or shouted—“No, I don’t understand,” and ended the conversation by stomping out of the room.

If Grandma hadn’t gotten sick, Jimmy probably would have left even sooner. He was twenty-one, of legal age to do as he wished, as he liked to say (constantly); maybe he was just waiting for the right moment. On the other hand, maybe he would have made his peace with Father if Grandma hadn’t gotten sick and suddenly decided that Father had been wrong for taking us away from California, after all.

I turned against her then, I have to confess. Not that she ever knew. I remained kind to Grandma until the end, and it wasn’t hard because I did love her. But I loved Father a thousand times more, and I quickly decided that Grandma’s sick-bed revelations were no different from the ramblings of a lunatic.

Even Dr. Humphrey, the town’s doctor, said Grandma’s mind was going faster than her body. The diagnosis, inoperable cancer, had been confirmed by tests at the hospital in Pueblo. She left in an ambulance, and returned the same way, a week later, to die at home with her family. She was eighty-six years old, and they predicted she wouldn’t last more than a month or two, but she lingered for over a year. During that year, she spent most of her time talking about the past.

Jimmy listened eagerly as she transformed California from a terribly corrupt place from which we were lucky to have escaped to a gorgeous land of sandy beaches and palm trees and sunsets reflecting gold and purple on the water. And oh, Grandma said, such fun things there were to do! Strolling the pier at Santa Monica and riding on the huge Ferris wheel. Driving in the canyon with all the twists and turns and beautiful views. Sipping a glass of wine by the side of the pool. Watching the filming of a movie on the studio lot. Taking the kids to Disneyland.

“Remember that, Fred?” Grandma would say to Father, after she’d sung the praises of another wonderful thing about the place she was now calling our “home.” He would sit on the side of her bed and take her hand—and I would look at Jimmy and raise my eyebrows. Our father’s name was Charles. If Grandma couldn’t remember her own son’s name, why should anything else she said be taken seriously?

One night Jimmy had the nerve to suggest that maybe Charles wasn’t his name. I pointed out that Grandma had always called Father Charles, but Jimmy wasn’t persuaded. “Maybe Grandma was in on it too,” Jimmy said. “Maybe now she’s finally telling the truth.”

We were standing outside on the porch. It was a cold night in January, so naturally I had on my coat and hat and gloves and warmest boots. Jimmy, on the other hand, was wearing only his light sweater and blue denim pants. He had decided Father’s rule about dressing warmly was as pointless as all his other rules.

“You realize that you’re calling him a liar,” I whispered. My heart was racing a little, but I was taking deep breaths and reminding myself that Jimmy could not possibly mean this. It was just his rebellion talking.

Jimmy was rubbing his hands together vigorously, stomping his feet, shivering a little. But he would not concede he needed his coat.

“I don’t want to believe it either,” he said. But then he added, “What makes you so sure he’s not?”

I could have given him a hundred reasons, yet in the end, I knew it came down to trust. I had trusted our father for my entire life. He had never done anything to make me question that trust.

“He has a driver’s license,” I finally said. We had both seen it, not often, but enough times to know it said “Charles O’Brien.”

This was what it took to convince my brother that our father hadn’t lied about his own name. It struck me as very sad.

During Grandma’s last few months she became even more incoherent. She would talk of her own childhood as though it were happening now, even calling out in the most heartbroken voice for her mother and father. I felt so sorry for her, but Jimmy persisted in believing that somewhere in her talk he would find the key to understanding all the mysteries of our family. He even tried asking Grandma how our mother died (when Father was holed up in his study, doing his monthly accounting), but poor Grandma took the question as another opportunity to cry over all the people she’d lost over her long life. Whether she was crying about Mother too wasn’t clear. Jimmy swore she said Helena, our mother’s name, but I thought he only imagined it.

Actually, the only time I heard her talk about our mother, Jimmy wasn’t there. He was downstairs helping Father haul wood; I was reading to Grandma when, out of the blue, she patted my hand and said, “You know, your mother would be very proud of what a fine woman you’re turning out to be.”

I admit I took this a bit more seriously than the rest of Grandma’s talk. In fact, a few minutes later, when Grandma started crying again, I found myself crying along with her, thinking about my mother, this red-haired Helena whom I could barely remember. The idea that she would be proud of me was so wonderful, and yet, I didn’t think it was true. I had read of heroic women in the encyclopedia: women like Florence Nightingale, Joan of Arc, Harriet Tubman. My accomplishments so far were limited to keeping myself from any injuries beyond the rare paper cut, reading most of the books in Father’s small library and playing the piano, not particularly well. I had never had to face adversity; I had never even had to make a conscious choice that mattered to anyone but myself. What was I then but a grown-up-size little girl?

I rarely cried at all, and never for upwards of fifteen minutes as I did that day with Grandma. Crying invariably led to an attack of my nervous breathing, and I had learned over the years to stop the feelings before the tears could begin. I expected to have an attack that day too, but instead I just kept crying until I managed to pull myself together and return to the job of reading Jane Eyre. I’d been reading it to Grandma since the day she came back from the hospital: partly because it had always been one of her favorite novels, but mainly because every time I asked her what book she wanted now, she’d say Jane Eyre as though the title had just occurred to her—even if we’d just finished it. We made it all the way through the book seven times and were halfway through the eighth when she finally passed away about a month later.

Before she died though, she managed to convince Jimmy that he should leave the Sanctuary as soon as possible. This was what he told me, only two weeks after Father and the preacher had buried her. He claimed Grandma had even told him where he should go, and it wasn’t to California, like I would have expected. It was to a place that made absolutely no sense. Missouri.

When I asked him why Missouri, he refused to say. My brother, who had always told me everything, would not tell me the reason for the most important decision he’d ever made in his life.

“Because there isn’t a reason,” I sputtered. “Because Grandma mumbled ‘misery’ and you decided she must have meant Missouri.”

He refused to argue. He was going to Missouri, end of discussion. He was leaving even though he knew how Father would feel about it.

“Too bad,” Jimmy told me, right before he left, “if I hurt him. He hurt us more.”

No doubt the anger I felt at Jimmy helped me watch him walk down that dirt road and disappear.

“I’m at the bus station,” Jimmy wrote. “I’ve never heard so much noise! The buses, the cars, talking, screaming, laughing! I’m sitting next to a woman from town who told me she heard our father was the richest man in New Mexico. Then she asked me, ‘Isn’t he eccentric, like Howard Hughes?’ I burst out laughing.”

I wasn’t sure who Howard Hughes was, but I looked him up in the appropriate volume of the encyclopedia. There wasn’t enough to conclude he was eccentric. I wondered how Jimmy knew to laugh.

From the beginning, he kept his promise to write; I was relieved about that. I got mail from him almost every day: sometimes letters, sometimes postcards. When he arrived in St. Louis, he sent me a card with an aerial view of the city. He talked about how excited he was, ending with, “I had to run in front of traffic to get a cab. Poor old man would shit if he knew.”

I winced at Jimmy’s crude language; I’d never heard him use a curse word before. The sad part was Father did know. He’d collected the mail himself every day for all the years we’d lived here. He read the postcard, and he saw all the return addresses on the letters as Jimmy moved from place to place, from new friend to new friend, trying to find where he belonged, he said. Find whatever it was he was looking for.

“I worry about him,” Father would say, nearly every night at supper. He still wouldn’t let me cook and nothing I could say would persuade him. Whenever I pressured him too hard, he would remind me of the day I was born.

“You only weighed five pounds. I could hold you in one hand.” His voice would grow soft. “I vowed that day to make sure nothing ever happened to you.”

One time I asked him, “What if your mother had vowed the same thing? Then how would we eat?”

He laughed a little, but he continued cooking the stew. And during the meal, he mentioned Jimmy again. Wondering how he was. Wishing he would return to us. Hoping he was all right, out there all alone in the world.

I was worried about Jimmy too, but I was also worried about Father. What Jimmy had done by leaving was no less than crush his spirit, and nothing I tried seemed to be of any help. My optimism was unrelenting; I never greeted Father with anything but a smile; I mentioned every day how lucky I felt to be here in the safest of places, but still, the shadow of sadness never left him.

It wasn’t even two years later when it took its inevitable toll.

Father was only sixty-one, but the disease that came over him made him seem like a very old man. For weeks I watched him struggle to get out of bed, eat almost nothing, hold his head between his thin hands and wince with a pain he wouldn’t talk about. He still insisted on doing all the cooking himself, but luckily, there was much less to cook now that it was just the two of us. We could and did go months without ordering any food. I could and did eat meal after meal of what I claimed was my new favorite: bread and prepackaged slices of cheese (no cutting required), so he wouldn’t have to prepare anything.

I knew it was bad when he asked me to call Dr. Humphrey for a visit. I rushed to Father’s study where he kept the only phone we had, an unusual kind, according to Jimmy—it could dial out but not ring in. Though I’d never used a phone before, I figured it out quickly and was so pleased with myself I almost forgot the urgency of my mission.

Dr. Humphrey came by that same day. He said he was concerned, but he couldn’t make a precise diagnosis unless Father would come to the hospital for tests. I tried to persuade him, but all my attempts went nowhere. He wouldn’t leave. He said the only thing he wanted was to see his son again.

I wrote to Jimmy. I’d been hearing from him less and less, but still, I expected a quick response given this emergency. No matter how angry he was with Father—and surprisingly, he seemed to get angrier as time went by; his recent letters were full of curses, talk of how our father had fucked him up royal and screwed up his whole life, et cetera to coarse et cetera—I couldn’t imagine that he could ignore my cry for help.

Two weeks later, when I still hadn’t heard anything, I snuck into Father’s study again and tried to track down a phone number for Jimmy, to no avail. A week or so after that I decided there was no choice: I had to go to St. Louis and get my brother.

I called Dr. Humphrey and asked him what to do about caring for my father. Mrs. Rosa, our housekeeper, was still with us, but she barely spoke English and she was only at the house one day a week. Dr. Humphrey sent a nurse who agreed to stay until I returned, as long as I gave her a large sum of money “up front,” which she explained meant before I left. I did so, and an hour later, dressed in what Grandmother had always called my Sunday best clothes, I walked through the door.

Father was still asleep and I couldn’t bring myself to say goodbye. I did leave him a long letter, in which I explained that I would be as careful and cautious as he’d raised me to be and promised to return to the Sanctuary very soon. I also told him I loved him, but I refused to let myself feel how true this was, knowing I would break down at the thought of how worried he would be when he discovered I was gone. But there was no choice. If the only thing he wanted was Jimmy, then I would just have to bring Jimmy home. Surely the two of us could convince Father to get the medical help that his life might depend on.

It was a Wednesday; my plan was to return by Saturday. It was feasible. Jimmy had told me the trip there took about a day and the trip back the same. That left me one day to find my brother, and it shouldn’t take half that, I thought, since I could just give the taxi driver the return address on the most recent envelope.

I had decided not to carry a suitcase or umbrella or even a purse, so a thief couldn’t come after me. I could wear the same clothes for three days; I’d always been a tidy person. My socks were the only things I would have to replace at some point. I had on three pairs of panties; I figured I would remove the inner pair each day and throw them out. I had the stack of money I took from Father’s desk drawer, hundreds of dollars (in case of emergency), curled together and shoved deep in the pocket of my skirt. I had my toothbrush wrapped in plastic and stuck in my sock. I had Dr. Humphrey’s phone number committed to memory, so I could call and check on Father’s condition each day. The last few letters Jimmy had written, with three separate addresses, were tucked under my sweater close to my heart. And folded into the bottom of my shoe was a page from a poem, The Faerie Queene. I’d cut it out carefully, so the binding of the book wasn’t disturbed. In the middle of the page was the line that would be my new motto: Be bold, be bold, and every where Be Bold.

I admit I tried not to think too much about what all this boldness might entail.

Dr. Humphrey offered me a ride in his automobile to the local bus station, and I gladly took him up on it. Jimmy had walked the dirt path all those miles, but I wasn’t as healthy, nor did I have the time to waste. I took the local bus to Raton, and then the Greyhound to Denver, and then the second Greyhound to Missouri, and then I was finally in a taxicab, probably going down the same roads my brother had gone down when he first arrived in St. Louis. And he was right: the noise was the first shock. It was stunning how loud a city was: stunning and absolutely thrilling.

Everyone on the buses had been quietly pleasant. When people smiled at me, I acknowledged their smiles with one of my own, to be polite. After a while though, I was smiling more spontaneously. Nothing outside was bad. This was what Jimmy had been telling me for nearly two years, but I hadn’t believed him. I expected to be afraid. I was waiting to feel the dread of other people that Father felt, that he couldn’t help letting slip out now that he was too sick to keep up a brave front.

Nothing outside was bad, and so much was astonishing. The trip across Colorado, Kansas and Missouri was wonderful, but being in the city—knowing that I was in a real city, a place with thousands and thousands of fellow creatures—was almost more exciting than I could bear. I watched the crowds moving on the sidewalks. Such colorful clothes! The variety of expressions people made! The unusual songs playing on what appeared to be giant portable radios! The black people and brown people and especially all the younger people! People of my own age and Jimmy’s!

I’d been in the taxicab for fifteen minutes and I was feeling very bold—bold enough to speak to a total stranger. The driver had an appealing face; perhaps that was why I decided to let him be the first person in the city I spoke to. I was also proud that I had something to say to him. Some months before, Jimmy had sent me a ticket stub from a concert he’d attended. When it fell out of the envelope, I’d studied it carefully before putting it away. I knew the difference between a ticket and a stub. I knew the tickets the taxi driver had displayed were never used.

My question was so ordinary, or so I thought, and yet the next thing I knew, the driver was not only refusing to answer, he was so angry he turned all the way around at the first stoplight to look at me with what seemed to be unmitigated hatred.

The sudden feeling of fear struck me with the force of a blow, and yet I also felt vindicated. So this was what Father had tried to protect us from. This was why he kept us from any contact with the world outside the Sanctuary: because human beings were every bit as unpredictable as a tire swing, and just as capable of harm.

Of course the fear was stronger than the vindication, and I squeezed my eyes tight and wished to be home harder than I’d ever wished for anything in my life. When I found myself still in the cab, I also found myself headed for the worst kind of nervous attack. My heart was already pounding so hard I felt like it would beat its way right out of my chest, when I began to steady my breathing and calm myself the way my father had taught me, the way I’d been doing since I was a very small child. I opened my mouth and began to sing.


 


three

“WHAT THE HELL? Are you all right?”

The taxicab driver’s voice was loud. My breathing hadn’t steadied. I closed my eyes again and started over at the beginning of the song. It was one of my favorites; Jimmy had told me that I’d been singing it even before we left California.

“‘It’s a marvelous night for a moon dance . . .’”

I sang louder when I realized the driver had pulled against the curb and stopped. This wasn’t the address I’d given him. Why had he opened his door and gotten out? What was he doing now, opening my door?

“Don’t touch me,” I managed, when he reached for my arm.

“I just want to check your pulse.”

“No!”

“All right,” he said. “Put your head between your knees.”

“Please,” I gasped, holding up my hand palm out, hoping he would back away.

He did step back, but not enough that I could shut the door. He stood watching me as I sang the song again and again until my heart stopped thrashing and I could breathe normally.

At some point, I had dropped my head between my knees, but not because this taxi driver had told me to. Our doctor, the one before Dr. Humphrey, had told me the same thing. I always dropped my head between my knees when the dizziness got bad. Father used to joke that I’d sung more songs looking down at my shoes than anyone in the country.

When I sat up straight, the driver finally shut my door and walked around to the front of the cab. He was back in the driver’s seat when I told him I was getting out now.

“Here?”

“How much do I owe?” I said.

“You don’t want to get out here.”

This road wasn’t full of colors and music and people like the streets near the bus station. It was as deserted as the land around our house, but instead of hills and trees, there were tall, ugly brown brick buildings, one after another, sitting on concrete slabs.

Still, I was more afraid of this taxicab driver and his unpredictable anger.

“Yes, I do,” I told him. “Please tell me the fare.”

“Who lives here?” he said, holding up the empty envelope I’d given him with Jimmy’s most recent return address. “Who are you visiting?”

I’d promised myself that I would say nothing about my life or plans to anyone. I remembered Father had always deflected questions about our family, whether those questions were asked by the doctor or the preacher or one of the delivery truck drivers. “It’s none of their business,” Father would say. “People are always looking for the weakness in others. It’s one of the darker traits of human nature.”

“I can’t talk about it,” I said to the driver.

“Fine,” he muttered, running one hand through his thick brown hair.

“Because it’s none of your business.”

“Whatever.”

Whatever? I’d already given him a reason, but thinking he’d misunderstood, I repeated it.

“All right, all right,” he said. “Do you think I really care who you’re seeing?”

If his voice had been angry, I would have jumped out of his cab right then, even though I hadn’t paid the fare. The words were angry, true, but his tone was as exhausted as Father’s now that he was sick.

“Look,” he said, “I’m trying to keep you from walking around in that strange outfit in a bad neighborhood.” He turned around to face me. “You’re what? Eighteen? But if you insist on being a fool, be—”

“I’m twenty-two, almost twenty-three.” The words escaped my lips before I remembered my promise, but even when I did, I couldn’t stop myself. “And my clothes are not strange. They’re very well made, the finest of their kind.”

“That isn’t a costume?” He wasn’t smiling, but his tone was clearly amused. “You’re actually wearing that?”

“Of course I’m wearing it. I see nothing funny here.” I paused and took a long, untroubled breath. This was a topic I knew well: Father had been talking about it as far back as I could remember. “Why must everything be modern? People think that just because something is new it’s automatically better. My clothes are modeled after a style from the fifties, but the fifties was a time of enormous hope in our country, a time when the family was the center of many people’s lives, a time—”

“When we weren’t even born.”

“So?” I said, because I really didn’t see what that had to do with it.

He didn’t say anything for what felt like a long minute. He was still facing my direction, staring out the back window. I took this opportunity to look at him.

He was a little unkempt: brown hair that needed a trim, stubble on his face that Father would have called a “five o’clock shadow” (and yet it wasn’t even ten in the morning), a button-down blue shirt that could have used an iron. Still, there was something about his face that I couldn’t help finding appealing. I wanted to call his expression “caring,” though there was certainly no reason to think he was a caring person. If anything, he kept making a point of how little he cared: first about who I was visiting (though he himself had asked the question), and now about what I was wearing and what he called my “theory of the fifties.”

“I just want to take you where you need to be,” he said, and exhaled. “Is that all right?”

“Fine,” I said. He turned around and started the cab. After he pulled on to the street, though, I had to ask him something.

“Why did you call it my ‘theory’?”

“What?”

I sat forward a little. “ ‘Theory’ is from the Latin word theoria. It means the principles of a body of knowledge, as in a theory of art.”

He glanced at me in the mirror. “It can also mean an assumption that hasn’t been proved.”

“True,” I said, thinking, the man knows his Webster’s unabridged. “But that’s the way it’s used in science. I don’t see how it applies to what I was saying.”

When he didn’t respond, I was confused, but I said, “Want to know what word I would use instead of ‘theory’?”

“Sure, I’ll bite.”

“Bite what?”

“It’s just an expression.”

“But what does it mean?”

“You’ve never heard that before?” he said, raising his eyebrows. “Where did you grow up, Mars?”

He had nice eyebrows. They were a lighter color than his hair, and not too arched. I liked looking at him in the mirror, especially as he wasn’t looking back at me. I could study him, as if the black frame of the mirror were a picture frame, and he were just a photograph of a man, as in my encyclopedias, but breathing and alive.

“No,” I said, smiling. “And that’s no to both questions. No, I’ve never heard your expression, and no, I didn’t grow up on Mars.”

I almost added, “because Mars isn’t inhabited,” but luckily I’d stopped myself. Father had mentioned something about moon travel in the sixties. What if there had been Mars travel in the eighties and Mars colonies now?

He inhaled. “ ‘I’ll bite’ is like saying ‘I’ll take the bait.’”

“As in fishing?” I’d never done it, but of course I knew what it was.

He nodded.

“But hold on. If what I said was the bait, and you were the fish taking it, then . . .” I was having trouble finishing the idea. It made no sense. “You thought hearing my answer was going to harm you in some way?”

“Are you serious?” He ran his hand through his hair, making it even messier.

“Wouldn’t that be the only conclusion? Unless you mean it’s a temptation. I suppose bait can be looked at that way too, but since it’s on the end of a hook, and its purpose isn’t to feed the fish, but to trick—”

“Look, I think I have to pay attention to the road now. I’m sorry.”

“Oh, I understand,” I said happily. I was starting to really like his voice, especially the way he’d said “I’m sorry.” I’d never heard anything like it. The tone reminded me of a cello. “The road is the most important thing when you’re driving. Even I know that.”

He turned a black knob then and music came on. A car radio. Father had one in the Land Rover too, and once Jimmy had taken his keys and snuck into the Rover to listen to it. He got caught when he forgot to remove the key and the car battery died. But “dead” for batteries turned out to mean something very different from the usual meaning of “dead.” Father was able to bring it back to life with the help of red and black wires connected to the battery of one of the delivery trucks. My brother didn’t get punished of course; he never did.

When I asked Jimmy what he’d heard on the radio, he told me he was trying to find the news and see if anything important was happening in the world. The only thing he’d heard about, he said, was a smashing pumpkin drummer who was arrested. We both thought it was strange that someone would even want to smash pumpkins, whether or not they could be arrested.

I sat back and watched as we drove down street after street. We were still in the concrete part of the city: no trees, no flowers, lots of buildings with gaping holes where the window glass should have been. The music on the radio seemed to fit because it wasn’t at all pretty either. It sounded more like screaming than singing, but I realized that might just be me. No one can ever know what something really sounds like or looks like or even is; I learned that when Father taught us modern physics and relativity.

“Einstein!” I said, louder than I’d intended to, and I startled Stephen Spaulding. That was his name; I could see it on his taxi license. It sounded like the name of a poet.

“Dammit,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” I said, but my voice didn’t sound like a cello. It sounded a little out of breath, more like a squeaky violin. I wished I could ask Mr. Spaulding not to curse. Cursing made me nervous, always had.

“It’s all right,” he said, and shook his head.

I waited a bit. “Would you like to know why I said Einstein?”

“What the hell,” he said, but he smiled. His first smile. “If I say no, you’ll tell me anyway.”

“Actually, I wouldn’t,” I said, grinning. He had a really beautiful smile, this Mr. Spaulding. White teeth in rows as perfect as piano keys. No overbite, like I had. Mine was a slight overbite, but still. “However, I think you’ll find it interesting. I was thinking of Einstein’s theory of relativity, and then I realized there it was again! Theory!”

“Like the Sesame Street Word of the Day.”

“Sesame Street?”

“Yeah.” He turned left, and his voice grew quieter. “I never watched the show much myself, but I knew a little girl who loved all the videos.”

“Video, meaning the picture on television, rather than the sound?”

“You really expect me to believe you don’t know what a video is? That you’re an American in 2003 and you’ve never been in a Blockbuster?”

He was angry again, but just like before, I heard that tired sadness in his voice that I knew so well from listening to Father. Even before he got sick, even before Jimmy left, Father sometimes sounded like this no matter how happy he claimed to be. I never understood why, and I didn’t understand now either.

I sat up straighter and looked out the window. After a moment, Mr. Spaulding told me we were almost there.

“Thank you,” I said quietly.

He nodded. Neither of us said anything until he pulled in front of one of the ugliest buildings on the block. It was at the top of maybe fifteen concrete steps. All the windows had bars and I shuddered at the thought that it was some type of prison.

“All right,” he said, turning off the cab. “Are you sure this is where you want to go?”

“It was on the envelope,” I said, gulping. My boldness was at a low point right then, but if Jimmy was in there, what choice did I have?

He waited a minute before he turned around and glanced at me. “You want me to go in with you?”

“Oh, that would be nice.” I exhaled. “Very, very nice, actually.”

He nodded, and then he was out of the cab and opening my door.

I stepped out right into a puddle, splashing my socks and soaking my shoes. I told him I hadn’t realized the rain collected on the sides of streets. He raised those interesting eyebrows again, and I smiled. “I should have worn my rain boots, but at least my toothbrush is wrapped in plastic.” I took it out of my sock to show it to him, and that’s when I remembered. “Oh no, my poem!”

I sat down on the first step and slipped off my right shoe. But the page was fine. It wasn’t even damp. The shoe had protected it.

“Thick leather,” I said proudly. “These are handmade in Scotland, but my father says all shoes were like this in the fifties.”

He smiled, only a half smile, but still very pleasant to look at. It struck me as odd that he so rarely smiled since his lips looked more comfortable that way.

I was still staring up at him when he said, “Are you going to put your shoe back on?”

“Of course I am.” I crammed it on my foot and began to tie the soggy laces. “What kind of oddball goes around without shoes?”

“I can’t imagine,” he said, and let out a short soft laugh.

 

At some point during that day, it did cross my mind that I was breaking my word to Father. I’d said I would be careful and cautious, and here I was with this taxicab driver, a stranger and a fairly incomprehensible one at that. I had no reason to trust Mr. Spaulding, and yet I kept finding myself not only willing to take him into my confidence, but eager to. I would like to say it was part of my new boldness, but unfortunately it was the opposite. Many of the places I saw that day terrified me, and I increasingly relied on Mr. Spaulding to give me the courage to continue the search.

Jimmy was not at the first address we tried, or the second one, or the third. It was the middle of the afternoon; the taxi cost had grown to almost three hundred dollars when he said he was going to turn the fare machine off.

“Why?”

“So you won’t have to keep paying. I’m sure you don’t have this kind of money.”

“I do, actually.” I was leaning back against the seat with my eyes closed. I’d barely slept on the all-night bus from Denver, and now the disappointment had left me completely worn-out. “I took almost two thousand dollars from my father before I left.”

“I think you need to eat,” he said.

I mumbled something, maybe it was yes, though I was already floating away, telling myself it was all right to rest for a minute or two. My breath was steady, but I was sicker at heart than I’d ever been in my life.

My poor brother. How could I have been so wrong about his condition?

For all those months that Father had been worrying about Jimmy, I had been secretly angry with him for not coming home. Even though I’d never admitted it, even to myself—how could I admit it, when the world outside the Sanctuary was bad?—I had let all those postcards and letters convince me that he was out there somewhere having a wonderful time. Maybe he even wanted me to believe that. Certainly he never said anything about his real situation. He never gave me the smallest hint that he was living in hovels as squalid as in any Dickens novel.

The three places we’d been were uglier than anything I’d ever imagined. The rooms were small and dirty and inhabited by people who seemed as unlike my brother as if Jimmy really had been a Martian. No one could tell us where he’d gone, but they all knew who I was looking for as soon as Mr. Spaulding described him. (I was afraid to even talk to these people. Luckily, Mr. Spaulding graciously relayed everything I whispered to him: that we were looking for Jimmy O’Brien, a tall, thin boy with red hair and pale skin like mine.)

“Oh, Crazy Jimmy,” they’d say. Or “that crazy white boy.” Or “Crazy Joe,” as if his name didn’t even matter.

Each time when we got back in the cab, Mr. Spaulding told me not to take it too seriously. “They’re strung out,” he’d say. “They were on something.” I didn’t understand what he was talking about, but I was too disheartened to ask.

They had all called my sweet brother “crazy.” And they’d said other things too. “Crazy Jimmy, he couldn’t get no job.” “He freaked everybody out.” “He used to scream for hours at night, wake up the whole building.” “He stared and stared, and that’s just weird, man.” “You say she’s his sister? That’s funny, ’cause Crazy Joe said his family was all dead.”

If it wasn’t for my fear of having a breathing attack, I would have cried at that last part. Not that Jimmy said we were dead, but that he’d acted like it was true, even when we could have helped him. Father had told me over and over to offer Jimmy money and I’d done it nearly every time I wrote to him. But Jimmy always said no.

“He’d buy paints instead of food, Crazy Jimmy would. He painted the weirdest-ass pictures you ever seen. He left some of ’em behind, wanna look?”

Ever since the days when Jimmy penciled the Roman centurion on his wall, he’d wanted to be a painter. He’d always had a knack for drawing. Even when we were young, he could draw an apple and it looked like an apple, where my apples looked like circles with commas on top.

I was eager to see the pictures Jimmy left behind, and once I had seen them, I would have paid nearly every dime I had to have them, but Mr. Spaulding negotiated for me and I only had to pay a dollar a piece since they were, after all, my own brother’s property.

I would have paid every dime, even though I found the pictures so revolting I was glad when I first laid eyes on them that I hadn’t eaten all morning. Even Mr. Spaulding winced, though as we were loading them into the trunk of the cab, he told me they were quite good. “Your brother is a real artist, Dorothea.”

Of course I’d told him my name. If he was going to know Jimmy’s name, he might as well know mine. He’d also told me to call him Stephen rather than Mr. Spaulding, but I hadn’t been able to do it.

I nodded just to be polite, and because I couldn’t trust myself to say anything without crying.

The pictures were all of death. One had a small beautiful dove that was being eaten alive by a lion. Another had what looked to be the corpses of two children floating in the middle of a pool. A third had nothing but a wall splattered with blood and the curse word “bitch.” The last was a man screaming and out of his mouth came a snake with its head torn off.

I had to rest after seeing these horrible images and escape from my own fear about what could have happened to my brother to change him into this. The last time I saw him he was sauntering down the dirt road, waving a happy good-bye. In his most recent letter—some weeks ago, but still—he’d said he was looking forward to spring in the city. He wanted to get outside more and take long walks. He was hoping to go to the outdoor theater. He was going to ask a girl to a movie.

I was only planning to shut my eyes until Mr. Spaulding stopped the cab, but instead I fell into a deep sleep that lasted nearly three hours. For all that time, we were parked in front of a restaurant where Mr. Spaulding had driven us. When I woke up, it was almost dark, suppertime, and I asked him why he hadn’t told me we were here.

He was listening to the radio. “It didn’t matter to me,” he said, and shrugged. “Ready to eat now?”

I stretched and looked at him in the mirror. “Fine,” I said. I was starving.
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