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To my mother, whose spirit and writing contain beauty beyond measure. Without your love, support, and example, this story would remain untold.









Now is the time to know


That all that you do is sacred.


—Hafiz, “Now Is the Time,”translated by Daniel Ladinsky












PROLOGUE






I run.


Shadows pass over me, then golden sunlight, then more shadows, large and dark. They are tree trunks. Rocks. Nameless things. The earth is cool and moist beneath my feet. It propels me forward with every step. Between steps, I am flying.


I feel other animals around me: birds singing, squirrels leaping, spiders spinning. I cannot see them, but know they are there, just as I know without seeing there are hills up ahead, a river after that, and then, eventually, mountains. I feel all of them and none of them at once.


The white wolf runs beside me. She breathes softly, and I feel her power next to me, pulsing like a heartbeat. She has always been there, and will be forever; we are two, but we are also one.


Her fur is thick and brilliant like fresh snow, her eyes dark and deep and full of shadows. When she looks at me, she takes in everything, strips me naked. I can hide nothing. Her eyes reflect only light and goodness, deep love for all that I am and can ever be. The wolf’s affection is a corporeal thing, something enormous and solid that holds me, and this forest, and everything else within its embrace. Silently, I return it.


Muscles ripple beneath my skin. The cool air breathes life into my lungs. My two legs become four. My tongue gets long and flaps inside a panting mouth. Earthy, familiar smells come alive within my nose. My four legs turn into wings.


As I feel the wolf’s heart beating within my own chest, a fullness expands within me. It is as if the golden sunlight has passed through my skin to flow through my veins. I feel filled to the brim with a warm, glowing light that leaves space for nothing else.


Nothing in the world can possibly harm me. There is darkness around me, in the shadows and the trees and the depths of the wolf’s eyes, but there is nothing to be afraid of. I am too big, too bright, too like sunlight for anything bad to reach me. What could damage sunlight, after all?


I am the strength of the wolf. I am the knowing of the trees. I am the free movement of the wind. I am all of this and more.


I run with the white wolf, play in the trees with her, share a perfect, wordless understanding with her. There is no time as we run, only trees and air and sunlight and joy.


There is no room for anything else. Freedom and love are all that there is, all that have ever been.





And then I would wake up.


Alone in the dark. Small, confused, and achingly separate.


Just a dream, I would tell myself, trying to make it a smaller thing to lose. But no matter how many times I said it, the wolf felt more real than the mattress beneath me.


Dream or not, the running stopped when I turned five. For months, I would lie on my princess sheets, trying to call the beast into the darkness. But no matter how hard I tried, the white wolf never returned.


I looked for her in the woods behind our house, slipping past my mother’s vigilant eye to race into the trees at the edge of the creek, even though they were shorter and more sprawling than the ones in my dream. My mother would drag me into the house as I cried that it wasn’t fair.


The matter came to a head one muggy night just before school started.


I sat on the couch, twisting the corner of a red corduroy pillow I hugged to my belly while my parents looked at each other with tight faces. Something was wrong.


Finally my father cleared his throat. “So, Frances,” he said in the deep, throaty voice that I loved. “You remember how we talked about how babies are made?”


“Yes.” I released the pillow and watched it slowly uncurl to reclaim its previous shape. “The man inserts his penis into—”


“When a man and a woman love each other very much,” my mother corrected.


“Yes.” I kept staring at the pillow in my lap. “That’s when the man inserts his penis into—”


“That’s right, Frances.” Something in my father’s voice made me look up; his face had turned bright red. “You’ve got the gist of it. The man’s, ah, sperm fertilizes the woman’s egg, and a baby begins to grow in her belly. Your mother tells me you were asking some questions recently, and that you might be, ah . . . a little confused. The thing is, sweetheart, you didn’t actually grow in your mother’s belly. You grew in the belly of another woman.”


I looked down at the pink stars on my shoes.


“Frances, we love you very much.” My mother’s voice sounded hollow and distant, as if she’d been swallowed by a cave.


“How did I get here then?”


“Well, your mother—er, the woman whose belly you grew in—didn’t want—um, couldn’t keep you,” said my father.


“Goodness gracious, Mitch.” My mother used the same tone she did when I tracked mud into the house. “Frances, it’s just this: we wanted you to be part of our family, so we adopted you just as soon as we were able to. And we are so glad we did because we love you very, very much.”


“So . . . you’re not really my mother?” I twisted the pillow again.


“Of course I am!” Her eyes glistened. “It’s just that somebody else brought you into this world.”


I twisted the corner of the pillow until it wouldn’t twist anymore. Something occurred to me. “And James, did he grow in this other woman’s belly too?”


My mother flinched. “No, sweetie. He grew in mine.”


I couldn’t breathe. I leaped off the couch, letting the pillow fall, and darted to the back door. Wrenching it open, I rushed out into the humid embrace of a warm summer night.


I ran as fast as my legs would carry me toward the trees by the creek, but when I heard our back door slam, I changed course, silently slipping through the shadows of our neighbor’s house, then racing up their driveway and to the park at the end of our street. My brother belonged to our mother, but I belonged . . .


The pounding of my feet kept the burning sadness from flooding down my throat.


When I reached the trail that stuck out like a tongue between the trees to lap up the dark pavement of the road, my eyes scanned the shadowy woods for flashes of light and my ears sought sounds of panting.


But there was no sign of the white wolf.


I weaved through the trees, hissing my pleas, and searching every crevice where a wolf could hide, and even those a tiny voice whispered were too small.


Nothing.


Just as a sucking emptiness filled my chest, I heard a noise. My heart leaped, but the sound was wrong. The wolf had been silent except for the soft noise of her breath, and besides, this sound had come from somewhere up above me, too high for a wolf to climb.


It was hard to make anything out in the darkness, but then two eyes glimmered above a bough that was nearly as thick as me. They were large and wide, almost human. A ghost? But after a few more moments of staring, the shape of an owl emerged from the shadows.


Something stirred in my chest. “Where’s the white wolf?” I called up to the owl. “Are you here to help me find her?”


The owl didn’t say anything, just looked at me.


“I lost my friend. And I really need her.” My father’s words echoed in my head. You grew in the belly of another woman.


I stared at the owl with hungry eyes. “Can you please help me? Just tell me how I can find the wolf. Or show me. You can fly, I’ll run behind you. I can run fast, I swear.”


The owl was silent and still.


Water filled my eyes, and my breath grew ragged. No, sweetie. He grew in mine.


I remembered a story I’d read about an owl who carried messages to a human village from the world of the spirits. The humans couldn’t interpret the messages at first, until a little girl appeared who knew how to understand the owl.


My breathing steadied. I wiped my eyes so I saw the bird more clearly. “Do you have a message for me?”


The owl said nothing, but his eyes disappeared for a split second and then reappeared again.


I stood up straighter. “Okay. That’s good. Is it about the wolf?” The owl stood motionless. “Is it about the woman whose belly I grew in?”


He only stared at me. I met his eyes. They were large, close together, and surrounded by a circle of white feathers that accentuated their depth. They looked like portals to the night sky.


Somebody else brought you into this world.


The longer I peered at the owl’s black eyes, the more alien they looked. And then I understood.


“You’re not from here!” I screamed in triumph. “You come from another world, and you came here tonight to tell me that I do too!”


The black pools disappeared, then reappeared again.


I jumped up and down. The emptiness in my chest broke apart and was carried away by a warm tide that filled me.


“Where do we come from? Where is home?”


A branch cracked behind me, and I spun. My parents were eating the trail with large, rapid bites. No time to hide. They saw me at the same time and started talking at once. I looked back just in time to see the owl take flight. He was huge but moved so silently in the darkness that my parents never saw him.


The warm tide receded back into the dark earth, leaving me empty. I forced my heavy feet to follow my parents back to the house.


I didn’t dare talk to them about it because I didn’t want to upset them, but the question of where I was from burned in my mind night and day like the incandescent light on the porch outside our front door that nobody bothered to turn off.


As time went on, however, and as the rhythm of school took over my waking hours, facts and science crowded out the possibility of a giant white wolf running wild in Atlanta. Eventually, knowing the right answers for my homework and tests became more important than knowing where I came from.


As the memory of my run with the white wolf receded, I had to accept that she was gone and—far worse—had never been real in the first place. The realization left a hole in my chest that never quite went away.


I believed I’d finally grown up, accepted reality, and come to terms with the fact that I had an overly vivid imagination, and that magic wasn’t real.


Until one day when I was twenty-five a strange thing happened, and I no longer knew what to believe.












PART 1
















CHAPTER 1






Twenty Years Later


I approached the first day of my neuroscience PhD program at UC Berkeley like a determined turtle crossing the road: focused, stubborn, and trying my best to ignore the rumbling engines of doubt threatening to run me over.


My classmates’ resumes were already crammed full of publications and awards for scientific breakthroughs. My work history, on the other hand, told the story of someone who had taken Winston Churchill’s assertion that “Success is going from failure to failure without loss of enthusiasm” a little too literally.


But this time would be different.


I walked past the Crescent Lawn on the way to my first lab, excitement heating the inside of my chest, sunshine warming my back. I’d lived in Northern California long enough to be grateful that the sun was giving off heat for once.


I arrived at the lab at the same time as a woman with thick, black hair and even thicker glasses. Her hair fell in waves over her shoulders, which had the rich, brown glow of acorns. I recognized her from orientation the week before but couldn’t for the life of me remember her name.


“Frankie!” Her voice was strong, unwavering, like she’d never forgotten a name in her life. “You’re in this lab? I’ve always been fascinated by sharp wave ripples. Is that why you chose it too?”


I hadn’t even heard of sharp wave ripples before reading the description of the lab. Choosing a lab had been harder than getting into the exclusive program in the first place. “I heard the faculty won a Gruber Foundation Neuroscience Prize.” I tried to sound like I hadn’t had to look that up too.


“Oh, I know. The professor is supposed to be brilliant. Though I’ve heard he can be a little—”


The door swung open, revealing a middle-aged man in a rumpled sweater and khaki pants, his skin so pale it was nearly translucent. The man’s blue eyes shook slightly, like he’d had too much caffeine, and landed first on my anonymous classmate and then on me. “Why don’t you come on in so we can get started on time?”


I checked my phone. It was nine fifty-seven, three minutes before the lab was supposed to begin. But the man stared at me with those quivering eyes.


“Sure.” I ignored the sinking feeling in my gut and prayed he wasn’t our professor.


He nodded once, without conviction, as if he had expected more opposition, then turned and shuffled back into the room.


“Intense.” My classmate finished her sentence under her breath.


We walked into the lab.


Cold light spilled from rows of fluorescent lightbulbs, forcing itself like an unwanted houseguest into every nook and cranny. Several computer screens lined the walls, but no windows. An X-Acto knife sat on a table in the center of the room, abandoned.


At the front of the room was another student, tall and near my own age. He reminded me of a lion at rest—tawny, lean, indifferent, with a mane of perfectly unkempt, sandy-blond hair piled thick on his head. He looked like he’d woken up after a night on the savanna ready for a National Geographic shoot. Something about him felt untouchable, like he was in a museum, the example of a perfect specimen.


Just then his eyes caught mine. I went rigid, unable to breathe or look away.


His mouth stretched into a crooked half-smile, one corner higher than the other. He had a dimple. Just the one. It disarmed him, breaking his untouchability, and adding to the lopsidedness of his smile. Warmth emanated from him like dancing flames.


I put my backpack on a table and focused all my attention on unzipping it.


“I’m glad to see we’re all here,” said the older man from the front of the room. His tone cast doubt on his words.


There were only four of us in the room—the middle-aged man, the guy with the lopsided smile, the woman whose name I’d forgotten, and me.


“I’m Dr. Stephen Porter.” My hope vanished as the man in the rumpled sweater rubbed his wild gray goatee. “I’ll be running this lab with the help of Brian here, my research associate.” He jabbed his thumb at the man I’d thought was a student. “As you can see, this is not a big lab. For once I find great wisdom in a hackneyed cliché. Quality is always more valuable than quantity. I’m very selective about who I let into this lab, and the pickings were slim this year.” He glanced between me and the other woman. “Which one of you is Lillian?”


The other woman raised her hand.


Lillian, Lillian, Lillian, I repeated to myself. She’s small like the Lilliputians. And pretty like the flower.


The professor turned to me. “Then you must be Frances.”


“Yes, though I prefer Frankie.” Was it my imagination, or did he roll his eyes before writing something in his notebook?


“As you should know, we’ll be studying sharp wave ripple complexes to determine their exact nature and function in the learning process.” Dr. Porter peered over his reading glasses at the two of us as if trying to gauge our comprehension. Seeming satisfied but not pleased, he walked around a table to open a door into a room not much larger than a closet. Shelves covered with metal cages lined the walls. Inside each cage were several rats.


“One of your jobs”—Dr. Porter looked back at Lillian and me—“the most pressing one at the moment—is to feed the rats. Which one of you would like to start?”


I raised my hand.


“Frankie it is. Lillian, come with me. I’ll show you how to record the daily logs. Brian, please show Frankie the proper method for feeding the rats.”


Brian did a mock bow, extending his arm toward the small room.


I walked inside. As soon as Brian followed, I smelled his scent, somehow both musky and fresh, like earth and plants just after rain mixed with sweat. I also smelled the pungent odor of urine but decided to give him the benefit of the doubt and assume that was the rats.


“Nice to meet you, Frankie.” He held out his hand, but all I saw was that dimple.


“Nice to meet you, Brian.” I shook his hand. It was warm and smooth and soft. I didn’t want to let go.


Joe, I reminded myself quickly, yanking my hand back to my side. I have a boyfriend, Joe. Joe who just moved across the country to be with me. Quiet, handsome, dependable Joe.


Brian’s smile didn’t falter or become any less magnetic. “First thing to know about Dr. P is it’s his way or . . . his way. He claims to encourage independent thinking, but he’s particular about how things are done. Case in point—the feeding. Very, very precise instructions are posted on the wall in case you forget.” He pointed to two solid pages of tiny text with numbered steps and footnotes.


I skimmed the instructions then peeked in the cages. There were no wheels, no tunnels, no toys—nothing except the animals and a sad plastic bottle of water shackled to the bars of the cage.


“Don’t the rats get bored without anything to do?” I tried to pet one of the rats, but my finger wouldn’t fit through the bars. “Why don’t you give them something to play with?”


“Bored? No, rats aren’t like us. Their brains are much less complex. They’re not capable of getting bored, and besides, toys could interfere with the experiment results.”


Unformed words rose in my throat, but I couldn’t get them out.


I picked up a bowl from the table in the corner and went to the food bin. After metering out the prescribed amount, I double-checked the measuring cup. “This can’t be enough food.” I checked the cup again. “I had a gerbil growing up. He was smaller than these rats and ate at least twice as much.”


“Have you never worked in a lab before? It’s common practice to restrict calories for the rats. We give them enough to maintain a healthy weight, but this way, they’re more motivated to run the mazes.”


My pulse lurched in my temple like it was trying to escape. “Sure. Maybe we should starve grad students too, to encourage us to do our best work.” I looked into his golden lion eyes. “And no, I’ve never worked in a lab before. My undergraduate degree was in wildlife biology, so all my work was in the field. Not as exciting as rats and mazes, but at least we didn’t have to starve the animals to study them.”


Brian’s eyes were steady on mine. “So why did you switch?”


I tried on different ways to explain in my head. Because I finally figured out what I’m meant to do. Because I realized if I study brains, I can find out what went wrong with mine. Because if I can fix my own defect, I can fix it for millions of others too.


I couldn’t think of a way to say it that didn’t sound either grandiose or pathetic. “It’s complicated.”


For a moment, the only sound was the light scratching of paws on plastic. Then Brian dismissed my response with a single chuckle. “No need to be so sensitive, Frankie. You’ll need to have thick skin around here or the barbs of Dr. P will make you bleed.”


“Thanks for the advice.”


Brian shrugged, then turned and left. When the door creaked shut, the room got cold.


My whole life people had been telling me I was too sensitive, but I wasn’t sure what part of not wanting to be cruel to the rats made me so frail. The cup of food in my hand weighed almost nothing. I wanted to go back to the bin and fill it higher, but it was my first day, and Dr. Porter didn’t seem the type to appreciate student initiative. So I made a vow and bent over the first cage.


“Sorry, y’all. This sucks. But as soon as the experiment is over, I’ll bring in some strawberries and sunflower seeds and cardboard for you to shred, and we’ll have an awesome rodent party.”


When I slid my hand in the cage, a small, white rat with brown shoulders raced over and ran headlong into my hand.


“Miscalculate your landing there, buddy?” But the rat kept his head against my hand, so I stroked the soft fur between his ears. When I pulled my hand away, the rat tried to follow. Curious, I moved my hand to the other side of the cage. The rat ran over.


This time when I stroked his fur, he rolled over onto his back and exposed his belly. I tickled it the way my gerbil had loved when I was a kid. The rat rolled his head back and forth and splayed out his adorable little toes.


I laughed, the sound boomeranging off the walls of the small room.


“You’re not ticklish, are you?” I touched the rat’s front paws, but he stayed still. When I moved to his hind feet, he rolled his head again and stretched out his toes.


“You are ticklish. Is that a giggle?”


A current of warm air wrapped itself around me. When I turned, Brian’s lean form blocked the doorway. “I forgot to tell you about cleaning the cages.” He squeezed past me into the room. “But first, don’t let Dr. P hear you talking like that. That’s what I was just trying to tell you. He’s big on not making unsubstantiated claims about the cognitive abilities of the research subjects.”


“The cognitive abilities of the research subjects? I’m not suggesting the rat solved an algebra problem. I’m saying he’s ticklish. I swear he was laughing, but only when I tickled his belly and hind feet. When I tried his front paws—nothing. Just like us.”


A sharp exhalation cut the air behind me.


“Those are complex processes.” Dr. Porter’s thicker frame now darkened the doorway. “Your evidence this rat is ticklish is . . . what exactly?”


“Well, the way he was moving, rolling his head, and splaying his toes. It looked just like the kids I used to babysit when I tickled them.”


Dr. Porter rolled his eyes. “Oh, well, by all means then. That does sound like irrefutable proof.”


Someone coughed. Lillian stood a few feet behind the professor, watching us with fierce eyes.


“Frances—er—Frankie.” Dr. Porter’s words dropped low and loud. “I don’t know what type of lab you’ve been in before, but in this one, we try to hold ourselves to stricter standards of scientific proof. Have you heard of Morgan’s Canon?”


I hoped he couldn’t see the heat rolling off my cheeks. “No, sir.”


“Ah, yes, well, you’ll want to make a note of it then.” He cleared his throat. “In no case may we interpret an action as the outcome of the exercise of a higher psychical faculty if it can be interpreted as the outcome of the exercise of one which stands lower in the psychological scale. In other words, the simplest explanation is the better one.”


Since when was being simple better than being right? My hands rose from my sides like angry birds. I pushed them back against my thighs and pressed my lips shut.


“Above all else, we don’t want to make the grave scientific error of anthropomorphizing animals or assuming they’re more intelligent than they are.” The note of absolute certainty in Dr. Porter’s voice fanned the fire in my cheeks. “It’s likely some previous graduate student trained that rat to exhibit the behavior you saw by rewarding it with extra treats when it did. Graduate students are regrettably prone to such blunders.”


Heat consumed my entire body now. On what planet was someone accidentally training rats to act ticklish more likely than rats actually being ticklish? I knew I shouldn’t say anything, but my mouth was a dog that had slipped its collar—I no longer had control of it. “With all due respect, Dr. Porter, I really don’t think—”


“With all due respect, I don’t give a rat’s ass what you think. I care what you can prove. And unless you can prove that rats are ticklish, we are required as responsible scientists to assume they are not.”


“Okay.” I bought some time to take a deep breath, try to tamp down the fire, find a solution. “If I design an experiment, could I use two or three of the rats to see if I can prove it?”


Dr. Porter’s pale eyes burned like liquid nitrogen. “Don’t be ridiculous. We have many more important things to focus on. To start with, you need to have a banner made with Morgan’s words for us to hang on the wall. That way, perhaps you’ll think twice before wasting our time with any more idiotic ideas.”


The fire inside me exploded. My vision filled with sparks, my ears with a sizzling hiss.


I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak, couldn’t meet anyone’s eyes. But it didn’t matter. I was a rat fighting an eagle—there was no way for me to win.


So I did the only thing a rat can do. I squeezed past Dr. Porter, avoided Lillian, and scrambled away as fast as I could, hoping no one would follow.












CHAPTER 2






Later that afternoon, after my first Advanced Cellular Neurobiology class, I took a mushroom wrap from the Mediterranean place on Kittredge Street to a small grove of eucalyptus trees I’d seen earlier in the middle of campus. As soon as I sat down on a little concrete bench, my backpack vibrated.


I dug my phone out, hesitated—but only for a moment—and swiped my finger across the screen.


“Frankie.” My mother’s voice was warm and excited. I could almost see the flush on her pale cheeks beneath her freckles. “How are you? How was your first day?” Before I could answer, she yelled in a tone with much less warmth, “Mitch, Frankie’s on the phone!”


Maybe my decision to answer the call hadn’t been such a good one.


“It was fine,” I said. But even I could hear the frustration in my voice.


There was a click.


“Hi, sweetie.” The voice was deep, rich, and commanding.


“Hi, Dad.”


“Are you okay?” Anxiety oozed from between my mother’s words. “Is something wrong?”


“No, it’s just . . . I’m not sure about the lab I chose. The professor was kind of a jerk.” I told them what had happened with the rats.


As soon as I got to the part where Dr. Porter made the comment about not having any more idiotic ideas, my mother interrupted me. “That’s horrible. What a nasty, cruel man. I can’t believe he said that to you.”


Frankly, I agreed. But with the help of some time and distance, I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt. “I don’t know. I think he wants to see what I can prove. I just don’t understand why he won’t let me try.”


My father grunted.


I hesitated, even longer than I had to answer the call. But clearly he had something he needed to say. “What do you think, Dad?”


“You really want to know?”


Something told me I didn’t, but it was too late now. “Yes, of course.”


“I think you’re taking this too personally, Frankie. You have to see it as a learning opportunity. You do tend to project your own experiences onto others.”


There was a sudden pressure in my chest, as if I’d tried to swallow the words but they went down the wrong pipe.


“Do you remember when you were a girl and you slept with all your stuffed animals in your bed?” Dad went on. “There was hardly any room left for you, but you insisted. Sometimes in the middle of the night, I heard you picking up the ones you’d kicked off in your sleep. You said they got cold and lonely on the floor. I believe you fed them Cheerios sometimes as well.” He paused. “You have to admit, you have a vivid imagination and a tendency to anthropomorphize.”


More words lodged in my windpipe, blocking my air. “I guess I do have a strong imagination.”


My mother started to say something, but my father overrode her. “Don’t worry, Frankie. It’ll get better. You’re different from most people in these programs.” I knew what he meant even before he said it. “What with your . . . mood issues.” You mean depression, I corrected him in my head. “You’re more than smart enough, but you’re so sensitive.” Overly emotional, I thought. Weak. “You can do it, but if you want to achieve the kind of breakthrough you’re hoping for, you’re going to need to be disciplined and strong.”


Heat flared, but it wasn’t angry heat. It was queasy, contaminated, can’t-stand-to-be-in-my-own-skin heat.


“Frankie.” My mother spoke before I could put any words together. “Why don’t you come home for a visit? You haven’t visited in so long.”


My shoulders tightened. I didn’t need a reminder right now of my mother’s constant disappointment in me. “I would, but I don’t have the money.”


“We’ll pay for it.” She said it almost before I finished speaking. “We’d be happy to buy the tickets.”


“Thank you, Mom, but I really don’t have the time, either. I mean, classes are just starting. What would it look like if I missed labs so early in the program?”


“You could come for the weekend.”


“The weekend? It takes an entire day just to get there from here. We’re on opposite ends of the country. By the time I got there, I’d have to turn around and come home.”


My mother’s disappointment slithered through the phone and wrapped itself around my neck. “Okay. I just thought with all that happened today you might want to come home. But it’s okay. I understand. You have more important things to do out there.”


I groaned. “They’re not more important, Mom, but coming home just isn’t practical right now. Listen, I’ll look at tickets for Thanksgiving, okay?”


“Only if you want to. I don’t want to force you to do anything you don’t want to do.”


“Of course I want to.” But my words sounded rote. I was already thinking about a bigger problem than my mother’s never-ending guilt trips.


I barely heard my feeble excuse to get off the phone, barely registered my parents’ goodbyes, barely tasted the mushroom wrap that I began eating from habit more than anything else.


All my attention was on two words that kept cycling through my mind.


Mentally ill is one of those phrases you don’t think about much until someone applies it to you. I never felt mentally ill, but I’d scored a thirty-eight on the psychiatrist’s test, enough to qualify my disorder—my depression—as not just severe but borderline extreme. I couldn’t deny it. The medication the doctors gave me worked so well it was hard to remember why I took it, but when I didn’t—when I went out of town and forgot to bring the little pink pills—the pain reminded me. I was unbalanced. Defective. Sick.


How had I already lost my determination to find a fix?


Far from disciplined and strong, my behavior in the lab had been reactive and irrational. I’d let my emotions get the best of me, embarrassed myself in front of my peers, been defensive and rude to a professor. Dr. Porter was right to call me out.


I promised myself I’d do better. I had to—I couldn’t do any worse.












CHAPTER 3






It took me a few minutes to figure out what was missing from my apartment when I got home after my first day as a neuroscience PhD student.


I walked up the stairs, exhausted. But when I reached the door and turned my key, it was already unlocked. Suddenly I was wide awake.


Joe should have been at work. Nobody else had a key to our place. Should I call the police?


My neighbors were home—the drone of their television rose through the floorboards—so I decided it was safe to investigate. Maybe Joe had forgotten to lock up when he left.


I opened the door.


Everything looked normal. The television, the stereo, the tablet my father had given me when I was accepted into my program, were still there. Nothing looked out of place or disturbed.


“Joe?” Maybe he’d gotten off work early. “Joe, are you here?”


Nothing.


I walked through the living room into the bedroom. Everything was in order. The bed was made, the few pieces of jewelry I had were untouched in the stand on my dresser, and the painting of the wolf my mother had bought me, my most valued possession, was still on the wall.


Only when I turned to check the bathroom did I notice the first disappearance.


Joe had put his favorite beanbag chair, the only furniture he owned, in the alcove between the closet and the bathroom door.


Only now it was missing.


In the bathroom, Joe’s ancient toothbrush with the permanently splayed bristles was gone as well. I walked back into the living room on legs that no longer promised to hold my weight. The framed poster for the 1939 World’s Fair in San Francisco I’d given Joe for his birthday the month before had vanished.


My heart thrummed in my throat. Somehow, I made it to the kitchen. On the counter was a note, a single key on top of it.


I didn’t want to read it. I already knew what it said. But maybe it would offer an explanation to stall the growing emptiness inside me.


I picked it up.




Frankie—


I know I haven’t done a good job telling you what a great girlfriend you are, and now isn’t the time to start. I’m going back to Chicago. This doesn’t feel right anymore.


Joe





My breath was shallow. The yawning, frozen abyss swallowed my stomach and most of my intestines. The edges of it threatened my lungs. My knees gave out and I sank to the floor.


Good riddance, I told myself. I’d repeated it to friends when they found themselves dumped. But the words were hollow. I didn’t want to be rid of Joe. I liked Joe. I thought he liked me.


Clearly I was wrong.


Something tap-tap-tapped on the counter behind my head. When I turned, I was face-to-face with the largest cockroach I’d ever seen.


“No!” I shot back up to my feet. “Not okay!”


A helpless panic rose within me.


“You know I can’t kill you.” The last time I’d tried to kill a roach, I nearly threw up. I couldn’t stop seeing the wide-eyed fear on its face, stop hearing the sickening crunch.


The roach stared at me, unmoved.


I couldn’t kill it, but I also couldn’t let it creep around my apartment. I went to grab a plastic cup and envelope from the recycling bin. Overly emotional or not, I had to do something.


But when I got back to the note, the creature had disappeared.


I kept the cup and envelope close for the rest of the evening. Lying in the steaming water of my bath, I tried to figure out what I’d done to make Joe want to leave. So many ideas rolled into my brain they backed up in a traffic jam.


My chest heaved with heavy sobs. Tears streamed down my face as if competing with the faucet to see who could fill the tub faster.


An urgent and unfamiliar sound broke into my sobs. I jumped out of the tub, grabbed my towel, and followed the noise. It led me to the living room closet where what I’d assumed was a defunct phone I inherited with the apartment yowled.


“Hello,” I said, out of breath. Silence. “Hellooo.” More silence. “Hello!” Not even breathing answered. I hung up the phone.


When I walked back into the bathroom, the larger-than-life roach was perched next to a watery footprint. Its head bobbed up and down. Like a dog’s. Drinking the water I’d spilled on the floor.


I clutched the towel to my chest, fumbled for the cup on the vanity. The roach just watched me. Shivering, I bent down, tried to catch the insect under the cup. But at the last minute it darted under the baseboard, leaving only one large, hairy leg exposed.


Vomiting became a real possibility.


I got back into the bath, washed as quickly as I could. My head swiveled nonstop, looking in four directions at once.


By the time I lay down in bed, I was exhausted. I wanted to lose consciousness, only wake up once this day was so far gone I’d need binoculars to see it.


But sleep didn’t come. Instead, I thought about Joe. I should have seen it coming. He didn’t talk much. He assured me he wasn’t angry, but I knew he was unhappy. If only I’d paid more attention. If only I’d done something different—


Something moved near the ceiling on the other side of the room. I looked up to see the roach launch itself off the wall, fly straight toward my face. My limbs turned to ice. All I could do was scream.


At the last second the roach veered to my right. It landed on the wall behind me, on Joe’s side of the bed, then calmly continued its climb.


“No.” I leaped out of bed and ran past the cup, the envelope. “No!” I went as fast as I could to the kitchen and scooped up a catalog. “NO!” Weapon in hand, I ran back to the bedroom, resolved.


But when I raised the magazine, the roach lifted its head and gazed at me.


I froze.


Such dark, liquid eyes. I recognized something in them, something familiar. Fear, but also something else—something deep and aware and alive. Trying to place what it was, I realized something. The roach’s antennae were waving softly, but it was otherwise perfectly still.


It wasn’t moving to avoid my blow.


I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kill the roach. “Fine.” I threw the catalog to the floor. “Who am I kidding? You win.”


And in that moment I knew I’d made a huge mistake. There was no way I was going to figure out the cause of my depression, let alone find a cure. I couldn’t even get rid of a defenseless roach.


I pulled the pillows and blanket off my bed and stumbled to the living room. Lying on the couch, hugging my knees to my chest, I tried not to think about angry professors, missing boyfriends, or flying cockroaches.












CHAPTER 4






At first, everything was dark and silent.


Then a small voice asked, “Is she here yet, Mama?”


A moment of stillness. Then a deeper, throatier female voice: “Yes, I believe she is.”


Another silence. Then the small voice again, impatient. “Then why can’t I see her?”


This time the answer came right away. “Because she can’t see you yet. Give her a minute, Sweetpea. This is all new to her.”


Who were they talking about?


I waited to hear more, or for the lights to be turned on, but the darkness remained and the only sound I could make out was a slight scuffling, like feet scratching the bare earth.


“She does realize we’re all waiting for her, right?” This was a new voice, male and sharp.


The deep female voice came again, kind and gentle. “I don’t think she does. I think she’s confused.” The tone of the voice changed then, became higher and stronger, meant to carry. “Frankie,” it called. “Frankie, can you see us?”


I started. I wasn’t sure what to do. I couldn’t see anything and didn’t know what was happening. Suddenly, the darkness was thick and malevolent like in the nightmares I sometimes had where everything dimmed and blurred, and I couldn’t make anything out clearly.


My heart pounded.


“Now we’ve scared her,” said the female voice. “Frankie,” she called again more loudly. “There’s no need to worry. I think you can’t see us. Is that correct?”


My pulse throbbed in my neck. “Um, yes,” I said, wondering if it wouldn’t be a better idea to hide or run.


“Don’t worry,” the female voice said again. “You’re perfectly safe. Something’s not working right, but it’s okay. We’ll fix that shortly. Is it possible your eyes are still closed?”


I started to say no, then realized I should check. When I did, I found my eyes were squeezed shut, the muscles actively contracted like when I used to pretend I was asleep as a little girl. “Oh. I guess they are.”


Embarrassed, I forced my eyelids open. It was harder than usual, as if they weighed ten pounds each. Shadowy figures stood before me. It was dark, clearly nighttime, but a pale, silvery light fell in patches, illuminating a few shapes.


I first made out the trees. Thick trunks clustered around a small clearing, some dark and rugged, others smooth and ghostly in the moonlight. As leaves above me rustled, stray stars flickered momentarily through the canopy.


Inside the clearing was a large stump that came up to my waist. Studying it, I discerned two forms sitting in the shadows on top—one small and round, resting directly on the stump, the other larger, more oblong, and upright, floating a few inches above it. I squinted my eyes, trying to understand what I was looking at.


The throaty female voice sounded from behind me. “Sweetpea, Roo, move into the light so she can see you.” The round shape and the oblong one shifted, coming forward into a patch of light falling on the front of the stump.


I first looked into the excited eyes of a young squirrel, then met the incisive stare of a large rooster.


“She saw me!” squealed the squirrel in delight. “Mama, she saw me!”


A short laugh rumbled behind me. “Well, go ahead like we practiced,” said the deep voice. “Introduce yourself.”


“I’m Sweetpea!” shouted the squirrel, showing her teeth in a wide, lopsided smile. “Nice to meet you!”


I laughed. “Nice to meet you too, Sweetpea.” I turned to the rooster. He was not smiling but glaring hard at me with one black eye.


“I hope you don’t expect the same level of enthusiasm from me,” he said. “I would hate to disappoint you.”


“Um, not at all,” I said, uncertain.


Something grumbled, sounding half like a growl, half like a throat clearing. Roo’s eyes darted past me to the source of the noise, then came back to meet my own. “Oh, fine. I’m Roo.” His tone was chill but not frozen. “Pleasure to meet you.”


He didn’t sound pleased, but I appreciated the gesture. “The pleasure’s all mine, Roo,” I said, relieved to at least know what to say.


I turned to the voice coming from behind me. Nothing. Until a dark form moved out of the shadow of a tree and into the light of the clearing.


My breath caught in my throat. But the color was wrong, and the eyes weren’t quite right. She was huge though. Her paws were wider than my hands, and her shoulders almost reached my waist. Her movements were soft and quiet but filled with a clearly contained power.


“I’m Mama,” said the sooty-gray wolf, her yellow eyes flecked with bits of dark gold. “There’re five of us, but one is running late.”


“He’s always late!” complained Sweetpea.


“I know,” said Mama. “He has important work to do.”


“What could possibly be more important than this?” whined the squirrel.


“You’re right. Not much. He’ll be here soon.”


I had a doubt, then confirmed it with a quick count. “There’re only three of you, four with whoever’s late.”


Mama’s eyes searched my own. “You didn’t see Nameless One? Behind Sweetpea and Roo?”


I turned. “I don’t see anybody else there.”


The rooster snorted. “You’re still young in human years, but not nearly as nimble as you used to be, eh?”


I gave him a questioning look.


“When you were a kid, you never had a problem seeing Nameless One.”


I thought about it but came up blank. I shrugged.


“Even at night . . .”


I furrowed my brows.


“Especially when you were upset . . .”


I frowned.


“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” he said. “Or just found out you were adopted . . .”


Understanding dawned. I moved my gaze off the stump and into the treetops. There—two white circles of feathers surrounding wide, unblinking eyes. Of course, I thought, the owl.


“Nice to meet you, Nameless One,” I said. He made no response, not even bothering to blink.


Roo chuckled. “That one doesn’t talk much. And when he does, you kind of wish he hadn’t.”


“Oh.” I moved my gaze back to the rooster and the squirrel. “Okay.”


Silence once again.


It was broken by the rooster. “Still not sure what you’re here for, are you?” His voice was dry.


“No,” I said, confused and embarrassed. “I guess not.”


“Roo, be nice,” growled Mama. “She’s had a rough day. You of all creatures should understand that.”


Roo grunted. “What’s a rough day for a human compared to a chicken? Was her waterproof, temperature-controlled nest not big enough to hold all her shiny, plastic toys? Or was she bored because she didn’t have to spend all day fleeing hawks or stray dogs? Wait, no—I know, it took too long to cook the decaying carcass of some poor animal caged and tortured for their entire brief existence all so she could consume their flesh, and she got hungry—so very hungry!” By the time he finished, the feathers on the back of his neck stuck straight out.


I stared at him. Sweetpea looked like she was going to cry.


“Roo,” Mama said softly. “Frankie’s vegan.”


The rooster’s eyes widened, and his head jerked back. “Really?” The sarcasm was gone from his voice.


“Really,” Mama said. I nodded. “So maybe you can give her a chance to tell us why she’s so upset.”


Upset? I wasn’t sure what Mama was talking about. Then the memories came surging back—the lab, my failure, the way I’d snapped at my parents, losing Joe, my defeat by the cockroach—and my heart plunged into my stomach.


I started to tell them, from the beginning, everything that had happened. When I got the part where Dr. Porter turned down my request to test for the rats’ ticklishness, Sweetpea squeaked, and Roo hopped from one foot to another.


“What a mite-brained bonehead!” He clucked. “That man wouldn’t recognize responsible science if it hit him in his bunghole!”


Mama’s head whipped around to face the bird. “Roo.” Her voice was a knife. “We’ve talked about this.”


Roo stopped hopping. “Sorry, Mama. I know. I shouldn’t insult boneheads like that. They don’t deserve it.”


Mama’s canine teeth shone suddenly white in the darkness.


The rooster’s head dropped level with his shoulders. “Okay, fine. I know what you mean. It’s just hard to, you know, practice compassion in the face of such asininity. Everyone knows rats communicate ultrasonically. Just because his fat ears are too primitive to hear—” He broke off at a hard look from Mama.


“Try,” she growled at him. When he opened his beak to respond, she cut him off. “Try harder.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Roo shifted uncomfortably in his stance. “What I meant to say was, that man is—um—disappointingly misguided. Frankie, please continue.”


I told them about the conversation with my parents, then coming home to find the door unlocked. Movement caught my eye—Sweetpea trembling on the stump.


“Don’t worry.” I made my tone as reassuring as I could. “Nobody was inside. It’s just that Joe had left the door open.”


Sweetpea looked up at me with wide, dark eyes. “Who’s Joe?”


I told them. I tried not to sound as sad as I felt. I explained how we’d met and bonded over our different work studying wildlife, how he’d moved in with me after six months, how I’d driven him out just four weeks later. When I recalled the note, and the cockroach next to it, I shuddered.


“What’s wrong?” Sweetpea asked.


“I just remembered someone had broken into my apartment, though it wasn’t a thief or a murderer. It wasn’t even human. It was a terrifying—” The leaves next to me rustled. I looked down but couldn’t see anything. “A disgusting—” Something crawled over my bare foot. Shrieking, I picked up my foot and kicked wildly. A shadow shot forward, then opened its wings, slowed, and landed on the stump in the shadows beside Sweetpea and Roo.


“A disgusting what?” said a bass voice so resonant it reverberated off the tree trunks around us. “Please do tell us: Who was this vile intruder?”


With the echoing, I couldn’t tell where the voice was coming from. Maybe Nameless One was speaking? But when I looked up, the owl was motionless. I peered through the darkness trying to locate the creature to which the voice belonged but found no source.


“It was—it was—” Cold tendrils of fear wrapped around my heart. It’s not what you think, I told myself. I pulled my hands inside my sleeves. Opening my mouth, I was about to try again when something moved in the shadows of the stump.


Even before it entered the moonlight, I knew what it was. The soft clicking of multiple feet on wood confirmed it. My stomach turned. “No! It was you!”


“I’m afraid it was.” The cockroach’s deep, reverberant voice was far too large for his size. He raised one of his front legs and extended it to me. “I believe this is how you humans prefer to greet one another. I’m Cockroach.”


I wanted to run, but my training to be polite overrode my fear. “Just Cockroach? You don’t have a real name?”


“You can call me Mr. Cockroach if you like.” He pulled his thorax back and straightened up, appearing to grow bigger. “Or Señor Cucaracha. Which reminds me, did you know they wrote an ode to me in Mexico? And now every schoolchild in the country sings in homage when we cross paths.” The roach chuckled, his laughter sounding like thunder rolling in the distance. “Not many insects can say that.” He tilted his head toward his front leg, which was still extended. “But I don’t get too big for my britches, see? I still observe the niceties of society. Which appears to be more than I can say for you.”


Embarrassed and nauseated, I stepped forward. “Nice to meet you then, Mr. Cockroach.” I used all my willpower to reach my index finger forward and touch the roach on what I assumed to be his foot—or, in this case, his hand. I shuddered and pulled my finger away.


“Cockroach.” Mama padded forward from where she had been sitting at my side. Her eyes were fiercely intent on the insect, but he made no effort to retreat. “You made contact with Frankie before our meeting?”


“I did.” The insect’s voice was sonorous. “We planned for the school thing but didn’t anticipate the boyfriend. Fortunately, one of my cousins alerted me at the last minute. I didn’t have time to let y’all know, but I thought it best that one of us be there.”


I stared, unbelieving, at the cockroach. “Why? To terrorize me on top of everything else?”


“Ha!” hooted Roo from his spot on the tree stump. His voice sounded almost shrill in comparison to the roach’s. “Once again your peepers fail you. I’m beginning to think human eyes aren’t the paragons of perception they’re cracked up to be.”


I looked at him, confused.


“I think what Mr. Roo is trying to say is that I wasn’t terrorizing you,” said Cockroach. “That you did well enough on your own. Truth be told, I believe I was more frightened than you were. I’ve never heard of a human, after all, who’s been whacked, zapped, flushed, or squashed beneath the shoe of a giant insect.”


He had a point, but still. “You sure didn’t act very frightened.” I recalled the roach’s unflappable calm.


“Yes, well, as Mr. Roo just pointed out, looks can be deceiving. I’ve picked up a thing or two from human beings over the years, having had so much”—he cleared his throat—“intimate contact with them. Y’all are good at hiding what you’re feeling. It’s part of the reason we’re here.” He paused, looking up at me. I bit my lip, but he didn’t explain. “Well, I suppose I’ve learned how to do it too. It’s quite easy to fool a human. You tend to see what you already believe.”


“We don’t hide what we feel.”


Roo exploded with laughter. “And how in the world could you be so sure using those hopeless eyeballs?”


“Frankie,” came Mama’s throaty voice from the other side of me. “I believe what they’re trying to say is you’re not so different from us. All animals get scared when they sense danger, whether from predation, competition, or even rejection. It’s a good thing. It helps us pay attention more closely to the situation at hand. And it’s true for all of us, regardless of whether we look frightened or not.”


“I believe you call it ‘fight or flight,’” said Roo. “Though of course freezing is an option too.”


My belly vibrated, then the deep, baritone voice rumbled again. “Yes, and while some animals tend to fight when scared”—the roach’s voice had a cutting edge—“others much prefer to flee.”


Heat rushed into my cheeks. I remembered running out of the lab earlier that day and abandoning my bedroom to the roach.


“I didn’t mean to run away. I just didn’t know what else—”


“I didn’t mean you.” Cockroach’s voice was softer. “I was talking about somebody else.”


Despite my unease, I moved in close to the insect to get a better look. I was missing something. “What do you mean? Who are you talking about?”


“You’ll realize soon enough. Fear makes us do some absurd things. The trick is to see through our own fear to theirs. That’s the trick.” The roach nodded like a bobblehead doll going over a speedbump.


I was still missing something. “I don’t understand.”


“I know,” said the insect. “But you will. And I’ll be here to receive your thanks whenever you do.”


The degree of certainty in his tone rubbed me the wrong way. Anger and confusion fought in my brain. I looked at the other animals for guidance, but Roo avoided eye contact, Sweetpea appeared to have fallen asleep, and Mama just met my gaze with kind eyes.


The confusion won out. I must have been slower than molasses for failing to puzzle out the roach’s meaning. All my breath escaped through my nose, leaving me deflated. “I feel like I’ve failed yet again.”


Mama padded silently to my side. “When have you ever failed, Frankie?”


I snorted. “Didn’t you hear what I said earlier? In one day, I managed to convince my professor I was an irrational, oversensitive tree-hugger, disappoint my parents, drive away my boyfriend, and let a teeny tiny insect—no offense, Mr. Cockroach—get the best of me in my own home.”


“None taken,” said the roach.


Mama looked at me with her gold-flecked eyes. “Yes, I heard all that. But I still don’t hear any evidence of failure.” I opened my mouth, but before I could say anything, the wolf continued. “Yes, you’re very sensitive. Yes, it sets you apart. And yes, it can cause some discomfort in this world as it is, for you and for others. But never, ever think it’s a weakness, Frankie. It’s one of your greatest strengths. Your sensitivity is the source of your compassion. It’s why you were chosen to come here, and it’s the reason you’re going to be able to accomplish what you’re here to do.”


My mind swam with thoughts, but none of them made any sense. “What do you mean ‘chosen to come here’? Do you mean here to this clearing on this night, or here to this earth in this lifetime? And what exactly am I here to do?”


“What do you mean ‘what do you mean’?” asked Sweetpea in a tremulous voice. Her eyes had opened and were wide and liquid in the night. “Don’t you know who you are and where you’re from?”


“I’m Frankie. And I’m from Atlanta, Georgia.” The squirrel’s face fell. “I’m sorry if you wanted a different answer, but that’s the truth.”


“I thought you said she already knew!” Sweetpea wailed, close to tears.


Mama looked at the squirrel and smiled. “She knows, little one, but she doesn’t remember yet.”


Suddenly I heard a familiar voice in my head. Somebody else brought you into this world. I shuddered and took a step back. “Does this have to do with seeing the owl that night?” My throat was dry. “About him telling me I was from another world? I made that up. It wasn’t real. I’m sure I made that up.”


Sweetpea was sitting upright now, leaning forward, squirming next to the rooster. “Can we tell her, Mama? Can we, please?”


Mama’s voice was as soft and rhythmic as a lullaby. “No, Sweetpea. We talked about this, remember? We can’t tell her what she needs to know. She has to remember herself.”


I swallowed to keep the fluttering in my belly down. “But I never did know. I tried to find out. For years after that night, I tried to figure out where I was really from. I searched, checked my birth records, and tried to find my biological parents so I could ask them questions. But I couldn’t, no matter how hard I tried.”


Silence. The wind lifted my hair. I swept it out of my face.


“Maybe you were looking in the wrong place,” said the rooster softly.


“But that’s the thing.” I knew my voice sounded agitated, but I couldn’t slow down enough to control it. “I didn’t just look for my birth parents. I also read everything I could find about UFOs and aliens. I even tried using my radio to communicate with extraterrestrials. But I never found one clue or piece of evidence to tell me I was from anywhere other than the local hospital. I made it all up. You have no idea how hard it was, to know something in your gut so clearly, and then find out it’s not even remotely true.” My hands were shaking. “There’s nothing to remember. Nothing I didn’t invent.”


Mama took a step closer and touched her muzzle against my arm. “Oh, Frankie. Be patient. You will remember soon.”


My throat narrowed and I fought to keep control of my voice. I was about to respond when a deep noise reverberated through the darkness. It took a moment for me to recognize the words within the rumble.


Please forgive me


If I break into a sweet laughter


When your heart complains of being thirsty


When ages ago


Every cell in your soul capsized forever


Into this infinite golden sea.


I looked at the cockroach for the first time with more curiosity than discomfort. “What is that? What does that mean?”


“It means exactly what Mama said. You’ll remember soon enough.”


I wanted a better explanation and was about to ask again when the air suddenly felt cold against my skin. A sharp and insistent noise cut the night. I tried to ignore it, but after a moment I could no longer feel Mama’s muzzle on my arm or make out the shapes of Sweetpea and Roo in front of me. Nameless One was the last thing I saw, gracefully taking flight from the branch where he had been resting.


My eyes filled with light. The sharp noise continued, persistent. After a moment I made out the form of my legs in front of me covered by polka-dotted pajama bottoms and a bright window somewhere past my feet. A blanket lay crumpled on the floor next to me. I felt frozen in place.


Helpless, immobile, grief flooded me. The familiar despair rose like a tsunami, breaking inside my chest.


Wiping away my inexplicable tears, I reached for my phone to turn off the alarm. As I did, a movement caught my eye. A cockroach ran along the baseboard of my living room. It paused just before the front door and turned back to look at me. The surge within me subsided. But before I could move, the roach turned back around and disappeared beneath the door.


Sorrow crashed over me, wave after relentless wave.
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THIS
ANIMAL BODY

“Sublimely complex
characters drive this
story that promotes
empathy for all
earthly creatures.”

—Kirkus Reviews

MER.

a/V\M

ALTERS










