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Cricket Thompson was on her wayto the supermarket after work when she felt the motion of change inside her.It was soft and warm, like the almost-April wind, sweet but tinged with sorrow and the breath of fear change always brings.

She could pinpoint no external cause for this feeling and had no reason to suspect herself of making any changes in the near future. Her marriage and her children, her house and work, were all in order, for the most part. While she waited at a red light, she examined the feeling further for more information, but it was still just a feeling, ephemeral, tugging mutely at the center of her chest. She thought perhaps it was due to the lengthening spring days, or the fact that she’d put her first lettuce seeds and peas in the ground the day before.

She pulled into the supermarket lot, narrowly avoiding a maverick cart that bumped toward her, pushed by the light wind. She returned it to the stand, then entered the supermarket and groped for her list, which was somewhere in the bottom of her purseamong a pile of useless ATM receipts, half-eaten Life Saver packs, and loose change.

She wheeled her cart up and down the aisles, tossing items into it. Her husband didn’t like grocery shopping, so it was her chore. He thought this only fair, since he mowed the lawn, though she didn’t think mowing compared with grocery shopping at all. Shopping happened every week all year, for one thing, and required thought as well as physical energy. All he had to do was push a machine and whistle. She had to remember which deodorant he was using, which toothpaste her youngest daughter preferred, which foods her older daughter wouldn’t eat this week, and deal with the coupons, the lines, and the clerks.

She rolled past a young mother, whose toddler sat in the cart seat banging his legs against the metal bars and periodically letting out a shriek. The mother looked tired, slumped into her own body as if that was the only place she could escape the noise.

Cricket remembered when her daughters were young, banging their heels against the metal of the cart, screeching, wanting everything. Teenagers were easier physically, but much more difficult emotionally. They didn’t ride in the cart, but they still wanted everything, and everything was more dangerous when it included cars and boyfriends their fathers didn’t like.

Cricket headed for the cosmetics aisle to get pine tar shampoo for her husband and herbal shampoo for her daughters. She picked up the mint conditioner she liked, checked to see if anyone was watching, then opened the cap and took a deep whiff. It was expensive and she could make do with the generic. But she wanted it. Just for herself. Her family didn’t have to eat her whole paycheck, after all. She tossed the bottle in the cart.

Then, she felt guilty.

She had no right to such thoughts. She was a lucky woman. Her family was healthy. She was healthy. They weren’t rich, but they weren’t poor by any standard. She lived in a town full of good, reliable people she’d known all her life. She had a yard anda garden. If her life sometimes looked a little dull from the outside, or felt a little dull from the inside, that was normal. Sometimes life was dull. And what else could she possibly want? Excitement and adventure? Trips to Europe, or fame and fortune? All of that, she thought, was fine in fantasy, but a lot of trouble in reality, and dangerous, too. No. She needed nothing, and if she wanted more, it was just because she sometimes forgot how much she already had.

She put the shampoo back and pushed the cart down the aisle quickly, without looking back. She was probably just premenstrual, she thought, or she wouldn’t even be having such disturbing thoughts in the middle of the grocery store.

Usually she’d think disturbing things in the mornings, when she rolled over and saw her husband on his back, his mouth open, his belly a soft hillock, rising and falling under the blankets. He turned forty last year, and seemed to enjoy settling into middle age. It was a time when he could relax, not push himself to be rich or handsome or sexy or powerful. He knew where he’d gotten, and the suspense of pretending he could get any farther was over. Clearly, he wouldn’t. At least, that was her analysis. He only said that forty wasn’t much different than thirty-nine.

She was glad for his attitude, though. It relieved her of the pressure to have a perfect body, or be a perfect wife. They’d been together long enough that neither had expectations beyond the norm, and this comforted her. Once in a while, she’d imagine herself being seen in the doctor’s office or the bank or the grocery store by a man who was wealthy, eccentric, and suddenly in love with her. He’d take her away on his private cruise boat—not a jet, since she was afraid of flying—and buy her diamonds, and show her the world.

But, then, she’d have to make sure she shaved her legs regularly, and probably would have to learn to shine in public for people she didn’t know. She’d have to be beautiful and sexy and smart in a consistent way, and she thought living up to that would be an awful burden. No. She preferred Jim, who rubbed her stomachwhen she got her period and knew everybody she knew and didn’t complain about his job or need to chase after younger women. He was as safe and comforting as her favorite shoes, in spite of his insistence that lawn mowing was the equivalent of shopping.

Cricket made her way around the store, filling her cart. When all the items on her list were crossed off, she moved to the checkouts and stared at the lines. They were all long, but checkout three seemed to have people with lighter carts. She went and stood in it.

Four people ahead of her, the clerk got on the intercom and asked for assistance. Somebody needed a price check. Cricket sighed.

This was the part of grocery shopping she hated most—standing in line. After a long day at the high school where she worked as a secretary, typing and Xeroxing and answering phones that always seemed to have irate parents on the other end, and making sure kids signed in and out and saw the principal or the nurse or a parole officer when they were supposed to, she just wanted to get home. But even at home she had a pile of laundry or bills or dishes or all three waiting and her husband or children or the PTA would expect cookies for lunch or a Special Event the next day, and she couldn’t remember if she was supposed to pick up fish food. Or if she had.

She stood in line looking over theALIEN BIRTHheadlines and theCosmobreasts and the 100WAYS TO COOK EGGS,wondering if she should change lines because this one was now stalled and obviously the wrong one, and the people in front of her were surely all idiots or psychotic killers who needed price checks or refunds or deodorant. She began to despair of world peace and an end to pollution, because how could those big cans of worms be managed when grocery shopping remained a hideous mass of confusion and aggravation?

She picked up a magazine and flipped it open to an article titled “Sex Every Day? No Way!” It was about how to put more spark in your marriage. It listed a variety of suggestions ranging from position changes to the use of dairy products.

She closed the magazine and put it back on the rack. Jim had never been the type to experiment. She didn’t think any amount of whipped cream would change that. She wasn’t sure she wanted it to.

She sighed again, and the man in front of her turned around and chuckled.

“Long line,” he noted cheerfully.

“Yes,” she agreed, trying to sound bright. He was a large and lumbering old man, wearing denim coveralls and worn sneakers. He didn’t smell, and Cricket was grateful for this. At the other end of the cart was a woman—his wife, Cricket assumed—who was small and slightly shriveled with carefully curled white hair that was getting scrunched by a plastic rain hat, which Cricket wondered about since it wasn’t raining.

“But we’re moving. Yes, we’re moving now,” the old man said.

He pushed his cart forward and began pulling items from it. Cricket watched.

Celery and lettuce. Peanut butter and jelly. Bread. Eggs. Milk. Cheese. Orange juice. Birdseed, two bags. Then, one . . . two . . . three . . . four . . . five . . . six commercial-size bags of unshelled peanuts. Each bag was ten pounds’ worth of nuts.

To keep from staring at them, Cricket picked up aCosmoand turned to the horoscope, which said this month would bring Romance in the form of a New, Exciting Lover, something she doubted her husband would like. The bags of peanuts seemed more interesting than her imaginary love life, so she looked at them again, trying to figure it out. She creased her forehead and chewed on her lower lip. The old woman saw her and laughed gently.

“She wants to know what we’re buying all this for, dear,” she said to her husband.

“Of course,” he said. “Of course she does.” The deep wrinkles around his mouth pushed up as he smiled broadly. “Squirrels,” he said. “We feed squirrels and other yard creatures.”

She smiled back. “How nice,” she said. “How lovely.”

And she meant it. Standing in line, worrying about pollution and world peace, feeding squirrels seemed the most benign activity in the world. She imagined the old couple setting out the food in containers made of used coffee cans, then sitting in plastic fold-up lawn chairs, holding hands and watching squirrels chase each other up and down trees.

Cricket had two bird feeders in her yard, and often watched out the window while she washed dishes. She imagined she and her husband would retire someday and watch the birds together, though right now jobs and raising children made it impossible to find the time.

The peanuts moved slowly up the belt toward the cashier and Cricket began unloading her cart. “I have raccoons in my yard,” she told the old man. “And woodchucks—a family.”

She was inordinately fond of the woodchucks and loved to listen-to them whistle or watch them burrow their noses into the clover patches she’d planted just for them. She’d named the woodchucks Abraham and Sarah. Recently, they’d had a little Isaac.

“Oh, yes.” The old man chuckled. “I have raccoons, too. And birds. Hummingbirds.”

“Really?” Just this year she’d planted honeysuckle and put out feeders, but so far they’d only attracted ants. They reminded her of loneliness, hanging unused from their black posts. “I put out feeders, but I haven’t seen any. They come to your yard?”

“Ah,” he said, and turned to his wife. “Do we have hummingbirds, Mary? Do we?”

“Oh, dear.” His wife tittered. “You know we do. You tell her.”

“Ruby-throated hummingbirds. We plant bee balm and honeysuckle and we get lots of them.” He leaned over and spoke confidentially to her. “You have to be patient, though. Sometimes it takes ’em a while to spot the goods.”

Cricket almost clapped her hands like a delighted child. “I have honeysuckle,” she said. “And bee balm. They should show up, then, right?”

He nodded. “Of course. As long as your yard has a transdimensional portal, that is.”

Everything in Cricket paused for a moment. She had that feeling you get as a child when you grab a hand and then realize it isn’t your mother’s hand at all, but some stranger’s. “Oh,” she said softly. “The . . . transportals. Of course.”

“Don’t worry. Most yards have ’em.”

“That’s . . . good.”

“I can see you haven’t had much experience with extradimensional beings,” he noted.

“Not much,” she admitted.

He turned to his wife and they exchanged nods. “Should I tell her, dear?” he asked.

“Of course,” she said brightly. “After all, she’s here.”

He turned back to Cricket while his wife got out a calculator and added along with the cashier. “They’re different from extraterrestrials. They move between dimensions as well as planets. I’ve seen both.”

“Have you?” She settled into herself, quiet and comfortable. Why not? she thought. It had been a long time since anyone told her stories. She loved stories.

“Yes. I’m frequently visited by the Blue Starships. The Nordic ones, that is,” he said, as he helped the cashier bag his items. “They’re as blue as the morning sky, and they bring the Many-Colored Women of Light with them. They came to rest on my lawn one night, after a wild wind had blown away the energy field that blocked their entrance. They harness the power of blue quasars to travel. They’re very blue.”

“Blue,” she said, and she imagined them. They were pervasively blue, a quiet blue that soothed and cajoled into calmness. They had nothing to do with pollution or loneliness or bounced checks or standing in lines or worrying about the mortgage or her daughter’s boyfriends. In their world, she wouldn’t have to feed anyone, get to work on time, create happiness in her home, get agood night’s sleep or eat right. The Nordic Starship men and the Many-Colored Women of Light were all-calm and all-knowing and all-happy with themselves. Everyone, including herself, walked slowly and spent a great deal of time feeding yard animals and birds.

The cashier snapped her gum at the old man. “That’ll be thirty-five sixty-five.”

The old man turned to his wife.

“She’s right, dear,” the woman said, putting her calculator in her purse and holding out her hand. The old man handed her a wad of crumpled bills, which she began carefully smoothing and counting.

“At first, I was afraid,” he said to Cricket, wiping his hands on his pants as if to remove the smell of the money. “It seemed as if I was in the tracking presence of angels of death, who had come to take me from my earthly existence. But that wasn’t their purpose. They came to bring me dreams.”

“Good dreams?” she asked, as he began helping his wife put their items back in their cart and the cashier started rolling Cricket’s goods down the line.

“True dreams. I stood in my yard and received a message from one of the seven.”

“Seven?”

“Yard dwarves. You know—the ceramic ones.”

“Oh. Um . . . Sneezy?” she asked.

“No. Doc. It was Doc. He told me what to do.”

He reached over and touched her on the arm. She looked at him fully, and saw that his eyes were as blue as the story he told. They gazed into her with an intimacy and intensity she thought inappropriate to the setting. “I can tell you what he said,” he whispered.

She wanted to pull away, but didn’t want to be rude. She nodded.

“What would you do?” he asked.

She waited for him to say more. He didn’t.

“Do?” she asked.

“What would you do,” he repeated, “if you were going to live as if you only had a year to live?”

She heard the words, but she wasn’t sure if they made sense. “I don’t understand,” she whispered, frightened for reasons she couldn’t explain.

His hand on her arm grew heavier, and his fingers clutched her wrist. “Live,” the old man said, his voice fervent with some meaning he seemed to want to press into her. “Live as if you only had a year to live.”

Cricket looked over his shoulder at the old woman, who was smiling and nodding at her. It was okay, her face said. It was all okay.

“Okay,” Cricket said. “Okay.”

He breathed in and out, then released her. “Here,” he said, rummaging in the chest pocket of his coveralls, “I have something for you.” He pulled out a cassette tape, white and carefully labeled in blue marker: “Nordic Journals—Blue Spacepeople.” He held it out and she took it from his hand.

“I had it with me, expecting I’d meet someone who needed it,” he said, smiling kindly at her and patting her arm. “I was right.”

“It’s been so nice talking with you,” she replied, as he and his wife waved their old hands at her and began pushing their cart out of the store.

The cashier shook her head and rolled her eyes as she watched them leave. “You got a lot of patience,” she said. “Guys like that, they put me to sleep.”

Cricket shrugged, and began packing. She always helped to pack.



On the ride home,she put the tape in her cassette player and listened. The old man had a deep, soothing voice, but after only five minutes of describing the nature of blue quasars, the tape slowed,then stopped. She heard something like a click and hit the eject button.She pulled the cassette out, and a long string of tape remained stuck in the player. She tugged gently, as gently as she could, but it snapped. Brown tape hung like hair out of the end of her tape player, and out of the end of the cassette.

She tossed the cassette on the floor of her car and drove home.
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When Cricket got home,her older daughter, Janis, was sitting at the kitchen table looking morose. Her younger daughter, Grace, was in the living room watching TV and reading a book, something Cricket continually told her would ruin her eyes, though she had done the same thing and it hadn’t ruined hers. She knew her husband was home, but he wasn’t visible. Probably watching a basketball game in the den, she thought.Balancing bags, she looked at Janis. “There’s more in the car if you want to help.”

Janis rose with a deep sigh, and went out to get more bags.

Cricket followed, and when they returned, Grace had bounced into the kitchen and was peering into a bag.

“You get more Oreos?” she asked.

Cricket nodded, put down her bags and went back out, while Janis put her bags on the table and began rummaging. Two more bags and she was done, except for the unpacking and putting away. Then, of course, there was dinner to produce, and dishes and homework and showers and bed and perhaps sex, but probablynot because it’d be late and Jim would be sleepy from beer, and she’d just be sleepy.

Grace found the Oreos and retreated to the living room with them. “Don’t spoil your appetite,” Cricket called to her.

“Won’t,” she said. Then, as an afterthought, “What’re we having?”

“Um—chicken something.”

“Didn’t we have that last night?”

“Last night,” Janis chimed in, flopping back into her seat, “we had fish something. Can’t you tell the difference?”

Cricket kept unpacking. Janis watched her with dull eyes, then sighed deep and long.

“Everything okay?” Cricket asked.

“Maria got her license today,” she said.

“Well, that’s nice,” Cricket said cheerfully. “Tell her I said congratulations.”

Janis sighed again. “She got a car, too.”

“That’s even nicer.”

“Be nicer if it was me,” Janis concluded glumly, and put her head down on her arm.

Cricket nodded. Janis wanted her license, but didn’t really want to spend a lot of time learning how to drive. Both Cricket and her husband had explained the importance of learning to drive to getting a license, but Janis only pulled at one of the half-dozen earrings weighting her left lobe and said something disparaging about parents who name their children after dead rock stars. Cricket thought she needed to go to a driving school, have someone who was not her parents teach her. Jim thought she was just being contrary.

“You need an attitude shift.” Jim had glowered at her. “If you think—”

“Jim,” Cricket had reprimanded him softly, stopping him before they got into one of their regular arguments. Janis, who had an attachment to the truth, wouldn’t soften her words to prevent abattle. And Jim wasn’t one to leave a battlefield unless he was the winner.

The problem was that they were both definite people. They were definite in what they wanted, and in what they thought they knew. Cricket admired this about both of them. Her mother had been that way, and had scolded her father for his lack of clarity. He could always see too many sides of a question. It was more admirable, she thought, to be like Jim and Janis, even though it created a lot of difficulty for her, since she was always somehow in the middle, seeing what they both saw, trying to get them to meet on that common ground. She supposed she was too much like her father after all, as her mother always told her.

“Honey,” Cricket started to say now, but Janis made a noise between a groan and a growl and stomped out of the room. As she passed through the living room on her way to her own attic room, Cricket heard Grace squeal, “Ouch—quit it.”

Cricket didn’t intervene. She’d gotten a book on adolescent girls and it said that they should fight their own fights or stop fighting altogether, and either way she should stay out of it. Instead, she opened the refrigerator and stared into it, looking for inspiration.

“Hey,” her husband’s voice said behind her. She turned and smiled as he put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t you yell at the girls for that?” he asked.

“What kind of chicken sounds good to you?” she asked.

“Cooked,” he said. “Did you get the salsa?”

She pulled out a jar, handed it to him. He held it up and frowned. “This isn’t Ortega.”

“It’s organic,” Cricket said, pointing to the label. “See?”

He snorted, an unpretty sound, Cricket thought. “And what’s nonorganic salsa made from? Old crayons?”

“You know what it means,” she said patiently. “It’s better.”

“It costs more.” He opened the jar and sniffed suspiciously. “Oh—your sister called. Said she might stop by.” As he spoke,there was a quick knock on the front door. It opened and Cricket’s sister, Peggy, stuck her head inside.

“He-ey there,” she said, swooped down on Grace and kissed her on top of the head, then stepped over her recumbent form on the way to the kitchen.

Peggy’s house was only about two miles from Cricket’s, and they were as used to stepping into each other’s kitchens as stepping into their own. They were born less than a year apart, married less than a year apart, and had their children less than a year apart, with Peggy producing two boys, and Cricket producing two girls, which they both somehow felt was appropriate. Their husbands joked that they would die less than a year apart, and they joked back, “Yeah. Just watch out if one of us gets a divorce.”

“Hey, Jim,” Peggy said cheerfully. She flung her purse up on the table and ruffled her smooth pageboy hair with her fingers. To Cricket, it resembled a bowl of dark silk placed perfectly on top of her head. They were both small women and their features were similar enough to mark them as related, but Peggy had inherited her mother’s dark brown hair and eyes, while Cricket got the honey hair and fair skin of her father. Peggy was also more conscious of her looks and the reaction they got from men. Their mother always said that Peggy liked to flirt the way her mother did, and Cricket liked to dream the way her father did. Cricket thought daydreaming was easier than flirting, and probably safer.

“Hey, Peggy,” Jim said. “How’s it going?”

“Not too bad. You?”

“Good. Only, I got this game I’m watching.”

“Don’t let me stop you,” Peggy said, and he didn’t.

Cricket gathered up the empty bags and stuffed them into one bag. She saved them and reused them until the packers at the store started eyeing them as if they might be infectious, at which point she brought them to the recycle bin and got another bunch. Peggy looked at the little pieces of carrot top and other produce bits onthe floor, and made a clucking sound with her tongue on the roof of her mouth.

“I was shopping,” Cricket said. “I just got home. I’m cleaning it.”

She felt irritation rise and fall, then disappear. Peggy was neat, and thought Cricket was messy. Cricket was casual, and thought Peggy was anal. But what really bothered Cricket was that Peggy seemed to be naturally anal, whereas she tried to keep her house neat and just couldn’t. She had many books on how to live simply, how to avoid clutter, how to let your living room be a reflection of your soul. She read them, she tried them, and when they didn’t work, she guiltily stuffed them into the bookshelves among the novels, books of affirmations, and healthy-eating cookbooks. Then Peggy would come over and cluck her tongue at the mess.

In spite of this occasional irritation, they never really fought. Long ago, they’d made an unspoken pact that no matter what one of them did, the other would continue to accept her pretty much as she was. They never argued over boys or clothes, instinctively protecting their bond over any consideration of romance or fashion.

“Don’t get mad at me, Peggy,” Cricket would say, “but I spilled soda on your sweater. I borrowed it yesterday.” And Peggy’s face would go tight, but then she’d laugh it off. “You’re such a slob” would be all she’d say about it.

“If you’re not going out with Billy anymore,” Peggy would say, “I was thinking of trying him out,” and Cricket would say sure. Why not? Billy didn’t matter all that much after all.

Now Peggy sat at the kitchen table, and put her chin in her hand, looking very much like Janis but less morose. “You have such a nice husband,” she said.

“Nice?”

“Yeah. Nice. He talks to people.” She waved a hand in the air. “You know. He’s not antisocial.”

Cricket laughed. “Pete’s not antisocial. He’s just quiet. I think it’s sweet.”

“Sweet. Ha. And where’s Jim taking you on vacation this year?”

“We’re just going to the beach,” Cricket said. “You know he doesn’t like big vacations.”

“Virginia Beach,” Peggy reminded her.

Cricket smiled tightly. It was true that Jim always planned a nice vacation for them, some time between the girls’ camp and school, while Peggy argued every summer with her husband to get him to go for a weekend at the lake. Cricket felt a vague guilt about it, as if there was something she should do to atone to Peggy for this, though there wasn’t a resolution she could think of. Pete was just like that. On the other hand, he did the grocery shopping, so Cricket thought maybe it was a trade-off. Some husbands were difficult one way, and some were difficult another.

“Coffee? I can make a pot.”

Peggy shook her head. “Tea, maybe.” She sighed.

Cricket put the kettle on the stove and got cups down from the cupboard. “You okay?”

“How do you know,” Peggy asked, “if your husband’s having an affair?”

Cricket put the cups down on the table, then sat down. “What?” she asked.

“If he’s not home much and he has no interest in sex, is that a sign of an affair?”

Cricket cast about for an answer to this. “Peter wouldn’t have an affair,” she said.

“Why not?” Peggy asked.

“Well, look at him,” Cricket said, and then put her hand over her mouth. Peggy giggled.

“Yeah. You’d think the absence of hair and the extra gut might make him less than Mr. Superstud, huh?”

“Peggy, I didn’t mean . . .”

Peggy waved a hand in the air. “I know. But, really, what do you think?”

“I don’t know. How long . . . I mean, when did you start thinking this?”

“A few months now, I guess. Just a weird feeling, you know?”

Cricket knew. She and her sister both believed in feelings. There were bad feelings—sure signs of upcoming trouble. There were weird feelings—signs of unexpected events either good or bad. And there were the rare good feelings—signs of happiness or imminent good fortune. They’d both had good feelings throughout their pregnancies. They both had bad feelings right before their father died.

“But not a bad feeling?” Cricket asked. Peggy shook her head.

Cricket breathed in relief. “Then just sort of watch him for a while. Maybe it’s prostate trouble or something.”

“I suppose,” Peggy agreed. “But what if he is? Having an affair, I mean.”

“Then I guess you’ll leave him,” Cricket said.

Peggy closed her eyes and considered. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

Cricket raised her eyebrows. “Maybe not?”

She would if it was Jim. At least, she assumed she would, though all the movies she saw on the Lifetime channel taught her otherwise. People had affairs, and sometimes split for a while, then got back together. But first you had to leave them to show that fidelity was good. Affairs were bad. People who had them should be left. The clarity of that was reassuring. It would be very different than just saying, as Sheila at work did, that the marriage was dead. Cricket didn’t know how Sheila had the nerve to leave a nineteen-year partnership based on something as ephemeral as that. The marriage was dead. But wasn’t there always a way to revive it, or learn to live with the corpse? Cricket thought there must be, and if you didn’t try, then you were the bad one.

“Well, there’s the kids. Of course, Andy’s so into his video games he might not notice. Little Pete’d take it hard, though.” Peggy shook her head. “And if I leave him, I have to deal with all the boxes,” she said.

“Boxes?”

“Packing. Sorting. This is yours, this is mine, and what about these pictures from our honeymoon.” Peggy shivered. “I don’t know if I could. And what if it’s just one of those things. A fling. Meaningless sex. Do you wreck a marriage for that?”

Cricket shook her head. “Sex isn’t meaningless.”

“Yeah? And you’ve been married how many years?”

Cricket blushed, and Peggy laughed just as if she could see the times when Cricket, tired or uninterested, had faked orgasm while thinking of the next day’s to-do list. “That’s different, Peggy. We’re married. You know—”

“Yeah, I do know. That’s why I wouldn’t really blame him if he had a fling. I mean, didn’t you ever think about it? Really?”

The kettle whistled and Cricket went to it, brought it to the table. She didn’t want to think about it. Fantasizing about, for instance, Harrison Ford wasn’t the same as someone really having an affair. Fantasies should stay where they belonged—inside your head.

“You want chamomile?” Cricket asked. Peggy nodded, and Cricket poured, for Peggy and then for herself, and the two women sat and considered their tea.

“Well?” Peggy asked again. “Haven’t you?”

“Not for real. Maybe if I was dying or something. Like if I knew I had a year to live.” She scrunched up her face. “If you were going to live as if you only had a year to live, what would you do?” she asked.

“What?” Peggy said.

“If you were going to live as if you only had a year to live, what would you do?”

Behind her, she heard her husband laugh. “Whoa,” he said. “Now there’s a line to come in on. Is there something I should know here?”

She twisted around to him. He went to the refrigerator and opened it, took out a beer.

“It’s just a question someone asked me,” Cricket said.

“Helluva question,” Peggy said. “What would I do if I only had a year to live?”

“That’s not it,” Cricket said. “It’s if you were going to liveas ifyou only had a year.”

“So, you’re not dying? You’re just . . . pretending you only have a year to live?”

“I think so,” Cricket said uncertainly.

“Oh,” her husband said. “That’s different.”

“Is it?” Cricket asked.

“If you know you’ll die in a year, you can be as stupid as you want,” he explained. “If you’re just pretending, you have to keep a lid on it.”

“You do?” Cricket asked.

“Sure,” Peggy agreed. “I mean, if you max out all your credit cards—which I would do—you don’t have to worry about paying them if you’re dead.”

“But who asked you that question?” Jim insisted.

“I told you, just somebody.”

“What somebody? Just somebody in the streets?”

“At the store,” she said.

“Somebody at the store,” her husband said. “Somebody you know?”

She shook her head. “No. But . . . he gave me a tape,” she said, as if that legitimized the conversation. Jim didn’t like the way she talked with total strangers—in stores, in the streets, on the beach, at the mall. He kept telling her it wasn’t safe. “He was a nice old man. His wife was there. He said I should. Live that way, I mean.”

Jim snorted. “C’mon, Cricket.”

“No, really,” she said, and sighed, then told them the rest of the story. When she got to the part about the Nordic Spacepeople, and struggled to explain how it was soothing and good, Peggy giggled, and Jim snorted more.

“But it wasbeautiful,”she insisted.

“Cricket, he was nuts,” Peggy said.

“It was beautiful,” she repeated, as if that explained everything, and to her, it did. Beauty didn’t need a reason to exist except for itself, she thought.

“You are so much like Daddy,” Peggy said.

“Jesus,” her husband said, “I hope you didn’t give him our address.”

Cricket stifled a rising impatience. “Anyway,” she said to Peggy, “whatwouldyou do? Besides max out the credit cards.”

Peggy sipped her tea, smiling as if at something she saw just outside the window. “I’d go to a beach,” she said, “where the water is so clear blue I could see my feet at the bottom.”

“See your feet,” Cricket mused. She knew what Peggy meant, what the pleasure of that would be.

“Yeah. See your feet. What about you, Jim? What’d you do?”

“That’s easy,” Jim said. “I’d have an orgy.”

“Jim!” Cricket exclaimed.

“Well, I would. Then I’d watch football and eat pizza and ice cream as much as I want.”

“Ha,” Peggy said. “Do enough of that, you won’t be welcome at any orgies.”

Cricket felt her face grow warm.

“You’ve got a point,” Jim said. “I guess I better have the orgies first, huh?”

“Orgies?” Peggy said. “Plural? Now it’s plural?”

“Might as well. Burn up a few calories. Like push-ups?”

“Yeah. Pec flexes, too.”

Jim lifted his arm and made a muscle for her, which she waved a dismissive hand at. Jim laughed and left the room. “Break’s over. Back to the game,” he said as he exited.

“Save your strength,” Peggy called after him. “You’ll need it.”

When he left, she put her hands on the table and pushed herself-up. “I gotta go. Andy has early Babe Ruth practice, and I’m supposed to be at the store by ten for inventory. No rest for the weary.”

“Me, too. Up early.”

“You? You don’t work Saturday.”

“There’s a lot to do at the sanctuary.”

Peggy rolled her eyes. The sanctuary was the short name for the Birds of Paradise Sanctuary, where Cricket volunteered. Peggy didn’t approve. She thought it was strange.

“Pass built a butterfly house,” Cricket said. “I told you. We’re planting for it now.”

“Pass,” Peggy groaned. “Pass Christian. What kind of name is that, anyway?”

“I told you. The name of the town where he was born. In Mississippi. I saw it on a map,” she added, as if that lent it more respectability.

“Southerner,” Peggy said. “Southerner with a strange name who still takes care of baby birds. I mean, that’s something you do when you’re a kid, right? They fall out of the nest and you try to feed them with an eyedropper and they die, then you have a funeral. We did that, remember?”

Cricket remembered, but this was different. “Injured birds,” Cricket corrected her sister. “Injured, and endangered. He breeds them. And Grace likes it there.”

Peggy leaned back in her chair and called into the living room, “Grace, honey?”

“Yeah?” her voice answered.

“C’mere a minute, would you?”

There was the rustle of movement, and then Grace came into the kitchen and stood by Peggy’s chair. Her hair was tousled and her eyes looked dreamy and far away, as if she still occupied the story she’d been reading.

Peggy put an arm around her, and Grace leaned into her. “You’re such a sweetie,” Peggy said. “You know that?”

Grace squeezed closer to Peggy. She still looked like a child, though at thirteen, that was something that could change any day. She was Cricket’s affectionate daughter, the one who liked to hugand be hugged, the one who would sit and talk nonsense and laugh for long periods of time while Cricket combed and braided her hair. She was a Cancer, one of the signs of the zodiac that was about feeling and connection, while Janis was a Leo, with a Scorpio ascendant, which made her both regal and honest, but not necessarily affectionate. But it was Janis she called on when she needed to move furniture or clean closets or do anything that took extra energy. Grace didn’t focus for long on those kinds of tasks.

“Listen,” Peggy continued. “I wanted to ask you about that bird place. You like it there?”

Grace smiled and nodded. “The emus are cool,” she said.

“And the man who runs the place?”

“He’s nice. He didn’t yell when I scared the ducks off their eggs.”

Cricket tilted her head at Peggy, and allowed herself a moment of smugness. She didn’t know why she bothered to defend Pass to Peggy, except that doing so defended her own involvement, which seemed to need explanation.

Cricket had first gone when she chaperoned Grace’s fifth-grade field trip there, three years ago. Pass told the children that he’d moved here to work as an assistant to a veterinarian. People would bring in injured wild birds, and he would take them home, care for them, and set them free if they recovered, keep them if they didn’t. He learned more and more about the wild birds, and before he knew it, he was running a sanctuary instead of working for a veterinarian. He said that was the way you made a life, by doing what you liked most and seeing what happened next.

As he spoke to the children, she stared at his eyes, which were strange. They were hazel, but one was more gold, and the other more green, so that when the light was on them, he looked as if he was one person viewing the world out of two different eyes. At one point, he stopped talking and turned his gaze fully toward her. She ducked her head down, sure she was blushing, and he turned his attention back to the children.

Then, as they walked among the birdhouses, she had beenenchanted by the pretty feathers left like soft messages all along the paths, the emus that ran with the fallow deer in the fenced, wooded acres behind the cages, the scent of pine forest and the rich loamy earth with its ferns and wildflowers. It was a magic kingdom, an enchanted forest.

While the children ate lunch, she excused herself and went back to that area, at first just listening to the odd drumming sound the emus made, then going to investigate a small stand of trillium nestled under a pine tree. She crouched over it like a brooding mother goose over a nest of eggs, stroking the leaves.

“Hey,” a voice had said, and she jumped to her feet to see Pass standing over her. She almost fell down again, apologizing to him, but he just grinned at her.

“There’s no fine for leaving the path. What caught your eye?” he asked, his voice a slow and gentle drawl.

She showed him the trillium, named some other plants she saw. He listened carefully, regarding her with his strange eyes. “How do you know all that?” he asked, and she told him she’d worked for a landscaper during the summers when she was in college, and might have continued except that she was allergic to the pesticides and had to quit. Then he asked if she’d advise him on landscaping.

She said yes because she didn’t know how to refuse, and came back the following week, thinking she’d do this once, and that would be it. But Pass had other ideas, and so she came back again and again. Sometimes Grace would go with her and play with the ducks. More often she’d go by herself. In the last three years, she’d planted an herb garden, landscaped the paths, and started a wildflower field. Soon they’d have a butterfly house.

Maybe it was the idea of having such a large garden to play with for free, or maybe it was the pretty feathers she collected from the path, or maybe it was the sound of eagles and hawks calling, but the truth was the place still enchanted her, though she felt constantly apologetic about that.

“You want to go with me tomorrow?” Cricket asked Grace now.

Grace shrugged. “Maybe.”

“I’ll wake you up when I’m leaving,” Cricket said.

Grace nodded, and extricated herself from Peggy’s arms. “Buffy’s on,” she said.

“Buffy?” Peggy asked.

“The Vampire Slayer.Youknow.”

Peggy grinned. “Not really, but that’s okay. You go ahead.”

Grace skipped back to the living room, and the two women listened for a moment. They heard the TV, and then Janis’s voice talking to Grace as she entered the room, Grace giggling at something Janis said.

“How’s your wild child?” Peggy asked, referring to Janis.

Cricket listened a moment. “Seems okay right now.”

“Hey, Janis,” Peggy called out.

“Yeah?” Janis called back.

“Your mother get you a car yet?”

Janis appeared in the door of the kitchen, grinning. “She insists that I have to learn to drive it first. Can you believe it?”

“Terrible,” Peggy laughed.

“Awful,” Janis agreed, but from the tone of her voice and her grin Cricket could tell that Janis’s mood had shifted. If you gave her time and some space, Janis was very good at coming to terms with reality. In fact, Grace would brood and weep for much longer over a perceived wrong. For Grace, a hurt was more totally encompassing and needed more assuaging than it did for Janis, whose instinctive sense of fair play led her into and out of a bad mood with dramatic suddenness.

“Mothers,” Janis said, rolling her eyes dramatically.

“Kids,” Peggy replied.

Janis shrugged and turned to leave. Then, in a darting motion, she went to her mother, hugged her briefly, and shot back out of the room. Cricket felt warmth spread through her at the unexpected gift of connection. Janis’s sudden gestures of affectionreminded Cricket of the way swallows seek food, skittering through the air, their course unpredictable, and swiftly changed.

Peggy turned back to Cricket. “What does Janis think of the bird place?”

“She doesn’t go. She met Pass once, though. When he came here to drop off some seed catalogs. She said he had weird eyes, but he was cute anyway.”

“He is. Like a mix of Sam Shepherd and Joseph Fiennes in dirty jeans. Y’know, you oughta at least have him kiss you.”

“What?” Cricket said, shocked.

“He’s screwing you, he oughta kiss you.”

“Peggy!”

“Well, he is. Getting all that free work. And if he’snotkissing you, what’s wrong with him?” Peggy and Jim once had a conversation about whether Pass was gay. Jim said he figured Pass for swishy, which was why he didn’t mind Cricket spending time with him.

“What’s he doing out there alone with that weird brother of his, anyway?” Peggy continued.

“Law’s not weird. Just . . . well, disabled.”

“Law. Another great name,” Peggy said. “I’d be afraid to be alone out there.”

“They’re very respectful toward me.”

“They say gay men are,” Peggy commented.

Cricket started to say something, then changed her mind when she realized her thoughts were far too complicated for the sentence or two Peggy expected in response. First, what did it matter if he was gay? There was nothing wrong with that. Then, part of her wanted to encourage the notion because then she wouldn’t have to answer questions about what she did there. But once, as she knelt next to a bed of miniature irises, admiring their color and shape, she’d turned suddenly to find him staring at her, not in the way a man who cares nothing about women would stare. He’d walked away before she could say a word.

She didn’t want to tell Peggy that, though. It seemed too private, somehow. And it wasn’t as if he ever flirted or joked the way Jim and Peggy would, or even hinted at anything sexual. It was just a look he gave her. Cricket sighed and said nothing.

“Yeah,” Peggy said, then laughed. “Listen, who cares anyway, right? As long as you’re enjoying yourself.” She stood and started toward the door. Cricket followed, and they stopped in the living room to gaze down at Grace and Janis, who lay on the floor peering at the television. “Don’t you two ever have homework?”

“I did it at school,” Grace said.

“I paid someone to do mine,” Janis said. Grace giggled and Janis leaned over and whispered something to her. She giggled harder, and rolled over.

“Ha,” Peggy said. Then, to Cricket, “You bringing the kids to church on Sunday?”

“Not me,” Janis said. “Religion is the opiate of the people.”

Peggy raised her eyebrows at Cricket, who sighed. “She’s reading-Marx in her advanced placement history class,” Cricket said. “Aren’t you going?”

“I guess. I was just thinking it’d be nice to sleep in.”

“I’m going,” Grace declared. “This is the week they give out that grass.”

“Palms, honey,” Peggy corrected. “It’s Palm Sunday.”

“I’m going. I can take the boys,” Cricket offered, out of some need to make amends for Pass and the sanctuary. It was one of those gestures she often made out of hopelessly irrational motives. Peggy didn’t approve of the sanctuary, so Cricket reestablished her legitimacy by doing something Peggy approved of. Usually, at her own expense. Peggy didn’t ask for it. Cricket just did it.

“That’d be great,” Peggy said. She walked to the door and stepped outside to the cool night. Cricket followed, walking her to her car. “I’ll make a big breakfast for Pete and we’ll relax, alone for a change. Maybe I’ll be able to figure out what’s happening with him.”

“He’s not,” Cricket said, keeping her voice low. “He’s not having an affair.”

“Well, if this keeps up, I’ll have to find somebody else to sleep with,” Peggy said, getting into her car. “Honest to God, I can’t stand it.”

When she went back inside, Cricket decided that cooking a frozen pizza would be a much better idea than chicken something, and if she made a salad with it, she could call it a complete meal.
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That night,when Cricket crawled into bed next to Jim, she tried to imagine him at orgies. At first, the only image that came to her mind was of her husband completely naked except for his socks. He had cold feet and often didn’t take his socks off when they made love. Sometimes she would reach down and feel the wooliness while he was inside her. It was oddly comforting. And it seemed at odds with the idea of group sex. Then again, so did he.The familiarity of his skin when she curled next to him, his warmth and particular scent, gave her a sense of all being well with the world. Peggy was right. She had a nice husband. Feeling that, and seeing him sleeping on his back with his mouth open, made it difficult to think of him in intricate sexual positions with many people. Perhaps if he was sleeping on his side, one hand tossed casually across the pillow, he would look sexy and daring. On his back he looked vulnerable and slightly foolish. He was not a man who went to orgies. He was her husband.

His value was in his capacity to be solidly there, solidly real.

She’d met him at her father’s funeral, which he attended because he’d just started a job at the state office where her father worked. He was respectful when he took her hand and patted it firmly, telling her how sorry he was, how much he’d liked her father, though they hadn’t known each other that long. “You have his smile,” he told her, and she burst into tears. He brought her a glass of water. A week later, he called to see if she needed anything. Two years later, after she graduated from the community college she had decided to go to so she wouldn’t have to leave home, they were married.

They’d been married seventeen years. He was with her at the birth of both girls. She had stayed in the bathroom and held a sieve for him to pee through when he had kidney stones. She relied on him for his good sense, counted on him to be the Jim she expected. And all that she knew about him, all the books she’d read about relationships, had not prepared her to know that he would want orgies, even in fantasy.

This frightened her. What else was she missing of his interior life? They’d talked about his sexual fantasies when they first slept together, but that was a long time ago. She was still in college then, and she would go to his apartment after class. They’d make love, then he’d cook spaghetti with sauce from a jar, and they’d lie in bed eating it and talking and giggling about nothing. When they were done, Cricket would strip the bed and wash the sheets.

That all seemed to change when they were married, as if they had to get serious then. As if becoming his wife meant she was no longer his playmate. When she thought about it, she couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a conversation about anything more intimate than what kind of car to buy next time around. Maybe she should get the magazine with the article about Sex Every Day. Maybe she was failing him, not creating the spark a marriage needed to thrive. Of course, when the girls were little, they didn’t have time for much else besides child-rearing and work, but now that could change. They would have time.

She closed her eyes and tried to sleep. She’d have to be up early, and ready to work. In the greenhouse, she had many sets of plants that were attractive to butterflies, or provided a place for them to lay their eggs. Some were ready to go into the ground. All needed to be fed and checked. They also had to order plants for inside the butterfly house to feed the larvae and provide nectar for the butterflies.

Pass asking her to work on the butterfly house made her feel special, though she knew that most of the sanctuary was run on volunteer efforts. School groups came to clean and build cages. Computer experts who stopped by to visit ended up building him a website, PR people came for a quiet Sunday afternoon and returned to help with fund-raising.

It was odd, she thought, that he should be able to attract so much help when he was himself a reticent man. Aloof and, she sometimes thought, arrogant. Or maybe just withdrawn, as if he looked out onto the world from deep inside himself. Maybe it was his unusual eyes, but sometimes she wasn’t sure if he saw her there at all. She would show him a new flowering crocus, admire the light passing through its petals, so delicate and detailed, and he’d nod and say, “The old apple tree behind the goose pond needs pruning.”

But, in some way, it was his aloofness that put people at ease. It made them think that since he wasn’t paying too much attention, they could just be themselves.

What Peggy said about him disturbed her. Of course, she’d fantasized about Pass now and then, wondering how he would kiss, what he would look like naked. She’d seen him working with his shirt off, and admired the muscles of his shoulders, defined from years of physical labor. But that was just fantasy. It meant nothing. And fantasy, she knew from reading Nancy Friday, was healthy as long as it was kept separate from reality.

Jim teased her about Pass a little, but he wasn’t the jealous type, and didn’t complain about her time at the sanctuary. He played golf, he said. Why shouldn’t she play with birds and butterflies? He didwant her to think about doing some real work, as he put it, now that the girls were getting older. Office work at the high school was fine for when the girls were little and needed her, but her talents were just wasted there now. She should look for a better job, especially since they’d need money for college expenses. Maybe, he suggested, Pass could start paying her. But she didn’t want to see the sanctuary as a commercial endeavor. It was, to her, a dream that came true, not a place to foster her personal ambitions.

She pushed herself down under the covers and let go of that thought, focusing instead on what she might want to dream that night.

Cricket always dreamt, and often about what she wanted to dream. Sometimes, her dreams were bits and pieces of images that never quite held together in a narrative. Other times, they were startling in their clarity. Some, she believed, were a sort of spirit visit from dead people, or even living people who were thinking about you. And, on some nights, they were just sensations, frightening or pleasurable. Sometimes, she would pose herself a question or a problem before she fell asleep, and begin to find the answer in a dream. Other times, she would just imagine what she wanted to feel as she slept. Her father taught her to do this when she was little and had nightmares. Her mother scoffed at the idea, but it worked for Cricket, though not for Peggy, who rarely remembered her dreams. She said she was too afraid of having one that might come true.
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