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  INTRODUCTION


  THE LONG, HOT SUMMER OF SCIENCE FICTION


  GREG BEAR


  I was clueless. Enthusiastic, idealistic, and clueless. It was April of 1978, and I had been publishing some decent stories that had attracted gratifying attention, but no novels. Everything was potential. I was still doing illustrations of one sort or another, anything to make a little money . . .


  I had established a track record with the Los Angeles Times Calendar section, publishing think pieces about the current run of blockbuster science-fiction films—Star Wars among them. I suggested to the LA Times Book Review—at that time a substantial pull-out section in the paper—that perhaps I should act as a stringer and cover the 1978 Nebula Awards ceremony being held in downtown San Francisco. The editor agreed, and I arrived at the hotels around Union Square full of energy and ideas, hoping to help spread the word about the ever-ascending marvel that was science fiction and fantasy.


  I should have known that this was all too good to be true. At that time, there was an undercurrent of contempt that I did not feel at Calendar. A sub­editor at the Book Review strongly advised me that if I didn’t get pictures of people in Spock ears and wild costumes, my piece might not run—clearly implying that the subject was faintly risible. I tried to explain that this wasn’t a costume event; professional writers were gathering to celebrate the achievements of their peers. This was serious (mostly); this was about literature.


  “Ears, costumes,” the subeditor insisted.


  Of course, there were no Spock ears, and my relationship with the Book Review went south from there. I wrote up my piece, with subtle and wise criticisms of some of the more conservative publishing trends of the day, and the text was awkwardly trimmed (without my approval) in such a way that I ended up pissing off Judy-Lynn del Rey, probably the most powerful editor in the field. Maybe I would have irritated her anyway; we’ll never know. (I later tried to make it up to her with an apologetic letter and another Calendar piece lauding the supremacy of Ballantine/Del Rey’s marketing skills.)


  I fled from the Book Review but continued my fruitful work with Calendar editor Irv Letofsky, a lovely and intelligent man. Getting into the movie studios to see previews of new features was fabulous. Irv published my film pieces through the 1980s, including examinations of Close Encounters of the Third Kind, Alien, Superman, and Raiders of the Lost Ark—as well as an Omen/Exorcist 3 mashup. He rejected my piece on Dune. It was an interesting film and a good article, but Irv didn’t think the movie would stay in theaters long. It didn’t, but it’s still a favorite—despite its flaws.


  When not going to previews or running around Long Beach visiting bookstores and record shops, I was busy writing novels, which began to be published. In 1979, James Turner of Arkham House requested a short-story collection. Things were looking up!


  The 1984 Nebula Awards ceremony was held at the Queen Mary Hotel in Long Beach, California. The event was in a wide, bright dining room—I don’t remember where on the ship, but it was well decked out with white tablecloths. The food was okay, I recall.


  The highlight for me was when toastmaster Gregory Benford arranged the list of presenters. My wife, Astrid, and her parents, Poul and Karen Anderson, were in the audience, along with my agent, Richard Curtis, and my own parents, Dale and Wilma Bear. Elizabeth “Bette” Chater—one of my favorite people and very favorite professors from my alma mater, San Diego State University—was also able to attend and was accompanied by her daughter Patty. What a setup! None better since.


  As the awards moved along that evening, Poul Anderson and Gregory Benford switched off to hand me two Nebulas: one for Hardfought and one for Blood Music. Fellow Killer B David Brin picked up Best Novel for Startide Rising.


  Richard Curtis approached Lou Aronica and ebulliently proclaimed, with reference to advances, “To the moon, Lou! To the moon!”


  And so it all began.


  To this day, I hate losing awards, and I feel guilty winning them. What is this “best” nonsense? I know far too much about modern literary judgments to put much stock in contemporary assessments.


  But it is fun to win! And so congratulations to our winners and a sideways wink to the nominees. I’ve been there. Some of my best novels were never even nominated. What’s that about? Award ceremonies are designed to make writers suffer, and then, on occasion, to feel overwhelming pride. So be it.


  My other favorite Nebula moment was when I was elected SFWA president in 1988. Back then, it was the president’s sole discretion as to who would be awarded the Grand Master Award. I chose Ray Bradbury. Trying to be a little coy, I called him at his office in Los Angeles and suggested that he needed to be in New York City on a certain date, in appropriate attire—an ice cream suit would do fine. He demurred at first, but I was still too coy to tell him straight out, so I said, “Ray, you will really, really want to be in New York on this night, at this location! And invite your friends and editors. This is big.”


  He finally got the point, arrived in New York, and was duly celebrated. The night before the Nebula event, a group of us, including Donn Albright, a collector, archivist, and dear friend of Ray’s, took a limo down to the South Street Seaport. While we were waiting for our table, the Irish singer holding forth from the stage spotted Ray and dedicated a song to him. The dinner itself was jovial and lasted a couple of hours, with copious servings of wine. I’m not sure what Ray ate, but it wasn’t fish—he was deathly allergic to seafood!


  The next night at the banquet, Ray’s first agent and early promoter, Julius “Julie” Schwartz, a famous “Silver Age” editor at DC Comics, handed Ray a magnificent hunk of Lucite with nebula and mineral specimens inside. In turn, Ray delivered a stirring speech, and a fine time was had by all. Shortly thereafter, Bantam Books released special Grand Master editions of Ray’s paperbacks.


  That was the most fun I had being president.


  So here’s my love and fond hopes to all who compete—and to all those fine authors who create amazing works year after year and keep running up the odds!


  My wife, Astrid, is rightfully coeditor of this anthology, due in part to my medical emergency. She’s done a marvelous job communicating with the authors, preparing the manuscript, and generally running the show. I’m the figurehead here. Love and thanks to this marvelous woman, my partner of many decades!


  ABOUT THE SCIENCE FICTION AND FANTASY WRITERS OF AMERICA


  The Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America, Inc. (formerly known as the Science Fiction Writers of America; the original acronym “SFWA” was retained), includes among its members many active writers of science fiction and fantasy. According to the bylaws of the organization, its purpose “shall be to promote the furtherance of the writing of science fiction, fantasy, and related genres as a profession.” SFWA informs writers on professional matters, protects their interests, and helps them in dealings with agents, editors, anthologists, and producers of nonprint media. It also strives to encourage public interest in and appreciation of science fiction and fantasy.


  Anyone may become an active member of SFWA after the acceptance of and payment for one professionally published novel, one professionally produced dramatic script, or three professionally published pieces of short fiction. Only science fiction, fantasy, horror, or other prose fiction of a related genre, in English, shall be considered as qualifying for active membership. Beginning writers who do not yet qualify for active membership but have published qualifying professional work may join as associate members; other classes of membership include affiliate members (editors, agents, reviewers, and anthologists), estate members (representatives of the estates of active members who have died), and institutional members (high schools, colleges, universities, libraries, broadcasters, film producers, futurist groups, and individuals associated with such an institution).


  Readers are invited to visit the SFWA website at www.sfwa.org.


  ABOUT THE NEBULA AWARDS


  Shortly after the founding of SFWA in 1965, its first secretary-treasurer, Lloyd Biggle Jr., proposed that the organization periodically select and publish the year’s best stories. This notion evolved into an elaborate balloting process, an annual awards banquet, and a series of Nebula anthologies.


  Throughout every calendar year, members of SFWA read and recommend novels and stories for the Nebula Awards. The editor of the Nebula Awards Report (NAR) collects the recommendations and publishes them in the SFWA Forum and on the SFWA members’ private web page. At the end of the year, the NAR editor tallies the endorsements, draws up a preliminary ballot containing ten or more recommendations, and sends it to all active SFWA members. Under the current rules, each work enjoys a one-year eligibility period from its date of publication in the United States. If a work fails to receive ten recommendations during the one-year interval, it is dropped from further Nebula Award consideration.


  The NAR editor processes the results of the preliminary ballot and then compiles a final ballot listing the five most popular novels, novellas, novelettes, and short stories. For purposes of the award, a novel is determined to be 40,000 words or more; a novella is 17,500 to 39,999 words; a novelette is 7,500 to 17,499 words; and a short story is 7,499 words or fewer. Additionally, each year SFWA impanels a member jury, which is empowered to supplement the five nominees with a sixth choice in cases where it feels a worthy title was neglected by the membership at large. Thus, the appearance of more than five finalists in a category reflects two distinct processes: jury discretion and ties.


  A complete set of Nebula rules can be found at www.sfwa.org/nebula-awards/rules/.


  RAY BRADBURY AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING DRAMATIC PRESENTATION


  The Ray Bradbury Award for Outstanding Dramatic Presentation is not a Nebula Award, but it follows Nebula nomination, voting, and award rules and guidelines, and it is given each year at the annual awards banquet. Founded in 2009, it replaces the earlier Nebula Award for Best Script. It was named in honor of science fiction and fantasy author Ray Bradbury, whose work appeared frequently in movies and on television.


  ANDRE NORTON AWARD FOR YOUNG ADULT SCIENCE FICTION AND FANTASY


  The Andre Norton Award for Young Adult Science Fiction and Fantasy is an annual award presented by SFWA to the author of the best young-adult or middle-grade science fiction or fantasy book published in the United States in the preceding year.


  The Andre Norton Award is not a Nebula Award, but it follows Nebula nomination, voting, and award rules and guidelines. It was founded in 2005 to honor popular science fiction and fantasy author Andre Norton.


  2013 NEBULA AWARDS FINAL BALLOT


  NOVEL


  Winner: Ancillary Justice by Ann Leckie (Orbit US; Orbit UK)


  Nominees:


  We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves by Karen Joy Fowler (Marian Wood)


  The Ocean at the End of the Lane by Neil Gaiman (William Morrow; Headline)


  Fire with Fire by Charles E. Gannon (Baen)


  Hild by Nicola Griffith (Farrar, Straus and Giroux)


  The Red: First Light by Linda Nagata (Mythic Island)


  A Stranger in Olondria by Sofia Samatar (Small Beer)


  The Golem and the Jinni by Helene Wecker (Harper)


  NOVELLA


  Winner: “The Weight of the Sunrise” by Vylar Kaftan (Asimov’s Science Fiction, February 2013)


  Nominees:


  “Wakulla Springs” by Andy Duncan and Ellen Klages (Tor.com, October 2, 2013)


  “Annabel Lee” by Nancy Kress (New Under the Sun, Arc Manor/Phoenix Pick)


  “Burning Girls” by Veronica Schanoes (Tor.com, June 19, 2013)


  “Trial of the Century” by Lawrence M. Schoen (lawrencemschoen.com, August 2013; World Jumping, Hadley Rille Books)


  Six-Gun Snow White by Catherynne M. Valente (Subterranean)


  NOVELETTE


  Winner: “The Waiting Stars” by Aliette de Bodard (The Other Half of the Sky, Candlemark & Gleam)


  Nominees:


  “Paranormal Romance” by Christopher Barzak (Lightspeed, June 2013)


  “They Shall Salt the Earth with Seeds of Glass” by Alaya Dawn Johnson (Asimov’s Science Fiction, January 2013)


  “Pearl Rehabilitative Colony for Ungrateful Daughters” by Henry Lien (Asimov’s Science Fiction, December 2013)


  “The Litigation Master and the Monkey King” by Ken Liu (Lightspeed, August 2013)


  “In Joy, Knowing the Abyss Behind” by Sarah Pinsker (Strange Horizons, July 1, 2013, and July 8, 2013)


  SHORT STORY


  Winner: “If You Were a Dinosaur, My Love” by Rachel Swirsky (Apex Magazine, March 2013)


  Nominees:


  “The Sounds of Old Earth” by Matthew Kressel (Lightspeed, January 2013)


  “Selkie Stories Are for Losers” by Sofia Samatar (Strange Horizons, January 7, 2013)


  “Selected Program Notes from the Retrospective Exhibition of Theresa Rosenberg Latimer” by Kenneth Schneyer (Clockwork Phoenix 4, Mythic Delirium Books)


  “Alive, Alive Oh” by Sylvia Spruck Wrigley (Lightspeed, June 2013)


  RAY BRADBURY AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING DRAMIC PRESENTATION


  Winner: Gravity, Alfonso Cuarón (director); Alfonso Cuarón and Jonás Cuarón (writers) (Warner Bros.)


  Nominees:


  Doctor Who: “The Day of the Doctor,” Nick Hurran (director); Steven Moffat (writer) (BBC Wales)


  Europa Report, Sebastián Cordero (director); Philip Gelatt (writer) (Start Motion Pictures)


  Her, Spike Jonze (director); Spike Jonze (writer) (Warner Bros.)


  The Hunger Games: Catching Fire, Francis Lawrence (director); Simon Beaufoy and Michael deBruyn (writers) (Lionsgate)


  Pacific Rim, Guillermo del Toro (director); Travis Beacham and Guillermo del Toro (writers) (Warner Bros.)


  ANDRE NORTON AWARD FOR YOUNG ADULT SCIENCE FICTION AND FANTASY


  Winner: Sister Mine by Nalo Hopkinson (Grand Central)


  Nominees:


  The Coldest Girl in Coldtown by Holly Black (Little, Brown; Indigo)


  When We Wake by Karen Healey (Allen & Unwin; Little, Brown)


  The Summer Prince by Alaya Dawn Johnson (Levine)


  Hero by Alethea Kontis (Harcourt)


  September Girls by Bennett Madison (Harper Teen)


  A Corner of White by Jaclyn Moriarty (Levine)


  NEBULA AWARD WINNER


  BEST SHORT STORY


  “IF YOU WERE A DINOSAUR, MY LOVE”


  RACHEL SWIRSKY


  Rachel Swirsky has previously won a 2010 Nebula Award and has also been nominated for the Hugo Award and the World Fantasy Award. “If You Were a Dinosaur, My Love” was published in Apex Magazine.


  If you were a dinosaur, my love, then you would be a T-Rex. You’d be a small one, only five foot ten inches, the same height as human-you. You’d be fragile-boned and you’d walk with as delicate and polite a gait as you could manage on massive talons. Your eyes would gaze gently from beneath your bony brow ridge.


  If you were a T-Rex, then I would become a zookeeper so that I could spend all my time with you. I’d bring you raw chickens and live goats. I’d watch the gore shining on your teeth. I’d make my bed on the floor of your cage, in the moist dirt, cushioned by leaves. When you couldn’t sleep, I’d sing you lullabies.


  If I sang you lullabies, I’d soon notice how quickly you picked up music. You’d harmonize with me, your rough, vibrating voice a strange counterpoint to mine. When you thought I was asleep, you’d cry unrequited love songs into the night.


  If you sang unrequited love songs, I’d take you on tour. We’d go to Broadway. You’d stand onstage, talons digging into the floorboards. Audiences would weep at the melancholy beauty of your singing.


  If audiences wept at the melancholy beauty of your singing, they’d rally to fund new research into reviving extinct species. Money would flood into scientific institutions. Biologists would reverse engineer chickens until they could discover how to give them jaws with teeth. Paleontologists would mine ancient fossils for traces of collagen. Geneticists would figure out how to build a dinosaur from nothing by discovering exactly what DNA sequences code everything about a creature, from the size of its pupils to what enables a brain to contemplate a sunset. They’d work until they’d built you a mate.


  If they built you a mate, I’d stand as the best woman at your wedding. I’d watch awkwardly in green chiffon that made me look sallow as I listened to your vows. I’d be jealous, of course, and also sad, because I want to marry you. Still, I’d know that it was for the best that you marry another creature like yourself, one that shares your body and bone and genetic template. I’d stare at the two of you standing together by the altar and I’d love you even more than I do now. My soul would feel light because I’d know that you and I had made something new in the world and at the same time revived something very old. I would be borrowed, too, because I’d be borrowing your happiness. All I’d need would be something blue.


  If all I needed was something blue, I’d run across the church, heels clicking on the marble, until I reached a vase by the front pew. I’d pull out a hydrangea the shade of the sky and press it against my heart and my heart would beat like a flower. I’d bloom. My happiness would become petals. Green chiffon would turn into leaves. My legs would be pale stems, my hair delicate pistils. From my throat, bees would drink exotic nectars. I would astonish everyone assembled, the biologists and the paleontologists and the geneticists, the reporters and the rubberneckers and the music aficionados, all those people who—deceived by the helix-and-fossil trappings of cloned dinosaurs—believed that they lived in a science fictional world when really they lived in a world of magic where anything was possible.


  If we lived in a world of magic where anything was possible, then you would be a dinosaur, my love. You’d be a creature of courage and strength but also gentleness. Your claws and fangs would intimidate your foes effortlessly. Whereas you—fragile, lovely, human you—must rely on wits and charm.


  A T-Rex, even a small one, would never have to stand against five blustering men soaked in gin and malice. A T-Rex would bare its fangs and they would cower. They’d hide beneath the tables instead of knocking them over. They’d grasp each other for comfort instead of seizing the pool cues with which they beat you, calling you a fag, a towel-head, a shemale, a sissy, a spic, every epithet they could think of, regardless of whether it had anything to do with you or not, shouting and shouting as you slid to the floor in the slick of your own blood.


  If you were a dinosaur, my love, I’d teach you the scents of those men. I’d lead you to them quietly, oh so quietly. Still, they would see you. They’d run. Your nostrils would flare as you inhaled the night and then, with the suddenness of a predator, you’d strike. I’d watch as you decanted their lives—the flood of red; the spill of glistening, coiled things—and I’d laugh, laugh, laugh.


  If I laughed, laughed, laughed, I’d eventually feel guilty. I’d promise never to do something like that again. I’d avert my eyes from the newspapers when they showed photographs of the men’s tearful widows and fatherless children, just as they must avert their eyes from the newspapers that show my face. How reporters adore my face, the face of the paleontologist’s fiancée with her half-planned wedding, bouquets of hydrangeas already ordered, green chiffon bridesmaid dresses already picked out. The paleontologist’s fiancée who waits by the bedside of a man who will probably never wake.


  If you were a dinosaur, my love, then nothing could break you, and if nothing could break you, then nothing could break me. I would bloom into the most beautiful flower. I would stretch joyfully toward the sun. I’d trust in your teeth and talons to keep you/me/us safe now and forever from the scratch of chalk on pool cues, and the scuff of the nurses’ shoes in the hospital corridor, and the stuttering of my broken heart.


  NEBULA AWARD NOMINEE


  BEST SHORT STORY


  “THE SOUNDS OF OLD EARTH”


  MATTHEW KRESSEL


  This is Matthew Kressel’s first nomination for a Nebula Award. “The Sounds of Old Earth” was first published in Lightspeed.


  Earth has grown quiet since everyone’s shipped off to the new one. I walk New Paltz’s empty streets with an ox-mask tight about my face. An acidic rain mists my body, and a thick fog obscures the vac-sealed storefronts. Last week they hauled the Pyramids of Giza to New Earth. The week before, Stonehenge. The week before that, Versailles and a good chunk of the Great Wall. But the minor landmarks are too expensive to move, the NEU says, and so New Paltz’s Huguenot Street, seven centuries old, will remain here, to be sliced to pieces in a few months when the planetary lasers begin to cut the Earth apart.


  I pump nano into my bloodstream to alleviate my creeping osteoarthritis and nod to a few fellow holdouts. We take our strolls through these dusty streets at ten every morning, our little act of rebellion against the mandatory evacuation orders. I wave hello to Marta, ninety-six, in her stylishly pink ox-mask. I shake hands with Dr. Wu, who performed the op to insert my cranial when I was a boy. I smile at Cordelia, one hundred and thirty three, as she trots by on her quad servo-legs. All of us have lived in New Paltz our entire lives and all of us plan to die here.


  Someone laughs behind me, a sound I haven’t heard in a long time. A group of teenage boys and girls ride ancient turbocycles over the cracked pavement toward me. They skid to a halt and their eager, flushed faces take me in. None wear ox-masks, which is against the law. I like them already.


  “Hey shinhun!” a boy says. “Do you know where the frogs are?”


  Before I can answer, an attractive girl with a techplant on her cheek blows a dreadlock of green hair from her eyes and says, “We heard some wankuzidi has an old house where he keeps a gose-load of frogs.” A boy pops a wheelie and another takes a hit of braino from an orange inhaler. A third puffs a cigalectric and exhales fluorescent smoke.


  “Behind my house I have a pond with a few frogs still alive,” I say.


  “Xin!” she exclaims. “How ’bout you ride with us? I’m Lin.”


  These kids are as high as orbitals, but it’s not as if I have much left to lose. “Abner,” I say.


  And just like that I’m hanging on to her waist as we speed toward my house over broken roads no ground vehicle has used in decades. The wind in my face feels exhilarating.


  “We’re from Albany,” Lin says, “We tried taking the old Interstate down, but after Juan got tossed when he hit a cheeda crack, we decided to go local. Took us yungyeh!”


  The stascreen around my property makes my fifty acres of forest flicker like water in sunlight. It’s a matter of pride that I keep it functioning at high efficiency; after all, I designed the damn technology. When we pass through the screen’s charged threshold, I take off my ox-mask, and breathe deep. The kids smile when they smell the fertile earth, the decaying leaves.


  “It don’t smell like this in Albany,” Lin says.


  We park the cycles on the overgrown grass and I lead them into the woods behind my house. The kids stare up at the huge maples and birches and fall quiet.


  “The frogs croak loudest at sunset and before it rains,” I say. “That’s when the males are trying to attract a mate.” The kids giggle as they leap over branches. “If you really want to hear them, you should stay until it gets dark.”


  “You got anything to eat?” a boy says. “We haven’t eaten since yesterday.”


  I search inside the house and return with some readimades, pretty much all you can buy on Earth these days, while the kids shudder and wobble as they inhale braino. The green-haired Lin wanders off to vomit in the trees.


  “Is she going to be all right?” I ask a boy.


  “Oh, Lin always pukes after her first hit. Want some?” He offers a red inhaler, but I decline.


  We sit beside the pond, all of us squeezed on a log. Lin sits next to me, and I pop up the straw of the readimade for her. “You okay?” I say.


  “Yeah, I always get all shunbeen when I deepen.”


  “It’s probably none of my business,” I say. “But shouldn’t you kids be in school or something?”


  “School closed four months ago,” she says. “Not enough teachers.”


  “So what do you do all day?”


  She wipes saliva from her cheek and shrugs. “I don’t know. This.”


  Another boy goes off to puke in the woods.


  “What about you?” she says. “You live here all by yourself?”


  I nod.


  “And what do you do all day? Hang out with the frogs?”


  “Most of my time I just try to keep the stascreen working.”


  “That your job or something?”


  “Used to be. I was a stascreen engineer for fifty-one years. I designed the nanofilters that keep ecosystems like this free of envirotoxins. But the NRDC laid me off four years back.”


  “Why? This place is xin!”


  I smile wanly. “Because toxfiltering’s a dead business now. People are only interested in making new life, not preserving the old.”


  She seems to take me in for the first time. “And how old is this place, Abner? These trees look cheeda ancient.”


  “I know that when my ancestor built this house four hundred years ago, the frog pond was already here.”


  She sighs. “Fucking NEU making you leave this place?”


  “They’re making everyone leave.”


  She throws a rock into the pond, and a dozen frogs squeak away in fright.


  “Please,” I say, gently touching her arm. “You’ll scare them off.”


  “How long?” she says, giving me a tender look, and I’m not sure if she means the frogs or my eviction.


  “Soon.”


  The kids grow hungry again. I had been saving some hard-to-find vegisteaks for my grandkids, but they haven’t visited in ages. As I grill them on the deck the smoke rises through the trees, and the dipping sun sends girders of light through the branches.


  The kids inhale more braino, howl with laughter, and Lin pukes again. And when they tire, I glimpse something desperate in their bloodshot eyes, something I’ve seen in the expressions of Cordelia and Dr. Wu and Marta and the other holdouts. Regret doesn’t spare you just because you’re young.


  “You cycled all the way from Albany for this?” I ask Lin.


  “Nothing but dust and skyscrapers there,” she says. “No real trees. We heard this was xin. Do you have kids, Abner?”


  The question catches me off-guard. “Yeah, a son and daughter. And two grandkids. You sort of remind me of my granddaughter, Rachael.”


  She pauses to consider this. “They come here lots?”


  “Not anymore.”


  “Why not? I’d be here every day.”


  “They’ve moved.” I point to the sky.


  She frowns, and her body sags like an old tree. “We’re moving too.”


  “New Earth?”


  She harrumphs. “Nah, that’s only for rich kids. We’re going to Wal-Mart Toyota.”


  “Haven’t heard of it.”


  “You wouldn’t. It’s like cheeda ancient, one of the first orbitals. But you gotta go where they send you, or else, you know?”


  “I know,” I say, staring at the upside-down trees reflected in the water.


  Night creeps over the forest and the frogs begin their mating calls in earnest. The croaking rises to a din, and the kids pause and listen. The glorious stars emerge, and I’m not sure if it’s my imagination, but the frogs seem to plead to them, over and over again, “Save us, save us, save us!”


  We listen for a while, until the frogs tire. “It’s late,” I say. “It’s a long way back to Albany. Why don’t you kids stay? There are plenty of beds.”


  So we head inside. I set them up with fresh linen I haven’t used in years, and during the night I hear fucking and shuffling and laughing as I pour myself tumbler after tumbler of rye whiskey until I pass out. Late in the night, I hear someone whimpering outside my door, and I rise groggily from bed. Lin sits in the hallway, her eyes as red as cinders as she looks up at me.


  “I’m sorry,” she says, wiping away tears. “I didn’t know that was your bedroom.”


  “What are you doing?”


  “Nothing,” she says as she climbs to her feet.


  “You okay?”


  “I was just thinking. You don’t know us, Abner, but you welcomed us into your home.”


  I shrug. “This place was made for guests.”


  She stares at the walls. “Must have been beautiful, when it was full of people.”


  I nod. “It was.”


  She stands there, and again she reminds me of my granddaughter who I never see. I want to hug her and tell her the future will be xin, that everything will work out, eventually. But I’m too drunk to lie. “It’s late, Lin. Go to bed.”


  A tear rolls down her cheek. She nods and turns away. I close the door, feeling as if I’ve missed something important. It takes me forever to fall back asleep.


  The next morning, the kids are gone. The house looks as if a tornado has blown through. But one bedroom has been tidied, and there’s a note on the nightstand.


  “The frogs are beautiful. You are beautiful. Thank you for a perfect day. —Lin.”


  I hold the note in my hand and stare out the window into the empty yard. I already miss their laughter.


  Several months before I received the evac order, I visited New Earth for the first time. My son Josef played the guide and took me to the Ishibuto-Mori preserve, a dense rainforest on the northern hemisphere. Giant sequoias planted a few years ago had already grown hundreds of feet tall, carrion flowers had been gengineered to smell like cotton candy, and the rains came precisely at two p.m. every day.


  Clear plexi walls kept us safe on a paved path that led us, like Dorothy to Oz, to John Muir Mall. It was a palatial marketplace where they seemed to have anticipated every human need. Food, clothing, jewelry, a pub, an immersion cinema, a spa. All was here, square in the middle of the rainforest. A holohost welcomed us to the mall’s courtyard and carefully explained, as if he were speaking to children, how Old Earth had become uninhabitable, how humanity’s first home was ruined forever because Those Before had no appreciation for the natural world. But the Ishibuto-Mori Corporation, along with dozens of other companies, were hard at work ensuring that New Earth avoided this fate.


  As my son and I ate oversized burgers in the courtyard of Pfizer’s McDonald’s, I noticed that no one looked up when Earth rose above the forest canopy. Before the next scheduled rain we left for home.


  Josef’s family lived in a spacious and many-windowed apartment on the ninety-seventh floor of a three-hundred-story tower. Luxury condos like these, Josef said, were popping up all over New Earth. My heart warmed when I saw my grandkids, Rachael and Pim. It had been several years since I’d seen them in person—they didn’t visit Earth anymore. Today was Pim’s twelfth birthday.


  My grandson blew out his candles and we all shared papaya cake. On cues from my daughter-in-law, a shining mahogany andro poured coffee, brought out cookies, and cleared the dirty dishes. I felt like a princely CEO. On Earth natural grain was absurdly expensive and hard to come by, but on New Earth it seemed as plentiful as the scheduled rain.


  “Pim’s not the only one celebrating today,” Josef said, in between sips of coffee. “Tell Grandpa the good news, Rach.”


  My granddaughter beamed and said, “I got a full scholarship to GE Sinopec!”


  “GE Sinopec?” I said.


  “An orbital university!”


  “Oh, wa!” I said. “A full scholarship? That’s xin!”


  “As a reward,” Josef said, “Esther and I have decided to buy Rach a small lobber. You’d be surprised at how affordable they’ve become.”


  “I can visit Mom and Dad on weekends,” Rachael said, “and fly back to school on Sundays. And Grandpa, there’s this low-fuel maneuver called a Hohmann Transfer that lets you fly over to Old Earth in a couple hours. Me and Leva are definitely headed there when they start dismantling it, to get a closer view.”


  “Rachael,” Esther said with an admonishing tone. “Why don’t you see if Grandpa wants more coffee?”


  “He’s got coffee. And isn’t that what you bought the andro for?”


  “Rachael, don’t be rude!”


  “But, Mom, his cup is full!”


  “Rachael Kopperfeld!”


  “Please!” I said. “Yes, yes, they’re dismantling Old Earth. It’s no gaise secret. Why does everyone avoid that subject around me?”


  “Because every time we bring it up,” Josef said, “you go on a rant about how they’re tearing down your home.”


  I stared at my son. “It was once your home too, if you remember.”


  Josef frowned. “That was a long time ago, Dad.” He waved his hand at his apartment. “This is my home now, and I’d like to have a nice birthday for Pim.”


  “Is the frog pond still there, Grandpa?” Pim asked.


  “Yes! It’s been a struggle to keep the pond free of toxins, but the frogs still croak away on summer nights. Do you remember when you used to put them in boxes to scare the hell out of Grandma Shosh?”


  He giggled. “And Rach used make up silly names and marry them.”


  “They got so loud some nights,” Rachael said, smiling, “that my ears would ring the next morning.”


  I shook my head and stared down at the plate of cookies. “Those poor creatures don’t know that their ancient home will soon be destroyed.”


  “Not destroyed,” Josef said. “Dismantled. There’s a difference.”


  “Countless species will be killed. I don’t know what you call that.”


  “Some death will occur,” Rachael said. “But the Geoengineers are making heroic efforts to save every documented species.”


  “Heroic?” I said. “Rachael, the cradle of humanity is being left to rot.”


  “I love Earth too, Dad,” Josef said. “But the air is poison. The soil is toxic. You spent your whole gaise life trying to clean it, and for what? So we could watch Mom die slowly from the Tox?” He paused and took a deep breath. “I want a better life for my kids, and your Earth can’t give that.”


  I put down my cup. “Since when did it become my Earth? Once, it was ours.”


  Esther loudly sipped her coffee, a sign she was not amused by the conversation.


  “Grandpa,” Rachael said, “it’s not just the toxins, it’s the overpopulation. We used up all the matter in the asteroid and Kuiper belts to make New Earth. We need Old Earth’s mantle to build more colonies. And besides, it’s natural.”


  “Natural?” I said as my belly grew hot.


  “Yes.” Rachael sat up straight and looked at her mother, as if she had been preparing this for weeks. “In living creatures, new cells are born from old ones, then the old cells die. But life continues. Your body’s cells have replicated themselves dozens of times. Old Earth isn’t ending, Grandpa, it’s rejuvenating. The old cell is giving birth to a new one. And when the old cell dies, its contents are broken up and recycled. That’s the course of life. The body of Old Earth will be gone, but its essence lives on.”


  I stared at my family, all of them willing to throw away the priceless Earth as if it were an obsolete piece of technology, and disagreed.


  Three days after Lin’s visit, I set my car down in central Albany. In a foggy rain, I wander past empty skyscrapers, drifts of windblown debris, and vac-sealed buildings, kicking up clouds of gray dust. On Livingston Avenue I meet a holdout who introduces herself as Helen. A sickly looking kitten walks at her heel.


  “Not many kids left,” Helen says, her voice muffled by a scratched ox-mask, “Green hair, techplant on her cheek, neh? Yeah, that’s Lin Bar-Martin. Yeoung’s kid. Hangs out with a bunch of liumangs. If I recall, her father Yeoung worked in nanotesting.”


  “A scientist?” I ask.


  “Ha! No, they tested nano on him.”


  “Oh. Where do they live?”


  “Nowhere.”


  “What do you mean? She’s homeless?”


  “As if. No, plenty of places to live here. She’s gone.”


  “Gone where?”


  “To Wal-Mart Toyota. An orbital.”


  “You mean, for good?”


  “Where’ve you been, baichi? No one comes back to Earth.”


  “What about her friends?” I hate myself that I can’t remember their names. “Are they still around?”


  “Haven’t seen a kid in days. The whole north side of the city shipped off to Wal-Mart Toyota. Heard the place is dreadful. They abandoned it mid-­construction because they found better ways to build colonies using nano.”


  “But the kids were at my house three days ago!”


  “And they left two days ago. A fleet of ships took ’em away like it was a parade.”


  And then I know why the kids cycled all the way down to New Paltz over dangerous roads, and I know the look in Lin’s eyes when she was crying outside my door that night, the feeling that I’d missed something. That was Lin’s last day on Earth. The kids wanted to see a piece of ancient Earth before they left it forever.


  “Thank you,” I say to Helen.


  I pet the sick kitten, then I leave her empty city. By the time I arrive home, it’s getting dark. There’s a strange car in the driveway, and a young woman sits on my porch. For a moment, I think it’s Lin. But then I recognize my granddaughter’s dark hair.


  “Hi, Grandpa.”


  “Rach, what are you doing here?”


  “I came to say hi.”


  I hug her hello. “You came all the way here just to say ‘hi’? Why didn’t you call? I could have prepared dinner.”


  “It was kind of a last-minute thing.”


  “It’s great to see you! You look good, Rach.” The wicker chair creaks as I sit beside her. “How’s school?”


  “It’s tough, but otherwise xin.” We stare at the overgrown grass as a wind whispers through the trees. “The grounds look really healthy.”


  “I try.”


  “I remember when I used to sit on your lap and you’d tell me the silliest stories.”


  “I’d say come on over, but I think you’re too big for that now.”


  She smiles, but it quickly fades. “Grandpa, the NEU can spot a flea from orbit. There’s nowhere to hide.”


  “I don’t plan to hide. I plan to stay right here.”


  “They’ll force you out.”


  Beyond the trees, a troublesome spot on my stascreen wavers. “Maybe I won’t give them the chance.”


  “Grandpa . . .” She puts a warm hand on mine. “You and I disagree on a lot of things. Promise me that when the time comes, you won’t do anything stupid.”


  “Rachael . . .”


  “Promise me.”


  When I look at her I see the child she once was, the girl who married frogs and danced in fields of sunflowers. “I’m sorry,” I say. “But this isn’t your Earth. You don’t understand.”


  “Maybe I understand more than you.” She leaps to her feet. “Neh, I have to go.”


  “Already? You just got here.”


  “I have an exam in the morning.”


  She hugs me, squeezes a little too hard. “Goodbye, Grandpa. I love you.”


  And in seconds her lobber is flying up into the sky. I watch it recede until it’s just another star. Out back the frogs croak louder than I’ve ever heard them.


  I sit on the wet grass under the stars, hugging a bottle of rye. Yesterday, another hurricane blew through the area, a product of Earth’s new gravitational partner. A decade ago they would have burnt the storms away with their orbital lasers, but Earth just isn’t worth it anymore. They didn’t even bother to give the hurricane a name.


  The storm washed away the dust, and the moon and New Earth lay hidden below the horizon. And in the dark, how beautiful is the sky! The stars are so bright they cast shadows, their points are so clear I feel I could pluck them like apples from the sky. Jupiter rises slowly in the east, bright as an angel. And the Milky Way swaths gloriously across the heavens. If I could leap into the sky, I’d fall into it forever.


  “Ashey,” I say to my cranial, “Play ‘Grandkids Visit, Summer ’98.’”


  A holo projects over my eyes. Little Rach sits on my knee, giggling. Birds chirp in the summer sun. The smell of roses. A soft breeze on my cheeks, all under the warm comfort of well-functioning stascreen. “Can we sit under the sunflowers again?” a five-year-old Rach asks a much younger me.


  Sunlight trickles through fans of yellow petals as I follow her into my field of sunflowers. She sits on the ground beneath their giant blooms and says, “I want to live in your house, with you, Grandpa. I never want to go home.”


  I watch her draw a house in the dirt with a stick. “Like this one,” she says.


  “Ashey, play ‘Shoshanna’s 60th Birthday.’”


  Years earlier, Shosh opens the ancient oak door of our house. Everyone yells, “Surprise!” As my wife throws her hands to her mouth and shrieks, she drops a glass bowl. It shatters, and everyone chuckles nervously. A tear of happiness rolls down her sallow cheek. Even this far back she’s already showing signs of the Tox.


  I excelled at removing the worst pollutants from environments, but with all my knowledge I still couldn’t protect my wife’s body from them.


  “You devil,” she whispers to me, embarrassed. “I thought you had forgotten.”


  “Never,” I say.


  “Damn. That bowl was expensive.”


  “I’ll make it up to you.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  I lean in to kiss her, and I feel the press of her soft lips even after the recording ends.


  “Ashey, play ‘Josef’s first steps.’”


  Our same house, decades earlier. Shosh, younger, healthier, Tox unmanifest. Little Josef bravely climbs to his feet, takes two teetering strides, then falls. Shosh leaps to publish the holo on the net for all to admire. She struts pridefully over to me and smiles. “Kid learns fast. He’s already better at walking than you are.”


  My ancient self giggles.


  “Ashey, pause playback.”


  Google-Wang Colony spins into view far above. I’d recognize the corporate colors from a billion miles away. I take another quaff of rye, then lay back on the wet grass. Cold moisture soaks into my back. Bank of Zhong Guo Colony winks distantly across the sky, and even though it’s hundreds of miles up I think I can hear it tearing roughly across the Cosmos. I sit here, watching the stars, until New Earth rises, spoiling the glorious night.


  I approach my house, plasteel container in one hand, rye in the other. I pour the liquid in the plasteel container into the foyer, and the hydrocarbon smell burns my nostrils.


  With a small lighter I set flame to a soaked rag. I toss it into the house. For a moment, the rag burns like a candle, guttering in a bedroom. Shadows dance across my ancient walls like memories. A pang of dread hits me. Is this really what I want?


  But it’s too late. The foyer erupts in flame, and I leap back. In seconds the fire roars louder than the frogs ever have. The heat singes my face as the house burns.


  And just like that, I destroy the home that my fifteenth generation great-grandmother built four hundred and seventeen years ago.


  With the stascreen shut down, the fire corkscrews freely into the sky. A column of smoke arcs away for miles, lit by the light of New Earth. Once, this would have aroused a hundred suppressor-bots into action. Now, what is another fire when all will soon be ash?


  My ancient house burns to the ground. It takes a while. So I sit beside the pond. The frogs are quiet, perhaps watching the flames with me. I think of Rachael, and the promise I made to her. And I think of Lin.


  At dawn, when the police arrive, the only thing left of the house is a pile of cinders. The air is foul with soot as armed men read me the evac order. They bind me in plasticuffs and escort me off my property. They seat me inside a small craft, and the young man across from me, in bulky police regalia, offers me anti-nausea nano for the trip to space. I was hoping to glimpse my property one last time as we lift off, but there are no windows. This is a prison ship.


  I paid a hefty fine and was ordered to take “reintegration” classes, then I was set free. The process seemed rote, and I suspect I’m one of thousands. Josef rented me an apartment in his condo for an absurd price, and he and Esther have been inviting me over nightly for dinner as if nothing at all has happened. Rachael calls from time to time to see how I’m fitting in.


  When I’m not skipping the reintegration classes or finding excuses not to join Josef and Esther for dinner, I spend my time watching as the Earth gets sliced open like a piece of fruit, as geometric chunks are carved out of its pulpy flesh ten thousand kilometers at a time.


  This evening my telescope and datafeeds focus on the Earth’s northern hemisphere.


  “It’s time,” Ashey warns. By piggybacking illegally onto satellite proxies, I have real-time access to the Geoengineers’ datanet. On my holoscreen a green light flashes twice, the signal from the Foreman. In Pan Mandarin, translated on my screen, the Foreman says, “EDHL-22, begin the first longitudinal cut at your discretion.”


  A full minute’s pause. Then a blinding flash. A molten orange circle of light moves south along the seventieth longitude line for minutes, and even from this distance it’s so bright it leaves spots in my vision. The cutting pauses as the laser’s gyroscopes realign. Then it slices across the fortieth latitude line, just under an emptied New York City.


  The laser traces out a great rectangle over the course of an hour. Then the grav-beams tug the huge section out. Like ice cream, the molten core drips toward Earth’s center. By technology I don’t pretend to understand, the layered walls of Earth don’t collapse into the new space, but stay fixed. And the white-hot core, from what I’ve read, is being artificially cooled, eleven-point-five degrees per day.


  I wonder if any of the holdouts, like Cordelia or Marta or Dr. Wu or Helen and her kitten, escaped the mandatory evacs. As they slowly floated into the sky, would they think they were flying up to meet God?


  Over several hours, lasers break the chunk into hundreds of pieces.


  “That one,” Ashey says, highlighting a point in my vision.


  The land that was my home is shunted up to Trump-Dominguez Colony. It will be used, the datanet says, as a counter mass so the colony can maintain its highly sought-after earth-forward views. Four and a half billion years, of algae and antelope, of brontosauri and bison, of woolly mammoths and glaciers, of trees and earthworms and amphibious frogs just to become a paperweight so the rich can wake up to their plastic earth.


  That night, I dream of frogs screaming.


  Years pass. Old Earth is gone, every last piece used up.


  Today, I sit next to Josef, Esther, and Pim in an amphitheater of thousands. Rachael is graduating from GE Sinopec with a B.S. in Applied Biology. We sit through an endless procession of names. Pim and I converse a bit. His voice has deepened, and he looks more like a man these days. He’s polite, and humors me, but I sense universes between us. I know this world isn’t mine anymore.


  After the ceremony, we eat dinner at an expensive restaurant, and the low-g does horrors to my stomach. Rachael, in her graduation gown, has been staring at me the entire meal. “Grandpa,” she says, “will you come with me for a ride after dinner? I’d like to show you something.”


  Her mother smiles.


  “I’ve had too much to eat. I’m a little tired. Maybe next time?”


  Josef glares at me. “Dad,” he says like he’s scolding a child, because that’s what I’ve become to all of them.


  I sigh. “What did you want to show me?”


  We head outside to Rachael’s lobber, a frighteningly small vessel, and I climb into the passenger seat as eagerly as a man to the gallows. I was never good with zero-g. I try to hide my shakes as we leap off GE Sinopec and dive down to New Earth.


  “For my graduation thesis we had to recreate an Old Earth ecosystem,” she says, “as part of the bioprojects to save as much life as we can.” I examine her face in the reflected light of the planet. She is beautiful, my granddaughter. From under her rolled up sleeve I see the glint of a techplant, expressly forbidden by her father. I smile.


  “So I chose your backyard,” she says.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Specifically, the lake behind your house, with all the frogs.”


  The lobber dips over a deciduous forest, and we descend tens of miles. My stomach feels like I left it back at the university.


  “I didn’t tell you,” she says, “because I knew how you were always going on about New Earth.” She holds her breath, and when I say nothing, she says, “And also because I really wasn’t sure if it was going to work.”


  “What was going to work?” I say. We swoop over fields of swaying grass, muddy swamps and dense forests.


  “Let me show you.”


  We set down in a field beside a thick wood. There are deep depressions in the mud, a sign of many previous landings. The sun hangs low on the horizon, and its orange light spills through the trees. She leads me into the woods, down a winding path, pausing to make sure I’m still with her, to warn me of a treacherous branch or root. The air here smells of mulch and earth and abundant life. She smiles, and suddenly it’s like she’s a toddler again, leading me into a field of sunflowers.


  And then I hear them.


  Frogs. Thousands of them, croaking away with strange voices. We approach a small lake, not too different from the one that was once in my backyard.


  “I came by your house when I knew you were away.” She looks apologetically at me. “And I collected, um . . . specimens. They’re not the same frogs, of course,” she says. “They have genes better suited to this particular environment. But they’re direct genetic descendants. Essentially, these are your frogs’ great-grandchildren.”


  The sound of their croaking rekindles memories of a thousand summer nights.


  I did it for you, Grandpa. I remember sitting beside your lake on summer evenings, listening to the frogs. Those times, when we were all together, are some of the happiest I remember. I wanted to bring a little of that here, to New Earth, for you. Now that I’ve got the population stabilized—and a passing grade.” She laughs. “I could finally show you.”


  I am flabbergasted. “I don’t know what to say.”


  “Say yes.” She waves her hand and a long document arrives in my vision.


  “What’s this?”


  “A deed,” she says. “I used a few connections at school, and I got a little financial help from Mom and Dad. Well, a lot of help. But I bought this land. And now I’ve transferred the deed to you. These fifteen hectares are yours, Grandpa. It’s my gift.”


  I’m stunned. “Rach, it’s beautiful.” I reach to hug her.


  She whispers in my ear as she squeezes me, like she used to on summer nights on my porch so long ago, “I thought perhaps you could build a house here.”


  The frogs croak. Their sound is different, a little strange. And the trees are arrayed a bit too neatly. This isn’t my Earth. It never will be. But I think of green-haired Lin and her friends, and Pim, and Josef and Esther, and Rachael, all coming to visit.


  “Yes,” I say. “A big house, with plenty of room for guests.”
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  I hate selkie stories. They’re always about how you went up to the attic to look for a book, and you found a disgusting old coat and brought it downstairs between finger and thumb and said “What’s this?,” and you never saw your mom again.


  I work at a restaurant called Le Pacha. I got the job after my mom left, to help with the bills. On my first night at work I got yelled at twice by the head server, burnt my fingers on a hot dish, spilled lentil-parsley soup all over my apron, and left my keys in the kitchen.


  I didn’t realize at first I’d forgotten my keys. I stood in the parking lot, breathing slowly and letting the oil-smell lift away from my hair, and when all the other cars had started up and driven away I put my hand in my jacket pocket. Then I knew.


  I ran back to the restaurant and banged on the door. Of course no one came. I smelled cigarette smoke an instant before I heard the voice.


  “Hey.”


  I turned, and Mona was standing there, smoke rising white from between her fingers. “I left my keys inside,” I said.


  Mona is the only other server at Le Pacha who’s a girl. She’s related to everybody at the restaurant except me. The owner, who goes by “Uncle Tad,” is really her uncle, her mom’s brother. “Don’t talk to him unless you have to,” Mona advised me. “He’s a creeper.” That was after she’d sighed and dropped her cigarette and crushed it out with her shoe and stepped into my clasped hands so I could boost her up to the window, after she’d wriggled through into the kitchen and opened the door for me. She said, “Madame,” in a dry voice, and bowed. At least, I think she said “Madame.” She might have said “My lady.” I don’t remember that night too well, because we drank a lot of wine. Mona said that as long as we were breaking and entering we might as well steal something, and she lined up all the bottles of red wine that had already been opened. I shone the light from my phone on her while she took out the special rubber corks and poured some of each bottle into a plastic pitcher. She called it “The House Wine.” I was surprised she was being so nice to me, since she’d hardly spoken to me while we were working. Later she told me she hates everybody the first time she meets them. I called home, but Dad didn’t pick up; he was probably in the basement. I left him a message and turned off my phone.


  “Do you know what this guy said to me tonight?” Mona asked. “He wanted beef couscous and he said, ‘I’ll have the beef conscious.’”


  Mona’s mom doesn’t work at Le Pacha, but sometimes she comes in around three o’clock and sits in Mona’s section and cries. Then Mona jams on her orange baseball cap and goes out through the back and smokes a cigarette, and I take over her section. Mona’s mom won’t order anything from me. She’s got Mona’s eyes, or Mona’s got hers: huge, angry eyes with lashes that curl up at the ends. She shakes her head and says: “Nothing! Nothing!” Finally Uncle Tad comes over, and Mona’s mom hugs and kisses him, sobbing in Arabic.


  After work Mona says, “Got the keys?”


  We get in my car and I drive us through town to the Bone Zone, a giant cemetery on a hill. I pull into the empty parking lot and Mona rolls a joint. There’s only one lamp, burning high and cold in the middle of the lot. Mona pushes her shoes off and puts her feet up on the dashboard and cries. She warned me about that the night we met: I said something stupid to her like “You’re so funny” and she said, “Actually I cry a lot. That’s something you should know.” I was so happy she thought I should know things about her, I didn’t care. I still don’t care, but it’s true that Mona cries a lot. She cries because she’s scared her mom will take her away to Egypt, where the family used to live, and where Mona has never been. “What would I do there? I don’t even speak Arabic.” She wipes her mascara on her sleeve, and I tell her to look at the lamp outside and pretend that its glassy brightness is a bonfire, and that she and I are personally throwing every selkie story ever written onto it and watching them burn up.


  “You and your selkie stories,” she says. I tell her they’re not my selkie stories, not ever, and I’ll never tell one, which is true, I never will, and I don’t tell her how I went up to the attic that day or that what I was looking for was a book I used to read when I was little, Beauty and the Beast, which is a really decent story about an animal who gets turned into a human and stays that way, the way it’s supposed to be. I don’t tell Mona that Beauty’s black hair coiled to the edge of the page, or that the Beast had yellow horns and a smoking jacket, or that instead of finding the book I found the coat, and my mom put it on and went out the kitchen door and started up her car.


  One selkie story tells about a man from Mýrdalur. He was on the cliffs one day and heard people singing and dancing inside a cave, and he noticed a bunch of skins piled on the rocks. He took one of the skins home and locked it in a chest, and when he went back a girl was sitting there alone, crying. She was naked, and he gave her some clothes and took her home. They got married and had kids. You know how this goes. One day the man changed his clothes and forgot to take the key to the chest out of his pocket, and when his wife washed the clothes, she found it.


  “You’re not going to Egypt,” I tell Mona. “We’re going to Colorado. Remember?”


  That’s our big dream, to go to Colorado. It’s where Mona was born. She lived there until she was four. She still remembers the rocks and the pines and the cold, cold air. She says the clouds of Colorado are bright, like pieces of mirror. In Colorado, Mona’s parents got divorced, and Mona’s mom tried to kill herself for the first time. She tried it once here, too. She put her head in the oven, resting on a pillow. Mona was in seventh grade.


  Selkies go back to the sea in a flash, like they’ve never been away. That’s one of the ways they’re different from human beings. Once, my dad tried to go back somewhere: he was in the army, stationed in Germany, and he went to Norway to look up the town my great-grandmother came from. He actually found the place, and even an old farm with the same name as us. In the town, he went into a restaurant and ordered lutefisk, a disgusting fish thing my grandmother makes. The cook came out of the kitchen and looked at him like he was nuts. She said they only eat lutefisk at Christmas.


  There went Dad’s plan of bringing back the original flavor of lutefisk. Now all he’s got from Norway is my great-grandmother’s Bible. There’s also the diary she wrote on the farm up north, but we can’t read it. There’s only four English words in the whole book: My God awful day.


  You might suspect my dad picked my mom up in Norway, where they have seals. He didn’t, though. He met her at the pool.


  As for Mom, she never talked about her relatives. I asked her once if she had any, and she said they were “no kind of people.” At the time I thought she meant they were druggies or murderers, maybe in prison somewhere. Now I wish that was true.


  One of the stories I don’t tell Mona comes from A Dictionary of British Folklore in the English Language. In that story, it’s the selkie’s little girl who points out where the skin is hidden. She doesn’t know what’s going to happen, of course, she just knows her mother is looking for a skin, and she remembers her dad taking one out from under the bed and stroking it. The little girl’s mother drags out the skin and says: “Fareweel, peerie buddo!” She doesn’t think about how the little girl is going to miss her, or how if she’s been breathing air all this time she can surely keep it up a little longer. She just throws on the skin and jumps into the sea.


  After Mom left, I waited for my dad to get home from work. He didn’t say anything when I told him about the coat. He stood in the light of the clock on the stove and rubbed his fingers together softly, almost like he was snapping but with no sound. Then he sat down at the kitchen table and lit a cigarette. I’d never seen him smoke in the house before. Mom’s gonna lose it, I thought, and then I realized that no, my mom wasn’t going to lose anything. We were the losers. Me and Dad.


  He still waits up for me, so just before midnight I pull out of the parking lot. I’m hoping to get home early enough that he doesn’t grumble, but late enough that he doesn’t want to come up from the basement, where he takes apart old T.V.s, and talk to me about college. I’ve told him I’m not going to college. I’m going to Colorado, a landlocked state. Only twenty out of fifty states are completely landlocked, which means they don’t touch the Great Lakes or the sea. Mona turns on the light and tries to put on eyeliner in the mirror, and I swerve to make her mess up. She turns out the light and hits me. All the windows are down to air out the car, and Mona’s hair blows wild around her face. Peerie buddo, the book says, is “a term of endearment.” “Peerie buddo,” I say to Mona. She’s got the hiccups. She can’t stop laughing.
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