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Acclaim for
Hilary Liftin and Kate Montgomery’s
D e a r  E x i l e
“I love Dear Exile, and I love the women in it. I opened it one afternoon, then just couldn’t put it down. Here is a girlfriend relationship that I actually recognize. Their humor, love, and world view is to me, simply, perfection.”
—Whitney Otto, author of      
How to Make an American Quilt 
“Remember how Rebecca Wells’ The Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood inspired women all over the country to form all manner of spirited girl-circles? Now there’s a book that should motivate us all to buff up our bonds through the perhaps-not-so-lost art of letter writing. . . . [Dear Exile] brings worlds—and, one might hope, the friendships of readers—closer together.” 
—Daily News
“An unusually thoughtful record of a female relationship and of the emotional swings that greet most of us in our mid-20s.” 
—Newsday
“An encouraging look at the post-college world as well as a tribute to female friendship. It seems that there is, indeed, both life and friendship after graduation.” 
—USA Today 
“Delightful. . . . The wicked pleasure of reading someone else’s mail reaches new height here, as both women are such engaging writers: funny, original and vibrant.” 
—Austin Chronicle 
“A humorous, touching, real-as-daylight collection of letters that appeals on several levels: as engaging travel literature, a witty exploration of modern women’s lives, and as a testament to the power and blessing of friendship.” 
—Publishers Weekly 
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D e a r  E x i l e

P r o l o g u e 
Kate and I go way back. When I was in the fourth grade I pretended to have a friend named Kate to make my then best friend jealous. During math I’d write letters to the imagined Kate telling her secrets Lisa didn’t know. Eight years later, as if to prove my supernatural instinct, I got a letter from a real Kate. It was just before college, and all three of my future roommates had written to introduce themselves. I was too cool to write a letter. Kate’s was the last to arrive. All I remember about her letter was that she informed us that she wasn’t a kleptomaniac, didn’t drool excessively, and wasn’t a Republican. As soon as I read her letter I called Kate and explained that she and I should share a room. 
Little did she know what sharing a room with me meant. Kate’s blond hair belied her studious, ascetic sensibility. While I was actively celebrating release from an all-girls environment, Kate had actually communicated with boys before. This did not mean, however, that she wasn’t supportive of my experimentation. I would regularly enter our room at three a.m., flick on the bare bulb that hung only inches above her bunk, and start telling her how Charles or some other heartbreaker had flirtatiously sprayed beer on my shoes. Or we’d have to take that hour to hyperanalyze what it meant when Sam wrote, “I feel like a thief when I’m with her, Hal,” on the bathroom door. Kate insists that we bonded during these late-night sessions. I guess I believe her. 
Years later some things hadn’t changed. Coming home to my New York apartment one night, I found the following note on yellow sticky paper in very tiny handwriting: 
Hilary, 
Since I’d be your wife if you were male, 
And since you’ve never eaten a grape; 
Since you have a lust for life 
And for men whose initials form rhyme schemes; 
Since you don’t much care for spittle 
Being dabbed in your hair by blow-dried women 
And since you don’t believe Noguchi’s sculpture 
Was his contorted feminine side trying to get out; 
Since you must sleep with two pillows 
And since your table at the library says, “but I love him”; 
Since you had to kill that girl you baby-sat for 
Because she wore navy and looked so innocent; 
Since you can’t like just one part of a love poem; 
Since you claim that being happy is not an invitation to sing 
And since you are short and fuzzy-headed, 
And since I love you, 
(And since you sort of said I could) 
I took your new green dress. 
Kate 
I didn’t really kill the girl. And I don’t think I ever got the dress back. But we were too busy to worry about such details. We were older and had less time for each other. Still, when Kate wanted to marry Dave (who makes me believe in love and that people are born to be together and that there’s hope for me and all the rest), it was me that they called on a Thursday to say, “We want to get married at City Hall tomorrow, and we want you to be our witness.” I tried to persuade them to wait until Monday, which would have been much more convenient for me, but they won. 
I was afraid that Kate would disappear into married life, and she actually did disappear, almost right away. Kate’s always had a save-the-world impulse, so no one was surprised when the newlyweds joined the Peace Corps and went to Kenya. As part of saying goodbye Kate and I swore to write to each other, but what that would mean didn’t really sink in. 
Then Kate’s letters started appearing in my mailbox, smelling like Africa. Every couple of weeks there would be a new one, handwritten of course, on crinkled airmail paper with multiple foreign stamps. I carried them around with me, reading parts out loud to anyone who would listen. Mine sped back to her, typed at high speed, laser-printed on heavy-stock company letterhead, weighed and paid in the office mailroom. Kate had to bike into the next town to pick up her mail. There was only one mailbox for the entire village. She could always sight my letters right away because the envelopes were bright white and they were addressed in my handwriting, which was smaller and more pointy than any on the local mail. We were both impressed with the speed and reliability of the international postal service. Only my birthday package to Kate was lost (and she still refuses to believe that I ever really sent it). 
In compiling these letters for publication, we sorted through them, changed some names, and chose what best represented the correspondence that lasted over a year. The letters that follow are most of what we wrote, and all of what we felt. 
—Hilary Liftin 

P a r t  O n e
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O c t o b e r - D e c e m b e r
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NAIVASHA
October 8 
Dear Hilary, 
This morning as the sun rose David and I were waiting by the road for a lift to the Peace Corps training center. In the distance, and coming closer to us, was a man on a bicycle with what seemed to be a woolly lamb tied on its back fender. It was joggling in a very limp way, but I suggested hopefully to Dave that it might be just deeply asleep. Suddenly, the man stopped, got off the bike, walked around to the back where the lamb’s head was flopping against the wheel, and twisted it until there was a loud cracking sound. Dave quietly noted that the lamb was probably no longer asleep, and I agreed. Then, the man got back onto the bike and rode slowly away. We frequently whisper to each other, as a reminder, “Kenya.”
While we were walking today, seven giraffes and a herd of zebras ambled across our path acting completely unconcerned by the fact that they were not in a zoo. Near the training center is a huge, shining lake where flamingos and hippos mingle on the shores, and in the distance, under the fever trees and through the herds of various horned beasts, we can see volcanic mountains and grassy plains. Sunbeams come through the clouds like they do in religious paintings, and you can see for miles. When it’s dark, on the other hand, you can’t see anything—without electricity, darkness is a thing for us to contend with. The moon matters.
So, we’re here, Hil. For the next three months we (and about twenty other Peace Corps teachers) will be in this town for training in Kiswahili and cultural studies, and then we’ll move to various villages where people have requested high school teachers. For now, David and I are staying at the home of a large, welcoming Kikuyu woman. We’re to call her Mama Kamau—her first son was Kamau, hence Mama of Kamau. She’s married but lives alone because, apparently, her husband lives with another wife in Nairobi. If I understood her right, she said he brings her bananas on some Sundays. 

On our first night with her, she graciously served a stew made of rancid goat meat. (Earlier in the day, I had been looking for a match and came across a slab of said meat in a drawer.) I got a stomachache from it, which wouldn’t have been much of a problem, except that to go to the training center, we take a 
matatu. Taking a matatu, as we have just learned, means cramming ourselves into a rusty minitruck along with about seventy other people, their chickens, loads of pineapples, jerry cans of gasoline, or tied-on babies, and careening along at a million kilometers an hour on what still seems to us to be the wrong side of the road. (My first time in a 
matatu, I got wedged in so tightly I wasn’t touching the floor. Now I know to squeeze in next to a Mama because we women stick together, and she will probably protect me from suffocation.) Anyway, the morning after I ate the nasty meat, I somehow got positioned with my rump only millimeters from a kind-looking old woman’s face. Since farting is considered almost a sin here, especially in front of women and elders, I made some “very interesting faces” (as Dave put it) on the jolty twenty-minute ride to our stop. As you can see, at first we had a lot of fun with rancid meat jokes, but they weren’t so funny when she served up the same stew the next night. And the next. 

One Peace Corps woman has already decided to Early Terminate her volunteerhood (it’s been five days). Getting dropped off at her homestay to find four staring children, no one who spoke English, a none-too-clean pit latrine, no electricity, and one bucketful of water for the week’s bathing pushed her beyond her limits. She spent the night at the training center and was on a plane for home the next morning. No one is very surprised she left because she had even seemed a little freaked out by the food in an Italian restaurant during our training sessions in the States. 

Mama Kamau invited us to her Catholic church Sunday morning—lots of drums and singing under the tin roof. The whole three-hour mass was in Kikuyu, so even the little Kiswahili we’ve learned so far helped us not at all. Someone put English Bibles in our laps so we could follow along. Do you think I’ll find God in Kenya? The landscape we saw when we left the church was almost unbelievably beautiful, though at the same time one always seems to be walking through dung and breathing dust. I love it. 

Don’t you worry, I’m wearing my sunscreen all the time. (Although I think it’s too late to save my skin.) 

Love, love, love, 
Kate 
NAIVASHA
November 7 
Hello Hilary, 
Other people are getting lots of letters from their friends, small Hilary. Could it be that you, you, my fuzzy-headed companion in your wacky shoes, could it be that you are a Lesser Friend than they? I will imagine that it could not be so. 

I want to tell you that there’s a vicious cow living with us at Mama Kamau’s, and he’s taken a particular dislike to our dear David. The cow waits behind the 
choo (outhouse pit) and then comes storming out to wipe gooey, bigger-than-your-arm cow boogers on him and to violently head-butt him. Once, when Dave was laughing too hard and not taking the threat seriously, the cow actually stuck his head between Dave’s legs and lifted him off the ground. It was better than a rodeo. Mama Kamau came running out of the house with a big stick, yelling 
“N’gombe mbaya!” (bad cow!) and whacking him harder than I’ve ever seen anyone whack anything. Now, she hands Dave the big stick whenever he goes outside—just in case. She told him in Kiswahili, “David, I would like you to beat the bad cow.” Dave said the whole situation reminds him of Russell Denniger picking on him in the third grade. 

I sort of like when I have to use the choo in the middle of the night. You might think it would be a drag, but I get out my kerosene lantern and go out under the African stars (we can see Scorpio here!) and try not to trip over the goats. Then I have to gently move the sleeping twin lambs off the doorstep of the 
choo so I can go in and squat over the hole in the ground. I’m sure it’ll get old, and of course it’s unhealthy, but I still like it. 

Today Dave and I walked the long way into town. We passed through forests of cacti, and I almost stepped on a wild gerbil as he popped out of his hole. Two men in white smocks and white turbans, one walking a bicycle and one pulling a mule, told us in Kiswahili that we were going the wrong way. They led us on a twisty route through people’s gardens and past purple jacaranda trees and over hill and dale, all with a view of silver Lake Naivasha in the distance, into the ramshackle, dusty town. It’s Sunday, so along the way we were hearing people sing and drum in church and Muslims getting called to prayer. I began to shake hands with one of the men to say thank you and farewell, but he only shook David’s hand, explaining that he could not touch me. On the way back, a woman tending the corn in her 
shamba asked which tribe we were from. When I said American, she protested that we couldn’t be from the same tribe because of our “different stripes”—Dave with dark hair and me with light. She added that it was okay, she was modern. 

Mama Kamau is still, a month later, serving us generous portions of rancid stew, despite our repeated offers to cook. The pot on her fire is like one of those magic pots in the fairy tales that never empties no matter how much we eat (in hopes of never having it again). It’s just always full of rotten goat meat. But eating it is, admittedly, better than eating brains out of a boiled sheep’s skull by the fingersful as Mama Kamau did at her party last week. She offered us a little piece of roasted lung, but I ate some intestine instead because it looked more like hamburger. (Last week, when she left us to heat up our own stew on the fire, Dave covertly made me an avocado omelet with orange Fanta to drink, and it was the most delicious thing I’d ever eaten.) 

From what we can gather in our painful Kiswahili, it seems that Mama Kamau’s doctor told her that because she is so fat, she really should eat nothing but bananas. That was three years ago. She’s pretty tired of bananas, as you might guess. Every night, she sits in front of the fire on her little stool and picks up her enormous plate of banana stew. Then the ritual begins. She sighs heavily and closes her eyes. She looks like she’d rather die than eat. She puts her hand on her chest and just sits for a minute, staring at the stew. Takes a bite. Waits, looks up to heaven, and sighs again. I might add that this “only banana stew” reminds me of the story of stone soup made from “only” a stone. We try to cheer her up afterwards by laughing and pointing with her at the fuzzy World Wrestling Federation transmission she has on her little car-battery-powered television. She chortles and chuckles at the men getting pounded and jumped on, and the three of us bond. It’s really the best we can do since our Kiswahili is still pathetic, and it’s not her first language either. 

Time here is very strange. Since nothing is routine, I notice everything and days seem incredibly long. Also the fact that it’s summer here and it’s November makes it feel like time hasn’t passed into winter yet. I’m beginning to feel generally disoriented. Often, when I’m hitching a ride in the back of a truck, children will drop everything to start chasing after me yelling, 
“Mzungu, mzungu!” They might mean a very derogatory “honky!” or simply “white person!” or even “wondrous person!” depending on how you choose to translatethe word. Sometimes, it’s embarrassing to be called that and to be such a spectacle all the time. Sometimes, it’s funny that they want to see me so badly, and I want to smile and wave at the cute little girl chasing us in bare feet. Sometimes, though, the child will run so hard and so long, it feels like desperation—rich, white tourist, help me. Then it seems like she’s running on her last hope, and my stomach drops. We’re both studying Kiswahili intently because it seems like our only way to begin to understand what’s happening around here. 

A few things I need to know about you: 
	Have you started your new cyberjob? 
	What’s going on with Josh “Do-Me-but-Don’t-Do-Me” Stack? 
	
	Where do you live? 
	How much do you miss me? 

I miss you a lot.
Kate 
P.S. Hey Hil, Kate has hurried off on one of her urgent trips to the 
choo. She has soiled her shorts on no fewer than four separate occasions. At first it was funny, but now I think she just wants attention. I am ignoring her because I don’t want to reinforce this kind of behavior. My bowels, on the other hand, are holding firm. I’m not bragging, it’s just the truth. 

Yours, 
Dave 
NEW YORK CITY 
December 19 
Dear Kate,
You mention things like fever trees casually. I have taken note of your rather pathetic plea for letters and can only suggest that you stop describing me as fuzzy, in which case I will put all the other friends of Peace Corps volunteers to shame. 

Rotten meat or no, Kate, oh how you’ve escaped. Don’t think you can get away with it. You’ve got it easy. Look at me. Who will I be now that I’m post-college, post-college boyfriend, post-first job, twenty-six years old, alone in the world, and in need of some income, some home, some company? How in heaven am I going to settle—whatever that is? I’m willing to devote my whole sympathy quotient to your gastronomic nightmares, I’m just asking that you understand that I’m making a life from scratch over here. It’s no cakemix. 

I have obeyed my runes and leapt empty-handed into the void. Much as I try to explain to myself that I am in transition and that everything’s going to turn out just fine, I’m hardly the happy camper we remember. I’m living at my dad’s now. My eyelid has had a twitch ever since I moved in here. It’s a delicate, fluttering twitch that others don’t seem to see, but to me it feels like there’s a bird in my head, beating itself against the window of my eye. So right now I hardly recognize myself. I wake up in a strange apartment. I hide away my bed and all signs of me. I commute out of the city—away from all my friends and the places I know—to work in a sterile office at an ill-defined new job in a big, generic office building on a highway in Westchester. I’m just waiting: waiting to accumulate a foundation of knowledge that will get me the right job; waiting to find my own apartment so I can make noise and be a person; waiting to hail a cab and smile at the person getting out and see that stranger again and again. 

Most of all right now, I can’t wait to live alone. The finances of buying an apartment are impossible, but I’m willing to make adjustments. No long-distance service, for example, no food on weekdays, drugstore makeup, factory-second panty hose, found art. I can’t wait to acquire “homeowner’s insurance.” I want to have my stereo going when I fall asleep. I want all the messages to be for me. I want to bring home strangers and store their body parts in my freezer. I want to polyurethane floors and leave the toilet seat up (Oh wait. I’m a girl.) and throw away all the plastic grocery bags which wouldn’t even accumulate anyway since I don’t shop. I want the shower to be a hundred percent available. I want to have parties and not clean up. 

While I look for an apartment, everything I own is in storage. Of course I never thought it would take this long to land an apartment. When I packed up my belongings in August I was like, Wool? Who needs wool? Now I’m cold all the time and trying to look professional while layering like crazy. Also, my dad and Genevieve’s loft was not designed around the concept of privacy. I know that no matter how good a guest one is, one’s presence is eventually annoying. The only way I can imagine avoiding this is to try to make myself invisible. So I am rarely there, wake up when they do (it’s hard not to), and leave as quickly as possible. I bring home flowers and groceries, and I’ve got all my friends calling an answering service. They didn’t request any of this, but you can be sure I would never feel the need to be so cautious and polite and adult if I were staying with my mother. 

I finally settled the lawsuit with my health club for ten thousand dollars, so I’ll be wallpapering whatever apartment I find with ten-dollar bills. I’m not sure the scar on my brow is worth it.I kept saying to my lawyer, When the mirror fell on me it was like my own face attacked me. I told him it caused great psychological trauma. I explained to him that they should give me enough money so that I end up feeling happy that the mirror fell on me. That’s what compensation for incompetence is about. My lawyer didn’t seem very excited by any of it. But ten thousand dollars definitely puts a spring in my step. It also allows me to have some fun, for a change. 

So I came back to your letters from my spontaneous jaunt across the United States of America. Imagine this: not until the day we went to pick up a friend’s manual-transmission car did Josh Stack see fit to inform me that he’d never driven a stick shift before. And I’d definitely never driven a stick shift. Turned out Stack and I were both sort of passenger types who yearned to be driver types, so we were mutually encouraging and supportive the whole time, cheering each other on when shifting from first gear to second, and so on. 

Have you ever walked around the Grand Canyon? Stack took issue with the Canyon Rules, which forbade us trying to make it down and back in one day because we might die. According to Stack, the rangers didn’t want us to die because it might mean extra work for them. Anyone else might have been distracted from this paranoid hypothesis by, well, the Wonder of the World. Not Josh. Me, I found the canyon to be very big. When something’s that big, it’s hard to know if it’s real. I read the brochure over and over again, trying to believe that where we were standing had once been sea level, but was forced to conclude that Josh was right, it was a scam. Seriously, the drive out of the canyon at dusk was more moving than the canyon itself. It was only then, in the so-called gloaming, that the awe settled. Stack couldn’t stop applauding the sunset. I listened to him appreciate the sun, and the West, and our driving abilities, all the way from the Grand Canyon to Las Vegas, where we finally found a tape of 
The Rocky Horror Picture Show, the sound track of which we’d been singing since the Hoover Dam. America may not have elephants, but it has more slot machines than you know. 

Stack, since you asked, is something of a tease, if sharing motel beds across the country can accurately measure any points of character. We crawl into these beds to spoon, and when we do that I get a little “why not?” quiver, and sometimes I know he’s got a quiver of his own, but in the morning it feels like a not-unpleasant dream. Sleeping in hotel beds, dreaming that I have a real fellow and a real home. In daylight, we get along splendidly. But I’m not convinced that we should do whatever it might be that friends do to become lovers. Stack is mostly just a skirt chaser. He talks about wanting a girl, or girls, and snuggles up to cute hipsters at parties, but never really follows through. Also, he sort of acts like an overgrown kid, bounding around in his overalls, safety glasses, and Joker grin. Delia says we’re Sam and Diane. Harry and Sally. It’s funny, even my brother said that I should go out with Stack. In fact, almost everyone tells me to date Stack. Maybe it’s because he is Mr.Charisma, or because we banter so enthusiastically, or because he’s the only friend with whom I’m physically affectionate. Having a thing with him would be entertaining, but I think you’d nix it, because you wouldn’t be able to imagine it growing up into something substantive. Why play with a Slinky when you can read a book? 

I want to address the fact that I will write these letters to you alone. I fully expect Dave to read them, but I want you to feel like an individual, especially now that you’re married and all. Dave is really only good for scatological updates anyway. And I love that cow story, but, Kate, I think you should know that it’s hard for a cow to be a “he.” And before you shat your shorts did you say to Dave, Will you still love me if I shit in my shorts? When are you done with training and where will you go from there? 

I don’t have the list of things you need to know, but haven’t I covered everything? I think you asked where I’m living but now I’ve told you. Oh, and how much do I miss you? Let me count the ways: I miss you like the plague; I miss you because you understand everything I say and because for all I know when I say I see blue everyone else might see green but I’m pretty sure you see blue; I miss you because when you get back you’re going to be really different and dirty; I miss you because you’re not coming to my Christmas party; I miss you because you’re speaking Kiswahili and I can’t and I’m afraid you’ll never come home; I miss you as often as I check my voice mail (which is like every minute); I miss you because I don’t trust anyone else’s sanity (except maybe my brother’s); I miss you more than I miss all my stored belongings and with a force that is just a tiny bit less than my desire to find a lifetime companion; I miss you because the park is covered in snow and I haven’t been there yet; I miss you because I think you love me unconditionally and I definitely do you. This turned into a love letter. Is that so wrong? 

Goodbye, my dirty friend, goodbye,
H 
SOMEWHERE ON THE COAST
December 29 
Happy holidays Hilary! 
First of all, it was not a pathetic plea for mail, thank you very much, it was an objective presentation of a few facts and figures regarding my correspondence intake in relation to those around me. If you are telling me these will be Pity Letters, you can send them elsewhere. (I’ll just pretend I can read the newspaper.) I also want to say, on the record, that I don’t think it’s normal for a man and a woman who are not relatives and like each other very much to sleep cuddled up together without ever addressing the issue of sex. Conclusion: Stack’s gay. Call me a cynic. 

So, training’s over! After repeated hints from Mama Kamau that the previous volunteer had given her an expensive goodbye gift, we got her a watch from Nairobi, where one can buy anything. We had some last rancid goat, some last chuckles together over Hulk Hogan, and said our 
tutaonanans. I have to say, my Kiswahili is somewhat impressive (to me anyway). Just show me some cattle to compliment or someone to greet, and I’m all over that. (On the other hand, I did call Dave 
“maziwa” (milk) instead of “wazimu” (crazy) when joking with a Mama on a 
matatu yesterday. And I told a man at market that I didn’t want to buy anything I was “just swimming, thank you.” Okay, so maybe I have a little bit of fine-tuning to do.) In my Final Evaluation, by the way, my teacher told me I’m adjusting well to life here. What she doesn’t know is that I didn’t change clothes, do laundry, or eat much in the States either. In any case, now it’s on to Real Life in Kenya, with Dave and me as the only 
wazungu around, yippee! 
We’re moving to Ramisi, a small village on the south coast. We’re lucky because most people there use Kiswahili, or another very similar language, as their mother tongue—untrue everywhere else in Kenya. This means we have a prayer of understanding what is going on without having to ask people to switch from their tribal language to Kiswahili. 

There are monkeys, mangoes, and some coconut palms in Ramisi. There’s even a river where we joined some children in throwing rocks to antagonize the crocodiles (yes, from a safe distance). The village is on the compound of a broken-down old sugar plantation and factory. It’s strewn with big, rusted freight cars and broken gears with tall grass growing around and through the parts. The people live in the rows of cement housing that the factory workers abandoned, and we will too. Many of the “houses” have caved-in roofs or walls, and because it’s also very hot and dry, without much greenery, the whole place looks a little like a bombed-out, postwar town. It’s not that kind of Hollywood poverty where people live close to the earth in a pure, religious-looking way. It’s just ugly and depressing. We’re planning on buying a filter since our water, which comes from a borehole behind the school, is brownish, oily, and has sediment floating in it. 

What will be our house is currently occupied by a weird Peace Corps volunteer. She has been cohabiting with bat and rat shit, dead lizards, and fist-sized spiders with red legs. However, the place has a toilet (although it doesn’t flush), a kitchen (that just means a room with a counter since we need to bring in the water and cook over a fire), and a wash-yourself-here room (an empty room with a drain in the floor). We might also have occasional electricity for the socket in the living room. 

All we know about the secondary school is that there are eight classes of about fifty boys and girls each. There are eleven teachers, all Kenyan of course. Dave and I will join as the school’s only English teachers, and I’ll get the form fours and the form ones—the seniors and the freshmen. Dave gets the rest. Because of the schedule here, that means Dave and I willeach teach twenty-eight hours a week—Peace Corps recommends we teach no more than twenty (which is full-time because of all the curriculum planning and paper marking), but we’re both eager, so we decided to go for it. 

Did you have your holiday party? For our Christmas, we came out here to the coast, near our future home, with two other volunteers to explore. We spent the morning of the 25th wading in the warm, sandy puddles of the Indian Ocean, avoiding sea urchins. There were millions of little crabs on the sand with one big red claw each. For a nearsighted person like me, it was like walking in an enormous field of red dandelions. We wandered back to the town for passion juice (which you would love even though it is fruit and therefore a relative of a vegetable). When, out of nowhere, it started to pour, we sat on a stoop and watched the chickens run around in the rain. A man waiting under the same thatching was curious about us and invited us to visit his house. His village was at the end of a winding path through the palms. We came into a clearing where the red dirt was immaculately swept, the gardens looked healthy, and the mud walls of the huts looked strong and smooth. After we chatted for a while, he asked one of his sons to climb a very high palm and bring down some coconuts for us. Then he macheted the tops off, and we drank so much coconut water we thought we could never be thirsty again. Did you know young coconut meat is like custard? As we ate it with spoons made from the shell, Ali asked us if it wasn’t our Christmas today? He said we, and all people, may have different skin and different names for God, but we are all of one blood, we are all brothers and sisters, and with these coconuts, he wished us Good Christmas. I wish the same to you, but without the coconuts. 

Love, 
Kate 
P.S. We developed the enclosed pictures in Nairobi, and David says to tell you that Mama Kamau’s cow is actually much bigger than 
she looks in the picture. My little matador. 
NEW YORK CITY
December 29 
Dear Kate, who is so far away, 
My Christmas party wished you were there. My homemade Pillsbury sugar cookies with frosting imitating Mondrian, Pollock, and Magritte wished you were there. Stack, who blew me off for baking said cookies and is only nominally forgiven, wished you were there. The mistletoe wished you and Dave were below it. 

The fifty or so guests, who were well behaved in my mother’s apartment, and who included but were not limited to my brother and Emily, Delia, Rory, Dave Schisgall, Amy, Greg, Susan Choi, Sam (from work), Jon and the rest, wished you were there. The night, which had an early Christmas glow, the evening sun turning all the Upper West Side windows golden, the night was thinking, now where has Kate got to? The spiced brandy and the usual foodstuffs, but especially the broccoli, were sorry you couldn’t make it. 

And I—as I turned in half circles and quarter circles, receiving bottles and pouring wine and brewing brandy—even though I knew you would have come as a favor to me, had fun in spite of yourself, and left on the early side, I was sending you a first-class psychic bundle of fresh-roasted chicken, peanut butter cups and store-bought eggnog, which I hope arrived in good condition. There wasn’t much spare room for love in that bundle, so please find it here enclosed. 

Merry Christmas, 
Hilary, who wishes you’d been there 




End of sample
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