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One

People I love know how to get on with their lives. In evidence: A girlfriend from elementary school was getting married. Day after tomorrow, Plaza Hotel. The invitation was piped in copper and rice, maybe because the bride was Indian. It promised a groom on horseback. This I’d like to see. I knew the groom, which made it tough to imagine horseback nothin’. A horse could make him cry. A horse could make me cry. How fortuitous. When the crying starts, blame horse.

I was on break outside the crèche. The view was coops and farmland. Tractor here, reaper there, and, per usual, Wanda Deckman headed my way. She is the chief union steward. She likes to meddle. And, in my case, to paw for information apropos a strain of lethal plague vanished from my father’s lab a few months ago. I understood. Miasmic events storming the country were on everybody’s mind. There was reason to believe the strain had fallen into enemy hands. Enemies of freedom, the press was saying. I tried to look buoyant.

“Lucy,” she said, and grabbed at the card. “Hand it over.” Never mind that I’d been fondling the invitation for weeks, it looked like news to her.

I did as told. She studied it and blushed. Not word of the Miasma, just some girl’s wedding.

I said it was my oldest friend, though we don’t talk.

“Uh-huh.”

I said I had regrets, more regrets than not.

“Uh-huh.”

“But I do like a good biryani,” I said. “Some of the curries, too.”


She agreed. Could I have the day off? Sure, have fun.

There was nothing left to say. Stanley Gensch, making for the john, came as a relief. He’d been the bellman and pluckhouse supervisor for twenty-three years, though his job was in peril. It always was. He drank. And, in drink, tended to forget the closing bell, which got Wanda cross and him grousing that double duty prefigured a screwup. No matter. Wanda could nail him with guilt. I’d even heard it myself, them squared off while she declaimed his past, social outcast inmate whose priors she chose to overlook when giving him what’s called a second chance, even though this was more like his third or fourth and certainly did not feel like a chance since this place, this abattoir, was hours away from life in any direction, a kosher chicken plant that had the remove and dyspepsia of rehab. I had been here two months, four days, nine minutes.

First thing I noticed about the plant: hygiene was king. We wore latex gloves and surgical caps to repel disease. We sterilized our clothes. In canisters bolted to every wall: antibacterial mousse. Broadsides would come down from the office, stuff like, The chicken line cannot be exposed to unhealthful agents. That’s the phrase we used: unhealthful agents. Listeria monocytogenes was a threat. I would read this, and my heart would sink. Because I knew what was on deck. I knew about disease—my dad had worked for the CDC—so yeah, I knew, which made for an uneasy time on the line. I’d developed a clucking of the tongue that kept time with the action of my hands. Some of the other girls got annoyed. They said I was disruptive. And when the brass called me up, they had this to add: The serenity proffered by the line can be had so long as you try.

It wasn’t so much the job. My colleagues were fine. The vistas were great. But the feeling was claustral. I’d been exiled, and though I could leave anytime, I felt I deserved this. And that’s the thing about exile, you tend to feel extra trapped if you know the comeuppance is just.

In the city, I’d been in sales for high-end retail. Next, I’d dabbled in real estate and estate planning, which have less in common than you’d think. Then I had my fun and slept with Mother’s acupuncturist, whose practice foundered on the scandal. We were
discovered by a client arrived too soon. Mother, who’d been footing my bills under aegis of Bridge Loan, decided to foot no more. And so, the chicken house. The house as holding tank until a bed opened up for me at a rehabilitation facility down South.

Wanda had hair to the small of her back, sieved through a low ponytail. Mostly white and gray, fried at the ends. She wore glasses. Red plastic. I often found her lost to the occupation of wiping the lenses, which had the boon of redress for awkward moments such as this.

She sat next to me on the step. I tried to stand and was successful at it.

“Did you just swoon?” she said. “Because that is not right. Especially at a wedding. Heels and a bad inner ear, I’m going to call it a bad inner ear, can make for a spill on the dance floor, not to mention the disco ball and strobe lights.”

Wanda, apparently, had not been to a wedding since 1977.

She gloved herself and, once gloved, snapped the rubber cuffs like maybe she was about to engage in some ob-gyn activity. “Going to the pluckhouse,” she said. “Sleep it off. Drive safe—”

I rolled up the invitation and brought it to my eye like maybe I could see something new in the prospect before me. Inner ear. Wanda’s will to believe was disheartening. But she was just doing her best. I’m sure Mother had begged her to take me in. And who knew, maybe the chicken house really could subtend the path I was on. Maybe it would get me out of rehab. Rehab cost a fortune, and Mother had a habit of her own to finance. Plus, I really, really didn’t want to go.

I scoped the terrain and found Stanley across the yard, shouting and throwing up his arms. I thought he might be trying to pep my spirits coach style, so I gave him a thumbs-up, like play ball!, which seemed to satisfy him enough to continue walking to the salting plant. I liked Stanley. We both had death in our families, and the idea of sharing our grief seemed to improve on acquaintance.

It was August. The wedding was on the thirtieth, which seemed odd because who gets married on a Friday? Less odd was that I had no date. I’d had weeks to prepare and yet: no date. Possibly it was because I knew the nuptials would be my last outing for a while, which meant having to find just the right escort, which meant being
paralyzed by the onus of having to find Just the Right Escort. Possibly it was because I had no male friends. Most likely, though, it was because the pressure of having to front my well-being for at least five hours was so unsustainable, I’d been hoping the world would end before Friday. Showing up would certainly evidence progress of my own—is there anything more well adjusted than going to your oldest friend’s wedding?—but also, come on, what a nightmare.

It was time to frisk the chickens. Alternately, there was my bed, which called out to me with godlike authority. I was under the covers in seconds. Unlike the other staff, I slept on the premises, in more of a barn than house, whose open windows and cracks in the joists let in a breeze I enjoyed, except by morning spindrift was always up in my hair, which made me look more acclimated than I would have liked.

I didn’t have many personal items, since I’d left the city in a rush, essentially shoved on a bus by Mother, who blew kisses as the driver pulled out of Port Authority. There was Farfle, my stuffed sweet potato, and tweezers because I cannot live without tweezers, and a cardholder that looked like a recipe box, in which I kept a log of the men I’ve dated. My last entry was before I came here, when I was participating in a study—pheromones, I think—that paid enough to get me the blast, which became the tryst with the acupuncturist.

The good thing about the log is that it bedecks my heart with the lives I could have had if only. One of the entries was for a guy named Ben, Dirty Ben, who told me he had married a Venezuelan to help get her a Green Card, but that this was not in any way prohibitive of relations between us because she was gay. He could make for a good date at a Hindu wedding, being a free spirit and such. Plus he knew the bride from a Sierra Club summer when they had teamed up and gone door to door, guilting for money. As for me, we’d met last winter in Charleston, at a VA homeless shelter for narcotics recovery. It was absurd, my being there, because five seconds before I was at a department store, looking for sneakers—Chuck T’s—until the saleslady was like: Oh, I recognize you from the news, your pop done fouled it up, at which point I got mad, and
suddenly there’s cops, rehab, and what? The worst I had on me was grass and a locket of smack around my neck. Ben was in for something retarded like Robitussin OD, though I found out later he was just there to get some crystal meth from one of the VA guys. His wife was not Venezuelan or gay, but I slept with him anyway. And since antibiotics are not cheap, and since Ben knew he was giving me more than his love, I figured he owed me. Plus he lived in New York.




 Next morning at breakfast, there was gossip. Me and the other girls were airing it out. Beyond the compulsory assemblage of lives in slaughter, these talks were the closest you got to feeling a part of things. Sharon Boozel, who oversees desalination and rinse, was saying, with pride, that Stanley had gotten into a fight with one of the rabbis. And just the thought of Stanley, who’s a bit of an oaf, sparring with a rabbi made me think that perhaps he wouldn’t be such a bad date, either. He was obviously not doing well, and it made me feel tender about him. Probably he didn’t own anything but Orthodox duds, but they could pass for a tux. Me, I could always buy something in town.

I headed for the grain silo, which is where he tended to start the day. It was impressive, this steel proboscis of huge affront to the landscape. Alongside the pluckhouse, coops, and satellite facilities, it had a bunker quality you had to admire.

He was not there. He was, instead, in the killing room, in the back, honing a cleaver. It’s true Stanley was awkward, oafish, but this was looking more Fatty Arbuckle than Of Mice and Men. Also, the cleaver was not our blade of choice. We’ve got ritual slaughter guys with their perfect knives, and a routine in which a cleaver had no place whatsoever.

“Uh, Stanley, you’re looking like a crazy.”

“Oh, so now you want to talk to me.”

“I always want to talk to you,” I said, and flashed some teeth. I wasn’t so good with people, but I was trying.

Stanley wore jeans and a T-shirt spattered with blood because when a chicken’s carotid, jugular, and windpipe are severed, it’s a
bloody affair. Thing is, I could still read his shirt. It said: Stick Up for Chickens!

Stanley, it seemed, was at the end of his rope.

“You know, most of us around here aren’t even Jewish,” he said. “I’m not. Clearly you’re not.”

I couldn’t decide if I should be taking offense, like I was so Waspy it showed on my face, but also I was thinking if Stanley wasn’t Jewish—forget Orthodox—he might not own suitable wedding attire.

“Yom Kippur’s in two months,” he said. “If I have to watch those guys twirl the birds one more time—”

He was referring to Kaparos—atonement—in which Jews take chickens by the feet and swirl them overhead, like a lasso, before the ritual killing. I’ve been told that since the Hebrew word for man and rooster is the same, the twirling projects your sins onto the bird. So there’s some chanting that accompanies the twirl, something like: This is my substitute, the bird dies, and I am atoned. Guilt figured hugely in Stanley’s life, so I decided he was experiencing an upsurge precipitated by the holiday just two months on.

I asked if he was okay.

He asked if a chicken has lips.

I asked if he’d be my date for the wedding.

He said sure.

I said, “Be ready after work.”

He said, “Yep.”

I smiled, but it did not last. Stanley turned away. I’ve been told my face remits joy faster than anyone’s.




 The bride’s name was Kamini, which was meany in sixth grade, mini in high school, and Kam after that. When we were twelve, we auditioned for a strip show that played on late-night cable. They told us to come back with nipples. At fourteen, we did nitrous from balloons we got from a guy in the park who liked to say baaaallup, baaaallup, and rattle a snake tail. I’d been seeing this man ever since I was five. It got so I was certain he didn’t know any English besides baaaallup. Then one day his argot doubled so that he’d say
baaaallup, special baaaallup, and then he had customers and then he had us, and with a combination of mime and mindset we got the picture and were fucked up for hours. Each take from the balloon made your brain pirouette. Kam and I finished ours and sprawled on the grass. Nothing is pastoral in a city, but when you’re high, every pony is Icarus, which might explain why when Baaaallup got arrested by cops on horseback, we thought he was going to heaven.

Kam liked to call me Boothe Luce. She was there the day I first tried to use a tampon. Got it halfway in, then decided it was stuck and I was going to get toxic shock and die. Mother was out, which left Kam and my nana from Norway, whose English rivaled Baaaallup’s for diversity. I remember her fretting and me crying and Kam swaddling her fist in toilet paper, like a boxer before the fight, and grabbing the string until out it came. There was some oregano in the house we tried to smoke by way of celebration, but it burned like hell, and anyway, Nana Agneth was making lutefisk, so it was time to go. Cod soaked in lye is just not my idea of a party.

We killed water bugs on Kam’s roof. For the baptismal ordeal known as the facial, I was in the next bed first time she went through it. She had a dog that could walk on its front legs. We went to the same high school and wrote notes to each other in class that I still have. At sixteen, she had her breasts augmented. Cited mental health on the insurance claim. At eighteen, we were leaving a loft party, us and this guy in a cab, when someone reached in through the window and stabbed our third in the knee. We once got so wrecked at an Irish bar that I agreed to let two old men shackle us to the gridiron in their van so we’d be safe in the back—it was more like a U-Haul than a van with seats—while they took us someplace more romantic. Kam demurred. Her drunken state said: I need to evacuate the contents of my stomach. Mine said: Let’s get molested. Hers won. On the walk home, she ralphed in a dumpster while I held back her hair. And I remember thinking this felt like love.

While I was in teen rehab, she sent me letters sealed with turtle stickers. When I got out, she said she’d gotten into a college of repute. And that while I was gone, she’d joined the swim team. Turned out she was good, but her lung capacity sucked.


We had not spoken in a year. Come birthday time, I wished her happiness in my head. I wondered if she was still athletic. The groom was a photographer. Kam, from what I’d heard, was a VP at Ralph Lauren, the youngest ever. I was surprised she had invited me to the wedding. No idea how she even found my address.




 It was almost time to go. I had gassed up the car and made hotel reservations for two. Everything was in place, only Stanley was AWOL. No one had seen him since this morning. I was nervous enough, which meant if he was off drinking, I might have to join him.

At five and without the bell, the line broke up. I was assisting the mashgichim, who are just guys looking for broken bones, holes, bruises, etc., when the conveyor shut down. I found this poignant, which helped nothing. Gloves were doffed and tossed. A few rabbis slipped out the back. It was like watching people scatter after a funeral because the person who’d kept them together was gone.

Wanda was trying to record negligence as she saw it. The brass were ordering us back to our stations.

I found Stanley in my car. He was smoking a joint I had put in the glove compartment for when the wedding got too hectic or too depressing. I got in the driver’s side and pulled out of the lot.

In minutes, Stanley was asleep with mouth ajar. I noticed a fake tooth, but only because it was so much whiter than the others. Have I mentioned he was just over fifty? That he had angina and a cauliflower ear from when he was in a car wreck that killed his wife and dog ten years back? Not that Stanley told me any of this, but what is the chicken line if not a conveyor of story?

“Hey, Stanley?” I said.

He opened one eye.

“It’s not mandatory, you know. The twirling and all that. You don’t have to go.”

“Says you.”

I worked into my seat, renowned for a lumbar support system that was just a leather bolus humping my spine.

“You okay to drive?” he said.


“Yeah. All I need is to get us to this wedding, in one piece, on time.”




 Last I saw Kam was in the Adirondacks, at a chalet nestled in fifty-four acres of forest. She had brought Miss Piggy Pez and a magazine that published articles by famous people about what shit their lives had been until they got clean. She stayed the afternoon. We played pool in the rec room. We watched a film noir in the rec room. We played croquet. I said it was like vacation, and she said but was it working? Was I trying?

Her skin was immaculate. I noticed she had calf muscles. When I smoked, she stayed upwind.

The rehab was fancy and a little dumb, and had supplied every bathroom with Listerine. The day after Kam left, a staffer found me drinking from the bottle, hiding in a shower stall and sniffing the replacement grout for fumes of advisable use. They ditched the Listerine. I got sent home.




 In the tunnel to Manhattan, I whacked Stanley awake. I hate tunnels for the same reason everyone who hates tunnels does. If the thing collapsed, I wanted him there to scream with me. He looked ready to scream anyway. The tunnel did not help. I said something about the wedding being at four the next day, and how we had plenty of time to get attired and sober. He said he was game for whatever. We reviewed my story: I worked for the USDA; I was a mole recording violations in one of the country’s biggest kosher chicken plants. And Stanley, he was my boy Friday.

I got us to the hotel and parked in a garage. The guy at the desk was looking all around and behind us, like where was the Mr. and Mrs. I had promised?

The bed was a queen. It was late and I thought it best to crash and get up early the next day to prepare. I told Stanley to shower. He said: Come with. I said he was obviously going through a tough time. He said today was the anniversary of his wife’s death. I said: Oh, fuck.

He left the shower on for me once he was done and came out
with a towel wrapped around his midriff. There were black and silver curls patterned across his chest.

We fit together nicely, and after, he was sweet about it.




 Next day, I took him downtown to a used-clothing store that was still fairly chichi. I made him try on suits. We settled on a double-breasted pinstripe. The saleslady kept asking what’s that smell, like she was having déjà vu. We got that a lot. The odor of raw chicken is a bit like resentment: try as you will, it never goes away.

I bought a black dress, spaghetti strapped, with eyelet-sized polka dots. Heels and shawl, but only because Stanley insisted. I was worried about looking just right and got to thinking about Mother’s pearl bracelet and how to make my story stick. If I had to go to rehab, maybe I could pretend it was a work-related sojourn. Maybe there were cracker cattle to neutralize down South. Maybe there was mad cow to deal with. So my job, it could seem important. And I could seem needed. If I could just belie the impression I knew people who’d be at the wedding had of me, this venture into the world would be worth it.

I was chewing a fingernail and thinking how to acquire the bracelet and make Stanley’s collar sit flat when he took me by the wrist and said, “What’s the big deal? We’ll go over to her place and get it.”

I tried explaining about doormen, which turned into a story about one of the doormen I’d grown up with, this guy Joe, who taught me how to ride a bike in the courtyard, and how he helped me get my dad unhitched from the ceiling fan and later how he went nuts and beat the desk guy, José, over the head with a pipe.

Stanley was dragging me along and noting how fancy this part of town was. When we reached Mother’s apartment, I hid because a lot of the door guys had been there for years and some of them would recognize me and it wasn’t that I was afraid of getting busted but that I was embarrassed that so much time had passed and I rarely came by to say hello even though these guys, a lot of them, they were like family. Also, my mother. Coming back after a leave was always precarious because I never knew just how bad off she’d be, or how low I’d feel about it.


Stanley left me at the corner and marched into the building. Words were exchanged. The desk guy—someone new—was on the in-house phone and next thing, Stanley was being directed to the elevator. I waited and waited, then tired of waiting and went to a bar down the street where me and Dirty Ben used to hang out and deal. Or he dealt and I bought. I was already dressed for the wedding. I was intending to order a soda, kick up some nostalgia, and split. The bar was one of those city relics around which progress has to arrange itself. Boutiques and bistros cramming the purlieus and at the heart, this dump that hasn’t been mopped in sixty years. I felt good in there. I stood out against decrepitude, which was novel. If there was a contrast to be had, it rarely favored me. I checked my teeth in a mirror. No lipstick stains or anything.

I took a stool and waited for someone to show up behind the bar. Instead, I got hands covering my eyes and Dirty Ben saying guess who. So now he was the bartender, which probably made dealing that much easier.

“Well, well,” he said, onceing me over. “Drinks on the house! How are you?”

I smiled. It was good to be around people who knew you for what you were. I said I wanted a soda, that was all. I asked how’s tricks, which was enough to stifle other thoughts like: My, he looks healthy.

“I’m doing all right,” he said. “I make some money here. I’m back in school, trying to get my GED. I got loans and stuff, but on the whole, things are really good. And you? Obviously, I heard about your dad, I’m sorry.”

I said thanks, and marveled. He was so happy for a drug addict. I was tempted to join in, like: I’m good, too! I work on Wall Street!

“And the rest of it?” I asked, because how long were we going to play this game?

He laughed and said, “Oh, come on. Ancient history. I got divorced, but I’m engaged now. She’s in law school. We want children in the next few years. I work at this place, which isn’t so great for staying sober, but I manage.”

I think I reared. He squeezed my forearm and said, “You look really good, Lucy. I’m glad we all got out of that phase alive. Because I was worried about you at Kam’s wedding. We all were.”


Horror cannot describe it, but if I flushed my head down the toilet and drank, it’d be an improvement on the condition of my inner life as it now struck me in that miserable little bar. I’d been told deadly plague was on the loose and that my dead father was to blame. I had groped my way to consciousness in front of several people seeking the halcyon magic of acupuncture. I’d even accompliced a chicken massacre for two months, but this—this was, no. Just no.

“Oh, boy,” he said. “You’re still out there. Oh, honey,” and he lifted my face from the bartop.

The automaton in me had words to share: “The wedding is today, August thirtieth.”

Ben shook his head. “The third, sweetheart. August third. A Saturday night. There was a sit-down dinner and yours was the only empty seat. We thought maybe it was too depressing for you.”

“August thirtieth. At the Plaza. I am dressed appropriately. I have a date. This is an opportunity for me to do well. I’m not going to ruin it.”

“Lucy, wait. I can take you someplace.”

I must have walked home like a zombie. Waved at the doormen and gone upstairs. One of them might have said something friendly, but I was so zeroed in on Mother, I heard nothing. I had missed my oldest friend’s wedding, and it was her fault. On some other planet for the love of drug? She gave this illness to me.

There was only one apartment per floor, so the elevator opened into our vestibule. The front door was ajar.

Mother was laughing it up. Her nose was red and laced with powder. Her eyes were bloodshot. It did not take a genius to figure out what she’d been doing.

As for Stanley, he looked relaxed, sitting on a couch opposite her with a bottle of rye between his legs. I saw the pearl bracelet in his chest pocket, which could only mean Mother had not noticed the theft. But no. It was not like that at all.

He motioned for me to lean in close, then whispered: “I called the police already. Your mother was on the floor, crushing pills and snorting them with a straw. And the way things are in my head, I’d rather be back in a real jail than this.”

So he was waiting and Mother was laughing and I was standing
there, angry. And anger was good. Anger always seems like a filigree atop whatever else you’re feeling, viz., I am so fucking mortified I want to put my head in a blender, so that the whole shebang starts to feel outlandish and silly. In short, I deflate on a dime.

Stanley looked me up and down. My dress really was pretty. “Lucy,” he said, and his face bloomed with ardor. “This is for you.”

He retrieved the pearls and held them aloft.

Mother stopped laughing. “A stranger with pearls,” she said. In some other movie, she’d have meant me. “I have earrings to go with them. Stanley, right? They’re in the safe, help yourself.” But then she sniffed the air and cocked her head as if registering a smell, like maybe she’d left the oven on. She lurched for the back room.

I put on the bracelet and bunned my hair. The house phone rang from downstairs. Stanley said, “You know, I still think of my wife every day.”

I told the doormen to send the police away. Then I went to see about Mother, who was in the laundry room under the ceiling fixture Dad called relief. This was where she’d always smoked, before his suicide and after. She was crawling around the floor, looking for anything white and crumbly. I noticed a pipe jutting from her back pocket. She’d smoke talcum powder if it was there. I called Kam’s house. I watched my mother harvest the tile and nose the corners like a truffle hound. On the machine, the groom’s voice, which having to hear was three times more painful than I had expected.

“Found some!” Mother said. “Come join me?”

She beckoned me to the floor. I got on my knees to help.




Two

The way the apartment worked, you could cohabit for days and still feel alone. Seven thousand square feet can do that. So even though it was me and Stanley, Agneth, Mother, and Hannah, the place was desolate.

Hannah is my half-sister, seventeen years between us. She probably thinks I’m unhip to the major consensus narrative of adolescent girls today, and if that’s what she thinks, she’s right. Hannah was born in the nineties. The nineties. I find this hard to accept no matter how long I’ve known about it. As a result, we have a routine, and in this routine we do not understand each other. And this is fine. On days I see it her way, it’s only because she’s tapped into something primal whose occasion cannot be good.

Returning home in the shape I was in, it wasn’t like the second shift come to reprieve the first. My homecomings never were. Only this time, opportunities to fail everyone were in more abundance than ever. There’d been a development on the plague front, two developments, in fact. The first: a letter addressed to a senator from Minnesota suggesting that whoever had absconded with the bacterium knew how to release it. The second—well, it was more revelation than development. What everyone knows: it’s been 237 days since vials of plague were stolen from my dad’s lab, and 180 days since he took his life. What everyone just found out: The bacteria he cultured are sprightly. They do not degrade in the open air and no antibiotic can kill them. They are, in a word, immortal.

The story broke around dinnertime, which meant someone sworn to secrecy had cracked over the pot roast. We’d been congregated
in front of the TV, watching the preview channel. Stanley had been saying, “So this isn’t a pit stop? This is our actual viewing for the night?” when came the news crawl at the bottom of the screen and Hannah flipping to CNN, where the anchorman was delivering the latest with elan. What a time to depart from tradition. The anchorman is indurate, he is glacial, the provenance of feeling has never included him, so who the hell was this guy?

I made for the remote, which Hannah shoved down her pants. CNN was her bag. I asked her to turn down the volume. She pointed at Agneth and shook her head. Agneth is eighty-four and under the impression that at the advanced age of eighty-four, one’s cochleae frustrate the progress of sound to the relevant hearing organ. Her hearing is fine, but no one likes to argue.

As soon as the anchorman finished the lead, Hannah had an opinion. “This is bad,” she said, shouted really. “Bad, bad, bad.”

I understood her completely. There was even some nodding between us.

On-screen was a picture of our dad, the same picture that accompanied every story about plague, which kind of story tended to inveigh against the scientist on whose watch the disease had toodle-oo’d out of a lab in D.C. We were all agreed that the photo had been doctored to assert in his demeanor something unpleasant. My poor dad. As a senior official at the Centers for Disease Control, he’d been an eraser. When a disease got too virulent or contagious, he’d be called in to wipe it out. But he was also a forward-looking man. Why wait for death when you can preempt? He did some work on the side.

Regular pneumonic plague, if untreated, already has a near– 100 percent fatality rate. It’s easier to get than a cold. And because there was some bioterror precedent here—e.g., the Japanese bombed China with infected fleas during WWII—Dad figured it’d be good to assess the danger. And so did the government. Never mind that his work violated the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention—like anyone paid attention to that anymore—he was headed for the Nobel. And we were proud, in a Heisenberg’s mom sort of way. His questions were simple: Could plague be stabilized? Made to survive in the air for as long as it took to saturate a major
city? Could he devise a strain that resisted antibiotics, even if treated immediately? If he could do it, could anyone? Yes, yes, yes, and yes.

“Absolutely,” Hannah said. “This is just what we need. First on my list.”

We fell into that group silence there’d been so much of in the last eight months. The anchorman passed the story to a woman standing outside CDC headquarters in Atlanta. Her hair smacked the mike in the wind. She said the FBI was downplaying the danger, but that sources inside the White House were confirming a high degree of apeshit among senior staff.

The reporter looked weepy. She upheld the cover of tomorrow’s New York Post. The headline? SUPERPLAGUE. She was reading out 800 numbers to call for more information.

The anchorman asked about the threatening letter. Was it credible? Were there any leads about the author? After all, there’d been several such letters since the theft, just enough to keep the concept of holocaust fresh in your mind, but not enough to spike life insurance. Still, this new letter. seemed more ominous than the others, in part because our friends at Dad’s lab had been saying the strain would probably hit any day. Someplace up North. Canada, if we were lucky.

Hannah was on her feet. I tried to grab her arm, but she parried. I asked where she was going.

“Her room,” Mother said, which made me think there was some tension there.

“Jesus,” Agneth said. More nodding. “The nightmare continues.”

I went after Hannah, whose door was closed. Her room, I gathered, was more fort than sleeper. I knocked. The password was streptococcus. I had to say it twice before she answered. She was in the bathroom, private facilities, which was just as well. She likes her hands to be clean. Teeth brushed and flossed. Agneth, who is both spiritualist and diagnostician, says Hannah has acute juvenile mysophobia. That it runs in our family and, for emphasis, she’ll snap the bands of her surgeon’s mask, which she buys in bulk.

Hannah’s room was unchanged since Dad died. He’d been helping her plot incidents of West Nile on a map using colored pushpins.
Avian flu wasn’t much in the news yet; back then, West Nile was the thing. The map took up half her wall. In a corner were toys and a stuffed apple-green platypus.

“Watch the puzzle,” Hannah said, and just in time, since I was about to step on what looked like an ulcerated vesicle on some guy’s neck. It was a cutaneous anthrax infection depicted in stages. A three-thousand-piece puzzle she’d bought online.

“Hannah, this is gross. Not at all normal. When I was twelve I had a poster of boys who waxed their chest hair.”

She stepped out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped about her head. She is fair-skinned with freckles that saddle her nose. Braces are imminent. Breasts are not.

“See my map?” she said.

I nodded. It had come a long way. This time last year, five cases of West Nile had been reported in New York State. Now we were looking at close to thirty, and those only in the boroughs.

“Very professional,” I said. “You’ve got a future here.”

“Shut up. I was getting weekly calls from Wanda Deckman until now. You always mess up everything.”

She was on her bed. Her hair had begun to leave a wet spot on the pillow. I haven’t been around much to see her grow, but I swear her feet didn’t hang off the mattress like that a couple months ago.

I said I was sorry. She said, “I’ve heard that before.” I leaned against the wall.

Wanda was one of the last to see Dad before he died. He’d gone up to the plant to check on the CDC’s first-line-of-defense chicken initiative, which was meant to trial-run a belvedere for plague. The way it works, domestic fowl are host to viruses that scare the crap out of everyone. Avian influenza and exotic Newcastle disease. St. Louis encephalitis, Eastern equine encephalitis, and the notorious West Nile encephalitis, to name a few. But here’s the thing about chickens, they don’t get sick from West Nile. They produce a strong antibody response and do just fine. So there you have it, a virus-patrol chicken. Choose six that test negative for West Nile antibodies and use them as bait. Bleed them every two weeks. Euthanize the ones that test positive, necropsy the carcasses, and monitor the results. If a lot of birds are getting hit, trouble’s on deck.


The program backed the virtues of the nonhuman sentinel and endorsed spin-off plans for hundreds of other vector-borne diseases. But nothing came of it. The People for Ethical Treatment of Animals got in the way. The bleeding is painful, they said. And the birds don’t get to run around. Also, what good is knowing a pandemic is upon us? All we can do is run, and we can’t run forever. Seemed like a reasonable gripe until the stolen vials of plague. Since the vials, the People for Ethical Treatment of Animals are America’s most wanted.

I straightened up, like I’d just had a great idea. “I’ll be going back, anyway,” I said. “I’ll smooth things over.”

“Who’s the old guy with you? Is he your boyfriend? Because he looks old. What are you doing home, anyway?”

It was the first anyone had asked. “Remember Kam? I came for her wedding.”

“Oh, yeah. She was calling here a bunch a few weeks ago. Want a Klonopin? I stole them from Mom.”

My body tends to act without prelude. Every time I get with a man, I don’t see it coming. Or when I leave the house. Put on my clothes. I just do these things without thinking, which is why I’m inured to alarm. Wake up enough nights in some guy’s tub, you stop asking questions. And so do they. But Hannah, she’s only twelve. And when I yell, she’s shocked.

“Are you out of your mind?” I said. “Those pills can kill you. Where are they? Tell me right now.”

But she didn’t, and I doubted any password would get me back in her room.




 Hannah likes to tell the story so that no one is ashamed: On an expedition to Guatemala, our dad spent one night with a biologist who worked on lethal paralytic shellfish poisoning. She got pregnant, but kept it to herself. Not sure what perversed her ethics—debt, probably—but a couple years later she resurfaced to extort money from Dad or blow the story. Guess she didn’t figure on the dispassion with which he regarded his family life. Come D-day, he just accepted the baby into our home with the same indolence you might see in a guy picking up his mail. As for Mother, she didn’t
even meet Hannah for a day and then only because the nanny, Maurice, had given Hannah’s toddler leash enough slack to let her get from the pantry to the living room. Maurice, who’d snuck into the States from Barbados, was always trying to patent habits indigenous to her clan. She’d lash groceries to her body with a fabric sling. Sometimes she wore Hannah that way, all over town. The toddler leash was years ahead of its time, part suspender, part sarong.

Dad had been in charge of hiring our nannies. The arrangement was this: he’d offer asylum, they’d offer themselves to science. It’s true that human vaccination trials border on genocide. That as a result of the trials, hundreds of illegal immigrants died and none was missed. But Dad had an answer for everything. If pressed, he’d reason that human trials were the only way to devise vaccines, that many diseases simply do not reproduce in animal hosts. Next he’d refer me to Edward Jenner, who discovered vaccination by noting that dairymaids exposed to cowpox didn’t seem to get smallpox. To prove it, he had to zap a little boy with the cow stuff, then with pathogenic smallpox juice. The boy lived. And look at the results: the word vaccine derives from the Latin word for cow, rooting a pillar of epidemiology in that most harmless and ridiculous of creatures.

Maurice was spared, though she was frequently ill and once confined in a Level 4 biocontainment hospital suite while Hannah wailed outside the roller rink because no one was there to pick her up. She still has the toddler leash stuffed in a drawer. We miss Dad but don’t talk about it.




 On TV: rats. Rats whose vectoring of bubonic plague nearly wiped out fourteenth-century Europe.

In short: Here we go again.

“What a time we live in,” Agneth said. “Horrible.”

I threw a pillow at the screen. Stanley, God bless him, said at least we’ve got the kosher chickens. Chickens at the plant are safe as can be.

My stomach hurt. Mother had boxed herself in the faux fireplace. She liked to say it was the safest spot come the big one. Also:
From every corner hails word of the Apocalypse. And: If disease doesn’t get us, the Big One will. I knew I was not going to last long in this environment, so I looked to Agneth for guidance. She’d taken steps to protect herself from plague by wearing those surgical masks, even though the protection was nominal. Also, she was knitting a kimono, which meant she knew how to experience peace of mind. I thought yarn probably wasn’t the best fiber for a kimono, but she told me to take it up with Vogue.

Aggie is a marvel. There is a Potatohead affect to the way her body has arranged itself over the years that makes her enjoyable to hug. Also to watch, since when she laughs, her stomach bobs with zero regard for what the rest of her is doing. Her stomach bobs when she’s sitting down! I have often found her in the bathroom, coloring in her eyebrows with blue pencil. There is no telling her it’s blue. You can’t tell Agneth anything. She trucks with mortality better than anyone I know. She is teaching herself Japanese so that in the next life, she has a leg up. I ask what if she comes back a clam. She says it doesn’t work that way. That the mind always outlives the body and can only reincarnate in a brain sophisticated enough to host it.

Aggie has ideas, among them that Mother is hosting Knut the Soft, a ninth-century Viking who had to be carried on a shield, but who still sacked Angers, maybe Nantes, and was pretty good-looking, too. As the story goes, either he ate too much or he was born with Klinefelter syndrome, which meant he had man boobs and soft skin, high cheekbones, and the most fuckable ass in Jutland.

Hard to tell if Aggie’s diagnosis was a compliment or not.

As for me, she would not say whose spirit was manifest in this body of mine. And I was okay with that. Because if I was a faggot Viking, I don’t think that’d sit well. Even so, I’d ask if she had thoughts about what I should do to rampart the family against, I don’t know, the swell of doom tiding high now that plague seemed imminent.

“Just stay here,” she’d say. “Your mother could use you.”

“Have things been bad?”

“Yes.”

“More than usual? You know how Isifrid gets.”


At this point, Agneth would sigh because she does not like me calling Mother by name, which I’ve been doing for years. Isifrid Clark. My dad used to call her Dizzy Izzy, which was cute until it was true.

“Things have been bad, yes, especially for Hannah. You think it’s good for her living here? I’m an old woman. What can I do?”

At this point, I would sigh because there was just so much wrong with Hannah’s life. For one, Mother had put her in a day camp called Good-Time Living. As I understood it, the campers were indoctrinated with hate, hate, hate. Racism, jingoism, intolerance. Those and Bible study, which should have nothing in common.

At night, the Hazmat stickers on Hannah’s door glowed neon. She seemed to have only one friend, a black girl named Indra, who couldn’t possibly attend Good-Time Living.

“Now go talk to her,” Agneth would say. “And put some drops in your eyes. At the very least you could act the role model.”

Right. Pass the mantle to me. Boy do I look good in this mantle.

I checked my phone. There was a message from Dirty Ben and one from Wanda to say that my abducting Stanley had affronted Dad’s legacy. How true. The sentinel surveillance program gave everyone a sense of mission. It was proactive. And for a while, it seemed to give Dad relief from the anxiety of everything else he faced. The labs at the U.S. Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Disease are notoriously chaotic. Their inventory is a mess. I could probably walk out of there with enough Ebola to wipe out Chicago. Stuff goes missing all the time, and no one gives a shit unless the press makes a stink. In our case, the press made a stink. Dad was indicted, slandered, ruined. The charge? He stole the vials himself. Psychologists said he was a highly patriotic American with plans to arrest the country’s march toward hedonism. Nothing like widespread death to reassert the importance in culture of family, tradition, and salt-of-the-earth labor. Other people said he was a eugenicist who’d targeted the poor and colored. The CDC fired him. Hate mail accrued on his desk at home. A local restaurant refused to seat him. A couple months of this, and no one was surprised by his death.

We’ve all been interviewed. The house has been searched.
Mother had to relocate her stash and paraphernalia to a safe-deposit box downtown. Then the contents of the box were subpoenaed. The Feds, in their mercy, overlooked the stuff. They were looking for plague, not a Tiffany sack of crack.

In the last eight months, I have intended to prepare for the worst. To get the family safe. Each time there’s a letter, I swear to get on it. So far, I have researched two gas-impermeable bubble tents.




 It was Narga and Glanders and African Horse Sickness before Hannah relented and opened her door. I was disappointed. I’d been trying to accord the number of guesses with how many Klonopins she’d give me.

She was still on the bed, computer open. Her laptop has a seventeen-inch screen because she does not like to squint. She appeared to be toggling between a chat room and a catalog. I watched her type in the numbers from Mother’s credit card. When I asked what she was buying, she said Crimean-Congo hemorrhagic fever virus. Freeze-dried and everything.

If she ends up being the next Unabomber, I will not be surprised.

“Klonopin?” I said, because really, what else was there.

“I was kidding,” she said. “God, you’re a mess.”

“I know,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

“Fine. Now can you go?”

And just like that, I gave up. 1 slunk out the door. Six others lined the hallway, and behind each could have been Agneth. “Agneth!” I yelled. “What should I do?”

But Agneth and Isifrid could not be bothered. They were playing gin in the blue room.




Three

Mother used to have a dog. A Neapolitan mastiff. Her given name was Celina but we called her No Face. She was all slobber and flap. Mother thought she’d been trained as a guard dog, which we hardly needed eight floors up in a doorman building, and which didn’t even seem true since No Face was more hog than bouncer. But I guess she looked scary enough. The dead stare. Sorrow of the world. And if she sat on you, forget it. No Face could clear the coffee table and move furniture. Her cheek meat, like drapery, would continue to ripple long after she’d come to a stop. Her paws were big as muffins. No Face and I had a storied past. When I started in on heroin, I got intense about there being people in the house. Had to be empty for me to shoot. Empty and dark. So I’d lock myself in the closet and listen real hard, certain that if there’d been no one home five seconds ago, there was someone home now. Only No Face confused things. I could shoot so long as I knew it was her making noise, but you could never be sure it was her. So I’d lock us both in the closet and listen real hard. Only she had a chain around her neck that drowned out whatever else I was listening for. I’d sit on her like a bench and tell her to can it, but every time she moved, I’d have to start listening all over again. This could go on for hours. It never occurred to me to take off her collar.

Later I’d be on the floor, staring at our ceiling fresco. The will to live might have left my heart, but the fresco still had me. I’d start counting angels and having the talk, like: Look, people, can’t you come down and get me or something? Maybe I’d start to cry. Or feel like crying. Either way, No Face would plant her wattle on my
chest so the whole thing spread out like batter. I loved that dog more than I loved my parents. Sometimes I figured that between me and death was No Face. Everyone else could live without me, but who’d take care of her the way I did?

When she was six, No Face ate the rubber finger brush I used to scrub her teeth. It lodged in her throat, and she died. Now I wear her collar, even to bed. Stanley has been quick to understand. He still wears his wedding ring. And his wife’s earrings, which are diamond studs. He says she was wearing the studs when she died.

Mother says the collar makes me look like a retard. It’s been five years, get over it. When we have this talk, it’s all I can do not to ram my fist down her throat. I have rage. In a former life, I was probably a jihadi teen.

Stanley disagrees. He thinks I was a turtle. I tried to explain Aggie’s theory of the reincarnated mind, but got stuck on his choice. A turtle? Soft on the inside, he said, then nibbled my hip.

The content of our rapport was growing. Our first few days in the apartment, he was tiptoeing around Isifrid and telling me about it. After that, he lost interest. And after a week, he was onto me. He wanted to know me, he said. He wanted to talk. Apparently, we were on a mission to repair things with Kam. I said he was on a mission, since I couldn’t stand the thought of ever seeing her again.

Whenever we have sex, I swear he talks to his wife. No matter. I am not much into it, either. The social worker at the Listerhab, which is what I call it, said my life’s motifs were apathy and armament. I guess this means I cannot enjoy intercourse. Probably I should have asked her to clarify. I remember she said this in a conversation just days before I got released. We’d been having one-onone sessions that lasted an hour. At five to, a buzzer would go off followed by the exquisitely debasing We have to stop now, and the social worker arranging on her face a look both aloof and sympathetic. Professional rue. These people have rue down to a science. Sometimes I got so enamored of that look I wouldn’t say anything meaty until seconds before the buzzer. The social worker would get peeved. Like I was yanking her chain. But I wasn’t yanking, I was enamored. And that was a big deal. Interest in anything but drugs and sleep was a big deal.

The longer me and Stanley camped at Mother’s, the more I
wondered what he was doing there. Sometimes I’d ask, noting that we had not called Wanda and that we had no money. But he’d just grin and hit a bottle of rye and next I knew he’d be ejaculating into a cup because he wanted to test his sperm. Bought a kit online. His sperm used to be fine, but he wanted to know for sure that age and alcoholism had not ruined them. His wife could not carry a child, so she had frozen her eggs intending to find a carrier once Stanley dried out, the logic being that dads who are sober fare better than dads who are not. Problem was, Stanley could not dry out. Problem was, Sylvie waited and then she died. I did not like the idea of Stanley gauging his sperm around me because it meant that at any second, he could ask. Like I was in any shape to host a baby. But this is how he got me to talk. If I was talking, he wasn’t.

We were in bed. I could hear Hannah on the phone with someone at Scholastic News. She was asking about plague, playing dumb and waiting for the guy to let something slip. She thinks the government made up the Minnesota letter to corral support now that a recent poll owed the president’s meager approval ratings to disinterest in politics and, coevally, a lust for embattled politicians as seen on TV.

Stanley took my hand and pressed it to his forehead.

“Am I warm?”

I sat up. “Why are you asking?”

“I don’t know. I feel warm. What’s wrong? Oh c’mon. It’s not superplague.”

“Can you not call it that?”

“Fine, but am I warm?”

“No.”

I moved my hand down his chest. He was wearing briefs that for all their sag looked more like shorts, and a V-neck undershirt. His stomach bore the swell of drink fairly well, retaining a tautness that surprised you on contact. His limbs, by contrast, were as toothpicks in the sausage. I found the architecture of his body a source of delight; it was so odd, it moved me.

“Stanley, what if it gets out? It won’t, but I’m just saying, what if it does? What would you do?”

“I don’t know. I’ve always wanted to take flying lessons.”

He pressed his gut to the small of my back. We spooned.


“Funny,” I said. “You’re a laugh riot. I’m talking plague and you want to hit the skies. Which, now that I think about it, makes some kind of sense.”

“Well, I just don’t see the point in speculating. Nothing’s happened since the letter. I’ve got other things on my mind. I’ve been thinking more about Sylvie and what to do.”

I stopped him short. “Yeah? I’ve been thinking about some things, too. You want me to talk? I’ll talk. My heart’s broken.”

“I figured.”

“Really?”

“Of course. Takes one to see one. Now go on.”

So I did. I said he was a photographer disguised as a real-estate broker. Eric Ludlow. That he had a tattoo of a bull’s-eye at the base of his neck. Ate Captain Crunch for dinner. That when we talked, it was like this:

Eric: Well, my collection of photos is out. Let’s hear it for selfcelebration amid the suffering—

Lucy: I know! And it’s terrific. Puts me in the mood for pudding. Eric: Let me ask you: What aspect of your life’s pleasures is not somehow captured by the phenomenon of pudding?

Lucy: I thought you’d never ask. None. None whatsoever.



 But mostly, it was like this:

I love you.

Me, too.



 Stanley sat up. “What’s all that supposed to mean?”

“We understood each other.”

“And?”

“And nothing. He got married.”

“Married? How awful.”

“Yep. Possibly the worst day of my life, except for I didn’t know it. Shhh, listen.”

Hannah was shouting into the phone. Saying the Scholastic guy was holding out on her.

“That girl needs guidance,” Stanley said.

“And you need to mind your own business.”


He began to knead my shoulders. “You still hurting about him? This Eric guy?”

I reached over to the bedside table and took eight Vicodin. Then I held up the bottle. “See these? Nothing hurts so long as I got these.”




 I slept for sixteen hours. When I awoke, it was a little after three in the morning. Isifrid was up, watching TV in the yellow room. If it’s not a quilt show, she’s usually watching a program that smuggles in the grotesque under pretense of education. Face-eating Tumor. The Boy Whose Skin Fell Off. Tonight it’s a show about the Vikings. Isifrid’s got a thing for those guys, courtesy Agneth. In the show, they are reenacting the sack of the Lindisfarne monastery. They have cast men with long hair and pockmarks. When I come in, they are at an excavation site, panning across a skeleton whose ribs are flayed like an artichoke.

“Nice, Isifrid. Oh, jeez, why are you crying?”

But really, I should have known. Her face was all dribble. Not a tissue in sight.

“Here, let me.” I wiped her chin with the hem of my shirt and sat next to her on the couch. She balled up and put her head in my lap. Her hair was textured like mesh. It was tinted wet sand; last week was dry sand. So long as the color hewed to a shade of beach, she was happy. Or as happy as Isifrid got, which just meant being divested of the usuals: despair, mania, grief.

Her collarbone jutted into my thigh. It’s true, right, that touch is always a crossroads? I tried to put my arms around her and make us a family, but it was more like trying to cradle music stands. Totally awkward. And she had gotten very thin.

I asked if she had more. She nodded at a book on the table, Why England Slept. I thought she was trying to tell me something, so I flipped it open. Title page intact—who knew JFK wrote about WWII?—but the rest was gutted. In the well was about a nose of coke. I rejoiced. Then stopped. Mother was never generous with her stash. Normally she kept it in a cabinet above the sink, way up high behind the pitchers. This way, she’d have to mount a chair
and remove the pitchers to get at it. The work of retrieval was supposed to be a deterrent, though I saw her on that chair a lot.

These days, I’m not so into cocaine or heroin, because they make me feel alive, and who wants that. Sometimes, if that’s all I got, I might even pass, which tonight I did, seeing in the main no reason to alloy the metals of my heart, not with cocaine or anxiety resulting from Isifrid on cocaine. The latter, however, I could not control.

I asked what was wrong, besides the obvious.

“Aggie’s sick,” she said.

“Is not. I just saw her. She’s fine.”

“Then Hannah’s sick.”

I shook my head.

“Are you sick?”

I said no.

“Then it’s me. Someone in this house is sick, I can feel it.”

I nodded. I’d already seen her cough up black sludge that cleaved to the sink. She wheezed. Had chronic sore throat. Fever, sweats, nausea. But that was just because of drug abuse. Not a real illness, just drugs.

“Do you think maybe you oughta slow it down for tonight?” I tried to put this gently.

“I’m sorry?” she said, like she had not understood me. “Are you back from rehab? Is that rehab speak I hear?”

Our dynamic was so convoluted, I didn’t have a name for it. But this emotion of hers, it was not scorn. After all, she intended to pay for rehab down South. She even wanted me to go. And I hardly had much choice. Wanda was not going to keep me on indefinitely and hell if I could hold down a job or find a place to live on my own. I was, on a daily basis, entirely too sleepy for such ventures.

“How about you switch to something lighter?” I offered.

But I’d gone too far. She snatched the book from my hand. Looked both ways and fled the room in a crouch.

The voice-over on TV was saying that the redoubtable heathens assailed the Baltic Coast and founded the Russian state. That as pirates, rogues, and butchers, the Northmen appalled all Western Christendom. That they ruled the seas and annexed territory, only to lose everything in the Middle Ages. They lacked colonial
sense. They didn’t have a program. Without a program, the Ostmen in Ireland disappeared, the Scottish isles reverted to Scotland, the Danelaw in England collapsed, the settlers in Iceland and Greenland died of famine, and the Swedish people of the Kievan state in Russia were folded into Slav culture. The voice-over guy, who also does movie trailers, was narrating with gravitas because herein this arc was a cautionary tale.

TV off, pillows thrown. There was even a pillow moat growing around the TV from how many we kept throwing at it. I called Kam. Her husband answered, none too pleased. His voice made a hatchery of my gut, like little birds pecking away.

“It’s for you,” he said, and passed the phone to Kam. I’d called before. Mostly at night.

“It’s four in the morning,” Kam said. She must have had her lips right up against the phone because I could hear her breathe. Her breath stood in for the silence I was supposed to break. I covered the mouthpiece with my palm. I was not going to talk. In no universe was I going to talk.

“Oh, come on, Lucy. You’ve got to stop this. If you’re going to call, at least you need to talk.”

Her husband was telling her to hang up. Just hang up, already. But Kam, she wouldn’t do that. My antics had always given her the chance to put up with them. I let her forbear, and how many people could say that of their friends?

“Okay, what is it that you need to hear? That I forgive you for missing the wedding? Sure. Forgiven. There were four hundred people there, you weren’t that missed. Okay? Can you say something now?”

No. No I could not. The night our friend got stabbed after we left that party? It was Kam’s boyfriend at the time. Thing is, the knifer had been after me because I owed 12K to my dealer and who cared if I was a girl, it was time to pay up. I never told Kam, but she knew. A week later, she wrote me a check, saying her mom would never notice. Only her mom did notice and Kam had to spend every weekend after that helping her pitch celebrity wear on the Home Shopping Network. Mrs. Yalamanchilli had PIs on retainer who’d photograph the outfits the stars were wearing. She’d buy a thousand of same and address herself to the vulnerable women of
America. As the logic went, you couldn’t be unattractive while wearing the vintage fichu Kate Hudson wore at Cannes.

I’d been silent on the phone for ten minutes. A fight was brewing between Kam and the husband. He had to get up for work in three hours. This thing with me was getting out of hand. “Fine,” Kam said, and then, into the phone, “Get some help, Lucy. I mean it. So you’ve tried before, try again.”

I heard the husband say so long as I wasn’t in trouble, Kam should hang up. And Kam say, “Eric, be nice.”

Then the line went dead.

I put the phone to my temple like a gun.

As if on cue, Stanley came trotting in with dropper in one hand, plastic strip in the other. He was waving it like a foam finger. “Above twenty million,” he said. “Way above.” He was almost dancing.

So Stanley has live sperm. No small feat when you consider the stats. Just a few decades ago, guys had counts like 150 million per milliliter. Now they average 50 million. Then there’s the alphabet thing, which has A sperm swimming forward, fast and in a straight line; B sperm, which zigzag and meander; C sperm, which move their tails but get nowhere; and D sperm, which are dumbstruck. Some sperm like to fertilize in groups, which is like trying to thread a needle with the spool. Some of them look like hammerheads and some have no heads at all. I think laptop technology is to blame but Stanley says it’s PCBs. And heavy metal.

“So what now?” I said. “And why are you awake?”

He threw himself on the couch and flung his legs over the arm. The couches in the yellow room were upholstered with tapestry of squires in the grass, sipping tea. If you sat on them too long, you’d get sore.

“I have them tested for speed and movement,” he said.

“You can do that at home?”

“No, I need a lab.”

“Sounds expensive.”

“Very. But I was thinking—”

“Me, too.”

“About what?”

“I’m still hurting. Pretty bad, in fact.”


“Say more.”

And I did.

Eric and I met on a train platform in Speonk. We were both waiting for the 6:15, which never arrived. He had eyes like wet gravel. He wore a black ring on his index. He was also barefoot. Later, he said what made him like me was that I didn’t ask about his feet. As if it never even crossed my mind. And I suppose it hadn’t. He said he’d been out taking photos of a homeless guy named Shoes who collected footwear in a shopping cart. Eric said he’d given his flip-flops away as payment. So this guy with the pristine feet, he also took photos. And he was generous.

Later I told him I knew it was love when he didn’t ask about my hospital gown or giant slippers. He said he’d thought it was cute. I said, Hospital breakout. He said, Well, yeah.

When we met, he had a fiancée in Berlin. Kam would tell me it was a bad scene. I’d agree and as soon as she’d leave my house, I’d call him. We’d joke about depression. We’d say: How long is this premature-death joke gonna last us? Eh, just a couple hours more.

But after a few months, it was pretty much like this: I am unreachably in love. I have no emotional life outside the one I live for him.

Me and Eric, we shared. Or I shared. I told him about Isifrid, who used to sell hats on the streets of a little town in Norway to feed her six younger sisters. How she fought for everything she has, in stark contrast to her daughter, who is lazy and useless. How in the mornings before school, I used to sit outside her door with a bowl of cereal and wait for her to get up.

Nights, I said, were like this: I sit in the bathroom and sob, but am afraid to wake her because a multimillion-dollar hat company needs a CEO who’s well rested.

Growing up, I said, was a minor improvement: At school, I study only if the other kids are doing it. Mostly I pay them to write my essays. I work at the Gap and have my first real kiss with a boy named Al. We are in a stall in the dressing room. The store is closed, we’re cleaning up. Security tags arrayed on the floor are evidence of theft, which loss will come out of my paycheck since where was I? Wasn’t I looking? I bend down to fetch the tags. I am wearing a skirt and Wal-Mart briefs, which color is sky, which appeal
is grandma. Al is seventeen, I am fifteen. This makes him unassailable, so that when he divests me of the grandma blues, I do not resist. He uses his fingers to probe for the hiatus in my skin. I think: Ow, and: I have no hiatus! After, he kisses me bye.

I start smoking cigarettes with brown filters because the white ones are for girls who think they’ve got a shot at being pretty.

I have friends whose only sustenance for days is cum.

I kiss girls in front of other girls. Two men fall for me, maybe three. I am comically and wrenchingly obsessed with a guy I work with. If he likes pig brawn steeped in wine, I like it, too. He belittles hair gel, wears socks with sandals, but I do not care. I follow him around all summer until I know his schedule well enough to arrange a meeting I can parlay into an extemporaneous date. Outside Leeanne’s Bakery it goes like this—Girl in whose mind love is an option: Hey, what a coincidence! You like Leeanne’s, too? Don’t they just have the best pie? Lemme buy you some pie! Guy in whose forging from the goop of nature her life began: Actually, I just come here to read and catch up on my alone time, you know?

I am crushed, I recover. I become a pothead. I don’t date anyone. I am frequently sad, though I do not know why. Diary entries are maudlin.

I drop acid. My parents send me to another boarding school in the country. I have an affair with the cook. We fuck on a drainboard. He teaches me how to make crème brûlée, I torch the sugar scrim and then, by accident, I torch him. Somewhere in Connecticut is a man whose eyebrows never grew back.

I learn nothing all year, and I am afraid of the cafeteria food. I am sad, very sad.

A doctor tells me I lack for potassium and electrolytes. Another tells me that’s not it at all. I think of what I can do to make hurt go away. Options usually include doing violence to myself, the way people in the Middle Ages thought that plague was caused by BAD AIR and that the only antidote to BAD AIR was MORE BAD AIR, which is why back then you might have seen hundreds of people sniffing shit on a sewer bank. Guess it didn’t work for them, either.

I get myself up to six lines an hour. I sit in restaurant patios and tap ash into my own purse by mistake.


I finally make the switch from coke to heroin, though the love does not last. I blow through every vein I can find.

I date a man who wants to marry me. He says: I love your voice, your touch, your tenderness and grace, your snatches of melody, your fingers interlaced with mine. This kindness is withering. We break up. Later, I am told that I killed off the good part of him.

I meet Dirty Ben. His bisexuality is a turn-on. His diseased genitals are not.

I do horse tranquilizer. I fall apart. I am sleepy. I am longing. I am depressed. I get MORE depressed. I meet Eric. I fall in love. And love is good. Only it’s not enough. Not even close, which is what finally does me in. We go to a concert in the park. The music kindles a familiar sensation of loneliness and hurt and need that nearly drives me crazy. I can’t take it. I am in pain. I look back and see nothing but THIS. I look ahead and see more. I am besieged by self-disgust. I am blanched and without hope. I cry in his lap. I plead with him to help me. Please help me. Take care of me. Please.

“And that was Eric,” I say.

Stanley’s mouth is half open. “Jesus Lord Almighty. You are one depressing woman.”

“Don’t I know it.”

“So he got married?”

I nod. “But not to the fiancée. He left her.”

“Huh?”

“He met someone else.”

“I’m confused.”

I shrug and say my love for him is dismantling. That making him laugh, which I did often, gave me the most joy I’d ever had. And yes, that he got married. To my oldest friend, Kam.




Four

Stanley is answering a questionnaire about his ejaculate history for the andrology lab at Cornell. He’s looking to me for help. Is it clear and watery? Does it coagulate? He reads from the brochure: ejaculatory duct obstruction; prostatic dysfunction; severe ipsilateral abnormality. I stop him at the hidden testis. “What the hell is that?”

“No idea. But it sounds bad, right?”

Hannah says he should just take matters into his own hands. That an Integrated Visual Optical System for sperm analysis can be bought online. Windows-based. Plus, she adds, it comes with swine software.

Isifrid says fertility is no joke. That she had a hell of a time conceiving me. I suggest maybe her drug use was to blame. She says, Probably.

Hannah wants to bring me to Identity Camp. The summer’s over, but Good-Time Living does a family thing one weekend every fall. She says it’s like a workshop, and that she doesn’t have a whole lotta options. The sleeves on Aggie’s kimono taper at the wrist. A yarn kimono with cuffs and gussets. No way she’s getting in with the Japanese next life, and no way is she bonding with the parents at Good-Time Living. As for Mother, she’s just not up for Christian Identity Camp. So I tell Hannah okay, but ask if I can bring Stanley.

“Only if you say he’s our uncle.”

“Thanks,” Stanley says. “I’m working through my virility over here and you’re not helping.”

“She’s twelve,” I say, like that’s some kind of defense.

“I know what ejaculate is,” she says. “More than you, anyway.”


I hear the elevator open in the vestibule, which means it’s mail time. I used to love mail time during years in which I was oversubscribed to print media whose niche content gave me hope. Like: I know, I’ll fix cars when I grow up; I want to collect, hone, and brandish arcane weaponry; I want to blow glass. Finally, though, all I wanted was to do drugs, and since magazine paper does not smoke well, me and print media broke up.

Today’s delivery includes a letter with a clipping about my dad, circled in red wax marker. We are always getting hate mail, now more than ever. I guess people hate us. Even though the Feds and press absolved Dad retroactively—no one thought a man likely to pinch vials would also commit suicide—people hate us.

Hannah grabs the letter. She’s been making a scrapbook. I do not find this funny in the least, though she seems to think it’s a hoot.

“Oh, look,” she says. “This guy writes that we’re all going to hell. That he can’t wait to see us in hell.”

Izzy wants to know if he’s writing from jail. The answer is yes, yes he is.

“You know,” Hannah says, “those guys in jail will be better off than us if superplague comes. Fuck.”

“Can you not call it that?” I say.

“Language!” Mother yells.

But Hannah is not having it. “Hello? Is anyone noticing that everywhere you turn, someone says he’ll see us in hell? That there’s nothing out there but a million ways to die?”

As if we don’t know. As if she ever talks about anything else. She is obsessed. And now she has to itemize the possibilities. If not the plague, then how about this: Three guys show up at Dodger Stadium with inhalers full of smallpox. One guy contracts untreatable staph in an ICU and spreads it to everyone in his ward, followed by everyone in the world. Mad cow, SARS, Lyme. Terminal strep and Ebola. E. coli. Definitive type 104 salmonella. Each has the potential to kill millions, and the CDC is not prepared. Consider smallpox. If you inhale just a single particle, you’re dead. Fever, headache, rash. Ulcers clustered in the lining of your throat and mouth. Abscesses congregated on your skin, parsing skin from muscle. On the inside, a meltdown. The virus invades healthy cells
to reproduce. The immune system fights back. The result is organ soup. Patients often die fighting for breath. Heart failure or toxic shock. Lucid till the end and, in the case of hemorrhagic pox, alive while the whites of their eyeballs turn livid and the membranes in their bodies dissolve. All within two weeks.

Hannah is flushed. I worry she’s more excited than anxious. But probably not. Probably anxiety has so clotted her brain, the blood has to go somewhere. I am feeling a little pink, myself.

“Remember Dad’s simulation project?” she says. “It’s all coming true.” And with that, she flees to her room. I can hear the lock click from here.

“Poor girl,” Aggie says. “So tortured.”

I suggest that maybe Hannah was a Vietnam vet. That in a former life, she was a miserable war veteran whose family abjured the government not two weeks after the draft, whose friends were hippies, and whose wheelchair was found in San Francisco Bay, but whose body was not found at all. Aggie shakes her head and says, gravely, “That would be better. She’d suffer less.”

I ask what does that mean. I ask who was Hannah. But Aggie’s done talking. She says it’s time to retire and when none of us moves, she seems appalled. It’s seven in the evening.

Stanley wonders how we can understand anything through that surgical mask. I say it’s an acquired skill, though even without the mask she’s hard to follow. Imagine a Norwegian with sticky lips and no teeth, then imagine this person speaking a foreign tongue, and you’ve got Nana.

I watch her stuff the kimono and needles into a shopping bag.

After she’s gone, Isifrid says, “You really ought to be nicer to her, Lucy. She won’t be around forever.” She sounds choked up, but that’s only because she’s yet to exhale smoke from the joint Stanley’s passing around. “And you,” she says, nodding at Stanley, “you’re not helping your fertility with all this grass. You should probably just give the rest to me.”

“What about her?” he says, and points at me. “Doesn’t she get any? I think she probably needs it more than you.”

“I’m right here, you know. I can hear what you’re saying.”

But he just carries on. “Missed her oldest friend’s wedding, calls
their place every night, the broken heart, I’d want to tune out of my life, too.”

“Is this your idea of helping?” I say. “Let’s light a candle for my darkest hour in recent memory?”

Mother sits up. “You missed Kam’s wedding?”

Stanley and I look at her incredulously, though by now, her absence from the world should startle no one.

“It was awful,” Stanley says.

I nod. And Mother, she starts to laugh. She laughs for a solid two minutes. Without apology or effort to stymie this upswelling of glee that has me less offended than bored.

“Oh, that’s sad,” she says, regaining her voice and sighing.

“Yep,” I say. “So much for that. Lucy strikes again.”

“Oh, come on,” Stanley says. “Don’t be so harsh. I think you’re doing all the right things. You are going to rehab, when is that again? Rehab definitely counts toward putting your life together. There will be other chances to show up.”

“Whenever there’s space,” I say, and reach for my Gatorade. I don’t know that I’ve ever been short on electrolytes, but that doc spooked me for life. “Some spot in Florida. Popular I guess.”

Mother snorts. “What gave you that idea? It’s in Texas. Get your boots on.”

I am chewing on a straw, which drops right out of my mouth.

“That’s right. Close to the border. Don’t look so horrified. It’s not Tikrit.”

“Who found this place?”

“Aggie.”

“You let Agneth choose my rehab?”

“Would you rather I did it?”

“It’s not that hard,” Stanley says. “Make a few calls, ask some questions.”

Mother shrugs. “No matter now.”

Stanley pinches my thigh. “You’ll look cute in chaps. Take photos.”

“I don’t feel well,” Mother says. She’s looking at Stanley. “Where’d you get this stuff?”

“The park.”


“Oh, great.”

He looks confused. He doesn’t know about the delivery boys who’ll door-to-door an eighth and still charge you a hundred dollars. He doesn’t know kind from basil. I pat him on the knee and say Mother’s just upset about other things.

Is it odd to talk rehab while smoking a joint? I imagine it says something about my level of commitment.

“Texas?” I say. “The desert?”

I look from Mother to Stanley, but neither seems inclined to respond. Perhaps Hannah will be more sympathetic. I excuse myself. I go to her room and walk in. I don’t bother to knock or password because I have no hope they will work.

I find her on the floor with scrapbook open. She’s got a tower of completed books by the wall. I think she’s got every article about Dad that’s come out since the theft, plus any news item that even mentions his name.

I see one from the Tribune & Georgian about how if the plague hits St. Mary’s, Georgia will mobilize. Also, in case of emergency, supplies will be doled out at the Heritage Bank. And just in case you forgot: the plague went missing from Dr. Michael Clark’s lab in December of last year, etc., etc.

I ask if I can help. She says, “Suit yourself.”

There’s a Ziploc of clippings that need a home. I overturn the bag and start sifting. I’d like to tell Hannah that saving such things will not help her turn the corner on grief. Or that articles demonizing our father will not help her remember him any better. But then maybe this is her process, and who am I to interfere. My instincts about how to care for other people are worthless.

Do I have a process? I remember the morning I found his body, I’d eaten a blueberry muffin. I’d woken up, intending to secure a job of value so that at least someone in this family could feel good about himself. I’m pretty sure Dad was still in his robe when I waved goodbye. No kiss or anything, just a wave from the door to the kitchen because I’d grab a muffin on the way to every temp agency in the city where I’d cop to skills like medical billing and the Internet. Internet proficient is what I was calling it.

Of course, I had to find the agencies, locate the power button on my laptop, and forge a resume, so by the time noon rolled
around I was still at a café, pulping muffin crumbs with a spoon. But I was hopeful. The months before had been so lowly, I’d really thought we were coming out of it. Dad was up before nine. Mother was the most sober I’d seen her in years. And Hannah, she was doing some PI work, wanting to exonerate Dad, but also maybe to find him out, because in the long run, it was way better if he had the vials than if some nut had them. Or some nut likely to bioterrorize the country. There was much ransacking of his stuff, which he did not take well. A part of me worries this is what tipped him over, that his own family doubted him. But we didn’t doubt. It was just fear. Which is what I experienced when I found him suspended from the ceiling fan. I can still picture the verdigris furrowed into his neck—rope burn, I think—and one foot that had lost a slipper, fallen to the tile. Also, the police removing his body in a tarpaulin sack. Just what sort of process gets you over that? I really think the articles are a bad idea.

I ask Hannah if she’s certain she wants to be doing this. “Look,” I say, and hold up a piece from the Los Angeles Times, “this one makes like Dad had bad blood with the higher-ups.”

“Totally untrue,” she says, and glues it down.

The phone rings. I hear Mother hollering, saying it’s my friend from Dad’s lab. We talk for thirty seconds, but it’s enough. I get back to Hannah, and when there’s another call for me, it’s Dirty Ben. I pick up in the yellow room. He wants to know how I am. Fine. What’s new? Nothing. You feeling any better? I dunno. The conversation lurches thus until he mentions Eric. Now I am all ears. Did he say anything about me?

“You really need to stop calling them.”

I am incensed. My nerves are starting to go. “Lemme tell you something, Ben.” And I tell him good. Only I lose the anger real fast. I say, “You know I was only with Eric once, right?”

“Luce, this really isn’t any of my business—”

“—but that one time, I was sober. You know I never had sober sex before? I was always too afraid. Like I was about to be found out somehow.”

“Lucy—”

“—but with him, it was different. And forget the sex part. I mean across the board. You have any idea what that’s like? After so
much time alone to have someone you can actually talk to? Someone who isn’t repelled by your inner life? Someone who maybe actually cherishes it?”

“Yes. But he’s married, honey.”

“I know. And no one is at fault, except me. Kam didn’t know what I felt, I didn’t tell her. Didn’t tell anyone. I’m just not one for talk, I guess.”

“But you two have been friends since you were ten or something.”

“So? You’ve lived in your apartment for, what, six years? How intimate are you with the wall?”

“You are not a wall.”

“It’s a metaphor.”

“You are not a wall.”

The sigh that booms out my mouth startles us both. A booming sigh.

He says, “I told Eric you mixed up the dates, if that helps.”

“But I did mix them up. What, he thinks I missed it on purpose? Oh, God. This humiliation never ends.”

I stand up to regroup. The coil between phone and cradle is so long, I could probably swaddle myself like a mummy or skin stump. I pace. Over the years, many specialists have told me I need to feel the feelings. But when the experience of hurt begins to feel like a dry heave, I think you do better to suppress with all you got.

“Lucy,” he says.

I answer. “It’s fine. I’m fine. I’ll stop calling them.”

“You can call me, instead.”

If this is meant to hoist my mood, it has the opposite effect.

“You still there?” he says. “Hey, do you want to come with me to a meeting?” He means a twelve-step thing, which seems pointless at the moment.

“Not really. I hate hearing all that crap over and over. Besides, I got rehab coming up, so I’m good.”

“That is ridiculous. But look, you know where to find us when you change your mind.”

I love his certainty. As if when I see the light, he’ll be waiting. We say bye. I say it as if I’ve just been denied a lolly by my mom. He says it like a married guy who’s got a future.


I listen to the dial tone, and then to Agneth and Isifrid, who’ve been eavesdropping on multiple extensions.

I know what Izzy’s thinking so I say, “Not a chance. Ben’s done with our kind. He doesn’t deal.”

“How tedious,” she says, and hangs up.

This leaves me and Agneth. “Agneth,” I say. “What the hell am I going to do? What are we gonna do? I just got a really scary call from the lab.”

“And I don’t want to know. I’m going to bed,” she says, and hangs up.

But I find this unacceptable. Down the hall from the kitchen, down another hall, and to the right is her room, itself the largest of three earmarked for the domestic live-in help. A hundred years ago, I bet it was adolescent serving girls riven with syphilis. During my family’s tenure, it was the nannies, and after that, a trio of empty rooms Agneth commandeered for purposes that seemed to change yearly. She once had a terrarium going, for plants that needed little to no sunlight. Later, she let Hannah devise an exercise room for her Peruvian guinea pig, never mind that the pig was lethargic. And timid. For instance, no way was he getting in that high-rise hamster wheel or, for that matter, the nine feet of piping Hannah had put down. So the room was a bust and anyway, the pig, Tesla, died shortly thereafter from an erupted blister made fatal by previously undiagnosed hemophilia. Agneth shut the door on the room after that—the space was tainted—which left her with sleeping chambers that adjoined the last room, which is where I find her now. She is sitting at a table, hunched over a giant square of posterboard.

I ask what she’s doing. She says did I knock? I rap my knuckles against the wall and sit down.

“You can stay, but I don’t want to hear any plague talk.”

I notice she’s opened a new box of surgical masks. I notice ten unopened boxes in the closet. We both know these measures are absurd. Like the plague can’t penetrate a synthetic dime-store membrane of the sort veiling my nana’s respiratory apparatus.

“Fine,” I say. “You’ll find out soon—”

But she tut-tuts me, which has the effect of defeating whatever urge I had to talk at all.


I lean over the board. It is so large, it occupies the entire table, which seats twelve.

After a moment I cannot resist and say, “Nana, what the hell is this?”

“Have a look,” she says, and hands me a magnifying glass. The print is legible from close range but the glass is welcome. I scan a section of what appears to be a diagram. “Okay,” I say. “This is the most chaotic family tree I’ve ever seen. Who are these people? And why are the dates all messed up?”

I see her grin and think: You have got to be kidding. I walk to the end of the table and sure enough, there’s Knut the Soft right alongside Izzy’s name. So this is our family tree with ornament. I see Knut, I see the peasant waif who was Knut before Knut, and the cave guy who was the peasant. It stops there, which means I am very much wanting to say something about the newt who became Knut, but Agneth seems so serious about these matters, I do not risk it. And anyway, I’m losing my sense of humor the more I peruse the tree.

“Hannah was a flagellant?” I say. “You made her a flagellant? Good grief, that’s horrible.”

“I didn’t make her anything. And it’s worse than horrible. But it helps me understand her better.”

“Oh, come on. Is this how you explain away everything? We are who we are just because we’re channeling some other person’s ethic?”

She stands up with more vim than should be allowed a woman of her age and drapes a sheet over the board. “Wait,” I say. “I didn’t find myself. Where am I on the tree?” I start to lift the sheet but she snatches the hem from my hand. I step back. “Are you saying I’m worse than a flagellant? What, was I Mengele?”

She thinks I’m kidding and says, “Don’t belittle phenomena you cannot understand. But to answer your questions: yes, reincarnation accounts for many things.”

I sit on the floor, cross-legged. “You know, it’s convenient the way you use it to absolve people. Like Izzy can’t help herself because she’s some pansy Viking. It’s lazy.”

“It’s not. And don’t talk about your mother that way. If you really
want to discuss this, fine, but then you’ll have to change your tone. It’s arrogant. Hubris killed the cat, you know.”

“No, the cat had nine lives, which you, especially, should appreciate.”

“And now you are just being rude. Good night,” she says, and opens the door for me.

“Nana, I’m sorry. I was just kidding. I’m stressed out. That call from the lab was really bad!”

She pecks me on the cheek, and, before shutting the door, says, “You can hear them, by the way. Voices from the past. They are there if you want them. They speak to us.”

“What? Don’t talk like that. It makes me think you’re crazy. And you are not crazy.”

“I might be,” she says, and grins.

I trudge down the hall. My body feels like one fat cramp. Jesus fuck. My friend at the lab? He says someone in Minnesota just got sick with superplague. They are short on details but long on gist: the man is gonna die pronto.
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