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PROLOGUE

DECEMBER 29, 1999–Y2K MELTDOWN

Pamela

I barely remember the day the world ended. 
Even now it replays like a grade-B movie.


Early morning shot, the sun is barely rising over tired-looking city streets. Cut to a small apartment bedroom on the top floor of a high-rise. Cigarettes overflow in half a dozen ashtrays; coffee cups, clothing, and books are strewn about. A middle-aged woman, distraught, smoking frantically, is half yelling half whispering on the phone to someone she calls Nina but doesn’t seem to know well. There’s a sudden hammering at the door. She puts down the phone, yells hoarsely, “Who’s there? Go away!” More pounding, followed by sounds from the phone. She fumbles, brings the receiver back to her ear. “What are you talking about? Nina! You told me you wouldn’t …” She’s still protesting when the door is forced open. Paramedics and police quickly take over … FADE.



Nina—whoever she is at the other end of the hotline—must have secretly called the police. “Get out of here!” I yell, trying to push them back, still on the phone.

“I hate you, Nina!” I scream. “I told you I didn’t want the goon squad. Why did you do this?”


The female officer takes the phone from me, murmurs something into the receiver. She hangs up. I back up against the wall, trying to get as far away from the intruders as I can.

“Now, what’s going on here, Miss Wagner?”

“It’s Pam, just Pam. And I don’t need to jump. It’ll all be over in a couple of days.”

“What’ll be over?” one of them asks.

But I can’t explain. How can I condense into a sentence or two something that has been building up for more than a year? That the world is ending, that I can’t stop it, that it’s my fault because I didn’t try hard enough to warn people. Tears start coming down my cheeks. But instead I insist I’m safe. I won’t do anything to hurt myself. A good night’s sleep is all I need.

I’m not lying, exactly, just not telling the whole truth. I don’t tell them that Dr. Riordan, the psychiatrist who saved my life, is retiring unexpectedly, after taking a vacation starting in January, or that my best friend and I had a terrible fight right after Christmas that ended our twenty-year relationship. I can’t tell them I really believe the Y2K bug will bring an end to civilization, should a biblical Armageddon fail to materialize. Nor if it did, how I would most certainly not be going to heaven. Nor can I tell them how the voices, silent for three months on a new medication, have returned with a vengeance, bringing hell to my nights and days. With scathing criticism and a constant scornful commentary on everything I do, they sometimes order me to do things I shouldn’t. So far, I’ve stopped myself, but I might not always be able to. Or that I barricade the door each night for fear of beings from the higher dimensions coming to spirit me away, useless as any physical barrier would be against them. I don’t mention the NSA, DIA, or Interpol surveillance I’ve detected in my walls or how intercepted conversations among these agencies have intruded into TV shows.

Oh, I want to tell them all this, I really do. But I know too well what would happen, and I don’t want them to take me away. Still the tears keep coming. A paramedic reaches out to put an arm around my shoulders.


“Don’t touch me!” I shriek, shrinking from contact. “Go away! Leave me alone! Get out of my apartment. Now! Who the hell do you think you are?”

They look stunned. Meanwhile my hands are doing weird things up near my face. I can’t help it. It takes too much concentration to still them and keep my brain under control at the same time.

One of the policemen looks through my room. Pawing through my things, he picks up one of my pill bottles, gestures to one of his buddies. They confer in low voices.

Together they collect all my medications and ask me if I have been taking them.

“Of course!” This is the truth. One cop shakes his head. I don’t like him; he hasn’t been on my side from the start. I realize he’s connected to the Five People who monitor my movements wherever I go, their true identities always disguised. He has something to do with the other dimensions, the Supermetal Canister and, most important of all, Gray Crinkled Paper. I’m not sure how deep it goes. But something tells me to keep as far from him as I can.

In the end, it’s no dice. All they can see is the mess, the pill bottles, the ashtrays, the way my hands keep moving, my tearfulness. And the inescapable fact that I live on the twelfth floor. To them it suggests too much trouble, more than they can leave behind. They’re going to take me to the hospital, just to make sure I’m all right. They tell me if the doctor okays it, I can come right back home. But I know they’re only sweetening an offer I can’t refuse.

I know this. I know this. But I start yelling anyway. “I’m all right,” I scream. “I’m not going anywhere. I don’t need a doctor. I’m fine, goddamn it!”

That’s when they harden. I don’t look at people, but I should have, then I would have sensed it coming. They huddle around a crackling walkie-talkie. Then one of them tells me in kindergarten words that I have two choices: I can go with the EMTs the easy way or with the cops the hard way.

“Take your pick, Pamela, we don’t have all day.”


“Shit,” I mutter. I know they mean it. I’ve been through this business before. I give up, but it’s hard to swallow when they start crowding me, watching my every move. Do they think I’m going to slit my throat with a sharpened sock?

“Can I at least put on my clothes without all of you watching?”

The female medic motions the men out of the bedroom. I struggle into a dirty black sweater, add dark sunglasses on top of my regular ones, then, wrapping a hooded black muffler around my face—protection—I shuffle out into the living room in my coat. Clinging to what shreds of dignity still fall to me, I keep my body rigid, making them lift me onto the stretcher like a plank of wood. Then they start tightening the straps around my wrists. This time I do resist.

“Please, no! I’m not gonna do anything. I’ll be good, I promise.” Panic has turned my voice to a whisper. They sigh, looking at each other, eyes rolling. I know what they’re thinking: Oh, no, not again. Amazingly, though, they concede, deciding to risk it rather than face another fight. But I feel useless and despised, a worn-out left shoe, something they want to dump as soon as possible.

Finally, the procession—guards, handmaidens, heavy artillery—begins down the hall to the elevator. I don’t know who’s out there watching, but even with my eyes screwed shut I sense the old ladies peeking through their doors. I can feel the stares, I can hear the rumor mill start to grind.

“You old hens,” I mutter. “Chickenshit begock-begocks!” My hands fly up to my mouth to muffle the curses because I know my swearing always gets me in trouble. But it’s some protection, and what else do I have to defend myself with?

You know how people say only sticks and stones can break your bones? Well, that’s a damn lie. Even bullets are nothing compared to the ax murderers in people’s eyes. And ain’t it strange how it’s the same people murdering you who just moments before were murmuring, “Don’t be frightened. We’re going to help you”?

A new problem. They want to take me to City Hospital, the biggest and nearest. No way, José—I refuse point-blank. The ER
nurses there have tried to kill me one too many times, not to mention the Five People who once secretly irradiated me in the nuclear physics lab. They’ll take me to the University Hospital in Farmington or I’m not going anywhere. That’s my right and they’d better do as I say, or else. A mostly empty threat, perhaps, but they know I’m right. And they agree, though it’s a much longer drive and it’s obvious they can’t wait to get rid of me.

 


 


 


The ride uses up all my resources. When we finally arrive, I’m sweating, trembling, at the end of my rope. The paramedics roll the gurney inside the ER, sign me over, then disgorge me into a small cubicle. The smell of the place hits me like a shock wave—rubbing alcohol, disinfectant, and something so sweetly acidic it makes me retch. Before I can say anything, a nurse and an aide hurry in, wrestle my bag and coat away from me. Without a blink, they order me to take off my clothes. I hit the roof, yelling and cursing. “I’m not fucking undressing! There’s nothing the fuck wrong with me!”

“You should be ashamed of yourself,” one of them scolds. “This is a family hospital.”

“Oh, sure,” I scoff. “Those asshole rugrats out there spitting up on their parents hear worse every day on TV!”

“That’s enough, Pamela,” she warns.

“Bullshit! I don’t give a fuck!”

If I don’t calm down, they’ll give me a needle, the other threatens.

“I am calm!” I scream, and I counterthreaten even louder. I’m thinking, Stay calm? I’m fighting for my life here!

Then it’s a blur. As if on signal, people suddenly crowd into the small room. Men in surgical scrubs grab me while the nurses, still telling me no one is going to hurt me, hold me down, and I’m yelling and struggling against all of them and somehow my clothes are taken away and somebody comes at me with a syringe full of something the aides smirkingly call “vitamin H”—Haldol—and it hurts like hell when they jam it in my rear end.


That’s where the struggle ends. They’ve won and they know it. The room clears like a bad fart, but I let the entire ER know I intend to sue: I have a right to refuse medication and it was given to me against my will, violating my constitutional rights and—

Loud enough for everyone to hear, one of the aides mutters, “So fine, sue the whole damn hospital. Meanwhile, shut up and go to sleep.”

Then I’m left alone on the narrow hospital bed, side rails up, in nothing but my underwear and two flimsy hospital gowns, one open to the back, one over it, open to the front. I can only seethe at the injustice. Rocking, muttering, sobbing, I rage and rage at the aide guarding the doorway, but she only ignores me, yawning with deliberation and exaggerated boredom, telling me in no uncertain terms: You’re nothing new. I’ve seen it all before.

“They can’t drug me up without a fight,” I keep yelling, continuing my harangue. “I’ll see you all in court, just watch me!”

But after a while I get woozy. I can’t sit up straight anymore. I have to hold on to the side rails. My words get mushier and mushier. My brain fogs up, my eyes cross. I’m getting confused; I can’t remember the beginnings of my sentences by the time I get to the end of them. Against every inch of my will, my jaw sags, my eyelids droop, and I slump back against the pillow. I think, Maybe I’ll close my eyes for just a moment. Though I promise myself I won’t give in to sleep, my mind keeps drifting away no matter how I try to bring myself back to consciousness. No use. It may not be voluntary, only the drug that makes me compliant, but either way, before I know it, I’m out like a light.

 


 


 


I awake in the psychiatric ward, on a bare mattress on the floor of an empty room. Alone.

Those are angry feet.

The on-call doctor who owns them doesn’t introduce himself when he pushes through the door, just demands that I answer his questions. This is before I’ve had coffee or breakfast or been given
medicine for the abnormal sleepiness of narcolepsy, a condition that has plagued me for decades. Looking up from the mattress on the floor, I see a baobab tree—massive, rooted, menacing—his balled fists soldered inside the pockets of his white coat. Dark hair, heavy features—these are more sensed than seen. I know from the moment he commandeers the room that I’m in trouble.

I sit up and try to mumble coherently, don’t manage it very well, still stuporous from the Haldol the night before. He asks me to repeat myself time after time, but his feet keep distracting me.

I hate everybody. I hate my patients, they whine. Then angry: They bore me to death! I wish they’d all kill themselves!

Through the din I manage to make out the question: “Can you tell me what worries you the most right now?”

Honestly? Does he really mean it? Will he help? “My cats,” I answer without hesitation. “No one’s taking care of them. I’m afraid they’ll starve.”

Baobab harrumphs. “That should be the least of your worries.” His feet chime in: I hate you, moron. Do the world a favor, why don’t you. Go out and get hit by a bus.

“You fucking Nazi!” I can feel the veins popping out on my neck. “The ‘least of my worries’? People like you are the worst of my worries!”

Seething, I answer his next questions with a stony silence. Finally, I order him to leave, threatening that if he so much as sets foot in my room again, I’ll …

But I have to leave this unfinished because a phalanx of nurses rushes in to assist him. He waves them off. I’m no threat to him.

Dismissing me, he turns on the leather of his self-satisfied, smirking shoes and goose-steps out the door.

“Hey, fuck you too!” I yell after him, but he pays no attention.

 


 


 


I need to tell my identical twin sister, Lynnie, or Carolyn as she now calls herself, where I am, what is going on, what they are doing to
me. But to get to the phone means dodging the dogs and Christmas trees that keep popping up in front of me, throwing me off balance as I swerve to avoid them. I screw up my courage and dash around the nurses’ station, setting off a flurry of alarm as aides rush to block the exit. I can tell they are relieved when I head instead toward the phone. They have no idea I am making my way through a flickering cloud of gnatlike “red strychnines,” which swarm about me like those tiny insects that gather around streetlamps on a summer night.

“I’m scared, Lynnie, they’re doing things to me. I can’t stay here,” I whisper. But she doesn’t take the danger seriously. She talks to me in the controlled, overly patient tones of a parent calming a distraught child. You’ll be okay, she promises. She will visit me soon, but meanwhile there isn’t any danger. I’m in the right place.

“Argh!”

Someone has tapped me on the shoulder.

“What do you want!”

The nurse holds out a little cup. More pills. “Please take them now. I need to make sure you swallow them.”

“Lynnie, I gotta go—” I cup my hand around the receiver, hoping the nurse won’t know whom I am talking to. “I’ll call you back—when it’s safer.”

I down the pills. If they’re poison, well, then, I’m dead. Who gives a shit? Then it’s back through the same obstacle course to my room, where I lie down, cold and shivering under a single blanket. My watch reads barely eight P.M. How can I sleep when they can do anything to me without my knowing it? Better force myself to stay awake. Yeah, ha, ha, ha, I laugh to myself without humor. It has been years since I’ve gone a full day without several naps, and now I’m going to keep myself up all night?

A screech of electronic feedback splinters the hush, someone adjusting a microphone. Then, resounding throughout the ward, replayed for everyone to hear, is the conversation I’ve just had on the phone with Lynnie, only this time with nurses’ threats added: So, she’s upset, is she? Just let her wait till she’s alone with us! My heart
races. A sudden sweat moistens my palms. What can I do? Where can I go? These people listened in to my phone call and taped it. Now they’re going to get revenge … and I’m locked in the ward alone with them?

There’s no way out. Lynnie can’t help me now. No one can. I realize no one will ever know what really happened to me. Oh, excuses will be proffered, there’ll be talk of accidents and statistics, of regrettable mistakes. But no one will be told the truth. And of course that is the point: to murder me and get away with it.

But I still can’t go down without a fight.

I zigzag back to the phone, dodging bullets, and mash at numbers blindly. I know they are watching. If they hear me, God only knows what will happen. Lynnie has to come and get me. Now.

“They’re gonna kill me!” I whisper as soon as she answers. “Lynnie, please, I’ll do anything, I promise. I’ll take any medication, go to any other hospital, see any doctor, but I can’t stay here—” By this time I’m yelling so loud that no one needs to record anything. “What?! You want a reason? Okay, listen to this!”

I hold the phone out in the air. The recording of our call is still playing.

“Is that enough? They taped us! Now they’re going to get back at me. You heard those threats!”

The line is quiet.

“Well? Answer me! You’ve got to come get me. Obviously I can’t stay here.”

“Pammy?” She clears her throat. “Please don’t hang up or get angry. You want the truth? I didn’t hear a thing. Nobody taped us, no one’s talking about hurting you. You’re hallucinating.”

“What’s wrong with you? They just said they were going to teach me a lesson!”

“They’re not real, Pam, those are just your voices. They’re in your mind. Try to believe me.”

“Lynnie, please, please! If you don’t get me out of here they’re going to kill me!” I start crying.


“Listen to me, Pammy. Listen.” She sighs. “Let me talk to someone there, okay? Isn’t there anyone on the staff you trust? Will you go find someone?”

I’m shaking too hard to keep the phone to my ear.

“Pammy—”

Then someone pries the phone from me and pushes me gently in the direction of the seclusion room they’ve put me in. As I stumble away, I hear the lilt of her voice saying, “Hello, this is Stacy. I’m one of the nurses on duty tonight.” Murmuring follows. “Yes, yes, I understand, and that’s what we’re trying …” Stacy has a British accent, I note. A Brit! Oh, so MI-6 is after me too? But from my room I can no longer make out her words.

I check my watch again. Nine-thirty P.M. One night before New Year’s Eve, 1999. With space-time poised on the brink, Armageddon has arrived.






BOOK ONE







NOVEMBER 1958

Pamela

I know where Mrs. Jardin keeps the crowns, we all do. They are locked in a cabinet high above the utility sink in which we wash our paintbrushes and the yellow sponge erasers used for clearing the blackboard at the end of each day. Only on very special occasions, like a birthday, does she take a crown out of the cabinet and with great dignity crown the lucky king or queen of the day, a royal blue velvet coronet trimmed with silver foil for girls, a glowing red and gold one for boys.

This day is my day, my birthday, and I’ve been waiting all semester for the chance to feel the sweet pressure of that blue crown on my head. In the morning, Mrs. Jardin mentions something “extra special” for me that afternoon, and I hope our class mother, responsible for party refreshments, is bringing chocolate cupcakes with fudge icing, mine with six pink-candy-striped candles, one for each year.

Poor Lynnie, I think generously. Her teacher, Mrs. Connelly, who is young and pretty, unlike old Mrs. Jardin with the sticky, prickly porcupine gray hair, doesn’t make much of birthdays, not even for first graders.

A published author, Mrs. Jardin is considered the best of the three first-grade teachers. Every year at the spring Book Fair, she sets up a table where she sells autographed copies of her books, which are wildly if locally popular, even though they were printed at her own
expense. I know that even though she’s scary and old, I’m supposed to be proud to be in her class. But my secret, kept from everyone like a picked scab, is that I wish I had Mrs. Connelly, even without the crowns, because her room is neat and clean and calm, not bubbling over with clamor and rickety excitement all the time.

Along with writing, reading, and arithmetic, Mrs. Jardin teaches us “etickette.” Which means manners. The girls have learned to tuck needed Kleenex up our sleeves instead of stuffing our pockets with them. “Gentlemen” always open the door for “ladies” and slide out their chairs behind them at the table, slipping them back underneath their fannies just in time. That “patience is a virtue” and it is “better to give than receive” are maxims repeated like the eleventh and twelfth commandments several times a week, as occasions demand.

The morning yawns on through reading groups and arithmetic lessons into lunch, then recess, then art class. Finally, Mrs. Jardin teases me with a stern smile. “Well, this is someone’s special day, isn’t it?” She draws a footstool over to the utility sink, climbs on, and reaches up with a key to unlock the cabinet. Spellbound, I close my eyes, opening them again only after I hear the clunk of her footsteps back on the floor. She holds the red crown in one hand and the blue crown in the other. Why two crowns? Is there a boy with a November 17 birthday? Then there’s a knock at the door, followed by Mrs. Connelly, holding Lynnie by the hand.

“Be good, Lynnie,” Mrs. Connelly urges her, after nodding at Mrs. Jardin as if it has been prearranged. “Remember, you’re a guest.” Then she heads back out the door, leaving Lynnie standing up front, next to the teacher’s desk.

“Since you and Lynnie are identical twins,” Mrs. Jardin says, “do you two know what identical means?”

“I know! I know!” I wave my hand and jump up and down.

“That’s good, Pammy. What about you, Lynnie?”

As usual Lynnie just bites her lower lip and looks at me.


“Lynnie, it means we look just the same, like our dresses!” I match my blue print dress to hers.

“That’s right, Pammy.” Mrs. Jardin smiles down at me. “We thought it would be nice for you to have your sister join us for the party.”

That’s when the terrible realization comes to me: The two crowns are for us, for Lynnie and me. But there is only one blue one, only one to crown a girl. Lynnie is already fingering it, tipping it on its side, preparing to pick it up and put it on her head.

I leap forward. “That’s my crown!” I cry. “I’ve got dibs on the girls’ crown!”

Swiftly, almost without moving, Lynnie ducks her head and eases the crown on top.

“No!” I wail. “This is my party! That’s my crown. Tell her, Mrs. Jardin. She has to wear the boys’ crown. She doesn’t even belong here, she’s just a visitor!”

“Now, hush, Pammy,” Mrs. Jardin scolds. “She’s your sister and a guest. A good hostess offers her guest the choice of crowns, doesn’t she?”

Lynnie is smiling now, with a look of open triumph, her eyes sneering “nyah, nyah, nyah!” The beautiful blue crown matches the blue pattern in her dress so perfectly it almost seems she’s planned it.

I lose my fight to keep my tears at bay.

“Come, come, Pammy. Have you forgotten your manners? You have a perfectly good crown right here. What’s wrong with red? Now, be a big girl. What’s gotten into you?” Mrs. Jardin’s words cut into my heart like broken glass. I sniffle miserably and shake my head.

“Good, then put on your crown and let’s have no more of this. Sometimes we learn from our disappointments.”

I obey, my face pink, with both shame and anger.

Then someone laughs. I hear a muffled snigger. “Look, she’s wearing the boys’crown—”


“Maybe she’s not Pammy but Sammy!” someone whispers savagely.

I bite my lips to keep from yelling back. And I fight my desire to rip the crown from Lynnie’s head, make her suffer the humiliation of wearing the boys’ crown. How I hate her! I hate her more than I can remember hating anyone. I swallow and swallow and swallow: tears, bile, fury. I swallow the terrible injustice of life with a twin who steals your crown, and I swallow the injustice of being Pammy in the red crown instead of Lynnie in the blue.


Carolyn

In the morning I dread the bus ride from our house to the elementary school. Every time we pick up kids, the bus farts black stinky clouds. I hold my breath, but the smell still makes me sick. I stare out the window to keep from throwing up.

Finally we pull up to the school ramp. The bus shudders and dies. I grab my things, slide over the vinyl seat, and squeeze my feet into the aisle.

“Ow! Lynnie, stop pushing!” says Pammy, who is directly in my way. “C’mon, it’s not nice!”

I ignore her. Right now being first is more important to me than being nice. Using my red plaid lunch box like a snowplow, I give her a shove, and when she stumbles I quickly wedge myself in front of her. Pammy was born five minutes ahead of me and because of that she gets to go first in everything. I’m always second. Today’s our birthday, November 17—today we’re six. Pammy’s in Mrs. Jardin’s class. Because of that I think I have a right to push ahead of her.

I wish we didn’t have to go to school at all today. All Pammy can do is talk about the crown, and I don’t want to hear it.

Mommy says I should be happy for her, but I’m not. I hate thinking about Pammy getting to wear that beautiful crown. My teacher, Mrs. Connelly, doesn’t do anything really special for birthdays.


Mrs. Connelly is very nice and very pretty and she’s not strict at all, except she wants things arranged just so. She puts our artwork and papers neatly on the bulletin boards with thumbtacks in all four corners, and she has stuck letters above the blackboard to help us remember the alphabet. Everything is neat. Mrs. Connelly makes us put things away where they belong before we go on to something else.

Mrs. Jardin has stuff everywhere and everybody knows she is the best teacher in first grade and only the smartest kids are in her class.

What I hate the most about not having Mrs. Jardin is the birthday crowns. I saw them once when I passed by in the hall and Mrs. Jardin had them out on her desk. They were carved of real gold—not silly tinsel or painted cardboard—and covered with diamonds and rubies. They sparkled like Christmas lights in December. Pammy says each crown has a center pillow of soft real velvet with nap so thick when you brush it in the right direction it’s as smooth and silky as rabbit fur. The queen’s crown is a bright royal blue and the king’s crown is fire engine red. Today Pammy is going to wear the blue crown and I’m trying to pretend I don’t care, but I do. I wish it was me who had Mrs. Jardin, not Pammy.

 


 


 


“Lynnie? Are you listening?”

I look around. My teacher hates it when I daydream instead of pay attention. I’m in for a scolding. But when my eyes find her, Mrs. Connelly is smiling.

“Lynnie, would you come up here please.”

I get up so fast my pencil goes flying and I knock my chair over with a loud clatter. She grimaces. Tears spring to my eyes as I right the chair and walk carefully to the teacher’s desk at the back of the classroom. I’m expecting her to be angry. Instead, her eyes twinkle and she’s pursing her lips so tight I think she’s swallowed some secret that’s trying to come back up. She stoops a bit to my level the way
teachers do when they are trying to be friendly and puts a hand on my shoulder.

“I want to show you something, Lynnie,” she says with a smile that dimples her cheek. She writes some numbers or letters on a piece of paper and puts it in front of me.

“Do you know what it says?”

I squint and concentrate, but I can’t pretend I know. I shake my head and feel tears gathering. I won’t be the crybaby! Not today.

“I’ll give you a hint, Lynnie. It’s a date.” She points to each number with her finger and says it out loud. “Eleven, seventeen, nineteen fifty-two. Eleven means the month, November. Seventeen is—”

“It’s our birthday today! Pammy and me!” I blurt out, my chest suddenly expanding with happiness. Maybe Mrs. Connelly decided to copy Mrs. Jardin and give me a party too. I can barely keep still. I can’t stop my feet and knees from doing an excited little jig.

“Mrs. Jardin has invited you to join Pammy for her birthday celebration,” says Mrs. Connelly.

Oh, no! And have to watch Pammy show off? Before I can say anything, she takes my hand, walks me two doors down to Pammy’s classroom, plunks me in front of the class, and there I stand, alone and grinning like an idiot.

Mrs. Jardin tells Pammy to come up and join me. Perfect as always, Pammy closes her workbook, puts her papers in a neat stack, and places them carefully in her desk. She stands and pats smooth the front of her dress before she pushes her chair under the desk where it belongs and walks to where I stand. Pammy gives me a wan smile and turns toward the teacher. I see her staring at the two crowns Mrs. Jardin has taken out of their hiding place. A shiver of excitement makes me forget I’m not getting to wear one, and I rush over to see them up close. At first I don’t believe what I see.

Those are the crowns? They can’t be. On the teacher’s desk, close up, these crowns are shabby and old, not shiny or grand at all. There isn’t a single jewel and even the glitter doesn’t sparkle. The
girls’ crown isn’t gold, but cardboard covered with ordinary tinfoil. The blue velvet is thin and wearing away completely in places. Somebody’s playing a trick—these aren’t the real birthday crowns, are they?

Before I can say anything, Mrs. Jardin asks which one I want and I tell her. It all happens so fast it doesn’t cross my mind to pick the red one just to be nice to Pammy. Of course I put on the blue one. I’m a girl. The red is for boys.






SPRING AND SUMMER 1963

Pamela

I’ve always been Daddy’s favorite. I’m the one who shines at everything and I know it makes him proud. I’m the one he can bring out and show off to his guests and ask me questions and have me get the right answers. He likes it when I argue with him about things in the news, and sometimes, when I know something he doesn’t, it makes him smile and throw his up hands in defeat.

But he doesn’t tell me he is proud of me. He never rewards me when I do especially well, but, boy, do I know it when I don’t. Lynnie is neither so favored nor so criticized; she’s not as capable as I am, that’s what they always say. Mommy says he loves me, but sometimes I wish he’d tell me. I love Daddy, despite everything. How can you not love your own father? Not loving a parent is like the sun not rising, or an apple falling upward from the tree. A kid loves her father, and that’s just how it is. Even when I’m mad and think I hate him, I make myself think nicer thoughts so the bad ones will go away.


Carolyn

The summer before we start sixth grade we spend two weeks of August at our grandparents’ lake house on Cape Cod.

One evening, Martha and Chipper are already in their beds and
Mommy is out walking the dog. Pammy and I sneak out on the porch to play Scrabble at the card table.

It’s Pammy’s turn. She won’t put a letter on the board until she’s sure it is the best possible word she can make. As usual she’s already way ahead of me, and as usual I am fed up.

“Come on, Pammy, I’m sick of waiting! You can’t take an hour for one word!”

“Your turn,” she announces.

I examine her move. She points, calculates, adds to her total, and circles the number with a flourish.

“Probably cheated,” I mutter. Not that she cares what I think; Pammy is so used to winning it’s ho-hum for her.

“Girls!” Daddy calls from the house. He sounds mad. “I told you twins to get ready for bed!”

Neither of us answers.

“Put the game away. This instant.”

I throw letters into the bag, grab the board, and stuff everything into the cabinet. Pammy just sits there. “We were going to,” she says staring straight ahead. At nothing.

“Let’s go, Pammy.” I pull on her shoulder. “Please don’t fight.” Pammy can be so stupid sometimes. Giving up on her, I bolt into the house, make a beeline for the bathroom, and start scrubbing my teeth.

From the porch, words are traded back and forth. I turn off the faucet so I can hear. Sometimes I think he’s like a train and she’s a brick wall and he’s coming straight at her and she won’t get out of the way. It doesn’t make any sense.

Through the door I hear Daddy yell, “What did you say, young lady?”

Uh-oh. Here it comes. Quick as a flash, I dash across the hall into our bedroom. The shouting gets louder. I hold my breath. What’s happening? Beat. Please, Pammy, give in! Words. Bellowing. Bullets of rage. “Apologize now!” Daddy’s voice. Suddenly a loud bang. Silence. I fly into the living room.


Pammy, next to the bookcase, an immense volume at her feet, arms crossed over her chest. Daddy comes at her, his face dark, hateful. “Pick that up. Now!” Instead, she hoists a huge dictionary above her head.

“Pammy, don’t!” I scream. Why does she act so crazy?

Daddy sees me. “Go back to bed, Lynnie!”

I retreat a few steps. Pammy mutters something under her breath.

“What was that?” Daddy grabs her arm. “Don’t you swear at me, young lady!”

She shakes her arm out of his grip but stays silent. Nothing shows on her face. It’s like she’s in another world. I don’t get it. Anybody normal would give in.

When I hear a smack and the words, “I’ll show you,” I tear back to our bedroom, slam the door, and hurl myself into the closet. I hate her! I dive into a clean pile of quilts and yank them over me. The hollow closet door doesn’t keep out a thing and my imagination goes wild: Pammy shouting. Daddy bellowing. Words crashing. Threatening, swearing, slapping, thudding, kicking, crashing, things toppling, breaking, smashing. Rising, rising, rising to … More clattering, banging, shouting. Heart jumping, thumping, panicking, pumping. Everything spinning. Stop! Water running. Stop! I don’t want to hear. Water running? No! Hide, you coward. Pammy screaming. Don’t listen! Where’s Mommy? Mommy! More stamping. Dragging. Again thumping, kicking. I grit my teeth, pull clothes and blankets around me. Gotta keep from screaming. What’s going on? Make it stop! Water sloshing. Choking sounds. Is he going to drown her?

I hurl myself out of the closet. He has her head under the faucet, soap in her mouth. I throw myself at him. “No, Daddy! She can’t breathe! You can’t do this!” Suddenly I’m screaming too, drowning them both out. I slap him, kick his shins, bite him like an animal until finally Pammy can wrestle free and run for cover.






SEPTEMBER 1963

Pamela

The very first day of sixth grade, 1963, and already it’s a catastrophe. I’ve been out here at the corner for forty-five minutes, but the school bus hasn’t come. I know what’s in store. More than a half hour late, I’ll get my knuckles whacked, I’ll be made to stand in the corner facing the wall. And it isn’t even my fault. You get punished anyway. Lynnie is horsing around with her friends; she doesn’t seem to care. But I do.

When the bus finally arrives, after someone’s mom calls to complain, it seems like one of the girls dawdles forever, first pulling up her kneesocks, then dropping her pencil box and taking an hour to pick up the scattered pencils, before sloooowly climbing up the two—just two!—steps onto the bus, which isn’t allowed to start up again until she’s finally chosen her seat. At last, we’re on our way, but my insides are churning and my head feels like a chain is slowly tightening around it as I try to think of what I can say to the teacher to explain my being late. But I know nothing excuses it. Lateness is lateness. It is what it is, and if you’re late you deserve the consequences. That’s how it was at Wessex Gardens in England last year.

By the time we finish the route and climb up School Street hill and the kids pour out onto the concrete slab at the elementary school, the last bell has long since rung and I feel like I might either cry or throw up, maybe both. The others hustle by me off the bus
and push through the outer doors, still chattering happily, making their way into the dark corridors to their classrooms. But I don’t know how I can open the door to sixth-grade classroom #16. How can I be so shamefully late on my first day? Tardiness is a mortal sin. I’m a half hour late; in England knuckles got smacked or worse for being just a minute late.

Then I spy lanky, red-haired Gary Evans near the driver’s seat, ushering the younger kids off the bus. He wears the yellow sash of a monitor and I realize I have a rescuer. Gary can help me. He has to. There is no other way. As he descends the bus steps I snag his shirttail and it pulls out of his trousers. I fish him toward me, not letting go even when he pulls away and snaps, “Quit it, Pammy!”

But I’m desperate. I need him. “Listen, Gary, you gotta come with me and tell Mrs. Genet the bus was late. Tell her it’s not my fault. I was at the bus stop on time but the bus never came and now it’s past the bell time and I don’t want her to hit my knuckles or send me to Mr. DeWitt or …”

Gary looks irritated at first, but when my chin starts wobbling and tears come to my eyes, he grows wiser, more understanding. He actually puts a hand on my shoulder to comfort me. “It’s okay, Pammy. She won’t be mad. Buses are always late. Let’s go now and I’ll tell her. Don’t cry. It’ll be okay.”

I suck back my tears and try not to worry as we trudge past the principal’s office then down the dim hallway toward the sixth-grade classrooms, but my heart is in my mouth. Gary flings open the door to room #16 with a flourish, not humbly the way he should, and Mrs. Genet, a tall, slope-shouldered, gray-haired woman with a brown bump on her nose and glasses on a cord around her neck, strides right over to us. Wary, I back away, hiding half my body behind Gary. Just in case.

“The bus was late. She was in England last year and thinks it’s her fault. She’s just scared,” Gary explains, acting like a big brother even though he’s only six months older than me. My head down, I trip over my own shoes.


“Ah, you must be Pammy Spiro then,” the teacher says, catching me and taking my hands in hers. With a smile, she waves Gary off to his own classroom, mission accomplished. “Come in and we’ll find you a desk. You remember everybody, don’t you? A year in England, aren’t you lucky! I imagine you have lots of adventures to tell us about.”






OCTOBER 1963

Pamela

Mrs. Genet chalks our morning assignment on the sixth-grade blackboard: “Write a complete sentence using a subordinate clause. Don’t forget subject, object, and verb, correct punctuation and spelling. Be creative!”

I grip my pencil so hard my knuckles blanch into little white nuts under the skin, but the words start to form before I even put my pencil to the paper. “The girl tries to scream, but her terror of the dark figure standing in the doorway, dagger in hand, is so great she can’t even …” No, I won’t write that, I won’t! I fight the impulse, pulling my pencil back from the paper before I write more than the first word.

We have assignments like this every day and I dread them almost as much as I dread lunchtime. Lunches are awful because every third week I have to bring my tray to the secretary’s office and take over for Mrs. Baum, who leaves me alone with the switchboard, two phones, and only a door between me and the principal, Mr. DeWitt. For the entire hour I have to sit there, rigid as a washboard, my lips dry, hoping and praying that no one will come in, that the phone won’t ring, and that the door, that door, never opens.

Though it was an honor to be chosen, that’s also why it was impossible to refuse. How could I explain myself? So when, months later, another honoree, Ann, confides she has so much fun she resents
having to share the job three ways, I’m dumbstruck. How can I admit how much I dread every minute? Too late to back out, I’m stuck, and it’s my own fault.

For the first time in my life I long to stay home from school. I can’t fake being sick; I don’t have the nerve. But getting honestly ill, with a little help, is okay. So I go to bed with wet hair, pick at my scabs, eat fruit without washing it and cookies that fall on the floor. On the school bus I sit next to little kids with the worst snotty noses and sniffles. I know I must deserve my fate when I stay rosy-cheeked with health despite everything.

The only crack in the façade is those morning sentences.

Mrs. Genet says she loves my “wonderful, fertile imagination.” She loves my creativity. But … I wait, knowing there is more. Why do I always write about murder? she asks. I need to “delve” into more cheerful subject matter. What she is really saying is no more murderers. No more burglars, rapists, or child molesters skulking in my bedroom, either.

Now, chewing my lips, I labor to come up with a cheerful sentence, something with rainbows and frilly white lace. My mind draws a big fat blank. C’mon! You can do it. Write something normal, stupid!

My brain feels blocked, dead set against it. I know Mrs. G meant well during a parent-teacher conference, when she mentioned the “sentence problem” to my mother, but she doesn’t understand how things work in the Spiro family. My mother might have seemed understanding then, but later on she scolded me, saying I “did it” on purpose, as if it made her look bad. But she doesn’t understand that the problem isn’t doing at all, it’s thinking: I can’t think of anything but murder. I have no idea why, it just happens.

 


 


 


Despite the trials of sixth grade, one good thing does happen: I’m chosen for the second time since fourth grade for Special Art. This time we have a new art teacher who has recognized my gifts and rewarded
me. I’m in bliss using oil paints and canvas and making sculptures out of wire and newspaper mixed with wallpaper paste. But the best thing, the activity I like the most, is copper enameling.

On the last Friday of my childhood, a late November afternoon in 1963, Janet Calder and I are in the kiln shed during art class. I’ve just inserted some glass-powder coated pieces of copper into the kiln when a whoosh of raw air announces Mrs. Rosen the art teacher, who absentmindedly leaves the door ajar. It’s instantly freezing, yet she seems oblivious. The shed, lined with shelves of art supplies, smells like oil paints and turpentine mixed with the earthy scent of clay. It’s so cold inside that Mrs. Rosen sniffles. Her squared-off, paint-stained fingers fumble for Kleenex and she dabs at her nose and eyes. What’s she doing here? It’s much too early for class to end; we’ve only just started firing our first pieces of copper.

She snaps the kiln off. The orange glow of the On light slowly goes black.

“Girls,” she begins, her voice tight, her face pinched and blotchy, “there’s bad news. The president—” She stops. Her eyes blink, once, twice, then two more times quickly. Her face twists, her throat contracting so the cords in her neck stand out, as if she’s trying to swallow a bite too big to go down. Finally: “President Kennedy has been shot. In Dallas.”

The world goes still.

Dallas, I think, not quite taking in her words, trying to picture Texas on a map. But it’s so unbelievable I realize she’s just teasing. Everything falls back into its proper place. The world starts up again. Though the joke is tasteless, I don’t mind; it makes me feel grown up. Mrs. Rosen is usually so serious that her teasing must mean she’s treating us like almost-adults. I play along, trying to think of an adult retort. But I can only scoff, “Yeah, sure.”

Mrs. Rosen, small and compact, no taller than I, is a painter, but she doesn’t look the way I think artists should, costumed in vivid clothing, gold lamé turbans, lots of big flashy jewelry. All of Mrs.
Rosen’s clothes are shades of beige or tan or brown, even her hair is a no-color color, cut in a bow-like pageboy she never bothers to curl.

As she stares at me without speaking, almost as if she hasn’t heard me, I notice that her eyes are pink-rimmed and puffy, not really like she has a cold. Has she been crying? I feel a dull twinge in the pit of my stomach.

Crying?

Because of something in Dallas, Texas?

I stop giggling. The hush is like a held breath. The clock on the wall snaps onto the hour. I feel as if all my senses have been supernaturally enhanced. A small popping sound comes from inside the kiln, melted glass enamel cracking as the copper pieces cool too quickly. The turpentine and paint tins suddenly tweak my nostrils, their smell acrid, leaving on my tongue the trace of a terrible bitterness, and it is hard to believe all this went unnoticed before. I hear my heart beat, beat, beat, so loud and insistent that I know everyone else hears it too. I hold my breath; if I don’t breathe, the moment will pass away like a terrible dream and everything will be all right. I wait and wait and wait. Please, say something! I silently beg Mrs. Rosen. Say everything is okay, say President Kennedy isn’t hurt, say he’ll be fine. I need to hear you say the magic words, No, Pammy, it didn’t happen, it’s not the end of the world.

But she says nothing, and in that instant I understand that my life will never be the same. I will never be just a child anymore, protected, happy, oblivious. Dark bubbles flood my brain. I am drowning, unable to get enough air before I go under. Countless times I struggle to the surface, before being pulled back down.

Mrs. Rosen sends us back to our classroom. As we walk quietly down the empty corridor, I say nothing. I’m shivering when I become aware—“out of the corner of my ear”—of muffled sounds, people whispering behind me, short snatches of music and conversation that echo in my head as Janet and I head toward the sixth-grade wing. I don’t dare look around, I don’t say anything.


We make our way back toward our hallway and are almost there when the loudspeaker crackles to life. It’s the principal, Mr. DeWitt. He clears his throat several times and finally announces in a thick voice the worst possible thing that could happen. “Boys and girls,” he says, “the president is dead.”

What? My knees buckle. President Kennedy is dead? Impossible. But a general commotion through the closed doors along the corridor confirms it. John Fitzgerald Kennedy, whose infant son Patrick I immortalized in a poem, whose form-letter thank-you note I showed all around the neighborhood, the only kid with a letter from the White House, the president has died in Dallas, Texas, JFK is dead, JFK is dead!

Mr. DeWitt’s voice trembles; it sounds as if he’s fighting off tears, and he even has to stop for a moment in the middle of his speech. This scares me because Mr. DeWitt is the principal and principals are supposed to be strong, in control. You can tell that something is horribly wrong when a principal cries. Then the whispering comes on again, like the voice on that Password game on TV. I hear my name: Pam, Pam Spiro, Pam … Spam … I can hear it right through Mr. DeWitt’s voice as he’s telling us what happened. My feet plod on, wading numbly through the floor wax, cleaning fluid, and stale cafeteria food smells that drift around me. Now I understand—it is an undertow beneath the ocean of other understandings—everything is connected, even the sharpness of my senses, all is a part of what is happening. These things mean something, even though I am not sure what. At the same time something tells me I don’t want to know, that if I think too hard or try to figure it out, I’ll be sorry.

Janet walks alongside me, her nose running. She seems far away, not connected to me, like she only looks like she’s there when she isn’t. We turn the corner into a glow of light coming from the doors at the far end of the hall. I know suddenly that this is the Light of Truth that will make all things clear because it is made up entirely of shadows. The whispering starts again: Pam, Pam Spiro, Spam piro … piro Spam … Spam … Footsteps pad close behind me.
Someone is breathing hard, he’s holding a knife, he’s going to stab—I’m ready to scream but I won’t look around. If I turn to look, protect myself, the sheer weight of my terror will suffocate me. No one can help me; no one can protect me, not even Lynnie. If I drown, if I die, I’ll be swallowed up and I’ll never get back.

Will you kill you Pam Spiro, Spam pam pam, kill you will you …

Ignore it, I tell myself, pay no attention. I force myself to think of other things, clutter up my head with unrelated stuff, make myself practice the multiplication tables, anything that isn’t about what’s happening. I see, in my head, the pictures that hang on the wall over Mrs. Genet’s desk: one, our handsome, glamorous president, who looks so much like a movie star … But President Kennedy is dead, John F. Kennedy, whose baby son Patrick died and I wrote a poem about him, the baby is dead and now the father is dead, and again, despite my intention, I’m thinking about it—somebody shot President Kennedy, they shot him, he died, he’s not president anymore, nobody is, and I’m going to die, we’re all going to die—

I feel dizzy, the floor is wobbling under me, my feet and legs seem far away, disconnected to me, stork legs with my knees going in the wrong direction. They walk me down the hall. I follow them as if they belong to someone else because I don’t have the will to do otherwise.

Thrills will kill, Pam Spampamamamam. Will you? Kill you?

In room #16, a woman I don’t recognize, her gray hair in a bun and a thin cardigan draped over her shoulders, wanders between the desks, placing a hand on someone’s bowed head, giving someone else’s hand a squeeze. Her face is paper-pale, the wen on her nose like a small brown ladybug. Her shoulders are rounded with fatigue, and though she isn’t wearing glasses it looks like she needs them because her eyes don’t seem to focus properly. Then I see her glasses hanging from a gold chain around her neck … Now isn’t that strange? That’s just like … then I recognize with a start that this strange woman is Mrs. Genet, my teacher.

The dizziness passes, but I stand in the doorway, not knowing
what to do next. I can’t seem to figure it out. I wish Mrs. Genet would tell me. Most of the kids are sitting at their desks, stunned and silent. Some bend their heads together, whispering softly, as if they are at the library. A few, pretending they are happy, try to cheer, acting brave and smiling and joking, but I can tell they are shocked too, and when Mrs. Genet sends a frown their way, her scolding face tired and sad, they quickly quiet down and look ashamed.

Without warning, my mouth fills with saliva. I’m going to throw up. I race to my seat in the second row, where I bury my face on my arms, clenching my stomach muscles and breathing through my nose. Then I understand: the whispering people, the bits of music, the sound of footsteps, and President Kennedy, shot dead, dead, dead! It’s obvious isn’t it? I killed him! I’m to blame! Isn’t that what it’s all about? Isn’t that what they’re saying, the whisperers? That I caused it, that it’s my fault, what happened. I could have stopped it, I could have warned him not to go to Dallas in Texas. Why didn’t I? I let him go. That’s the same thing as pulling the trigger, worse even, because I let him go when I knew he would get killed. I knew it, I knew it, didn’t I? And I did nothing. I killed him, I killed him.

Killher, killhim, killher, somebody sneers. I turn to find out who is talking, but only Janet is near enough and her face is blank. She looks too numbed, too pale and stunned. But if not Janet, who was it, then?

Killing thrilling willing my oh my it’s indeed! someone snipes again. Public republic enemy numero uno you know who know.

Uno yoono hoono? Singsong, mocking, both inside my head yet outside it, a voice I don’t recognize yet a voice of terrible authority.

When I look up now I can see that Mrs. Genet’s mouth is moving. I can hear her speaking, I can hear the sound of her voice, but I can’t figure out what she is saying over the din of all the invisible people talking at the same time.

Now everything has turned into music, different strains of awful music jumbled together. The other kids sitting there are pieces of music too, confused and confusing, screaming for attention, and I
can’t tell one thing from all the others. Sounds and song become things I can see and feel, as if I’m in the midst of a yelling crowd and I see all the people jumping and mixing around, the different colors and shapes and sizes, the conversation and even the quiet make too much noise, a screaming uproar that rattles my body, and it’s too much for me, too much …

I burst into tears, unable to stop, unable to explain. The president is dead and I’ll never forgive God, who will never forgive me, even though I am only a sixth grader and didn’t know in the morning that by the afternoon I would have killed my beloved president. I let him die, and I can never take it back, never change it, never make up for it no matter how hard I try. I hate God for letting me live, for letting Kennedy die when he was our president, for watching as this whole thing just happened, for doing nothing. Please, please, please don’t let it be true, God, please let me wake up and find out it isn’t true. Kill me! It was my fault. I am to blame. Kill me, God, only don’t let President Kennedy be dead. Please?

The bell rings early and the other kids quietly line up and leave for the buses, but I can’t move, and I can’t make sense of the hubbub and I can’t, can’t, can’t—just can’t stop crying.

 


 


 


Even though Mommy tries to act sympathetic, she thinks I’m pretending to be upset just to get attention. She doesn’t believe I could have stopped the assassination; I know that I am responsible. But I can’t explain this, not even when I watch Ruby kill Lee Harvey Oswald live on TV because they got the wrong person in the first place, just the triggerman, the last person in a chain that started with me.

When we return to school the following week all seems well again. But I feel ripped apart, and put back wrong. I know that the world is a terrible place, that nothing will ever be the same: I know that I am evil.
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