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FOR KATHLEEN AND CHARLEY

Do not fear to put thy feet
Naked in the river sweet.
Think not leech, or newt, or toad
Will bite thy foot, when thou hast trod.
Nor let the water rising high
As thou wad’st in, make thee cry
And sob, but ever live with me
And not a wave shall trouble thee.

—John Fletcher
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“Meticulously crafted. . . . A gem.” —The Denver Post 
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Jesus would not say fag, she knew that much.
Father Carroll said it. Limbo had laughed but Limbo did not know  any better. His job was to make sure the johns were clean before Mass.  He carried the cleaning supplies in a wooden box like a toolbox and  whenever Ruth Anne walked by she could smell the disinfectant—  waxy, nearly toxic—the same odor there had been in her church growing up. It was a comfort to her.
The boys and the girls from the college had come to Father Carroll  and they wanted to put a sticker—a decal—on the church door. The  decal was a symbol of them. They wanted to put the decal on the door  and it would let everyone know—all of them—that they were welcome  at St. Joan’s. They wanted a decal on every church and every restaurant  and every public space in Tarkington but that was quite a bit to hope  for. She tried to tell Laurel that.
Father Carroll had said no. We can’t do that. I understand your  cause, he said, but the bishop would not approve. He foisted it off on  the bishop. He wanted to be liked, even by them.
In the lunchroom, where they counted the Sunday collection, Ruth  Anne wiped up a few granules of instant coffee Limbo had spilled. She  gripped a sour sponge in her hand. A jackhammer vibrated outside the  narrow window. Orange cones surrounded the jackhammer and the  few cars dipped around the man who operated it. Finals were over;  most of the students had left for the summer, and the streets and restaurants and dance clubs and parks were empty without them. Limbo  hunched at the table, poking at the numbers on his cell phone with the  eraser end of a pencil, waiting for his mother to pick him up. Once in a   while he would hiss Yesss to the game he played against himself. She  was sure Father Carroll said it; he shook his head. It was the same way  Limbo said Bless their little hearts when he heard gossip. Bless their  hearts. It can’t be helped.
Laurel had said it can’t be helped when she told Ruth Anne and  Johnny. They called it coming out. She came out. Laurel was their only  child and she came out. Their baby. They still called her our baby the  way you do. Joking. But meaning it too. Laurel had said, I’m twenty-four years old and I want what you have. Love and affection. She and  Oceana were together every day. Johnny had introduced Oceana to  Laurel when Oceana worked at Brambles the summer before. He hired  her to work beside him in the kitchen, deboning chicken or chopping  scallions, so that he could devote himself to the finer points. Hard  sauces and marinades. Roasted garlic. Laurel had gone up the hill to  borrow a cup of dried cherries. They called it borrowing when they  took a half-dozen eggs or fruit from Brambles’ big kitchen but they  never gave back what they borrowed. That was last July. Not quite a  year. July, when the night sky would be green-blue like handblown  glass until nearly ten o’clock. On break Oceana in her whites would  smoke a cigarette on the brick patio behind the kitchen and Laurel  would sit beside her in a metal chair that left a pink grid on the backs of  her thighs and Ruth Anne would know she’d been up there again when  she saw the pink grid. They would talk. Johnny had said he saw Laurel  patting Oceana’s cheek.
It was all right to want a decal on every church, but you had to be realistic. We start with a fag decal and where will it end, Father Carroll  said. Where?
She did not tell Johnny.
If she told him, they would go off on it and they would talk about it  for hours. If Laurel only knew the way they whispered. They wanted  to understand the coming out and they talked about how they had  brought her up and the boys she had skateboarded with and whether  being a tomboy had anything to do with it even though they knew it  didn’t. Ruth Anne had done the research at the public library. The  books were stacked beside their bed.
Johnny’s truck shimmied at high speeds. They took the back roads   to get to River County where the round barns were. Johnny felt at  peace among them. No matter how many times they went out there he  always said that the Shakers were the first to build barns round to keep  the evil spirits from accumulating in the corners. River County was the  round barn capital of the world.
At his favorite place beside a red barn surrounded by wild rye, he  sprayed a halo of repellent to kill the chiggers and mosquitoes. The  river lazed beyond the barn and if it were early spring they could hear  the high river, but not now, in June. In June the river was flat and if they  walked all the way down to it the unending whine of the insects would  make Ruth Anne anxious. Johnny would not make her stay on the river-bank long. He never wanted her to be anxious or unhappy. He only  wanted to see the green river to know it was there.
He spread the old quilt on the ground. There was a certain pleasure  in seeing what he had packed for them to eat. He lifted everything out  of a basket and set it down in a way she could tell he had imagined as he  packed. Two cheeses and a loaf of herb bread with cuts across the crust  that had split and blistered as it baked. Red wine with real wineglasses.  Radishes trimmed like rosettes. A dessert to knock your socks off, he  said. A miniature lemon tart.
They sat down on the quilt in the rye—the new green and the nodding dry stalks from last year. No one would see them and Johnny liked  that about this particular place. He had inquired at the round barn museum and found out that the owner lived in Minneapolis. The night was  held at bay by the sunset on the taller gone-to-seed rye and they were in  a bowl of it: dusky, romantic. She was happy he had brought the big  quilt, for the big quilt would keep her from touching the rye which  looked lovely but felt like wire brushes if you came in contact with it.  She saw Johnny as he had been when they were young. This was not  imagination; on the contrary, as Johnny talked, the decades would peel  away; she hoped he saw her in the same light. At first they would talk  about domestic issues. Was Laurel at home and was Oceana’s orange  Nova parked in the driveway? Had Moxie been walked? But after two  scant glasses of merlot Johnny could get her to take off her blouse and  she had known they were going to the round barns when she dressed  that morning and she wore a blouse that would encourage him to ask   her. She wore a blouse she knew looked good on her: red, with her red  hair. And beneath that, a camisole. Johnny loved a camisole and this  one was cream-colored stretch lace and he pretended to count the freckles below her collarbone before he slipped the straps down.
They fooled around on the old quilt. Johnny brought two pillows  from the lockbox of his truck and they fooled around in what felt like  the first night of summer in River County. The round barn did not disappear into the dark but became more substantial, blackish red, with the  full moon above, its light shining down like a gossamer top hat.
She did not exactly forget to tell him about her bones but she let that  news dwindle when Johnny slipped her straps down. What the doctor  had said dwindled and what Father Carroll had said dwindled. What  was good about sex was the forgetting of all her cares and woes. Johnny  fed her wine and brought her into the married moment: he had his  ways.
Let’s do a loop, he said when they had packed up the truck. They  swerved in the gravel and took a drive along the river to a T that meant  they were going the long way back. They rolled their windows down.  Johnny sang an Irish song he had learned from his mother, “Peg o’ My  Heart.” Was he thinking about her or was he simply singing the song?  Johnny could get stuck in time if he brooded about his mother; she had  left when he was ten years old and she had become just another part of  history he did not want to know about. If anyone asked about his  mother he would make that clear in no uncertain terms. But he was in  good spirits and Ruth Anne did not think he was about to brood. He  was only flinging his voice to the barns and the barn swallows and the  bats.
They stopped at the frozen custard near Delphi. The digital thermometer at the bank across the street read 83 degrees. Blue lights  zapped the insects that swarmed around the frozen custard. Kids who  were still too young to drive loitered on the concrete tables, eating  boatsful of ice cream. Johnny got out and brought them cones and they  sat in the cab of the truck eating them in the blue insect light. The news  about her bones picked at her and finally she told him.
Her old doctor—a woman with horses and property—had fallen in   love at the age of sixty-three and closed her practice and moved to the  Upper Peninsula.
That morning she had missed the old doctor from the vantage point  of an examination table in the new doctor’s office. Goose pimples crept  over her legs and arms under the thin cotton gown. A poster of a koala  bear had been tacked above the table with the stirrups where the new  doctor would make her press her heels: Hang in there, baby. She had always gone to the old doctor and the old doctor had been there for her  when Laurel was born and she had been there when Ruth Anne was sick  afterward from the IUD and she had been there during the surgery  even though a specialist had performed the surgery. Her old doctor had  held her hand as the sedative took effect before they wheeled her into  the operating room for the surgery that meant she could not have any  more babies. She had been only thirty years old. A priest long gone had  told them it was all right to use birth control and they had believed him.  She paid the price for that. The old doctor knew all about Ruth Anne’s  body; she had been a patient with a three-inch file; no one had asked  about her reproductive history since before Laurel was born in 1974.
A chubby, blue-eyed nurse entered the examination room. How’re  we doing? she said. And, Let’s check your height to see if you’re shrinking. She giggled. Ruth Anne wanted to say, spitefully, Didn’t they teach  you not to say such things? She stood tall, stretching her spine as if an  invisible cord tugged at her from the heavens, and she measured as she  thought she always had, around five feet six inches. The snappy nurse  stood with Ruth Anne’s chart on a clipboard pressed against her belly  and the questions began. Later, Ruth Anne felt certain the nurse never  dreamed she would provoke a lie.
Number of live births?
Adrenaline irrigated Ruth Anne’s body, the urge to bolt, to slip into  the pink paper flip-flops the nurse had given her and walk right out the  door.
One, she said.
Her voice sounded meek and true. It was a lie she had not told in a  long time. Only one baby had made its wet and malleable way down  that birth canal, she lied. Only one baby had pawed at her breasts,  rooted there, red-faced.
That was the part she kept to herself when she got around to telling   Johnny at the frozen custard what the doctor said about her bones. She  always had and always would keep that to herself.
For a long time Ruth Anne thought that God had punished her for  using birth control, but Laurel had patiently talked her out of that.
Laurel taught composition at the college for a pittance and she still  lived at home. After dinner she and Ruth Anne would sometimes sit on  the deck that looked away toward the golf course and they would talk  into the night while Johnny closed. The lights of Brambles up the hill  were cozy yellow squares in a long row. They might have the telephone  beside them on a redwood table and Johnny might call after he counted  out what was in the register and he might call again while he waited for  the boy or girl who mopped to finish. Johnny was owner and chef and  manager and always close to home. He was up the hill, not far, but he  would call to say hello to them, his girls. Moxie might be lying there beside them, in dog dreams. Late in the summer, fireflies would curlicue  among the burning bushes. And Laurel would explain to her what God  could mean if people were not so dead set on the stories in the Bible.  Hominids walked the earth 3.6 million years ago. Their footprints were  found in Tanzania in the 1970s. If you believe that, how can you believe  the literal Bible stories? Thinking that the Holy Spirit only worked  through the people who wrote the Bible is just another form of idolatry,  Laurel said. Don’t you think the Holy Spirit could work through someone now? Don’t you think new books could be written and added to the  Bible? Don’t you think the Holy Spirit works through people of other  religions? These were ideas she brought home from free lectures given  by professors from out-of-state.
If she believed what Laurel said, Ruth Anne might lose her part-time  job at the church and what mattered to her—receiving Jesus on her  tongue and marking the seasons with the liturgy. Laurel said that whatever is out there in the sky is also within us. Or we are in it. Our sinews,  bones, blood, and hair. That’s eternal life. Her bones were already part  of the cosmos, but that was no consolation.
Ruth Anne would imagine telling other truths she might be forgiven  for. The photograph was in a cinnabar basket, the smoky red lacquer  carved with dragons. She could picture it; she knew just where it was in  the attic closet: hidden on a shelf behind Laurel’s girlhood dresses. A   christening gown, a first communion dress, a confirmation dress.  Tell  her, tell her, a voice would insist from within and that voice had been  there since Laurel was thirteen or fourteen, a long time to be tormented  during the talks on the deck. She imagined saying, There’s something I  have to tell you. Or, There’s something you need to know. But she  never did. She could not bear the unpredictability of telling the truth.  After Laurel had gone to bed or after Laurel had gone indoors to grade  freshman essays, Ruth Anne might have a spell.
He was a man now.
Whenever she told the lie or whenever she did not tell the truth that  kept insisting to be told, a blank-faced boy or a blank-faced teenager or  now a blank-faced man rose before her like a bad dream. His features  would be erased. Her throat would tighten when she remembered him.  Her arms would feel again the giving away to his grandmother and her  breasts would feel the glut of milk she had to stop with the long muslin  bandages. Her nipples prickled in memory. She might bring a box of  tissues to the deck and cry her way through the box and later Johnny  would saunter down the hill, whistling contentedly, and when he saw  her in the light that dimly lit the deck he would know from the look on  her face that she was having a spell. Johnny had stopped asking why a  long time ago. They reserved hard liquor for grief or emergencies and  Johnny might make her a strong drink and sit beside her until the spell  was over. He would hold her hand. Not speaking until she stopped crying. Then he might whisper words of love that sounded like a foreign  tongue for all she felt them at that moment.
The sign loomed ahead at the edge of the airstrip, lit by a floodlight  shining from the ground up. VIETNAM VETS GATHERING. OCTOBER  10–12.
The airstrip was a long, weedy field with broken tarmac and a limp  wind sock. In a corrugated metal hangar a droplight cast a white skirt  over the engine of a plane that had been set up on a plywood table. A  lone man in a blue mechanic’s jumpsuit leaned over the engine. Johnny  hoped that Ruth Anne would not notice the sign and he hoped that they  would not have to talk about it.
He turned on the radio. Music he thought of as hard-edged blurted  from the radio and he pushed the button to scan the stations until he  found what he thought they both would enjoy: the blues hour.
He had heard her out about what the doctor said.
Before you get worked up, see what the bone test says. Wait and see.
He wants me to stop cycling. He wants me to walk instead. He wants  me to jump off the deck over and over. For the impact.
So many times he had watched her push her bicycle out to the flat  section of the driveway beyond the copse of birches. She would swing  one leg over the bicycle seat and look both ways on the county road before settling into her ride to work. He could see in the dart of her body  that she left her worries behind. She felt like a kid again. Now the doctor had scared her with the story of a woman who was bedridden. He  said that when the bedridden woman reached around and gripped her  spine it felt like sand.
That woman’s thirty years older than you are, hon.
But still.
I know, he said, taking her hand. By then they had passed the VIETNAM VETS sign and he knew she would not bring it up.
He could not get the old doctor out of his mind. He kept forgetting  that Ruth Anne had a new doctor. The old doctor knew all about them  and their troubles. It was some relief that she was gone, though he  would never say that. When she was sick from the IUD the old doctor  had looked at him as if it were his fault that she had chosen the IUD.  Johnny had not had an opinion about the method. He had left that up to  Ruth Anne when she went to the birth control clinic downtown.
Having sex did not feel the same when he thought there was not the  possibility of making a baby. It was not better or worse; it was just different. When they had first been married and wanted babies he had  been shocked at the way it felt inside her when he thought she might get  pregnant. He thought of destiny as female and he was in her grasp. He  could not get over how their life might change irrevocably as a result of  that one urge that one night. He had wanted babies. He and Ruth Anne  had been only children and they wanted what they did not have growing up: the many voices clamoring, children on a bed in pastel PJs,  smelling clean, waiting to have their hair brushed and a story told, the  winter sledding parties, the sand castles.
Johnny’s family line was sparse; the men had died young on both  sides. His great-grandfather from Galway had died building the Brooklyn Bridge; he fell into the river and his body was never recovered. That  was the story that stayed with him as a boy. You could die working.  Johnny had always worked in kitchens and he thought of them as safe  havens.
Except in the rangers. In the rangers he had been trained to whisper  without being heard and he had been trained to use a compass and he  had been trained to operate a radio and send the worst messages life had  to offer. That was so long ago that what he remembered were patches,  nothing continuous, nothing like a newsreel. A field of opium poppies  in the valley below. Fish nibbling infected flesh from his back.
Before that he had thought, You will live to have babies and grandbabies.
But grandbabies were not in the cards for him. He knew that now.  Out of the blue he said to Ruth Anne, I guess we’ll never have grand-children.
She looked at him sharply, as if she’d been drifting someplace far-away, and her face shone coppery in the mercury lights from a new mall  on the east edge of town. They were almost home. The radio played  Bonnie Raitt, a song she sang before she quit drinking, a song about  love gone wrong. Ruth Anne said, Some of them do have babies.
The miracle of modern medicine, Johnny said, and they laughed. He  was grateful they could manage a laugh about it.
At the house Laurel and Oceana were cooking Chinese.
Ruth Anne could smell the prickly ash—a little like pepper or bergamot—before she stepped into the kitchen. There was a hullabaloo  upon their arrival, with Moxie on his stiff-from-sleep arthritic legs limping over to greet them and be greeted and Oceana and Laurel in a hug at  the stove that looked to Ruth Anne too intimate as they extricated from  it, blushing. The window A/Cs belched like the sound a tuba emits; the  fans whirred and clicked. Johnny excused himself to trudge up the hill  and check on all that might have gone wrong in the big kitchen without  him there to oversee. Was he excusing himself, Ruth Anne wondered,  because the kitchen at the house felt too cramped to contain them and   their daughter and her girlfriend? That’s what they would say: girlfriend. Oceana willowy in shorts and a tank top. Laurel in a once white  apron with CHAT and a blue cat on the bodice.
We’ve been to meditation, Laurel said, by way of explaining why  they were cooking late.
Oh?
A Buddhist nun’s visiting, Oceana said. She licked her fingers and  wiped them on a tea towel she had slung over one shoulder. Here, look,  she said, handing Ruth Anne a photograph of the nun who smiled radiantly, her face nut-brown, her black hair nearly not there, a buzz cut.  Her voluminous maroon robe the color of dried blood.
Ruth Anne sat down at the table and Laurel said, Your button.
Hmm?
Laurel grinned and said, Your blouse is buttoned wrong.
Ruth Anne looked down and redid the top three pearly buttons on  the red blouse. She felt the wine now. She was a little sorry she had  drunk two glasses. Her paperback book was upstairs and she wanted to  be already in bed with her book and no one keeping her from reading  until she fell asleep. She asked for aspirin and water and Oceana, ever  solicitous, brought them to her at the table. A wheel of lemon floated in  the refrigerated water.
Are you all right, Laurel said, fingering tofu cubes into a skillet of  smoking oil.
It’s hot is all.
We heard what Father Carroll said about the decal.
Ruth Anne fanned her face with a catalog. That couldn’t have come  as a big surprise to you.
No, but still. We hoped against hope.
I’m awful tired, Ruth Anne said.
We can talk tomorrow, Oceana offered. It can wait.
Ruth Anne went upstairs to her bedroom. Laurel followed her. An  ancient window unit struggled against the gathering heat on the second  floor. The skylight was moist with humidity but the colors were cool.  Pale grassy walls and a gray cotton counterpane. Sisal rugs. Out the  casement window waved heart-shaped catalpa leaves lit by the porch  light.
What’s up? Ruth Anne said.
Can Oceana spend the night?
Don’t ask.
We could sleep downstairs on the sofa bed.
Ruth Anne placed her hands gently on Laurel’s cheeks. She was close  enough to smell the herbal soap Laurel used. Sweetie—
Laurel jerked away. Never mind. She turned with a dismissive shrug  and clattered down the stairs.
She would be mad and she would swell up like a toad, Aunt Teensy  would’ve said. You’ll get glad again. You will. Ruth Anne saw no point  in going after her and she turned off the A/C and opened a window  and undressed. Her heavy hair felt damp, irritating, one more irritating  thing, and she braided it to keep it off her neck and shoulders. She lay in  the dark, listening. A breeze came up and shook the catalpa hearts. She  felt her own heartbeat and she thought about her bones growing porous  and what the doctor had said. Johnny would call it a day of Critical  Mass if he had been privy to all that she mulled over. By Critical Mass  he meant one worry piggybacks on another. They had gone to meditation. Would Laurel still be Catholic if she went to meditation? The lie  she had told at the doctor’s office came back like a slap in the face. She  pushed away the thought of him and the cinnabar basket carved with  dragons. She wanted to sleep. She wanted Johnny in the bed ASAP.  Johnny’s touch and his chest a place to lay her head could keep her from  a spell if he came to bed in time.
In a while she heard the Nova sputtering to life and the crunch of the  Nova’s tires over cinders. The girls were smart with their degrees and  Ruth Anne had never finished hers and it had always bothered her. On  Saturdays she worked in reserves at the public library and she had first  dibs on every single book acquired by the library. That did not make up  for not finishing her degree. Once she had known French, enough to  read Flaubert aloud. The girls were smart and yet they hadn’t figured  out that Father Carroll’s attitude was the prevalent attitude. Safety   was not an option for them, decal or no. If you heard fag from a man  like Father Carroll, who wouldn’t you hear it from? You could not  avoid those words in Tarkington but ten years ago they were a rarity.  Gay. Queer. Dyke. Limbo would repeat it; Father Carroll should have  thought of that. He repeated whatever he heard like a two-year-old.  Father Carroll said it one way and Laurel and Oceana said it another   way. She was no longer taken aback by their queer jokes. It had been   almost a year. She had grown accustomed to them. They would laugh  at the pamphlet put out by fundamentalists and she would wonder  where the pamphlet came from, but they never said. Oceana would read  aloud, If you are one of those fools who goes around parroting that  God loves everyone, this world’s condition is your fault. They laughed.  Don’t be one of those fools who thinks that God loves everyone. Yellow, red, black, or white. Straight or dyke. On the refrigerator they had  taped a postcard of a protester at a lesbian wedding. A heavy-set woman  in a sharkskin cape carried a picket sign: BRIDES OF SATAN. The woman  had been on a treadmill of fury forever. You could see it in her face.
She thought about getting up again. She thought about cleaning. She  had become the kind of woman who might get up in the middle of the  night and scour the stovetop with cleanser. There was satisfaction in it.
Johnny slipping down her camisole straps in the sunlit rye by the  round barn seemed a million miles away.
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Limbo’s given name was Henry.
When he was five years old he danced the limbo at a wedding and  ever after would not answer to Henry. In warm weather he would wait  at the library’s back door for Ruth Anne to open up, his headphones  slightly askew, his CDs in a silvery pile on the concrete step. The young  women who worked out at the Y would be getting out of their cars in  tight pink leotards or running shorts and jogging bras and Limbo  would furtively watch them and bop to his music, toes tapping, until he  heard Ruth Anne’s bicycle clicking as she wheeled it up the ramp the  people in wheelchairs used. He would close his eyes to slits and pretend  he had not noticed the women going in. Ruth Anne felt an urgency to  get there, knowing he would be waiting. Limbo had been ten years old  when he started waiting there every Saturday and now he was seventeen.
She pedaled across the river bridge and through the placid streets.  Monday she would start to follow the doctor’s orders. Monday would  be soon enough to walk. When she thought about it her body felt molasseslike, as if she might sit right down on the road or sidewalk and  melt. She knew those fast walkers in their sweat suits, chattering away,  their gray hair rinsed with colors called Champagne or Sunset, and  she had smugly rolled her bicycle past them and now the doctor said   she must be among them. The bone-density test was a week hence. The  doctor had not said how it worked and she hoped it would not hurt or   be humiliating. It would not be so bad as a mammogram, surely, where  the technician never smiles and treats your breasts and all the muscles  surrounding them like meat, pressing them into a plastic vise while you   hold your breath, never crying out, although you feel like it. She hoped  she would not have to answer questions she did not want to answer.
Humidity had clung like a soft rind to the land all night before. At  two o’clock and five o’clock she had gotten up and looked out the bedroom window, willing Laurel to come home, but Laurel had not come  home. Ruth Anne did not want to ride past Oceana’s apartment on Nebraska Street but she could feel a tug in that direction. Her heart sped up  thinking about it. She would be prying and she did not want to pry  when she thought about it in the abstract but she felt the tug nonetheless  toward the tumbledown house on Nebraska. Oceana was still a student  and she had not settled down. She studied horticulture and she would  get a job somewhere else and she would leave town. Leave Laurel. For  safety’s sake Ruth Anne could justify riding by the house to see what  she could see. If the Nova were there she would breathe a sigh of relief.  Oceana’s apartment was on the second floor, with a magnolia tree—its  leaves dark and durable—just below the long Italianate window. One  morning in April, Ruth Anne had seen them locked in each other’s arms  at the window. They could not get close enough.
She ran a red light and cut behind a charity store down an alley to  Nebraska. Even though Limbo would be waiting she did not have to  open until almost eight-thirty. She would manage by herself until half-past nine when the clerk named Daisy would come just in time for   the Saturday morning rush. Daisy would move like a mountain in her  beaded sweater set and settle behind the circulation desk, where she  would try to avoid getting up again until lunchtime. Her bosom resting  on the counter; her rings and glassy fingernails sparkling in the fluorescent light. She would have smoked a cigarette on the back steps right  before her shift began and then she would smell ashy all morning.  Daisy’s stolid presence always came as a surprise to Ruth Anne; she  never saw her anywhere but at the library. Daisy lived with her father in  a suburb east of town past a superstore. Sometimes she brought flowers  from her garden in a Mason jar: daffs or California poppies or zinnias.  Limbo made her nervous, even after all these years. It was always Ruth  Anne and Daisy on Saturday; the librarian never came in; he trusted  Ruth Anne to be accountable. If she rode by the house on Nebraska, the  muffin she carried in her rucksack for Limbo would be cool by the time  she saw him but he would not mind. She almost always brought Limbo   a bit of whatever they had for breakfast, a muffin or Danish or a slice of  homemade bread dripping with butter and jam. She would first wrap it  in a paper towel printed with flowerpots and then tuck it inside a sandwich bag. Limbo would eat the breakfast treat and then he would find a  quiet nook somewhere in the library, near the newspaper racks or at a  microfiche machine not in use, and there he would clip his fingernails  and wrap the clippings in the paper towel. A tight little packet. This he  would present to Ruth Anne when he asked her to check out his CDs  and books. He would say, Your fingernails keep right on growing after  you die. He read children’s books about dinosaurs and baseball. Ruth  Anne always said thank you and she never acted as if there were anything the least bit strange about receiving his fingernail clippings.  There was something wrong with Limbo. He had been hard to adopt  and the woman who was his mother now had picked him from a picture  book of hard-to-adopt children in Indianapolis. Limbo’s mother worked  in a greenhouse on the east side not far from the library and her ex  trimmed trees out in the county. Ruth Anne imagined that once they  had shared a dream about family to go to the trouble to adopt Limbo  but now it was Father Carroll who took Limbo to baseball games in  Chicago twice a summer.
Whenever she thought hard to adopt, a feeling like the fear of dying  would work its evil all over her body. Her son would not have been hard  to adopt but the words brought him to mind. He had been a beautiful  baby. She would sometimes wonder why Limbo had become attached  to her and she could not help but think that Limbo had been put in her  life to remind her of him. He would be older than Limbo. He would be  older than Laurel. Lately, young men reminded her of him. She could  not stop thinking, Would he be like you? Would he be like the man who  checked out travel books for Argentina last Saturday? Would he be like  the man who delivers artichokes and lettuce to the restaurant? She had  no right to think of him as kind or smart or curious or ethical. She had  relinquished all rights.
I’m coming, Limbo.
A block from Oceana’s building was the wild house. Boys lived  there. A pair of Converse sneakers had been flung up to the electric  wires and dangled where starlings twittered. Yellow extension cords lay  tangled on the porch. She had seen them on the porch playing their guitars and keyboards, with the menacing black speakers set up in the yard.  Their amplified music like trucks crashing. The day they moved in she  had come out of the library after work into blinding evening sunlight  and when she swung her leg over the frame and cast her body and bicycle homeward a boy at the wild house had shouted, Show us your tits.  She had not told anyone and it never happened again. No one was about  now. They were not morning people.
The library’s neighborhood was in a poor fettle. Down the block she  pedaled past a permanent yard sale, with doughy easy chairs left out in  the weather and bicycle parts sorted in piles—hard black seats and tires  without inner tubes. Dogs staked on short chrome chains would rise  and bare their teeth when she rode by. Once ladies in straw gardening  hats had invited Ruth Anne to step into their cottage gardens and view  the delphiniums. Once Johnny would not have given a thought to her  working until after dark. From October until May it would be dark  when she traversed the cobblestone streets to head home where Johnny  made her feel protected.
A Volkswagen bus was parked in front of Oceana’s building, its rear  end plastered with bumper stickers: FLUSH RUSH and WWF and IT  TAKES A VILLAGE and FREE TIBET. But no Nova. She got off her bicycle and wheeled it around to the back of the house to peek into the garage, for they had a three-car garage, its metal doors dented and the  short driveway to it overgrown with volunteer bluestem grass. You  could still get in to park a car and she would peek inside and go.
A black cat with a white ring around one hind leg sat licking its paw  on the sidewalk. The morning newspaper lay on the bottom step leading up to the back porch. No one was about but the cat. He meowed at  her. She walked her bicycle alongside the garage windows that faced  the side street and her eyes did not adjust at first to the grimy windows  but then after a moment she was able to see inside: the Nova had been  pulled into the garage beside a riding lawn mower she could not imagine they had any use for. Of course they were in the house, safe and  sound. Sleeping or tenderly holding each other or doing whatever they  did for sex. She did not want to think about that. She leaned her bicycle  against the garage door and went over stealthily to the cat and petted  him. This is where my daughter goes for love and affection. She sat  down on the top concrete step and listened, almost holding her breath   for someone to shuffle out for the newspaper, but no one was about.  Somewhere a clothes-dryer tumbled; that might have been next door.  She smelled the lemony fabric-softener. What she hoped is that the girls  knew how to keep a secret. It took practice. She had not even told a  priest at reconciliation. It used to be called confession and it did not feel  the same. It did not feel cleansing. Her heart could never be cleansed.  Whenever she went she had to find a way to live with it. Don’t tell.  Don’t tell. The longtime lie was a callus growing over her heart. She  had wanted Laurel to have a life that did not require keeping secrets but  it was too late for that. She hoped they had not stood at the window last  night in each other’s arms for the world to see. With one hand she petted the cat and with the other she shook open the morning paper. A  sheaf of grocery coupons slipped down to the crooked sidewalk.
There on the front page was a color photograph of the Unitarian  Church with FAG CHURCH spray-painted on its brick wall. Once she  had accidentally taken an overdose of vitamin B and in a panic she had  felt the blood rush to her head and in the mirror her face and neck had  been bathed in a rash like a birthmark and she had that feeling now, sitting on the quiet steps with the wild house down the block silent in sleep  and only the cat meowing, unable to be comforted. She knew that brick  wall and cycled past it often. Redbuds grew in a crescent beside the wall  in spring and now geraniums bloomed forth in cement bins. The spray  paint and the geraniums had become the exact same color on the front  page of the newspaper: a cheap red. Bleeding around the edges if you  looked real close. If you let the shapes recede and the sound the words  made in your mind and what the words evoked—if all that faded and  you knew nothing of fags—you might go on to the secondary articles,  the news of a refurbished public pool or health department violations.  You might think, That has nothing to do with me and my secrets.
Did you see it? Limbo said. Did you?
See what?
The paper, he said, grinning. Did you see the paper?
I did.
Mama said, See. I told you.
And what did she tell you?
Mama said, If a church put up the decal there’ll be trouble. You  know. Like Father Carroll said.
He knew he was not supposed to say fag. Someone had made that  clear to him. With one hand he picked at the words WRIGLEY FIELD on  his T-shirt and he put his other hand in his pants pocket so that he could  touch himself without her seeing. When he was a boy he would grab his  penis when he was excited or worried but his mother and Father Carroll  and just about everyone who knew him had told him over and over that  he could go to jail if he kept that up when he was grown. Limbo understood about jail. He read adventure comics and he understood jail and  criminality.
It’s a terrible thing, Ruth Anne said.
It’s terrible.
No one has the right, she said, to paint words on the church.
It’s not our church.
Nonetheless.
Nonetheless.
They will get in trouble. You understand that, don’t you, Limbo?
Yes, ma’am, Ruth Anne.
She opened the library door and he took off his baseball cap and  crammed it in his rear pocket. Ruth Anne walked through, flipping on  light switches, and Limbo right behind her came along silently. He felt  chastised, she thought, and that was all right. You had to be direct with  Limbo.
After she had given him the muffin and watched him get settled in   the magazine corner, after Daisy came in and clomped by leaving the  smoky smell in her wake, Ruth Anne called Johnny in the big kitchen.  He said he had his hands in bread dough; he would call her back.
Her eyes roamed fretfully over the blue reserve cards tightly packed  in an oak card catalog drawer. She ran her fingers over them. Her  breath caught in her throat. She made a cup of tea; she was allowed to  have tea at her station. She was in charge on Saturdays. All the new  books, wrapped in stiff cellophane, had been piled neatly beside her on  a cart. Oxygen Man. A book about bees. Exploring Bali. A biography   of Al Gore. Kids’ books. Cookbooks. Science fiction novels that might  be checked out once and never find their way back. Sunlight through   the stained glass window dappled her station. It was an elegant and  cramped Carnegie library from the early 1900s and once she had admired it nearly every time she went inside but now she was used to it  and she knew its afflictions—the windows swollen shut with dampness  and the crack in the basement where smelly water seeped in during the  spring and the congested feel when schoolchildren crowded in to write  their reports.
Laurel as a little girl kept floating through her mind. Her skateboard  clacking to the floor of the utility room. Her rosy cheeks and the morning petals of breath on Ruth Anne’s arm when she came into their bed  to cuddle. Her love of Moxie—she would hug Moxie like family. The  books they read aloud. Her vulnerabilities. Her schoolmates had called  her Crybaby. She had wept for dead possums on the road.
The tea burnt her tongue. She watched the black telephone.
The computer screen was beige and soporific, like new luggage, like  something neat and clean and never been scuffed. She idly tapped GET  MESSAGES and there were requests from patrons. There was a message  from an elementary school teacher insisting that her request for a book  supersede all others. Jill had written. Sister Jill, though Ruth Anne  never called her that, for she had been only Jill two years ahead of her  in high school and a neighbor at Pier Cove. She had been only Jill when  they had gone to Vietnam and only Jill when they came home. She had  gone into the convent later. Ruth Anne saw her two or three times a  year. She would drive to Michigan to see Jill in her monastery in a  grove of cypress trees beside Lake Michigan. Our Lady of Holy Mysteries. Ruth Anne might take her bicycle and Laurel’s bicycle and the  two of them, Jill and Ruth Anne who had been girls together so long  ago, might ride the bicycle path that curls like a giant wood shaving  along the shore of Lake Michigan. They had done that three years ago  and Jill wanted to do it again. Jill knew her secret and she never mentioned it. A half-formed knowledge visited her whenever she saw Jill’s  return address on an envelope or whenever she saw an e-mail pop up  from Jill: she would have gone to the monastery more often if Jill had  not known her secret. If only she did not know. It is work to be around  people who know your secrets. It is work to keep a secret and when she  saw the message from Jill, for a splinter of a moment, she thought only   of the work of ignoring the secret when they were together. Jill’s name  on the innocuous computer screen brought all that back to her. But she  loved Jill just the same. She was not a person you could stop seeing.  There are some people you love so much that you will do the work of  keeping secrets when you’re in their company.
They still called themselves girls.
Ruth Anne Porter and her friends, Jill and Sue-Sue. She had not had  friends like Jill and Sue-Sue since then. Sue-Sue was dead, and Jill  worked in the monastery’s nursing home as a social worker to the frail  and the dying.
In the sixties they wore each other’s clothes and shared their lipsticks  and their combs. They slept over in the same featherbed. Sue-Sue’s  grave was up in Michigan and Ruth Anne was afraid to go there, afraid  to go where memory took her. Her parents were buried there as well,  on a pretty rise above the lake, drowned in a rafting accident. But it was  Sue-Sue’s grave she did not want to visit.
They still called themselves girls.
Early evening thunderheads pooled across the lake, north of Chicago. Greenery—Queen Anne’s lace and fireweed and trees of heaven—seemed to vibrate with the storm’s approach, seemed to tint the air  and the beach green. Lake Michigan below the deck erupted in a grid of  steely whitecaps.
Ruth Anne and Sue-Sue were nineteen years old. Jill, twenty-one.  Drinking sloe gin straight from a contraband half-pint. Sue-Sue sat  astride a hassock and cracked open pistachios with her teeth. Jill huddled under a quilt on the squeaking glider. Ruth Anne lay in the hammock, thinking about Johnny Bond. Now that Johnny himself had been  gone for two months, the little-bigger-than-a-pinhead diamond did not  feel so light on her ring finger.
Jill said, It’s not a big country. If you went over you’d be able to see  Johnny.
Just the two of you, Sue-Sue whispered slyly.
Ruth Anne said, I don’t even know where Vietnam is.
They teach you all that, Jill said.
I’m not the Red Cross type.
We need a singer, Sue-Sue said. But you can’t sing a lick.
Jill said, You have to be twenty-one for the Red Cross anyway.
I have to go back to school. Aunt Teensy would kill me.
Aunt Teensy doesn’t give a hoot, Sue-Sue said.
Ruth Anne reared up in the hammock. You don’t know that.
Patiently, Jill said, Ruthie. Look at any globe. You’ll be thousands of  miles from her.
In fact, now that Ruth Anne and Johnny were engaged, Aunt Teensy  scrutinized her every move. More than ever. Making sure she did not  stray. In their talk about college Aunt Teensy had said only once, Don’t  depend on a man to pay the bills. But their disputes about sex had been  frequent for seven years, slaps and warnings and dire predictions and  weeks she had been grounded for the slightest suspicion. It was simply  what women said to girls, Ruth Anne thought: a false warning. For they  all had done it eventually, given in, with or without benefit of wedlock,  and she swore she would never say such things to her daughters, if she  had daughters. What haunted her was Aunt Teensy saying, I’ll disown  you if you get in trouble. I went through that with your mother.
Went through what?
Never mind.
The word disown had a hollow sound, heartbreaking. Whenever  Aunt Teensy said it Ruth Anne felt shut out of the house. Tears would  rise like a fleshy lump in her chest.
You’re smart, Jill said, her voice measured, sticking to the important  question. You have to find a way to use the skills you have.
A headlong wind upset a wicker table. The bamboo chime next door  went crazy. Sue-Sue said, Scoot over, and Jill rearranged the quilt to fit  her under it. Jill looked as innocent as ever, with her hair in frayed  plaits. She wore cat’s-eye glasses with heavy black frames. Her brother  was over there and she wanted to be near him. She had made it clear:  she did not know if she supported the war but she wanted to support  her brother and the boys like him. Sue-Sue had a daring look on her  face, a mask of sex: blue eye shadow and kohl-darkened eyes, her weed  brown hair teased into a rat’s nest. At the strawberry festival her all-girl  band played straight through a hailstorm and a man in a soiled seersucker suit had come up to them and said he wanted to send them to  Vietnam to play for the troops. Sue-Sue would do anything. She had  gone to a doctor in Grand Rapids wearing a wedding band from Woolworth’s and he readily wrote her a prescription for birth control pills.
The night before, Ruth Anne had leaned against a flatbed of cantaloupes in a blue sundress. Last light had slanted across the lake and  she knew her legs were visible through the full gauzy skirt. A boy offered her a cigarette. He in his apron stained with strawberries. He was  a boy who had not been drafted. It was nearly dark. The boy and Ruth  Anne listed toward each other. She had not intended to be there at closing time. Aunt Teensy had sent her down for a bag of yellow onions.  She had not intended to stay, lollygagging around the fruit bins, saying,  I haven’t seen her and don’t know where’s she’s gone, when he asked  about a girl they had known years before. They were old enough to talk  about a girl they had known years before and that did not seem right.  She could picture him in grade school; once he had ringworm on his  forehead and his mother had cut off a hank of his hair, just chopped it  off, so that air would get to the ringworm and heal it. He had a small uneven scar the size of a grape at his hairline. He was just a boy she had  known all her life. He liked to build fires on the beach and sit there poking a stick into the fire and talking. A clique of boys and girls did that  now. It was a place to meet. It was a place to watch the moon rise in the  sky and on the lake. She and Johnny had built their fires down shore  away from everyone in a cove sheltered by weather-beaten white pines  and the shadows of the white pines when the moon rose were hideous  and she might think she saw hoodlums in the shadows but Johnny was  there and Johnny would not let her down. She would burrow into him  beside the fire he started with fat kindling he had carried from home.  The boy’s old man snugged down the rattling doors of the produce  stand. Clicked shut a padlock. A quarter-mile away to the east the yellow neon lights of a service station flickered against a blue-black sky.  She felt the grit of the engagement ring, its interference with the simplest pleasure: a cigarette with this boy from high school. She wanted to  be held and to nudge shoulders and to kiss furtively beside a bonfire on  the beach. She could not figure out how Johnny could be so far away  and she with want like liquor in her veins could be standing there in the  seductive night with a boy she did not care one whit for. Fireflies flashed   and a truck went by, the radio spilling a song, brief cheer, across the  barrow ditch.
The boy’s mother rapped on the kitchen window.
His old man said, Supper. Suppertime, now. They heard the scrape  of his shoes on the mat before he entered the house. It was that quiet.
The boy whispered, Will you be at the beach?
I have to work.
She was waiting tables for the summer at an Old English pub in  Saugatuck. Aunt Teensy had said she could work in the candy shop but  she needed the tips. She wore a uniform supposed to make her look like  an English wench. A short apron over a sweltering brown skirt. A  blouse with puffy sleeves and an eyelet-trimmed petticoat. She hated it  but she needed money for fall term. She needed money to keep from  borrowing sweaters and cigarettes.
What about later? He brushed a ladybug off her arm.
His old man opened the screen door. It’s time now.
She remembered Johnny: his serious eyes, how much older he  seemed in his army uniform, his long arms around her in the grocery  store as they shopped for their last meal. Johnny Bond singing love  songs the night they were engaged, Johnny Bond in church, letting her  precede him up the aisle to communion like a gentleman opening a  door, Johnny Bond’s birthmark, a spot of white hair the shape of a  peanut on the back of his head. That photo down at the dock in town,  Johnny in white bucks, his hair still damp, grinning at her. One hundred  morning glory seeds soaking in a yellow bowl. The steadfast way he  had nicked every seed with a rasp the night before his father drove him  to Fort Wayne. Sometimes Aunt Teensy would allow them an hour to  themselves while she closed the shop or played a card or two of bingo in  the church basement. They would lie in the hammock. That part—the  jumble of clothes and Johnny’s mouth, his whiskers against her skin—  was difficult to recall. But the moon she remembered; the moon had  been a flaxen sickle on Lake Michigan.
Sue-Sue would have said yes; she wanted experience and that might  mean breaking rules you had made for yourself. Sue-Sue talked big: all  rules are negotiable in the dark. Ruth Anne had dropped the cigarette  butt and ground it out with the toe of her sandal. About the beach she  said to the boy, I can’t.
Jill passed her the bottle and said, So, what’re you thinking?
Heat lightning flashed in the distance across the lake. The screen  door clapped shut: Aunt Teensy coming in. Her lipstick greasy and  seeping into the fine wrinkles above her lip, Aunt Teensy would come  to the open window and say, without preamble, I never thought I’d end  up selling fudge to tourists from Chicago. Or: It was a madhouse. The  odor of the shop—sugar and cocoa and butter and vanilla—coated her  hair, her skin. Ruth Anne would always think of her skin as buttery.
They saw her pale thin face through the screen door. A man asked  me to go dancing. An old man— She shuddered. Do I look old enough  for him? I guess I do. What business do I have at the Starlight? After  I’ve stood on my feet the livelong day I’ve got no business there.
No one said anything.
Aunt Teensy felt a duty to Ruth Anne—the obligation to be home at  a decent hour. It was a duty that still took her by surprise. She had  reared her little sister when their parents passed away and that little   sister had gotten pregnant and married a piano tuner and when the   baby Ruth Anne had grown to be a girl of twelve, her parents went to  Idaho for their first honest-to-God vacation. On the Salmon River they  drowned. Aunt Teensy had taken her in. Her mother’s room was almost  as she had left it. Prom dresses hung in the closet and Ruth Anne had  pushed them down the rod and never wanted to get rid of them. She  would try the prom dresses on when Aunt Teensy was at work. She  would press her nose against the scratchy nylon net to smell her mother.
Aunt Teensy liked her silence; she would want the girls to go home;  their unpredictability—giggling or singing along to Motown on the   radio—annoyed her.
It’s late.
They knew what that meant: five minutes. Aunt Teensy turned and  slipped through the darkened living room to the bathroom. Ruth Anne  knew that she would absently stop and pick up the artifacts of her life—  knickknacks or framed snapshots, beaded bags from the twenties she  collected—and she would handle them in the frail light the outdoor  lamp let in through the window. She would frown, puzzling over her  possessions, as if they held some secret to her existence. The toilet lid  banged against the tank.
Ruth Anne lunged from the hammock to the glider and got under the   quilt. She passed the half-pint to Sue-Sue who stashed it in her purse.  Aware of each other’s body heat and the smell of baby oil, they stared  out at the gathering storm. I’ll do it, Ruth Anne whispered. I’ll try to  find a way to go.
Sue-Sue said, That’s our girl.
Later that night a tornado touched down five miles inland, tearing  the roofs from trailers perched above the Kalamazoo. A gas pump blew  up and caught fire. Ruth Anne and Aunt Teensy felt the wind grow big,  and they got out of bed and met in the living room and Aunt Teensy   lit a fire and poured a glass of sherry. They waited out the storm. A  kitchen window caved inward with the force, cracking like a shot.
Within the week Ruth Anne drafted a letter to her spiritual director  at college. She wrote, Am I being called? Do you think it’s the right  thing to do? She did not mention Johnny or the engagement ring.
The letter from her spiritual director came late in the summer. The  thick cotton paper it was written on had been watermarked with a  crown of thorns. She wrote that a visiting French nun had mentioned  the need for a volunteer at a convent library in Saigon. The convent had  been given crates of books in English and French. The books needed to  be bound and catalogued. You have your French, she wrote, and your   library skills. It was just as Jill had said: she had skills. She had experience. Her freshman year she had worked at the college library fifteen hours a week for $1.25 an hour. The French nuns would put aside   a certain sum for each month she stayed with them and that sum would  be hers for college when she returned to the States. Meant to be, Jill  said. Sue-Sue laughed and said, Those sisters’ll go crazy when Johnny  sneaks into the convent. They’ll keep a tight rein on you, girl—
Jill’s e-mail message was short: Call me. It’s about Teensy.
Aunt Teensy was in the nursing home adjacent to Our Lady of Holy  Mysteries. Whenever Ruth Anne drove to Michigan and signed in and  walked the halls among the half-dead and failing residents, the orderly  would tell Aunt Teensy she was there and sometimes Aunt Teensy  would send word out: I don’t want to see her. Other times she would invite her in and they would watch part of an old movie together. Aunt  Teensy favored Gregory Peck and Judy Garland. The silence between   them would swell like a fetid growth. Ruth Anne could not bring herself  to stay for an entire movie.
Limbo stood at the circulation desk, craning his neck to indicate to  Ruth Anne that she should come and check him out. Daisy sat smirking  and Ruth Anne knew that Daisy managed her fear of Limbo by looking  down her nose at him. She could see into Daisy’s soul and she did not  want Limbo’s feelings to be hurt and she went out immediately to check  out his books and to protect him. He handed her the nail clippings in the  tiny white packet.
I know they keep on growing, Ruth Anne said.
They do.
What’re you doing today?
Limbo said, Chores.
Good for you, Ruth Anne said. When he had gone she turned to  Daisy and said, He wouldn’t hurt a fly.
Daisy sniffed.
The telephone rang and Ruth Anne went to answer it and Johnny  said, Don’t worry about that, Ruthie. It was kids. No big deal.
I do worry. She watched the computer screen and wound the telephone cord around one finger.
The paper’s hard up for news, you ask me.
What if she doesn’t come home?
She lives here. She’ll come home.
I went over there.
Don’t stoop to that, Johnny said. Then, I have to go, Ruthie. Olive  you.
It was what they said to lighten the moment: Olive you. Years before  they’d read a string of puns in a magazine: Lettuce live together; I love  your radish hair and turnip nose. The others had faded. Only Olive you  stuck with them.
Three messages popped up on her computer screen. Me too, she said.  Olive you.
She sat down and sipped her tea and the tea had turned cold and had  a filmy scum over it and it was not appealing now. It tasted like dirt. Beneath a poster of Reggie Miller reading, Daisy checked out books for  the patrons in line. Junior-high girls with their hair tied back in paisley  kerchiefs circled the computer station, looking up Britney Spears. Ruth   Anne could keep an eye on them from where she sat. In the children’s  section a young mother in short shorts knelt down to read to her boy.
All was as it should be; they lived in a peaceful place. She could convince herself of that. It was kids, Johnny said. As if that made it not   so bad.
She opened another message.
To: rabond@tarklib.in.gov
From: 
tt103068@dune.com

Dear Mrs. Ruth Anne,
I believe you are my mother. If you were Ruth Anne Porter in  1968. I am Tin Tran. I was born in Dalat on October 30, 1968. I live  in Michigan now. My father and I have lived here since 1989. We are  American citizens. My grandmother died in Dalat in 1985. I am  Catholic and my father is Buddhist. He says that you know this about  him. You are Catholic, he says. We have Catholics among our ancestors. It has taken me a long time to decide that I want to know you.  Here is a stanza from a poem by Nguyen Quang Thieu, famous Vietnamese poet.
No one sees anyone clearly;
I don’t even see myself. 
Our voices rise like fish bubbles
As someone casts a crescent along the horizon.
It’s the fishhook of dreams
 I’ve swallowed half my life.

My father believes that you would enjoy these poems, but he does  not know that I am contacting you. His heart fails him. I do not want  to cause problems for you. But do you want to know me? Have you  wondered?
Tin Tran
She reared back, as if the keys had singed her fingertips. Her heart  drummed and the voices of the patrons churned around her, the girls  giggling, the boy whining at the mother in short shorts. She glanced   around fearfully, although she knew no one but Daisy was allowed behind the circ desk. Her breath quickened and she shivered with cowardice the way you shiver when you’re sick. She would not be able to  speak if called upon to speak.
It was the message she had dreaded. It was the message she had  craved.
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