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PROLOGUE
A Lost World

It’s the băi shù you’d notice most—the thousand-year-old cypresses—some of them upright, some of them leaning. And their bark, you’d see, if you visited—upward-spiraling, deeply grooved, on these straight trunks that rise and rise. They look as though someone took a rake to them, then gave them a twist, who knows why. Just having that idea about what made a fine tree, maybe. And jumbled up at their feet: acres and acres of grave mounds. Not one succeeding the next, in orderly rows and avenues with each inhabitant duly lined up and noted, but rather newer mounds piled up, willy-nilly, on top of others, so that as far as you could see it would be Kongs, Kongs, Kongs! All of them descendants of Kŏngzi—Confucius. Even now, at age sixty-eight, it is something for Hattie Kong, American citizen, to recall. Two thousand years of relatives, plopped down to rest in a single old forest.

Said forest lying in the town of Qufu, in Shandong province, in China—not far from where Hattie grew up, and yet a world away. For Hattie grew up in Qingdao, also in Shandong, but on the ocean—a port city. A cosmopolitan city, occupied by the Germans before the Japanese, and a city known therefore for its “charming Bavarian architecture” and for its beer, which its residents drink from plastic bags, with straws.

Qufu is not about beer.

Confucius’s mound, naturally, is the biggest of the mounds—maybe ten feet high—and the most distinct. It’s set off some from the others. There’s some stone this-and-that and scrub grass around it, but mostly it is an eminent pile of dirt. If you saw it in a natural history exhibit, you might think it a wonder of nature—something the termites made, bugs being so much more of a force than we give them credit for, and so on. Nothing could be more modest, or of this earth, so to speak. It was an anti-monument, really; who knows why Hattie’s mother loved to stop in front of it. But yángrén that she was—foreigner—she would pause, tuck her hair behind her ears, fold her hands, and then lower, with reverence, her blue sun hat. Never mind that she was no longer a missionary, but a Chinaman’s wife. Never mind that she had, as people so kindly put it, “gone native.” Standing there in her Chinese dress—and she would, of course, be wearing a Chinese dress—she would strike the same attitude she might have had she been standing in a church, and had not been disowned and disavowed by the civilized world.

“This is worth taking in,” she would say, in English. “This is worth taking away.” Then she would nod as if in deep agreement with herself, and look to Hattie, who—eight years old then, and brown-haired like her mother—was supposed to reply in English. (Her mother not having given up on civilizing entirely, of course, just on the civilizing of strangers.) And so it was that Hattie replied—naturally—in Chinese. Shénme? What? What was worth taking away?

“Hattie! Please!” Her mother waited with her freckled hands folded. “Hattie?”

(And her hands could stay like that a long time, Hattie knew. Her hands could stay and stay and stay.)

“Hattie?”

Until finally Hattie folded her hands, too, and said, “Yes?”

“Do you see?”

(The dirt and grass were dusty, like the air and clouds and sun.)

“I don’t.”

Her mother frowned at first. But a moment later, the shade on her face drew up; there was a smile of light, and then—look—a real smile. “But of course not.” The shade came back down. Hattie’s mother hummed. Then Hattie and her mother dutifully joined the rest of the family in their grave sweeping and clearing, though—modern people that they were—her mother and father were far more interested in Hu Shih and Darwin than in the Old Sage. Ritual! The Five Relationships! What a lot of hogwash it all was. Should women really obey their husbands as children obeyed their parents? And why could only male Kongs and their wives be buried in Qufu?

“That is, if they had hair!” Hattie’s father would exclaim—Confucius, in his wisdom, having specifically banned from the family forest, the bald.

Hattie’s mother shook her head. It was no better than what she used to teach at the mission school, really, if not worse. Worse! Still Hattie grew up dutifully sweeping the Qufu graves, too—every spring, on Qīngmíng, as well as on her ancestors’ birthdays and death days—until one day, when Hattie was fifteen, her father’s mother announced a solution to the problem of Hattie having to be buried elsewhere: She’d found some distant Kong cousins willing to marry their son to a hùn xúe’er—a mixed blood.

“Isn’t that good news?” finished Năi-nai. Her dry eyes that did not shine much anymore somehow shone; outside the latticed window, even the moon seemed to brighten, and the blue night clouds. And Hattie was glad to behold that brightening, even as she was relieved, a minute later, to hear her mother switch to English.

“I will not see her married off,” she said, as soon as Năi-nai left the room. “I will not.” People said she was growing more American all the time instead of less—so earnest—and now, as if to prove their point, her knuckle hit the table on “I” and “will” and “not.” She leaned forward, her wattley neck straining hard against her collar. “She has to have a choice.”

More raps with “has” and “have” and “choice.”

Hattie’s father raised his smooth hand. Though his wife was the Westerner in the family, he was the one in Western clothes—pants and a shirt. He wore a length of rope for a belt, and answered in English.

“Excuse me. Teacher.” He spoke softly, as everyone could hear everything in their old house—and tuned in, too, of course. “I did not know today we have class.”

“Very funny.”

“No, no. Really.” He winked at Hattie. “I haven’t my book.”

“I don’t have,” corrected Hattie. “I don’t have my book.”

Her mother did not even tell her that children, excuse me, did not speak to their fathers that way.

“You are siding with your mother,” she said instead—in Chinese, now, though not in the lispy, fat-tongued Qingdao dialect their family all spoke, but in Mandarin.

Hattie’s father nodded. “I’m afraid of her,” he agreed disarmingly, speaking Mandarin, too—meeting his wife, as if on a bridge. Wŏ pà tā. He winked again, sitting back on his stool. They were partners still; they were forging something together. A little family.

They were partners.

Two months later, though, he had stopped wearing Western clothes. He had stopped eating Western food. He had stopped reading the Bible.

Family English lessons had gone up to five hours a day.

And Hattie found herself having a sit in the Qufu graveyard. She had never done any such thing before. But one brown spring day she made herself a seat out of newspaper, set it in a far corner of the graveyard, and then sat herself down on it, with the aim of thinking things through.

The graveyard was no help.

Yet since she was sitting there anyway, she took the place in—the reassurance of it. The appeal of it—a world with membership, it seemed, in an eternal order. She watched the sun move. She watched the shadows darken and grow. She watched the ants work, and the birds zip back and forth—what strangely urgent lives they led. She thought about their all-important nests, their frenzy over crumbs and worms; she thought about her grandparents, and her great-grandparents, and her great-great-grandparents, and her great-great-great-grandparents. People called for her—Hăi dì! Hăi dì!—their voices ringing and rising; and yet still she sat. How close she had come to occupying that great peace! How naturally and thoughtlessly she might have dwelt there as a bird dwells in its errands.

For thine is the power and the hogwash.

She stood up concerned mostly about the newsprint on her pì-pì.

And yet, decades later, when she heard that the graveyard had been dug up, she found herself yelling in her sleep, Stop! But this was the Cultural Revolution; the Red Guards just went on, of course, not only robbing the graves, but stealing the very dirt in the mounds. And there are the villagers, helping—carting the soil out to the field. That soil being rich and unfarmed, after all. They replace the mounds with their old depleted soil—throwing the dirt in every which way, just to get rid of it. Heaping it however, wherever.

Imagine.

Villagers Hattie’s family had thought they knew well—had thought they’d treated well—now shā qì téng téng. Seething fit to kill. And there, too’s their handiwork: Thousands of years of tradition, destroyed. Even now, in America, Hattie sees the scene sometimes. The villagers with their trowels; the wagons shuttling back and forth as the old mounds are bitten up. In the side of each roundness, there are new ragged-edged chews. It’s sickening. Though underneath the ancient cracked surface, sure enough—look—there’s something rich and crumbly. Black. Fertile. Many years later, a zŭ zhăng will tell the Kongs who went where, that they might try to reconstruct the graves; Hattie and her brothers will hear about it from a great-aunt. In the meanwhile, there is so much dust in the air, the leaves of the trees look to have survived a strange storm. And there is the man whose idea all this was—a coarse man, in a new shirt.

At least Confucius’s steles have been saved—“tombstones” they’d probably be called here, though they are bigger than that. Steles. They’re broken, sadly, but at least the pieces have been saved. And though this villager and that claims to have gotten hold of some bones, some poor ancient bones, the bones have only lasted days, people say, before disintegrating.

Is that true? Did the bones really disintegrate, just like that? The former scientist in Hattie—the former researcher in her, the former biology teacher—can’t help but think, Hogwash!

Though, well, blessed be decomposition, if they did. Today for a couple of hundred yuan, Kongs can be buried in the family forest again. Yet here sits this bag of protoplasm still, mulling over those two thousand years in Qufu. A misogynist tradition, a gerontocratic tradition; and what an obsessive-compulsive, her ancestor, in truth. If the mat is not straight, he does not sit on it. A nut. Confucius did, to be fair, speak of sincerity, too, and humility. Integrity—what made a noble man. (There were no noble women, of course.) And as an important counterweight to ritual, human-heartedness—rén. Goodness, capital G, that was, which people were born with but, in his sensible view, needed training to hang on to; today Hattie, too, is in favor of people cultivating their rén. All that clutching of the past, though—all that resurrecting of ancient rites and texts, some say for his own purposes—was he not a kind of fundamentalist? A godless fundamentalist, but a fundamentalist nonetheless.

Well, never mind. Hattie looks at herself in the mirror now and sees her parents’ break with all that—with the old ways in general. It’s in her face: in her pale skin and flat nose. It’s in her straight hair (bright white now, and trimmed even all around, like a topiary tree). Thanks to her father, she is not as wrinkly as she could be—she has some of that Asian fattiness to her skin. And she has him to thank, too, for her tadpole eyes—or should she say her formerly tadpole eyes. What with her eyelid fat breaking down a little now, her eyes are actually growing rounder and larger all the time. (And of course, they always were, like her mother’s, hazel.) Not that this is what Hattie sees when she looks in the mirror. What Hattie sees, when she looks in the mirror, are her parents’ youth and hope, even as she feels the pull of all they pushed away. For what has there been to replace that old world, with its rituals and certitudes, its guide posts and goalposts? Where will Hattie be buried, when her day comes?

It’s a question, since her husband, Joe, had his ashes sprinkled from a hang glider, and her best friend, Lee, had hers dug into a peony bed. And since her closest companions these days—closer by far than her globetrotting son—are her dear dogs: Cato and Reveille and Annie, her puppy.

Maybe she should be buried in the pet cemetery?


Hattie I: I’ll But Lie and Bleed Awhile

Last week, a family moved in down the hill—Cambodian. They plan to build themselves a little house, people say. Hoping that that house will—ta daah!—become a home. Well, that’s not so simple, Hattie happens to know. But never mind; this is an age of flux. She, Hattie Kong, came from China; her neighbors from Cambodia; is there anyone not coming from somewhere? And not necessarily to a city with a cozy unhygienic ghetto, but sometimes—if not immediately, then eventually—to a fresh-aired town like Riverlake. A town that would have pink cheeks, if a town had cheeks. Riverlake being a good town, an independent town—a town that dates to before the Revolution. A town that was American before America was American, people claim—though, well, it’s facing change now, and not just from the Cambodian family. Of course, there’s always been change. In fact, if you want to talk about change, the old-timers will tell you how Riverlake wasn’t Riverlake to begin with—how Brick Lake overflowed its banks a hundred years ago and came pouring down in a flood to here, and how the resulting body of water had to be renamed to avoid confusion. Riverlake, they dubbed it then—a lake born of a river. And the town that went with the lake was called that, too. Riverlake—a town born of change.

One thing will become another; and Hattie’s neighbors are at least living for now in a double-wide trailer such as many around here would not sniff at. For some flatlanders bought property on the lake with this trailer on it; and seeing as they were going to build themselves a vacation place with radiant heat and a standing-seam roof, they gave the thing to the Cambodian family for free. Worked with the powers-that-be on the Internet, it seems. Had an interest in that part of the world, having marched—and marched and marched—against this and that in their youth. (As did Hattie, too, by the way, it wasn’t such a big distinction.) The powers-that-be contacted a church, which in turn had the trailer moved to that triangle field at the bottom of the cliff behind Hattie. An odd lot the church was left in an odd will, and which odd lot the church has been trying to sell off for way longer than Hattie’s been living in Riverlake, anyway. Which would be—what?—some two years now. Ever since Joe died and then Lee, in a kind of one-two Hattie still can’t quite believe. It was like having twins; at one point they were even both in the recovery room together. She got to book the same church with the same pianist for both funerals, and did think she should have gotten some sort of twofer from the crematorium. And now, well, Come back, come back, she still begs them, in her half-sleep, sometimes. Come back. Come back. Though sometimes she’s as mad at them as if they’d gone and had an affair on her.

How could you? How could you?

As if they could explain it.

And, What now? What now?

There being whole days, still, when she more or less lives to feed the dogs. Hers is a loneliness almost beyond words.

What now.

As dear Lee, that fountain of pith, used to say, The unlived life isn’t worth living.

Her new neighbors.

And that lot, which was still the Lord’s free and clear, awkwardly placed as it was—right in the crotch of a three-hill scrunch-up. It wasn’t like Hattie’s place, open and cleared and up on a granite knoll, with a little lake view. There was some clearing, but mostly the place was woods, and not the picturesque kind. These were real woods, impassable woods, with trees leaning and lying all over. A lot of sodden logs and lichen and toadstools, and even on the live trees, dead branches that stuck out all around the trunks like thorns. There was no view, and no light. And being sunk in a pocket like that, most of the clearing, aside from the trailer site proper, was wet. What the place really needed was divine intervention in the form of an in-ground dehumidifier. That did not, unfortunately, seem forthcoming. The good Lord did appear to be providing, though, if not for deliverance exactly, then a use for the place—about which, living as close as she did, Hattie was not thrilled. But, well, who could stop Him?

Hattie having heard that the church was going to do something someday, but having somehow envisioned that someday to be like the Rapture—a day that might or might not be on the immediate horizon. One week, though, the trailer sat as normal in its old site near town. The next its yard looked like a truck trade show. Hattie, out walking the dogs, stopped more or less dead as a churchload of folks jacked up the trailer and split it right down the middle, then with considerable adjusting and cranking and readjusting, opened it up like a child’s pack-’n’-go dollhouse. Things snapped and sank; things leaned and bowed and split. This was not the growth of a crystal or a protein—some natural process bordering on dance. No, this was manmade inelegance itself. Still, only one worker swore (cussed to make the heavens blush, Hattie’s mother would have said), namely baby-faced Everett, husband of Hattie’s walking-group friend, Ginny. Whom someone had up and volunteered, unchurched though he was, on account of his size; never mind that the poor man was bound to incur more ambivalence than gratitude for his pain. Hattie knew him as a guy who would shovel her out in a storm—a man who’d show up without her asking and refuse to be paid, and a regular snow mason to boot, who over the course of the winter would produce path walls so plumb, you could have checked a spirit level against them. He was a kind man, an obliging man. And yet said kind and obliging man would not leave off cussing when people gave him the eye, quite the contrary. Said kind and obliging man seemed, if anything, to cuss all the louder for the looks—a man after Hattie’s own heart in that way, but less dear to his coworkers, she could imagine, as the day wore on. For hear tell a jack gave, a hitch snapped. The coffee ran out. The cold got colder. One man just about took his thumb off, and had to go to Emergency with his hand in a bandanna tourniquet. So who knows but that Everett’s mouth might have proved contagious—who knows but that he might have led others into Error—had the Lord not eventually gotten those trailer halves up on wheels.

There they were, though, finally, up up—at last—hallelujah! The group disbanded; heathen Everett disappeared. Then down the road the trailer halves rolled, one after the other, their private parts all in public. Did not a body have to wonder how intelligently designed we can be when none of us has so much as a wheel-like option? Well, never mind. The most intriguing part of all this, to Hattie’s mind, had nothing to do with the brute grunting and heaving-ho—or even the dawning realization that the halves were headed toward her house. (Which was not intriguing, by the way—which was a shock!) It was rather when one of the trailer halves passed her on the road. For in the kitchen, as it rumbled by, was a blink of a girl, holding up the cabinets. Young—fourteen or fifteen, Hattie guessed—a tea-skinned pipsqueak of a thing with a swingy black ponytail and a shocking-pink jacket. Some cabinets had gotten knocked loose when the work was being done; the girl was put in there, it seemed, to keep them from coming down completely. Never mind that her spindly legs were wholly inadequate for the job—there she was all the same, gamely holding them up. Having taught high school for the better part of her life, Hattie waved at the poor thing; this being one of the things teaching’s made of her, besides a habitual hoarder of chalk: a compulsive supporter of gumption. True, she’d retired right after Joe and Lee died. (As she had had to, being unable to bear the campus at which they’d all taught—being unable to climb the hill with the crocuses, or to set foot in the teachers’ lounge, anything.) But never mind. That the girl did not wave back is the thing—that she could not begin to think about waving back, probably. Still, Hattie waved anyway—as the girl might never have even noticed, had the trailer not happened to hit a pothole.

A well-known pothole, this was, more famous in these parts than any movie star. It was top of the summer list for the road repair crew—a gap big enough to make you fear for your car axle. If locals had drawn up the map, this thing would have been on it in red. But that driver hailing from parts unknown, he failed to slow down—making for a jolt. The top of the trailer tilted like a fair ride; the girl was slammed askew. She lost her footing; a door sprang open; some cabinets tore off and a drawer shot out, sailing with surprising aplomb out onto the road, where it landed, spinning.

“Help!” the girl shouted.

“I’ve got it!” Hattie called back.

Did the girl hear? In any case, as the trailer pulled back level, the dogs and Hattie went and rescued the drawer—a wood-veneer affair, with a pitted, copper-tone, Mediterranean-look pull. Empty. The sort of thing you don’t even see as a thing unless it’s lying in the road and about to get run over. The dogs sniffed it immediately, of course. Wise Cato dropping his tail even as Annie the puppy attacked it; Reveille the glutton nosed an inside corner. For the thing did smell of cinnamon—someone’s ex–spice drawer, guessed Hattie, as she picked it up. A thing worth something on its own, but a thing you’d have to say had suffered a loss, too. Its fellow drawers, after all—not to say all the cabinetry it had ever known.

Ah, but what has happened to her that she can find herself feeling sorry for a kitchen drawer?

Hattie gone batty!

Anyway, there the thing was, still in one piece.

She would have brought it back the very next day, except for the rain attack—these huge drops leaving the sky with murderous intent. Anyone foolish enough to pit an umbrella against them would only meet defeat even before the onslaught turned, like this one, into something resembling concrete aggregate. Of course, it will let up soon enough. Soon enough, Hattie’s friend Greta will be whizzing by again, her white braid flying and her back baskets full—honking Hi! at Hattie’s house, midwestern-style, as if to remind her of the music series, the dam project, the water quality patrol! So many ways to Get Involved, so many ways to Prove an Exemplary Citizen!

For a blessed few days, though, Hattie the Less Exemplary sits painting bamboo. One stalk, two.

Wind. Sleet. Hail.

She dips her máobĭ in the ink.

Rain.

Until finally comes a big blue sky, solid as wallboard.

Hattie admires the mountains as she crosses her side yard—the mountains in Riverlake being neither the highest hills around, nor the most dramatic, but quite possibly the most beguiling. Folding into one another like dunes, if you can imagine dunes dark with trees and sprinkled with farms. The west side of the lake, where Hattie lives, tends to the plunging and irregular—irrepressible granite heaves with drifts of unidentified other matter in between. (Including, this time of year, a few last gray amoebae of snow.) The east side, though—which she can see from her side yard and back porch—is rolling and dotted with some of the big old farms that used to be everywhere around here. They’re squares of spring green today, like handkerchiefs dropped down from someplace they use green handkerchiefs; Hattie likes the barns, especially. It’s hard to say why plain nature would be improved by a red barn or two, but she does feel it so. Maybe it is just the Chinese in her, always partial to the civilized, but she likes silver-capped silos, too, and farmhouses.

Peace.

Though look what’s floating from the crest of the hill today: the trial balloon for the proposed cell phone tower. A long long string with a white balloon bobbing at its top—the whole deal a-waft like a ghost in a kids’ play now, but just wait until it’s a lunky metal affair with trusses and uprights and baubled appendages. There’s a family hoping to make a killing on the thing, people say, as well as a big select board meeting on the subject coming up, to which—meeting-ed out as she was by her fervent youth—even Hattie will go.

But first, her neighbors.

The land is a swamp, but the trailer site itself isn’t bad. As nobody has built steps up to the front door yet, though, she has to step up onto a milk crate to knock, and even so finds herself knocking at the door’s knees. An awkward thing to do while holding a drawer, especially if you have a bag of cookies set in the drawer, as she does—butterscotch chip, nothing too extraordinary, though Hattie did use turbinado sugar in them instead of regular, seeing as how it was on special one week. Whatever turbinado even is or means. Anyway, the sugar gave the cookies a chew; and now here the door is opening, with a scrape—a half-gone hinge. The air has the mushroomy smell of rot.

“Hello,” she says from her pedestal. She hoists the drawer before her like a popcorn vendor at a baseball game. “I’ve come to welcome you to the neighborhood.”

Her audience being a half-stick of a man—looming over her at the moment, but not actually much taller than she is, which last she dared measure was all of five foot two. He has on a blue buttoned-up polo shirt, a black leather belt, and blue denim pants that look as though they are meant to be jeans but somehow look like slacks. His hair is white and thin, his skin pale and loose, and his face the fine result, she guesses, of a Pol Pot facial: One of his cheekbones sits a half-step high. She shivers. The man’s nose is likewise misaligned; his pupils are tiny; and his gaze has a wander, as if possessed of a curiosity independent of its owner. Nystagmus, she thinks—damage to the abducens nerve. (Recalling old science terms more easily than she recalls her grocery list, naturally.) His gaze lists left, like a car out of alignment, then jerks back—left left left again, and back. It is strange to think him around her age—younger than her, even. Mid-sixties, people have said. He looks, she thinks, to belong to his own reality; and who knows but that he thinks something similar of her, for he beholds her with a blankness so adamant that the closed door he’s replaced does seem, in retrospect, to have been friendlier.

“Hello,” Hattie says, all the same. And, when he does not answer, “Do you speak English?”

He gazes at the top of her head as if she is growing something there.

“Do you speak English?” Slower this time.

A pause.

“Lit-tle,” he says finally. He pronounces the word stressing both syllables.

“Well, welcome to town,” she says, trying not to speed up. Half the trick with English language learners, she knows, being the maintenance of a certain stateliness. “My name is Hattie. Hattie Kong. I live across the way, in the red house. See it over there? The red one.”

She inclines her head in the general direction of her place—a two-bedroom cottage, one floor, with aluminum roof flashing that does, well, flash in the sun. She isn’t the kind of city close where you can chat just fine without availing yourself of a phone, but by country standards they are cheek by jowl. Nobody would have picked it. Her neighbors’ front door faces west, like hers, and if they’d been set the same distance from the road, she’d probably have found it intolerable. It is just lucky her new neighbors are set downhill and a little farther back than she is. They can’t see into her place; nor she, she doesn’t think, into theirs. Of course, with a little figuring she could probably set a basketball to roll from her back porch down to the milk crate, but never mind.

“I came to say hello and welcome,” she says again, politely enough. “And to give you back your drawer.”

Nothing.

“I came to return your drawer.” Repeating herself like a record with a skip in it, if anyone even knows what a record is anymore. But there, at last: He glances down. Belatedly registering, it seems, that there is a white-haired lady bearing a kitchen drawer at his door.

“It’s yours. It belongs to you. Part of the trailer. I believe it fell out while they were moving it. The trailer, I mean.” She motions with her chin in case “trailer” is new vocabulary. “My name is Hattie Kong. I saw the men bring your house here.”

Silence.

Somewhere in the woods a woodpecker pecks its brains out.

“Chi-nee?” he asks finally.

A stress on both syllables again.

“Half,” she says, with a twinge. She has no earthly right, of course, to expect others, Asian or not, to perceive what she is. But having been asked all her life—well, there it is, a well-established little neural pathway, or should she say rut. “My father was Chinese, my mother was white.”

“Peo-ple say you Chi-nee,” he says.

“Well, that is half true.”

“Half Viet-nam,” says the man.

Viet-nam, accent on the first syllable—Vietnamese?

“No no no,” Hattie says. “My mother was American, my father was Chinese. Do you know what a mutt is?”

“You speak Chi-nee?”

“I do. I grew up in China—a city called Qingdao. When I was growing up they spelled it T-S-I-N-G-T-A-O. Like the beer.”

He does not appear to have heard of the beer.

“I came to the U.S. when I was sixteen. Ten years ago,” she jokes.

No laugh. His eyes go on with their roving.

“You speak English good,” he says.

“My mother was an English teacher at a Methodist mission. Before she married my father, that is. So I guess I got the phonemes when I was a baby.”

Phonemes.

“Sounds, I mean,” she says. “I heard the sounds.”

“You speak Chi-nee too,” says the man. “Boat.”

Boat. Both.

“Yes,” she says. “I speak both.”

“Amm-erri-ken.”

Amm-erri-Ken, with a rolled r—American.

“I’m American now. Yes.”

The woodpecker pecks.

“Eat Chi-nee food?”

“Do I eat Chinese food? Of course.”

He brightens. “Chi-nee food number one.” He puts his thumb up. His eyes seem to focus, his face to broaden and regularize—a handsome man, once upon a time. For a moment she can see him in a suit and tie, with slicked-back hair and a cell phone.

She changes her grip on the drawer. “And your name is?”

“Ratanak Chhung.”

Ra-tanak. Ra-tanak. She repeats it to herself to fix in her memory. Accent on the first syllable. Chhung is easy.

“Chhung is your surname?” Checking because though Asian surnames usually come first, people do often switch things around when they come here.

He nods, but with nothing like the woodpecker’s energy, she has to say. He is more like the tree being pecked.

“May I call you Mr. Chhung?” Somewhere she has gotten the idea that respectful forms of address are important to Cambodians—from Greta, probably. Greta the well informed.

“American call me Chhung,” he says. “Just Chhung.”

“Ratanak is too hard,” she guesses. “Not that hard, but too hard for some. Too long.”

A delay. But then finally he nods, as if in accordance with an order sent from afar.

“Americans can be so lazy,” she goes on. “Hardworking as they are.”

A more definite bob.

Such an odd sound, pecking.

Hattie did not teach English as a Second Language back when she taught high school; she taught Biology and Mandarin. Still, in-house immigrant that she was, she’d been called in to help with the English Language Learners all the time, and had heard, over the years, all manner of accent. And yet she’d never encountered one quite like Chhung’s. The chop of his speech, certain features of his grammar, that trouble with ending consonants—all these resemble problems native Chinese speakers have. Problems her father had, and that she probably had too, fifty or sixty years ago. But Chhung has that bit of a rolled r, in addition—kind of a Spanish-lite deal. Also those very short syllables, and an odd stress pattern. She has to still herself to understand him. Concentrate.

And so it is that she is concentrating—carefully casually asking about his wife and children or some such—when a corner of the crate sinks. She shoots her hand toward the doorframe but still half steps, half falls off the crate, turning her bad ankle and dropping her drawer clean into the mud. Her bad ankle!—she works it a bit, to make sure it’s all right; this being her right foot, her bad foot—one of the reasons she always wears lace-ups with real support, though don’t those sheepskin jobs look easy on.

Chhung diplomatically says nothing. But then he answers, “One boy, one girl”—as if that information, like the instruction to nod, has finally reached him. He forwards it on with a gentler voice than before, though—not wanting to go knocking her over again, maybe. “One baby. And two udder one, not here.”

Two other whats? And why aren’t they here? Well, never mind. Hattie goes on with her joint trials.

“Please say hello,” she says. “Please tell them welcome to the neighborhood. Tell them they can drop by anytime. Okay if I leave you your drawer?”

It does seem unmannerly to leave it there on the ground, but then this Chhung is not exactly Mr. Manners himself.

“I’m going to leave you your drawer,” she says. (A good helping of her mother’s sorry-to-do-this in her voice, she notices.) “The cookies are for you and your family.”

He nods, more or less.

Pecking.

A porta-potty sits in a dry spot up behind the trailer—a ladies’ toilet they have, for some reason, with a little triangle-skirted figure on its green door. Did zoning okay that? And how are they going to get a septic in, what with the ground so wet? The trailer is quiet except for the shush-rat-tat of a mop or towel being wrung out into a pail. Shush-rat-tat. Shush-rat-tat.

That roof seam must have leaked something terrible.

Shush-rat-tat.

An interesting counterpoint to the woodpecker.

Shush-rat-tat.

Is that the girl mopping?

The sorrows of the rich are not real sorrows. Hattie does not hear her father’s voice too often, but she hears it now. The sorrows of the rich are not real sorrows; the comforts of the poor are not real comforts. Was that a Chinese saying or something her father just liked to say? She doesn’t even know.

And never will, now, probably.

Mud. The mud sucks so hard at her boots as she tromps uphill, she is just glad they are tied on. Then there she is again, returned to her own damp but springy grass. Down below the white lake glitters; the treetops toss. Some advanced clouds are already starting to move back in, and somewhere far off a car beeps in a way you don’t hear much around here.

Hattie’s no artist. Joe used to call her Miss Combustible, and probably in her day she was indeed lit more by the blindness of the world than its beauty. Vietnam! Staff firings! Library closings! She fought them all. But her chief job these days is to reconstitute herself. (That you might rise and fight again, Lee would say—one of her favorite quotes being from some old warrior who is said to have said, as he lay a-drip on a field, I’ll but lie and bleed awhile. Then I will rise and fight again!) And, well, the painting has been a help with that—especially on bad days it’s been a help. Maybe just because it’s something Hattie did growing up—her childhood associations tied to her muscle motions—who knows. Anyhow, it’s gotten her up out of the voracious depths of Joe’s reclin-o-matic—her official mourning chair—starting with the slow making of ink in her father’s old inkwell. That inkwell being a mini-doorstop of a thing, into which she pours a bit of water, and above which she circles her wrist, ink stick in hand. Circling and circling. The best ink being made wú wéi—by acquainting the stick with the water, never pressing. Dissolving the fine particles of lampblack one by one, practically. Who needs meditation? By the time she’s ready to dip her máobĭ in the dark ink, Hattie’s full, not so much of Western-style contentment as of detachment—what the old Chinese scholars used to seek. Dá guān—a feeling that one has risen above life, seen through it. Attained a monklike lightness by sitting the proper way—back straight—and by holding her goat-hair máobĭ, likewise, not at an angle like a pen, but straight up, like a lightning rod. She pauses, poised. And then—the judicious pressure, the traveling lightness, the slowing, pressing lift that produces a segment of bamboo. The segments narrow through the middle of the stalk, then grow wider and darker again; each stroke shēng yì, as her father used to say—a living idea.

Bamboo: the plant that, as every Chinese knows, bends but does not break.

It’s absorbing. Still she does listen, a little, for her neighbors as she paints. Finding, as she does, that if she opens a window in the right wind, she can sometimes hear chopping and washing. Frying, pounding—a lot of pounding. Meaning spices, probably. Who knows what Cambodians eat, or with what. Do they use their hands, like Indians? Hattie’s delighted to hear the noises in any case, if only because of what it says about her hearing. Studies say the hairs of a young inner ear can detect motion the breadth of a hydrogen atom. Well, hers are nothing like that. What with the loss of some of her higher frequencies, in fact, she’s finding even mouse squeaks sounding different these days—more sonorous, as if their little mouse chests have been getting bigger.

Thanks to the inevitable sad stiffening of your basilar membrane, Lee would say.

Something she learned from Hattie, actually, who used to measure the highest frequencies her kids could hear and chart them, showing how they lowered each year.

But Hattie’s neighbors. She’s delighted to be able to hear them and delighted, too, that she can glimpse a portion of their doings, it turns out, from various windows as she crosses the room to wash out her brushes. Not spying, exactly.

Hattie nose full of beeswax.

She does try not to spy. Trained in observation as she’s been, though, she can’t help but notice how in the mornings there’s only the outside of the trailer to see: that black plastic crate; that beat-up front paneling; those small metal windows with their oversized louvers; and that one good-sized picture window, mullioned tic-tac-toe style. In the afternoons, though, she can see both inside and out by the low west sun. Nothing too much through the ruffle-curtained bedroom windows, but the picture window affords a fine view, and by night the living room lights up clear enough that she’s begun keeping her spare distance glasses on the windowsill. She has, nota bene, stopped short of parking her binoculars there, too; she does have some pride.

And yet somehow she soon knows that right around four the girl is almost always out front, swatting flies. She sits sideways on the milk crate, keeping the light out of her eyes—which position puts her body half in shadow, half in light, as she works her glinting knife or gray mortar and pestle. There’s a colander beside her, usually, and a bunch of plastic bowls—green and yellow and fish-belly white. Assorted dish towels, too, for the heaps of peels. All of which helps perk up the otherwise bleak scene, like her shocking-pink jacket, which she generally leaves open.

Today, though, it’s zipped shut like Hattie’s fleece—Hattie having moved her painting table onto the back porch for fun, only to find some winter teeth left in the early-spring air. She’s had to warm up her red hands several times—tucking them into a spot under her breasts, right in the fold there, as she likes to do. It’s a private pleasure. For though she is mostly an old lady with an old lady’s epithelial cells, that part of her body, if she may boast, is still soft and new. Of course, if she had gone out running in her underwear the way the girls do these days, well, who knows. But never mind. The girl’s jacket is zipped up, is the thing, half on account of the cold, and half because the baby is with her, and zipped up in it. Hattie watches the bouncing going on in the girl’s lap—a live pink jiggling—the baby poking its head out every now and then so that its face is right in front of the girl’s. It pats her face and pulls her hair; that’s when it doesn’t look to be trying to eat her. And has she ducked into her jacket now, too? All Hattie can see is squirming—the hood flapping up and down and the two armless sleeves flying around like a scarecrow’s. How loud the girl and baby squeal! Hattie couldn’t block them out if she wanted to.

But here comes Chhung, now, opening the door. He looms in the doorway over them and, just like that, the squealing lets up. The girl’s head pops out from the neck of her jacket; her hands pop out from the sleeves. The torso does keep on heaving, but now with a loud, frustrated wail as the girl leans awkwardly forward to pick up a carrot. She peels away with something half kitchen knife, half machete—an enormous, curved blade that glows in the late-day sun like something just forged for a mountain king.

Chhung closes the door shut behind him.

A brown truck rumbles up the road. Never mind that it’s mud season, with vehicles stuck all over town, this thing heads unhesitatingly down the mire of the Chhungs’ drive. There’s a ratcheting up of the hand brake; then a loud bong as a deliveryman appears. He’s dressed all in brown, to go with his truck. The girl jabs her bright knife into the ground, jumps up from the crate, and shouts; she’s bundling up her peels, stacking up her bowls, unzipping her jacket so the baby can see—the baby holding close but leaning out, too, and affording Hattie, as it does, a good glimpse of its thick black hair (something she would probably never have noticed, had she never come to the States and found the babies bald as melons). A woman appears briefly in the door—younger than Chhung, by the looks of her; or maybe she just dyes her hair, which is soot-black, like the girl’s and baby’s. Anyway, she’s tiny and lithe. And there’s Chhung, and the boy Chhung mentioned—a hair-dyer for sure, with a low, blond ponytail. He runs to help the deliveryman wheel a box down the truck ramp. A gargantuan box, this is—so big the men have to unpack it outside the trailer. They strew around an ungodly amount of Styrofoam as they do, the enormous chunks multiplying like the calves of an iceberg; their lively white bobs in the brown of the caked-mud sea. And what’s this screened thing emerging from it all like a weird rectangular sea monster? A TV, Hattie would say, except that this is so much bigger than any TV she’s ever seen. If there were another one like it, the town would have to build a bar to put it in, for ball games. It is hard to imagine the thing fitting into the Chhungs’ living room.

And sure enough, when a little later Hattie sees—cannot help but see—one part of the screen shining through the window, it does look to take up the better part of a wall. She hesitates, but finally goes to fetch her binoculars from inside. Is that a videotape they’re watching? Some kind of MTV? Asian guys with cars, anyway, Asian girls with long hair. A perpetual wind. Back out on the chilly porch, Hattie adjusts her focus wheel and makes out an abandoned girl, heartbreak, rain. Then a cell phone call; a change in the weather; and off the girl goes on the boy’s motorcycle, her arms around his waist. Just like in real life. They head into a neon sunset, leaving the city for something very like a prairie; Hattie is half expecting to behold, in the background, not a water buffalo, but a buffalo buffalo, when the dogs start to bark—Reveille and Annie with five-alarm excitement, but judicious old Cato more alarming than alarmed. He barks twice, gives Hattie a look through the screen door, then barks twice more. An incremental approach. Hattie nods a quick thanks. She has only just stashed the binoculars away under her seat cushion when Judy Tell-All appears.

“You painting?” Judy Tell-All is a large woman with blunt bangs. “You never told me you painted.”

Hattie shrugs and sniffs. Judy’s wearing a musky scent Lee would have called Eau de Pheromone.

“Those bones?”

“Bamboo,” says Hattie.

“I thought you might be doing the lake.”

“Well, I’m not.”

“Because most people do do the lake,” observes Judy, batting her stiff lashes, “when they’re looking straight at it. That some kind of Chinese brush?”

Hattie takes her time answering.

“And how can you paint with both your glasses up? I can see your driving glasses, but don’t you need your readers?”

Hattie sighs—trying to compensate for the lump under her pì-pì, though it’s like trying to walk with one high heel—an awkward business. Judy, dammit, is about to catch her out.

But Judy, luckily, is too full up with news to catch anything. Because guess who’s in town—the middle son great professor! she blurts. Expelling the rest like something under pressure: Here for a spell and retired, it seems—as a body might expect a sixty-seven-year-old to be, if you didn’t know the Hatches. But, well, everyone does know the Hatches, never mind that they moved away some ten years ago now, right after the real Dr. Hatch died. And never mind that they sold off that great old Adirondack lodge of theirs in the process, either, with that fireplace that looked to have been practice for Fort Knox. (And to city folk, get that!—city folk who took down everything but the fireplace!) Still, seeing as how the Hatches go back to the Revolution—seeing as how they’re as much of a local feature as the town green, practically—people talk about them just the same. How the real Dr. Hatch died at a lab bench at ninety-nine, and how Carter’s older brother Anderson’s still going strong. Starting up a start-up, in fact, in his seventies. People talk and hear less about little Reedie, for some reason—always have. But Carter, now—Carter! No one but no one would have expected the middle son to up and retire.

Yet such be the mystery and miracle of human change, as Lee would say. He’s hanging out for the first time in his life, apparently—and having a crisis as a result—but then, aren’t we all, says Judy with feeling. What’s more, he knows that Hattie is here—Judy having dropped in with a loaf of date nut bread and told him. Told him that Joe died a few years ago, too—lung cancer, never smoked, and so on. Gave him the whole scoop.

“Though I didn’t have to,” she says. “You know why?”

Hattie swishes a brush in some water.

“Because he already knew,” she says. “He knew it all—everything! And do you know why he knew?”

The Turners told him?

“Because he was interested, that’s why. Because he was driven to know! Consciously or unconsciously.” Judy lifts her painted brows.

Hattie blots her brush.

“Not that he would ever say so. He’s like his father that way—a clam of a man. Keeps his cards close to his chest.”

“Like any card-playing clam.”

“Exactly. Just like his father!” Judy bats her stiff lashes once more.

And of course, Hattie knows she’s being baited. Can she just let people make of others what they will, though? Eyes on the far-off lake, she says, “He is not like his father.”

“Is that so.” Judy’s eyebrows are painted kind of a fox red; they look like a bison’s brow from a Neolithic cave painting. “Well, I had an inkling you might want to know that he’s here, and I can see I was right.”

You are not right, Hattie starts to say, but then—realizing that this is match point—already—she stops, puts her brush down, and laughs. How did she, Hattie Kong, come to be a woman worked over by Judy Tell-All?

Judy frowns.

Is Hattie coming to the cell tower meeting? she asks, after a moment.

“Probably.”

Save her a seat?

Hattie shrugs—all right.

As for whether she can guess who’s coming, though, Hattie just laughs again and declines to respond—to that, or to Judy’s And Ginny has news!—she and Everett have news!, either. Instead Hattie focuses, a few minutes later, on the happy sound of Judy leaving. Can gravel crunch happily? It does seem so to her.

Judy nose full of beeswax.

She liberates her binoculars. Then it’s down with her reading glasses and up with her jacket zipper—the metal a cold, hard press on her chin. A returning bittern flies on by; and there’s the one-note warble of the winter-hardy hermit thrush. If she sits long enough she could just hear a veery thrush and a wood thrush, too—kind of a trifecta. It’s happened before. And so Hattie listens as she paints, shutting her wandering thoughts out. Carter. Everett. Carter. Carter. Her stalks are rising fat but dry and light today—a bold shadowy vertical up the left side of her sheet. Not that she’s chosen that, exactly. It’s more bĭyì, the will of the brush. But there they go, in any case, with her hand’s blind help, one segment after another. They grow clear up through the top of the page.

Town Hall was not made to hold so many. The lights of the suspended ceiling blink as if with surprise at the crowd, and up front, the cell tower people are blinking hard, too. They came during mud season on purpose, Hattie heard. Scheduled a meeting before the summerlings were back, so as to keep the turnout down. But look now how people keep coming—wave after wave of them, like something the lake’s washing up. Folding chairs are getting set up along the back and sides of the room, and there are extra chairs all along the front, too. Every last one of them squeaking as it’s opened until the metal chairs run short. Then it’s clatter you hear; those old wooden chairs do clatter. And there’s the family that stands to make out like bandits, right in the first row. The Wrights. A moat of empty chairs all around them, though cozied up with them does sit—can that be right?—Hattie’s walking group friend, Ginny. Who does not actually walk with the walking group—who actually only meets them later for coffee or lunch at the Come ’n’ Eat—but never mind. Hattie feels for her distance glasses even as Judy Tell-All waves her over. And sure enough: There indeed sits a certain pink turtleneck with bleached-blond do—that artichoke cut always reminding Hattie of how Ginny’s hairdresser does dog grooming, too. A versatile type. Maybe Ginny’s sitting up front on account of her hip? How uncomfortable the Wrights might feel, in any case, were it not for her. How marooned on their very own folding-chair island. Instead, Ginny leans in, saving them. They nod and joke and guffaw—Jim Wright proving himself a wit, it seems. A born funnyman.

“When is a snake not a snake?” asks Judy as Hattie sits down.

“When she has God on her side?” guesses Hattie.

Judy smiles, but normally good-natured Greta, whom Judy has somehow managed to ensnare, too, is frowning. Her still-dark eyebrows all but meet over her straight, long nose.

“Though, well, why shouldn’t Ginny sit with her relatives?” Judy goes on. “Maybe she just feels sorry for them. And they are her third cousins twice removed, after all.” She winks.

“She wants something,” says Greta. Greta could almost be a Shaker, dressed as she is today in a handmade blouse and skirt, except that she brandishes the end of her braid like a police baton. “Ginny wants something.”

“Do you think?” says Judy, innocently.

Hattie gives Judy a look.

“Well, hmm, let me think,” continues Judy. She’s wearing a floral print, but the flowers are all black and gray, as if grown without chlorophyll. “How about that new hip she needs?”

“But of course!” Greta’s gray eyes flash. “Her hip!”

“Do you really think they’d pay for a new hip?” Hattie waves at some people, wishing she could remember their names—Hattie gone batty!—then realizes, disconcertingly, that she does.

“Maybe not, but they could help with health care, right?” says Judy. “Being family? They could put her on the feed store payroll and get her the employee rate.”

Hattie stops waving.

“That’s illegal!” says Greta.

“How creative,” says Hattie, after a moment. “If it’s true.”

Judy waves her hand. “You’d be creative, too, if you were in her shoes,” she observes. “If you had a hip like hers and were leaving Everett on top of it. You’d be creative, too.”

Leaving Everett?

“Giving him the heave-ho,” confirms Judy as Greta gasps. “Dumping him flat. Get that!” Judy folds her program up into a fan; and indeed, what with the crowd, the room is getting warm. She looks at Hattie as she crimps the bottom into a handle. “I told you Ginny had news.”

“You did.” Hattie makes her own fan. For what Everett put into Ginny’s dad’s place!—everyone knew it. Obliging man that he was. And that farm being the oldest of the family farms and worth it, in his view. As in the view of many: Even Hattie the newcomer’s heard how the farm broke up when Rex died, and how something in the town broke, too. And now, for all of Everett’s effort, this fine reward. Ginny leaving Everett!—and without a word to the walking group, either. The fluorescent lights blink. Hattie uncrosses her legs so she can recross them the other way—these old wooden chairs being designed, it does seem, to put you in touch with your god-given overhang.

Judy fans and smiles.

Just about everyone is here. Not only the rest of the walking group—Grace and Beth and Candy—but other townsfolk, in addition. Jill Jenkins and Jed Jamison, among others, and a lot of the farmers from the far side of the lake, too. Old-timers Ginny and Rex would have probably known forever, but that Hattie knows mostly by the way they talk: quick and with a lot of oors and ahhns, as if, spending as much time around it as they do, they’ve picked up the sounds of their machinery. They’re the real thing, people say, not like the hippie farmers from the commune—people like Belle Tollman with the parrot and her husband, Paxton, with the dreadlocks. Who are keeping a low profile today, though what with their torn clothes and low-concept hair control, they’ll bother some people anyway. Ginny, for instance—they’ll bother Ginny. Hattie herself is more bothered that she didn’t think to bring along her new neighbors—Chhung and family—even as she thinks, Those eyes. That jitter. That knife. And despite her best efforts not to think about it: Pol Pot. The killing fields.

It’s the world come to town, Joe would have said. As it will, you know, as it will.

“It’s not that Everett’s not Christian,” Judy is saying now. “He’s just not the right kind.”

“Eastern Orthodox, you mean?” says Greta. “Because of his father?”

Judy nods, readjusting her waistband. “Meaning baptized at birth.”

As opposed to born again, apparently he promised to recommit years ago but never did, etc. So that finally the Lord told her, Enough! That he was like the rock that had to be rolled away before Lazarus could even do something about his bandages! An obstacle!

Not exactly the story as Hattie knew it, but never mind.

“And how exactly did the Lord tell her?” inquires Greta.

“E-mail?” guesses Hattie.

Judy just fans, her shirt sleeve falling back from her henna-tattooed arm.

As for who’s going to bring in her firewood when Ginny can barely walk:

“That’s why the Lord’s helping get her hip done. So she can bring in her own wood,” says Judy. “Hey, look, there’s Lukens!”

Hattie throws her gaze left, using her peripheral vision. It’s the way she used to teach kids how to spot shooting stars—their rod photoreceptors picking up the low light, their retinal ganglion cells, the movement. And sure enough, there he is, a tall man with something of the look of a cell tower himself. Lukens, the big-deal retired judge, scratching his chin in the shadows.

“And look over there!” whispers Judy again.

For here comes huge Everett, his cherub cheeks rising incongruously from a camouflage shirt. And right behind him—more hidden by the camouflage than its wearer—the middle son great professor. Hattie lowers her distance glasses.

Carter, denuded!

She drops her fan.

He looks a little as though someone has pulled a white hula skirt over his head, only to have it get stuck around his ears. Which in one way is no surprise—Carter’s father, too, had a notable egg. And how shocked should Hattie be to behold Carter beardless in addition, when she did glimpse the shave ten years ago, at Dr. Hatch’s burial? She must not have filed that face away, though, because Carter’s features seem not only repositioned—as if they have slid south in some Great Facial Drift—but caricatured: Everything is more plainly itself. The fine nose and high cheekbones of his youth are like line drawings redone in marker; his mother’s egret neck has gone a bit pelican. As for his father’s eyes—those preternaturally blue eyes—can they really be even brighter than they were? Maybe they just seem so, set off as they are by a now predominantly pink face, as well as by what appear to be shadows—hollows—around his eyes. Which could just be the lighting. But then again, maybe not. For Hattie knows this man well, or did once; and this is a studiously unhaunted Carter who strolls down the side aisle in a chamois shirt and jeans, his limbs loose. Carter holding on to himself as if on to a kite.

Carter, looking a bit like her poor denuded, post-chemo Joe.

He shoots a smile and a wink at her, then goes to stand, in provocative fashion, on the other side of the room. Talking with such apparent sincerity to this one and that, even as he affords a fine view of his profile, that she can’t help but laugh a little. For she remembers this game, of course—the neural pathway is still there. And—as he no doubt intends—it renders her, for a moment, seventeen again. She is not usually aware of her age, any more than she is aware of the number of steps she walks in a day, or the number of times she pulls down her glasses. But now, somehow, she feels it—how she’s been living shoulder-to-shoulder with time. It is not so much on account of her white hair, or two sets of glasses that she feels it—Hattie six eyes—shocks to Carter that those things must be. It is not even the fact that when the word energy occurs to her now, it is mostly in reference to herself, rather than to a reaction or an equation. No, it’s the mark of experience she feels most keenly—how much she would like never to have seen Joe yellow with bile once his liver failed. How much she would like never to have watched him itch himself until he bled everywhere. How much she would like never to have heard Lee rant the way she did, toward the end—her gumption still there but come heartbreakingly unhitched. Time’s marched Hattie hard. And as for Carter, time’s reminder—Carter who brought so much before and after, in his day—is this Carter even Carter? Isn’t Carter the man who changed others more than he himself changed? A catalyst. A man she would have thought outside time, if anyone was. And yet Carter was still Carter in being unable to simply say hello. Anyone but Carter would have simply said hello.

(Next to her, Judy watches and fans.)

Carter, though, always did disdain convention; he was like Hattie’s parents that way. You should try a new hat every day, he used to say. Think out of the box. It’s the way every great thing gets made.

Modest as they were, the Hatches did focus on achieving things about which to be modest.

But, well, who cares now? Who was modest, and about what—Hattie lifts her chin. All that is decades behind her now. Detaching herself, rising above herself—dá guān—Hattie turns her attention to the meeting, which is focused on questions like what can be seen from whose kitchen, and which has a greater effect on property values—one’s view sitting down or one’s view standing up. Greta tugs on her arm.

“This is so dysfunctional. You have to say something,” she whispers. “You do.”

Hattie demurs. Still, Greta keeps insisting—“You do, Hattie, you do”—until finally Hattie half raises her hand, only to be immediately called upon. And there she is suddenly, towering over a sea of heads. Blinking. Feeling the town gaze. She has not done this in a long time. But then she senses Carter’s gaze and remembers: She has done it, though. Of course. Did it all the time, in fact, at the lab.

“It’s hard not to notice the convenience of cell phones,” she says, her voice clear and strong; she can feel the vibration in her thoracic cavity. “But ought there not be one place on earth that cell phones can’t reach?”

And back down she sits; probably she should have said more. Opined the way the men do, as if they own the air. Though as it is—what a roar of applause. People are hooting and stomping; Greta is whispering Thank you and You see? And look how Neddy Needham is standing up in Hattie’s place, inspired. He’s a high-tech person—a puffball of a guy, only starting to gray, whose particular kind of software, people used to say, could never be done in India. But now he has time to drive up if he wants; and so here he stands with his magpie hair and high-diopter glasses. Quietly pointing out that from a radiation safety point of view, there is only one usable corner of the property, and that a cell tower at that site isn’t even going to provide good coverage.

“There are going to be holes in the service,” he says. “It’s going to be Swiss cheese. Rescue is not going to be able to count on it; no one is going to be able to count on it. It is going to be a joke.”

The lawyer for the cell tower company lowers the pitch of his voice. “Are you implying that this town is being misled?”

“This is not the best site in the area, sir,” answers Neddy. “This is the site you think you can buy.”

Applause.

“I beg your pardon,” barks the lawyer, but Neddy just pushes his glasses up his nose.

“The question, it seems to me, is, Whose town is this?” He looks first at the cell tower reps, and then all around, at the audience, too. “Whose town is this?” It’s a surprising show of rhetorical flair for a body people have always thought smart but shy; and even he blinks as he talks, as if surprised at himself. He takes his glasses off like a lawyer on TV but then, as if realizing he can’t see without them, puts them back on. “It’s not such an easy question to answer, is it? And yet if I may say so, sir, this much I know: Not yours. No, sir. Not yours.”

This brings the most thunderous applause yet, replete with stamping and hooting. Hattie claps as loud as anyone, though is this town hers, either? She does wonder. What now? What now? There’s no vote today, this meeting being strictly informational; the only leverage the town has is in zoning. Happily, though, the cell tower company will be needing a zoning permit; and even with Jim Wright head of the zoning board, well, there’s only one conclusion it can really reach now. Because things are just clear. What’s more, it’s going to be free coffee for Neddy at the Come ’n’ Eat as long as he lives in Riverlake, while the Wrights will be dining during off-peak hours.

And Ginny, maybe, too, as she seems to realize. She sits a minute, contemplating the magic stretch material of her wrinkle-free jeans.

David beats Goliath! Down with the corporation! Judge Lukens stops to shake the hero’s hand, whereupon people shed their discretion like a fast-molting snake. They form a ring around the pair; they gawk and crow with glee. The town celebrities! The judge and Neddy leave the room, nodding. Tall and short but seeing eye to eye, it seems—unlike the cell tower people, who clump up by the whiteboard, frowning. Though they brought every color dry marker, they somehow only used the blue. And look how, not far from them, Ginny stands in her walker now, waiting to leave. Everett makes his way to her, but she snaps her compartment lid shut as if she doesn’t know who he is; and when he puts his hand out beseechingly, she slaps him flat in the face. People look up. But then off she rolls as if nothing’s the matter, and people obligingly look away. A private matter, they’re thinking, a spat, even as Everett stands there, stunned—huge and dressed in camouflage yet less prepared for combat than pink-clad Ginny, who holds her head high. Captain Ginny, some call her, though others call her the Power and the Glory, as in For mine is the Power and the Glory. Poor Everett! Hattie tries to catch his eye, but he’s turned his back and doesn’t see her. And so it is that she finds herself moving down the aisle, preoccupied, almost failing to realize it when someone gives her elbow a squeeze.

E-mail! There’s no one to blame but herself, that when the town got DSL, Hattie did, too—ushering in the future, she did think then. Instead, though, it’s been the past—the past, the past, the past. She half expects to be hearing from the dead direct, pretty soon—Joe! Lee! I’ve been thinking about you!—though let her say right now: When that particular advance is upon humankind, she is not going to sign up for service.

E-mail is trouble enough.

For example, though a lot of her Chinese relatives have M.A.’s and M.B.A.’s and Ph.D.’s from the States—and though a lot of them have lived in the West, even live in White Plains and Quincy and Vancouver still—all the same, they e-mail on account of Hattie’s parents. Or, more accurately, on account of Hattie’s parents’ remains, which they want to see moved from Iowa to Qufu. Of course, the Chinese have always sent bones home, having been brought up from birth to recite Shù gāo qīan zhàng, luò yè gūi gēn: Fallen leaves return to their roots. But to want to do it now! In the twenty-first century! Hattie’s flabbergasted.

Yet they do. The Kong family forest, they write. Ancestors. Luck. Tradition. It’s the kind of hogwash her parents turned their back on once, and that she did, too. And so it is she writes: Over my dead body.

But still her relatives keep at it. Dear Auntie. Dear Auntie. Never mind that she’s only head of the family because her younger brothers have both died; never mind that her relatives have no real reason to listen to anyone at all, really. Still, they storm her—having gotten up at least a mild conspiracy among themselves, it does seem. For how else to explain it that everyone writes in English, when most of them, she knows, have character keyboards? How do they know, as they seem to, that her computer isn’t set up for Unicode?

She replies, This is the twenty-first century, excuse me.

She replies, I am a scientist of sorts, please recall. A retired scientist, but still a scientist.

She replies, This is hogwash, don’t you see? Hogwash!

To no avail.

Some of her correspondents are more superstitious than others. Some of them go to fortune-tellers, that’s to say, while others just burn a little incense every now and then. Wear a Buddha or a Guanyin, if they’re sick, or change the entrance to their house. There’s as great a range among them as among churchgoers. But whatever their stripe, they write. This, for example, from the ringleader, Hattie’s niece Tina, in Hong Kong:


Dear Auntie Hattie,

Internet says your spring is late this year because the ground hog saw its shadow and went back into its hole. Is that true? Even with global warming? We think that is very strange. Americans are so superstitious!

Hong Kong now is start typhoon season, but that is not why we write to you. After all you can say we are used to the rain! We write to you because of our daughter Bobby. You remember her, number one. Went to Andover then MIT then Harvard Business School, got a nice job on Wall Street. But now all of a sudden, she quit that job to live with a drummer, and on top of it try to sell the apartment we give to her. Very nice place, upper East Side. Have a doorman, everything. But she do not care. All she think about is drum something. We worry. She is our number one daughter, how can this happen to our family? We analyze, in particular Johnson. Johnson is quite well known for his analysis. But in the end, there is only one thing we can guess. Only we can guess that the graves of Grandpa and Grandma are not auspicious. The story we always hear is how Grandpa and Grandma were not buried in Qufu, as they like to be …



Hogwash.


Instead because they died in Taiwan First Uncle bury them in Taiwan. And then when he himself leaving Taiwan, no one left to sweep the grave, he have to move them somewhere again. Mainland still closed, cannot bury them there. Impossible. So he say okay, how about Iowa? Never mind that Grandpa never visited Iowa once in his life. First Uncle said, at least they are go to Iowa together. And of course, when the bone picker open the graves, look like the bones are dry. That is true. So First Uncle say, you see? If the fengshui is no good the bones are not dry, even many years later. He say, I pick good place the first time, now I pick another good place. He say Iowa is good. Probably you already know this story, which is the story my father tell me. I just tell you in case you heard something else, over there in United States. My father say you are sent there to live as a girl, is that right? All by yourself, very brave, though my father always say how actually you have no choice, everyone else stuck in China and cannot get out.

But anyway, too bad. Now the Iowa fengshui is not so good as before and our family face difficulty again. We hear there is a shopping center moved in right next to our grandparents, not to say a train line. And that is why our family, our luck not so good. Everything leaking away. Not just our branch, many other cousins say it too. Our situation not even so serious as other cousins. Some of them are losing money—a lot of money. So now we are thinking, how do you feel about if Grandpa and Grandma should be moved to Qufu, which is their real home? We believe they are lonely in Iowa. No one can sweep grave there. Of course we understand there is some question whether Grandma can stay in the graveyard in Qufu too. But we feel confident someone can arrange it, really you just have to find out who you should pay. After all Grandpa is still have the name Kong, and who can even see Grandma is a foreign devil anymore? Now she is not even bones, only some ashes or pieces, something like that. No one can see anything. And by the way I do not think Confucius ever said a big nose cannot be buried in the family graveyard. He never even thought about that case. Probably he does not even know nose can get so big. Everyone say American people do not take care of their parents’ grave, just let the weeds grow all over. Their thinking is different. You know better than anyone the kind of clothes they wear. They think that is normal. Anyway, we have been talking to some other family member, everyone agrees. Our family, something is wrong. Fallen leaves should return to their roots right? We should do something. But what do you think?



What does Hattie think? If you are near red dye, you will turn red; if you are near black, you will turn black. Who knows but that if she had grown up in Hong Kong, she’d be a superstitious nut, too. As it is, though, she just writes that she’s sorry, but moving the graves is not an option. Not adding, as she would like to, The dead are dead and can do nothing for us! We’re on our lonesome own! but pecking out the letters with one hand while she plays tug-of-war with Annie. Hoping Annie will not pee in her excitement, though of course, she does—a nice long fingerlake of a puddle in which she promptly steps. Hattie sighs.

SEND.

Good riddance!

Three days later, though, another e-mail arrives, and then another, both about money. What is it about the Chinese and money? Joe used to ask.

And then this one, also concerning the graves:


Dear Aunt Hattie,

You remember Vivian, what kind of girl she is. Like an angel, we always say she have wings, if you had special glasses you can see them. And beautiful besides, that is why she got such a good job in the karaoke bar even though she does not know how to sing. But you know what those local officials are—what kind of people. One of them ask her if she will take a bath with him. Of course, she say no, but he try again. So finally one day she take a fruit knife out of her bag and stab him. Not too bad, just in the leg, and she even put the bandaid on for him. Nice and neat. But now she lost her job.



Hattie sighs and moves to her painting table. And yet another e-mail, the next day:


I write concerning my son. My son is very good at drive car. He practice every day, also read some books. And he buy a car with some friends, all of them go in together, that car is some special kind car, have so-called four-wheel drive. Everyone say that car can go all over, that car can go everywhere. But my son took that car to Tibet in the mountains and got stuck there. Is that not some bad luck? He drove down someplace, in some kind of valley, then cannot drive back up. Even he ask ten men to help him, they cannot push out. So now his friends very mad, want him to pay them back.



Hattie shakes her head and writes:


I’m so sorry to hear of your troubles, but do you really think moving the graves will help you?



Outside, the sun is out later than it was even a week ago and setting farther in the west. As she walks her dogs, Hattie sees how it catches many more trees than it did, turning them orange and sepia and rust; the apparent world is broader. And look—down in the swamp—pussy willows! Showing their soft hermaphroditic catkins. Hattie feels them—furry but cold. She’ll be back later in the day to pick some for a vase.

Riverlake’s north. Making winter the basic fact here—wool and hot drinks, a fire in the evening, and, of course, ice. Even with global warming, the lake stays frozen as a rock until April; it’s easy to see why people called it Brick Lake before it up and moved. But one day every year, there are cracks which one night fail to refreeze, turning instead into rivulets that turn into streams that turn into rivers, multiplying and crisscrossing until the whole white plain of the lake has come live. Giant shards of ice get thrown up onto the shore then—the sun patiently working its energy down into the surface of other things, too, until you start to feel a closeness in the air. A collecting. One afternoon you may even find your dashboard warm, especially if it’s black, like Hattie’s.

Hattie, though, is still keeping to her fleece—the state fabric—like most people; pretty much everyone’s got a vest on, at least. Only Carter Hatch would be traipsing around with no hat and no hair, in just jeans and a flannel shirt, top buttons undone as if to show off his pelican neck. The shirt hangs away from him—no paunch—men his age tending to come in two models as they do, padded and not, Hattie’s noticed, depending on their metabolisms.

Carter, dropping in like Judy Tell-All.

Hattie overfills her coffee mug and has to sponge up the mess.

Is he still running? She doesn’t know, but somehow wouldn’t be surprised to hear he’s still taking home trophies in the occasional senior trot. That seven-league gait, after all, and that drive—that Carter Hatch drive. What with her house up on a knoll, she’s watched people make their way up to her door all sorts of ways—some tackling the driveway with a little umph, some with a marked trudge. No one has ever taken it the way Carter is now, as if simply opposed to gravity. He’s carrying one of those dark green book bags from the days before backpacks—his father’s, if she had to guess—toting the rubberized thing so naturally that he looks not so much like Carter carrying his father’s sack as—eerily—Dr. Hatch carrying his own. Of course, in one way, it’s a surprise, looking back, that Carter didn’t go into marine biology or some such—one of those fields where you battle cold climes and come home with a distant look in your eye. But in another way, where would he have made his expeditions but to the lab? At least as an undergrad he looked different in the summer than in the winter—more like his god-given self, ruddy and hale. Later he just stayed his winter self year-round, too busy examining how people see to actually go out and see much himself; she never did behold him without wanting to offer him a cough drop.

Now, though, a thump on her front porch, and the start of a rap, but ha!—she’s opened the door before he’s knocked; and seeing as how she has yet to put up her front-door screen, there’s nothing but her in the doorway. Surprise.

“Miss Confucius.”

Dr. Hatch!

But no—it’s Carter, who, if she hadn’t surprised him with the door, or startled a bit herself, might well have relaxed enough to give her a kiss or a hug. Instead, he stands there with his book bag between his feet and his hands in his pockets, gazing at her as if he’s about to have his mug snapped for an I.D. card.

“It’s good to see you,” he says.

“Well, and I’ve had worse surprises.” She can still feel how she was about to step through the doorway and give him a hug back—that potential energy. But now she straightens up, too, the dogs gathering around Carter, who—can this be right?—appears to be wearing the very same hiking boots he used to wear back in the lab. That can’t be, she knows. But these do seem an exact replica of his old Swiss boots, with their zigzag red laces and first-class padded collar; they even have the same lovingly beat-up look.

“Go on,” she tells the dogs. “Out.”

Eliciting a funny look from Cato, especially—this isn’t their pattern. With a little more prodding, though, they do finally go sprinting down the hill and across the road to the sunny field, Reveille leading but Annie almost keeping up, and Old Cato, too; his hips must not be too bad today. As for whether Reveille will keep clear of that porcupine in the tree at the edge of the field, well, Hattie can only hope—Joe having been the expert quill-puller in the family. She never has gotten as plier-proficient.

“You’ve become a dog lover.”

“Fit company for the old dog I’ve become myself,” she says.

He laughs his old laugh, with a drop of his jaw—as if he just has to make a show of his hearty pink tongue and scattered gold crowns. “That’s my Hattie, ever sweet and obliging. You know what I remember most about Chinese?”

When he arches his brows, they make little familiar tents, too—pup tents she always thought them. An expression Carter himself taught her, although not for his eyebrows, of course, but for the real pup tents he and his brothers used to pitch in their backyard.

“Bú duì!—wrong! You loved to say that. You never said, ‘Try that one more time’ or ‘You need to purse your lips’ or ‘Try touching your tongue to your palate.’ You just said, Bú duì!”

“Well,” she says, collecting herself a little—Carter did always make you have to collect yourself. “I suppose no one else ever told you you were wrong, did they?”

“Bú duì.” His crow’s-feet are more pronounced than his frown lines, she’s happy to see; and his plaid shirt is missing its second button—so that’s why the two unbuttoned buttons. White thread ends sprout from the flannel like the hairs that could be sprouting from his ears but, she sees, are not. “Many people told me. You just wanted to tell me yourself. Though here’s what I’ve been meaning to ask you all these years—why you never said it to Reedie. He told me that to him you always said, Hğn bàng!”

“Well, you know.” She gestures vaguely. “Reedie.”

“Did you hear he got killed in a car accident last November?”

“Reedie?” She freezes.

“Driving drunk. Hit a beech tree. We tried to reach you, but no one knew where you were.”

“Oh my god.”

“I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you.”

And indeed, where was Judy Tell-All to warn her? Shouldn’t Judy Tell-All have warned her?

“No,” she says. “No.”

“I’m sorry,” he says again. “And here you were right in Riverlake. As we would no doubt have heard had Reedie’s ashes been buried here and not elsewhere.”

“No.”

“His wife said it was his unequivocal choice to be buried with her family.” He looks off. “Dear Sheila. I heard about Joe, by the way.” He stops. “The Turners told me.”

She waves a hand.

“I’m so sorry. Two years ago?”

She nods.

“So young.”

She nods again, or thinks she does. If there is any point in bringing up Lee, she can’t anyway.

“Joe was a good man.” Carter hesitates in his Carter-like way—not looking away, as other people do, but fixing on her again instead. “It was a shock, as I hardly need tell you.”

Reedie’s death, he must mean. Anyway, she cries and cries.

Really she should ask him in, but Carter has already settled himself, leaning back against the porch railing as if against his desk. His elbows are bent, and his shoulders raised up, one hand sitting to either side of his hips. Much the way that a dog or cat sits, according to a little neural sub-routine, he arranges himself the way he always has; he’s ready to talk. And even as her chest heaves, she finds that her arms and legs have answered his on their own, crossing themselves and leaning sideways against the door frame as if in his office doorway. It’s the force of habit—these patterns embedded, no doubt, in their very Purkinje cells. A disconcerting idea, in a way. And yet what a comfort it is right now—knowing the same dance, and knowing that they know it. It’s a comfort.

“I used to tell him it wasn’t worth trying to catch up to me,” he begins. “That there was nothing to catch up to. But he had that idea, and it made him feel pressured.”

She nods, numb.

“He didn’t care about Anderson. I guess Anderson was too far out of his league.”

“Anderson he worshipped.”

“Precisely. But me.” He laughs a short laugh, pressing his long fingers into the railing, which flakes a bit; it needs paint. “I guess he thought anyone should be able to catch up to me.”

“You really think it was your fault?”—her mouth talking without her.

“No.”

“You just wonder”—her shirt sleeve is rough—“if you contributed.”

“Yes.” Carter’s voice still falls like an ax, but there is something new in his gaze—something lanternlike and reflective. “There are few subjects about which one dares generalize these days, but if I may in this instance: The death of a brother does give one pause.” He exhales. “And wonder how one contributed, as you put it. He had his own lab at the end, you know. He was doing good work—AIDS research. NIH loved him.”

“So I guess he caught up to you, by the end.”

“I would have said passed me. But as you know, we see what we see.”

“World makers that we are, you mean.”

“Yes.” Carter hesitates, his eyes on her, then says again, “He always felt pressure”—a backtrack so uncharacteristic that, upset as she is, she can’t help but notice. People used to say his train of thought really was like a train—that he made his stops and moved on. She’s never known him to wander, as others do, after what he used to call the wraith of an idea. Not that it much matters if he does now—since when are the people we admire most like trains anyway?—except that Hattie remembers what people said about his father—he’s slipping—and how that haunted Carter. Dr. Hatch is slipping. Is that why he retired? It is hard to believe that he’d be slipping in any noticeable way at sixty-seven. And yet maybe that was the idea, to get out before anyone noticed—before anyone could say that about him.

“I brought a towel,” he announces suddenly. “And a wet suit.” He toes his bag, leaving a dimple in it. “A concession to middle age.”

“Are you thinking about a swim?” When there could still be ice floes in the water? Now this does make her wonder about his mental competence. He can’t be serious.

But he is. “With company, I hope. Do you own a wet suit?”

“Maybe you’d like to come in first?”

A belated invitation, half hospitality, half avoidance: Whether or not Carter is still his old self, she is no longer the Hattie who would dive into any kind of water. Time’s made a sensible creature out of her.

Carter gives a Carter Hatch shake of his head, though—with a back and forth so subtle, it could almost be a tic. How used to being read he is—to people divining his thoughts. (The Gnome, people called him in the lab; and later, she heard, the G-nome, though it was Anderson who was working on the genome, not he.)

“I heard you’ve retired from the saving of our nation’s youth,” he says suddenly.

Just teasing, she knows, and yet she bristles. “The youth do need our help, Professor.”

He smiles. “You’ve grown testy in your old age, Hattie.”

Testy.

“And what about you? What have you grown?” She’s trying to tease—trying not to be testy.

“Stupid—I’ve grown stupid.” Another smile. “Sweet and slow, as they say.”

“Oh, Carter,” she says. “You’ll never be sweet.”

Inviting return fire, she thinks. But he just sinks into himself a moment—his irises as blue as ever, though she can’t help but look for the arcus senilis around his corneas, and finds it: that faintly milky edging that midlife will bring, like a sea of memory rimming one’s worldview.

“And if I do not own a wet suit?” she goes on, more gently.

“But everyone knows that you do.”

“So why did you ask?”

“Bashful, I guess.”

To which she smiles in spite of herself—charmed and glad to have been charmed. Glad that he’s managed to charm her. “And what if I had a cold? You are impossible.”

“Unlike you, Miss Agreeability?”

“Yes.”

“Bú duì,” he says. “Bú duì, bú duì, bú duì.” He winks. “How’s my pronunciation?”

She laughs.

Her wet suit is packed away who knows where. For while she does start swimming early in the year, she doesn’t start this early; whatever the neural circuits for sanity, hers are still firing. Bureaus. Baskets. Reedie. Reedie. It’s worse than looking for her keys, which she brilliantly keeps on a designated hook, painted red. Reedie. Joe. Lee. Is it not too much, all this death? Reedie. But, ah—there. She changes self-consciously—feeling more naked than she has in many years—trying not to notice the clamminess of her crotch. Middle age! When one is not surprised by one’s age, one is surprised by one’s youth. This sudden alacrity of her body, for example, as unexpected as it is undignified. She’d have sworn herself past this, but there go her nipples, bobbing up from the soft of her breasts like corks. My life’s companion Lee used to call her body, back when it was failing her; now Hattie squinches her own life’s companion into the thick neoprene skin. She feels like an armored sausage as she hunts for the neoprene cap that goes with the suit. Neoprene aficionado that she’s become, she even has insulated booties.

The complete walrus look, Lee would say.

“Sorry to be slow.” Hattie finally reemerges.

But look: No Carter. No book bag.

Is it not just as well? She traipses over to the side yard and squints out past the Chhungs’, toward the lake—sensing, through the dry chafe of the neoprene, the even pat of the sun. The life-giving sun, with which she began her fall, back when she taught. Her house has what’s called a distant water view, and it is distant indeed—too far to make out a swimmer even if she had on her distance glasses, which she does not. She does not think of going in for them, though, or for her binoculars, either—having her pride, after all. Or, all right, call it an emergent characteristic. Still.

Hattie a tad less batty. She admires some willow trees across the way—their yellow-green flaring against the gray-brown of the other trees. And look at how the birches have woken up, too! Their white trunks spawning a bright mauve haze of new twigs and buds. How empty the house when she goes back in, though, without the dogs—how strangely big, as if it would echo if she were to say anything. Of course, it wouldn’t, really; it’s a small house. And what would she say anyway? Behold my insulation—? How much more likely that she’d start hearing other people’s voices—Joe’s, for example: You always were well insulated, Hat. Probably you had to be.

She works off her cap, then goes back out and calls the dogs.

Come back!

She unzips her suit.

Chhung is putting in a garden. It’s back behind the trailer, so you can barely see it from the road, and from the house, Hattie can only make out the north end of the work. But there he is, sure enough, digging away with his son. On weekends in the beginning, but more recently on weekdays, too—a surprise. Shouldn’t the boy be in school? And what a big garden they must be putting in—big enough to feed the family and more, if it works. She can’t help but wonder if it will, though, given the light level down there; it’s pretty dark. If they were anyone else, discouragement would be coming in by the cubic yard. But instead there they are, on their own. People hesitating a little to step forward, maybe—or so Hattie guesses, extrapolating from her own hesitation. Not that she’s not sympathetic. She’s sympathetic, of course. But she knows, too, from her teaching days how the troubles this family has seen are unlikely to have ended in America. Why would they have moved to Riverlake if they were thriving? And who knows, maybe the Chhungs know something the locals don’t, anyway. What can be grown in a spot like that. Maybe they know.

Possessed as they may be of some ancient Cambodian wisdom?

The shovel is so much more substantial than Chhung, it looks to be wielding him. The boy is more equal to his spade. Not that he’s so tall—Hattie puts him at maybe five foot six or seven. Still, taller and stockier than Chhung—and stronger, too—he digs easily. With a signature style, even, a certain exaggeration, as if he’s not only working, but making a show of his work. Imagining, as workers will—Imagine! Joe would say—that he might not appear to be working hard enough. His whole body lifts; his elbow knifes high; his shovel bites hard. Chhung is wearing assorted sports clothes, including green nylon pants and a rust-and-white training jacket, as well as a straw hat with netting draped over it. The boy is wearing city clothes—no straw hat with netting for him. Instead, he wears a backward baseball cap over his ponytail, and to go with it a fat gold chain and earrings. A blue basketball jersey with some shine to it, and jeans so baggy they threaten to fall down. It’s a city fashion Hattie never could understand. How do you walk with your crotch at your knees? But never mind. He’s a handsome boy, with a chisel to his face and a slash to his brow—a boy who would break hearts, if there were any around to break. For now, he devastates the no-see-ums.

He and Chhung don’t stop work often, but when they do, the boy generally jabs his shovel into the dirt the way Chhung does, so that it stands straight up. Every now and then, though, when his father’s not looking, he stands it up on its point, steadies it with his palm, then lifts his hand free quick enough that the thing just thuds. Then he looks off. Relaxing the ciliary muscles of his eyes, Hattie guesses, not to say his back—and who could blame him? This is not an easy job, what with the soil so wet, and clay besides. Even uphill from the Chhungs’, Hattie’s had to lighten her soil, dig in some compost; roots rot on her all the time. Probably she’ll put sand in under her garden one day, the way Greta did, for drainage. But how about Chhung? Who’s going to tell Chhung how he should really try sand? Someone, she thinks, should tell Chhung.

The girl brings the baby over, and at first it just clings and clings. When she sits it down in a pile of dirt, though, it begins to play and pretty soon wants to investigate the hole. Chhung yells and swats at himself; the girl tries to distract her charge, which is dressed in a frilly blue blouse and some overlong red pants, one leg of which stays rolled up fine. The other, though, seems bent on showing off its fine bunchy length. Hecq! the girl cries, swatting at the flies. Hecq! Hecq! Hecq! Clapping her hands, so the baby’ll switch direction, which works. Everyone watches, relieved, as the child crawls on one knee and one foot, bottom high in the air, away from the pit.

Then it veers back toward it again.

Chhung throws a shovelful of dirt at the girl’s toes, making her back away. He jabs at the ground, comes up with another shovelful, and for a moment seems about to heave that load at the baby. But instead, he stops and looks up at the sky, which is a wash of whitish blue—streaky, as if someone’s just squeegeed it, and about as inspiring as a whiteboard, when you come right down to it. Still, Chhung sets his shovel aside, crosses a hump of dirt, and picks the baby up. The baby’s crying and arching its back with frustration, but Chhung swings it like a pendulum, its pant legs a-dangle, as he calls up to the trailer. The woman hurries out with a bottle. She’s a slip of a thing, in black pants and a white blouse; the blouse has puff sleeves. Her hair is shoulder-length and wavy, her skin darker and smoother than her husband’s, and her face a little rounder, with hooped cheekbones like the fairy wings of a child’s Halloween costume. A lovely woman, and yet not nearly as lovely in her features as in her movements—in that simple way she makes her way down onto the milk crate, for example, and then down again, watching where she steps. Careful even in her hurry. The earth is packed down at the bottom of the step now; it’s not the mud pool it was when Hattie first went calling. Still, the woman picks her way across it as if across the mud she is aware is not there. Quickly—not wanting to appear to be dawdling, it seems—and yet somehow with the grace—the steady but light concentration—of a dancer.

She reaches the pit as the girl swoopingly reclaims the baby from Chhung, standing it up on its feet. The baby stops crying and, its fists gripping the girl’s fingers, starts to step. One foot, then the other. Then the first foot again. Concentrating. Feet planted wide, and each step a stamp, as if there were a bug it wanted to shmush. Its hips loop around, hula hoop–style. Still, it goes on, determined; it doesn’t seem to mind even the pant legs, though when they get caught underfoot, the waistband pulls and the girl has to stop to roll the things up—a bit of a project, now that they are caked with mud. Still, she rolls, only to have them fall back down; they drag like the ankle cuffs of a chain gang. More steps. Chhung says something. The woman nods reassuringly; the girl answers reassuringly. The boy swats. The girl walks the baby away from the pit, swiveling her body as if in imitation of it. Planting her feet so wide, she looks to be wearing a diaper, too. She holds her head down.

And with that, peace returns. Chhung and the boy work; the woman slips away. Hattie resumes painting—wetting her brush, contemplating her composition. What now? A moment of puzzlement, and then a How about this? It’s no substitute for Joe and Lee, but it’s something. Her hand begins to move; Annie launches a fierce and protracted attack on poor Reveille’s tail as Cato takes a nap. He lies on his side with his legs stuck out straight—his arthritis. She’ll get him a warm compress in a minute.

By day three, the hole—a trench, really—is a lot bigger. A car and a half long, maybe, and deep enough to bury a vehicle up to its windows. The dirt piles along its edge are so high that Chhung and the boy can’t throw the dirt clear of them anymore; they’re piling it onto a piece of cardboard instead, and sliding that up an incline. It’s an excruciating procedure to watch—like farm life before not only the invention of the wheel, thinks Hattie, but the deployment of the ox.

She finishes her current composition with disappointment. Three flat boards with thorns sticking out, her father would have said—a graceless thing. Ah, well. She feeds the dogs, bags up some old Nature magazines for recycling, then ventures downhill with a wheelbarrow. The wheelbarrow’s rusted out in one corner, an ancient thing left behind by Joe’s uncle when he moved north some years ago—back when Joe was wondering if it was enough to have moved, first out of the city, and then out of the suburbs; back when he was wondering if they shouldn’t move north like his uncle, too. Which Hattie did, of course, in the end: Here she is. But it was one of the differences between them that Joe was always looking to retreat from the world, whereas Hattie was looking for something else. To regroup, Lee said once. To reconcile your contraries and, one day, to fructify.

Fructify?

Well, whatever, as the students used to say. And who knows why Hattie brought the barrow with her when she moved. A little retentive, are we? Lee would have laughed—Lee who held on to nothing. You know, I have no last will and testament, she said, bald and weak, toward the end. But I bequeath to you my comments; may you remember them always. She opened her stick arms like a pontiff blessing a crowd; her I.V. line hung down.

Lee.

Anyway, for what it’s worth, Hattie’s always liked wheelbarrows. Their unassuming usefulness, and the feel of them, too. She’s always liked the spread of their handles spreading her arms—opening her heart, Adelaide, the new yoga teacher, would probably say. As if in stretching one’s pectorals one stretched one’s spirit, too. This wheelbarrow squeaks and rattles the whole way down Hattie’s driveway, though. Something’s loose; the tire’s flat; the handgrips have split. It’s work to push the thing even downhill. She wouldn’t give it to anyone else. So why give it to the Chhungs, then? Is it not insulting? She does not feel spiritually stretched by the idea, quite the contrary. She feels spiritually contracted, and by the time she reaches their drive, is half thinking to head back home.

The Chhung men, though, have already come around the side of the trailer to greet her. They stand side by side—the boy half a head taller than Chhung—resting their shovels in just the same way, as if per some regulation. Then Chhung says something, and the boy goes back to work. He doesn’t slow down until Hattie actually approaches, and then it’s the gauged pause of the underling: Chhung may be taking this chance for a break, but his son is aware that his interest is not called for, and certainly no excuse to slack off. Chhung, on the other hand, unties his net and flips it back over his hat. He casually lights up; the cigarette tip flares, the bright ring travels. A large crow flaps through, cawing way up high above them, where there’s sun; Hattie can see the light on its wings when it banks, but it doesn’t cast a shadow because they’re already in shadow.

“Hello,” she ventures. It’s colder and damper down here than at her place; enormous white toadstools gleam in the dark woods. She shivers. “Excuse me. Sorry to bother you. But can I give you this?”

The boy watches, his fingers and clothes streaked with dirt. He sports dirt-edged Band-Aids on his hands, like Chhung.

“Thought maybe you could use it,” she says.

“Tank you,” says Chhung.

“I hope it will be a help.” The flies are worse down here, too, with no wind. Hattie waves her hand in front of her face, but even so a no-see-um flies smack into her mouth. Of course, if she chose to reconceive the thing, she could probably find it not unlike a sesame seed. Instead, she spits it out.

Chhung takes a drag on his cigarette and, in a kind of answering gesture, blows smoke out his nose. Two wispy streams float up, obscuring his face. “Tank you,” he says again.

“You’re welcome.” Hattie has a look at the work-in-progress. The layers of dirt are clear as the layers of a cake—an icing of topsoil atop a gravelly mix, then clay and clay and clay such as Hattie knows well. If you pick that clay up, you can squeeze it into a ball; and if you let go of the ball, you will behold a beautiful impression such as could make a real fossil find in a few million years. For now, though, the clay is mostly a premium seal-all. The bottom of the pit is about as dry as the floor of a car wash.

“That soil is heavy,” Hattie starts to say. Before she can broach the subject of sand, though, Chhung has signaled to a window of the trailer. The girl peeks out from behind a lilac curtain; Chhung barks something, giving a swipe of a finger. The girl’s head disappears then, only to materialize, complete with body, from around the corner; her mother and the baby accompany her. They present Hattie with a cardboard box of raisins, as well as a clear plastic box of something that looks like orange peels packed in sugar. The red Khmer script on the cover is all loops and squiggles, with an English translation below, in green: SWEET CHILI MANGO STRIPS.

“Thank you.” Where the plastic box is sealed up with tape, Hattie pockets it and opens the raisins instead; she offers the girl and woman some. Naturally, they will not accept any until she’s had one herself. But then they each take a couple, shyly. The girl rolls several between her fingers, as if making spitballs; the baby leaves off its bottle, leans out of the woman’s arms, and opens up its molarless mouth. Aren’t they concerned about choking? Apparently not. The baby kicks; the girl softens a few more raisins; the baby placidly picks the raisins out from the girl’s outstretched hand. Not cramming them all in or hoarding them, as Josh would have, in those soft chipmunk cheeks of his. Just calmly picking them out, one by one, as if demonstrating the use of an opposable thumb; and what fine focus we Homo sapiens have! Courtesy of the foveal cells of our maculas.

Hattie watches, amazed.

“A-muhmuhmuh,” says the baby. The baby’s drool is brown with raisin juice.

The woman is shy and still; her spirit abides within, Hattie’s mother would say. A tiny woman—even Hattie dwarfs her. They exchange smiles as, between raisins, the baby goes back to drinking something that looks a lot like cola: some dark brown liquid, anyway, with lines of bubbles running up the length of the bottle. The girl is plain beautiful. She has her mother’s smooth skin and hoop cheekbones, and her mother’s high, wide forehead, too—a windshield of a forehead—but with lovely lifting brows of her own, and a decided lilt to her full mouth. She looks as though she were not born, originally, but somehow blown, still soft, down into the world through a tube. And then what life was blown into her! Her brows lift and fall, her nose wrinkles and smooths, her lips purse and pop wide. And behind those gestures something more flickers—wariness, interest, boredom, confusion—a liveliness of response Hattie remembers from her teaching days. How she’s missed this, she realizes—how she’s missed young people in general. So many little gunning planes, as Joe used to say, on such highly interesting runways.

“You’re welcome!” the girl says now, even as she shrugs her shoulders and ducks her head—embarrassed to have been effusive. Hattie introduces herself. And, suddenly forthright, the girl introduces herself in return: So-PEE her name is. People call her Sophie all the time, because her name is spelled S-o-p-h-y, but actually her name is So-PEE, meaning “hard worker”—not exactly what she would have picked herself, but anyway. The woman is Mum.

“Which really is her whole name.” The baby takes another raisin from Sophy’s hand. “She’s from the country, where they have names like that. Not like a real name. It just means like grown-up or something. Mature. Like, nothing.”

Chhung retires to the trailer, swinging his arms; he has the air of an overseer headed to his desk. Sophy accepts some more raisins.

“I think I get what you’re saying,” Hattie says. “It’s like ‘Ma’am.’ ”

Sophy considers. “Yeah, like ‘Ma’am.’ It’s a little like ‘Ma’am.’ Not exactly, but sort of. It’s hard to explain.”

“I think I get it,” Hattie says again. She turns to Mum. “And where in Cambodia are you from?”

Mum tightens her arms around the baby and shakes her head.

“She doesn’t speak English,” Sophy explains. “And she doesn’t read or write Khmer, either.”

Kh-mai, she says, Hattie notices. Not Kh-mer, but Kh-mai.

“She’s, what’s that word?”

“Illiterate?”

“Illiterate. Yeah, that’s it. She’s illiterate. But she works hard, she knows you’ve got to work hard in America because, like, nothing grows on trees.”

Mum says something then, holding the baby with one hand, and smoothing her shirt with the other. The shirt’s close-fitting in a way you don’t see much around here—a matter of tucks and darts. It doesn’t move, the way Sophy’s T-shirt does; it’s formal. Both shirts, though, show their wearer’s long waist and modest bust to advantage. Sophy tugs on hers with one hand behind each hip, as if adjusting a bustle.

“She says do you know anyone looking for a house cleaner, because, like, she can clean. And she does factory work, too. Like, if anyone around here is making electronics or medical equipment. Anything like that.” Though Sophy shoos at the air with her raisinless hand, Mum, mysteriously, does not have to swat; the flies, for some reason, leave her alone. “She can do anything, she’s really good, you should see.”

“No medical equipment,” answers Hattie. “But a lot of people do bake things.”

Sophy translates. Looking in the air, thinking, speaking, looking in the air again. She gestures, swatting some more. Mum nods.

Hattie nods back.

And everyone smiles in the gray air—happy. In some basic, reasonless way, happy. A speckled pool of light—who knows where it’s from, it must have bounced off something, somewhere—flickers at their feet, dancing and live.

The baby’s name, it seems, is Gift.

“Because my mom thought he was, like, a gift,” says Sophy.

He? The baby is wearing another frilly shirt today, with green-and-pink pants. Dangling its—or rather, his—legs on either side of Mum’s hip, he is having a two-handed swig from the bottle, which really does look full of soda.

“Mehmehmehmme,” he says.

“Gift. What a lovely name,” says Hattie. “Is he a boy?”

“Yes,” says Sophy. “He’s my brother.”

“I see.” Hattie does not ask why he’s wearing girls’ clothes.

Still, Sophy volunteers, “We dress him like that because somebody gave us that clothes.” She shrugs. “And we don’t care.”

“Ah,” says Hattie. “And here I don’t care, either.”

Sophy tilts her head, thinking about that. Mum murmurs.

“She says Cambodians can make—what?” says Sophy.

“Do-na,” says Mum herself then, suddenly. Softly, but bravely. And again—a bit more slowly: “Do. Na.” She holds her mouth open after the second syllable, like a singer drawing out her vowels. Lovely as she is, her bottom teeth do zigzag.

“Oh, right, doughnuts.” Sophy’s teeth are better than her mother’s.

“Ah.” Hattie smiles at Mum. “Very good.”

“She’s never made them herself, but Cambodians make, like, all the doughnuts in California. So it’s definitely something Cambodians can do,” says Sophy.

“Is that so,” says Hattie.

Mum adds something quietly, from behind Gift, in Khmer, then lifts her chin in Hattie’s direction.

“They also can make—what?” says Sophy.

“Ba-geh,” says Mum.

“This French thing,” says Sophy.

“Baguettes?” says Hattie.

An inspired guess. Mum nods and smiles, but with her lips pressed together, so that her smile is more a matter of her eyes than her mouth—a radiance.

“Yeah. If anyone around here likes that,” says Sophy.

“I’ll ask around.”

Beside them, the pit yawns, dark and rough, all roots and rock.

“She’s a great worker,” Sophy says again. “Like she’s fast, but she pays attention, too, you know? She doesn’t make mistakes.”

“She’s accurate?” says Hattie.

“Yeah, accurate.” Sophy nods, tilting her head. “She’s, like, accurate. Where she used to work they always gave the most complicated stuff to her. They weren’t ever things she’d want herself, if anyone gave her one of whatever it was she’d just give it to the monks at the temple. But she made them because she was supposed to—like it was her fate. She’s Buddhist.”

Hattie looks at Mum—keeping her in the conversation. Not that paranoia is the human condition, as Lee used to maintain. But Mum might just understand more English than she speaks.

“Is she observant?”

“What does that mean?”

“ ‘Observant’? It means, does she observe Buddhist rituals? Go to temple? Is she practicing?”

“Oh, I get it.” Sophy nods. “Yeah, back in our old town, she went every week. Because she had to, like, bring the monks food so they could eat, to begin with. Like they’d leave this bowl out on the steps for people to put rice in, and my mom would always do that. Bring them stuff.” Her eyes go to Gift, who’s lost interest in the raisins; she pops what’s left of them into her mouth, licks her open palm, and wipes it on her jeans. “And there were, like, all these festivals. Like to remember the dead, even if no one can really do it right because they don’t have people’s ashes.” She licks her palm a second time—still sticky, apparently—and wipes it again. “But anyway, there’s no temple around here. I mean, that’s not full of hippies. And there aren’t any meditation groups, either. So I guess she’s not so observant anymore.”

“Very good.”

“Even if all she thinks about is kam, day and night, still. Is that what you mean?”

“Kam?”

“It means ‘karma.’ ”

“Ah. Kam,” Hattie repeats—the student, instead of the teacher.

“She won’t kill anything, even a fly,” Sophy goes on. “Because she’s trying to get out of this life.”

“She believes life is suffering?”

“Yeah. But, like, it’s all fake, too, it’s hard to explain.”

Gift throws his empty bottle to the ground and, when Sophy retrieves it, throws it to the ground again. This time Hattie returns it.

“I see you,” she tells him, smiling. “I see you.”

He coos adorably, then pitches the thing so hard he all but nails a chipmunk.

“What do you mean, it’s all fake?” This time when Hattie rescues the projectile, she hides it behind her back. Gift squirms and cranes.

“Like we’re all just fooled,” says Sophy. “Like we think the world is real when it isn’t.”

“Like it’s the veil of Maya?”

“Sort of.” Sophy cocks her head. “How did you know that?”

Hattie shrugs—producing the bottle, to Gift’s delight, before hiding it behind her back again. “I grew up in China, where a lot of people were Buddhist. Buddhist, Taoist, Confucian, Christian. And all of them at the same time, sometimes.”

Sophy laughs.

Gift kicks with his chubby hand outstretched—clearer than his mother, maybe, about object permanence.

“Are you Buddhist, too?” Hattie goes on.

Sophy starts to answer but doesn’t; Hattie looks up to see the ruffled curtain drawn aside.

Chhung, watching from the trailer.

The curtain shuts again.

Hattie returns the bottle to Gift once more but, rather than let him restart his game, Mum says something to Sophy, smiles at Hattie, and heads inside; never mind that Gift is reaching and kicking in protest, his pant legs dancing like puppets. Hattie is still waving when Sophy’s blond brother saunters up.

“This is Sarun,” says Sophy, rolling the r.

“How do you do, Sarun.” Hattie rolls the r, too. “My name is Hattie. It’s nice to meet you.”

“ ’S dope,” he says.

“Cut it, Bong!” says Sophy immediately. Her eyebrows lift, her nostrils flare. “No talking ghetto!”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, too,” says Sarun then, with mock manners. He has a deep, round scar on his cheek, as if someone poked him with an ice pick; his earrings are little pirate hoops.

“What does Bong mean?” asks Hattie.

“Just, like, I don’t know. Older brother or sister,” says Sophy. “Or cousin. Anything like that.”

Sarun tries out the wheelbarrow.

“ ’S ite,” he says.

“Bong!” says Sophy.

“What does that mean, ‘ite’?” says Hattie.

“It means ‘all right,’ ” says Sarun. “All right, ’ite, get it?” He takes the wheelbarrow for a little test drive, trotting along behind it. Up one side of the pit, around the end, back. The wheel shrieks and squeals but no one seems to mind.

“He just has to, like, talk ghetto for some reason,” says Sophy as his orbit swings their way.

“For your express benefit.” Sarun skids to a dramatic halt.

Hattie starts to explain why it might be to his benefit, too, to speak standard English but stops herself. She is not, after all, responsible for this young person. She’s retired. She smiles instead. “Talk however you want.”

“With regard to this wheelbarrow,” says Sarun, “I’d just like to say, it is just what I always wanted.”

“Don’t talk California, either!” Sophy tells him.

“How is that California?” asks Hattie.

“It’s, like, Hollywood. The way rich people talk,” says Sophy.

“Ah.” Hattie nods. “Anyway, Merry Christmas,” she says.

Sarun grins and doffs his baseball cap to her, his jewelry gleaming pale in the low light.

“Thanks,” says Sophy, her cheeks flushed. She waves both her hands, holding their open palms out in front of her like airplane propellers. “Thanks for coming. Thanks for the wheelbarrow! And last time for the cookies, and the drawer! Everything!”

Hattie hesitates, but only a little. “You’re welcome,” she says, and waves a good-bye to them all, including Chhung, who reemerges just as she leaves. He nods, stubs out a cigarette, swats a few flies. Then he pulls the net down over his face and tries out the wheelbarrow himself, pushing coolly and with dignity.

Ginny’s breakup is common knowledge, but as she doesn’t seem to want to talk about it and as the walking group would rather sigh over Hattie anyway, they do, huddling at the Come ’n’ Eat after their walk.

“Was he the love of your youth?” Beth runs a rock quarry, but she’s the dreamiest of the group when it comes to romance. She ruffles her short hair as if trying to put a bend in it, then jabs a toothpick in her mouth.

“Yes and no,” says Hattie.

Bringing gasps from some, and from even the avowedly post-romantic, looks of interest. The love of her youth, sort of, returned in her late middle age to find her!

“I don’t know that he’s here to find me,” says Hattie. “And I did marry another man.” As everyone knows but red-haired Candy, the newest member of the group.

“And what happened to him?” she asks.

“Lung cancer,” says Hattie. “Never smoked, but he got lung cancer.”

It’s hardly news at this point, and goodness knows they’ve all had their share of illnesses and accidents and shock; they’re veterans of life. Still, it quiets things down. Other patrons push their chairs back; the front door opens and shuts, then opens but doesn’t shut as Hattie steels herself to explain about radon, and about how the cancer had already spread by the time they found it—to his liver and brain before anyone knew a thing. His illness having been found late, and having only involved a chapter or two, Lee used to say, Not like my Tale of Two Titties; it was just lucky I didn’t have three. That being the sort of joke only Lee would make—the sort even she stopped being able to make, some days; days when it was everything she could do to get herself out of bed and make herself walk. Walking, walking the drugs out of her system—walking, walking, in her pink punk wig. Candy does not ask about any of that, though. Instead, all she wants to know is, “Did you love him?” She asks simply and sweetly, unblinkingly, her pale face washed out by her own bright hair.

“I did,” says Hattie.

For she did love Joe, brusque as he could be—her fellow teacher, who taught World History and ran the bike club at school. Once, when a student was attacked by a pit bull, he jumped right off his bike onto the dog’s back—that being the kind of thing he did. What he lived for, even. Those moments, he used to say, when you know what you’re made of. She did not believe she would ever know what she was made of. Sometimes, though, she did think she knew something, anyway, by the way she reached for him in her sleep—knows something, still. For even now she reaches, even now she dreams that she can feel him breathing—that they are breathing in synch, waking in synch, as they used to. One of the more nonsensical shocks of his death being that he ceased to have a rhythm, or a sense of hers. Of course, even autonomic responses require brain function. A working medulla oblongata; efferent nerves. She knew that. Still, theirs had been so unwilled, she had not quite registered, somehow, that they depended on life.

“Kids?” asks Candy.

“One,” says Hattie. “His name is Josh.”

“Grandchildren?”

“Not yet.” Hattie picks the peas out of her Tuna Wiggle; she’s partial to peas. The front door opens and sticks again; the new cook slams his pots on the stove as if he’s used to a lower range and just can’t get used to this one.

“So Carter disappeared?” Ginny’s lips match her nails, match her shirt, but she has bags under her eyes, and her artichoke hair has a helmety look.

“I took too long looking for my wet suit.”

“Don’t you think he’ll be back?” asks Greta.

“You don’t know Carter.”

“Here today, gone tomorrow.” Beth removes her toothpick from her mouth, that she might jab at the air with it. “I know the type.”

“He does dispense with a lot.”

“And you hadn’t seen him for how many years?” asks Candy.

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe twenty-five? Thirty?” Hattie contemplates her thick plate. “Or no—I went to his father’s burial ten years ago, but didn’t talk to him. Does that count?”

She keeps forgetting about having gone to the burial, somehow—the interment of Dr. Hatch’s ashes, really—though it was right here in Riverlake. And how surprised and pleased the Hatches were to see her—how could she forget that? Floored, they kept saying, a word they hadn’t used to use much, but seemed to have taken up the way they’d once taken her up. They were floored—all of them. Floored.

Did she live with his family?

“When I first came to the States, yes.”

And that was—?

“Oh, I don’t know—some fifty years ago. I was kind of a permanent exchange student. Their live-in Chinese tutor and basket case.” Hattie starts in on her noodles, which are, in truth, a bit gooey. “They were friends of some relatives on my mother’s side. I don’t think they realized they were going to end up stuck with me. But they took it in stride—put me up, made sure I got to college. And of course, they’re a lot of how I ended up here in Riverlake—that summer house they had.”

The Adirondack lodge—people nod. The one that was falling down and couldn’t be saved. The one the Hatches couldn’t bear to replace.

“Which I remembered when I was looking for somewhere I could live on my pension,” she goes on. Something she doesn’t have to explain; for who doesn’t live with her means firmly in mind, after all?

“Were they Christian?” Ginny, perking up, asks as if the question just occurred to her, or as if it weren’t hers, exactly—just something that popped into her head.

Greta, though, sets her spoon right down. Good Episcopalian that she is, gay bishops are fine with her but fundamentalists are something else. “What does that have to do with anything?” she demands.

Politely enough, really. Still, Candy, their evangelical, stiffens. Never mind that she disagrees with Ginny more often than she agrees; her mouth and chin stitch up.

“They were agnostic,” says Hattie—precipitating vague, scattered nods.

“Did you say twenty-five years?” asks Beth. “Or twenty?”

“It may be more like thirty-five, now that I’m thinking about it,” Hattie says. “Except for the burial.”

“Isn’t that something.” Ginny straightens her cutlery.

They watch their favorite waitress put a knee on the lunch counter to redo the specials board. Flora is young and slight—a rock climber, dressed all in blue today, as her other job is in day care; probably she’s off to be a whale in the afternoon, or the sky.

“Though it does sometimes happen, doesn’t it?” says Beth. “That people reconnect with their sweethearts from high school or whatever? Years and years later. I read that in a magazine someplace.”

“Did they say how often the guy needs taking care of?” asks Greta.

And people do laugh at that—no kidding.

“The healthy ones go for youth,” Greta goes on. “Someone to—”

“Stoke the old poker,” says Beth.

More laughs.

(Men, men, men, Lee used to say. Always guarding their turgidity.)

“What I want to know is why some of us can’t be happy and single?” says Candy. People look at her in surprise. “I mean, if that is the Lord’s plan? Why can’t we just accept it?”

“Or how about if it’s our own plan?” says Greta, warmly. “Might not some of us remain happily single even if it’s our own plan?”

Scattered nods to that.

“Anyway, Hattie’s not reconnecting. She married another man.” Grace’s wild gray hair is even wilder since she got a job in a greenhouse; the humidity brings up the frizz. “And didn’t he marry someone else, too?”

Hattie nods. “Her name was Meredith.” Dear Meredith.

“Kids?” asks Greta, helpfully.

“Two.”

More pot banging.

“One of each?” asks Candy.

One of the meaner tricks of time being the turning of the sweet into the inane, Lee used to say. Anyway, Carter’s two girls seem the proof some need that whatever Carter and Hattie were, it wasn’t serious. The logic of this is not clear to Hattie, any more than why she would want to know where he is living and what he is doing.

But, well, the helpful will help.

“The Turners’ cottage,” puts in Candy. “You know how Dina hurt her knee? Right after they winterized? Well, they’re renting it to him for the year. I guess he’s writing a book.”

“Thinks all day, writes things down, looks miserable,” confirms Beth.

“Knows it wastes trees, but can’t help himself,” says Greta.

Hattie smiles. “I hope he at least recycles?”

Greta ought to smile back. Instead, she runs her braid through her hand as though reviewing a length of memory. “I’m trying to think,” she begins.

Oh, where is Lee?

Though Greta, bless her, has at least registered that the kids in that Cambodian family aren’t in school, as she brings up a few minutes later; and when others nominate Hattie to go talk to them, Greta tactfully points out that it shouldn’t be because Hattie is, like the family, a black-hair.

“Of course not,” says Beth. “Her hair is white.”

“And used to be brown anyway,” says Grace. “Right?”

“You do not have to do this.” Greta brandishes the end of her braid for emphasis. “As you do realize?”

Hattie contemplates a trapezoid of light on the table—picturing in it, like a holograph, Chhung. Those cheeks. Those eyes. Why would they have moved to Riverlake if they were thriving? Probably the Chhungs are trouble. On the other hand, didn’t the Hatches take her in, once upon a time?

“I do live next door,” she says.

“And can that really be a total coincidence?” says Ginny. “I mean, doesn’t it just shout, Plan?”

“Do you mean as in God’s plan?” asks Greta.

The ceiling fan whirrs. The register drawer closes, then pops back open the way it always does, and has to be pushed back in.

“Those kids should be thinking of the future,” says Beth, finally. “That is just a fact.”

“The future is important,” agrees Candy. “It’s what we all look forward to.”

It is Grace, their ex-nun, who looks at Hattie and winks.

Outside of the school issue, things are looking up next door. Chhung and Sarun are making good use of the wheelbarrow; Grace and Greta are dropping off food. And Candy and Beth would be driving the family places, except that the family is already getting rides from a blue car with a WHAT WOULD JESUS DO? bumper sticker. It’s not clear to Hattie where the car takes them besides to the grocery store. To a community center? A clinic? A church? Anyway, she is happy to think there’s a shepherd around somewhere, looking in on these sheep—ruminating on these ruminants, as Lee would say. It’s reassuring.

Of course, the kids are kids. Hattie sees Sarun out back behind Town Hall sometimes, shooting hoops at the netless basket there. People say his real sport is volleyball but that the kids around here aren’t into it; he’s retooling. Sophy has herself a guitar. She sits out on the milk crate, the big curves dwarfing her narrow lap; her strumming elbow is high as her ear. Every now and then she stops to rub her fingertips. But then she peers over the instrument, back down at her book, which lies flat on a towel on the ground. Never mind the still-chilly air; she holds the pages open with a bare foot. Checking her hand position, peering down at the book again, strumming a few measures. Turning the page with her dextrous toes.

A diligent girl, who ought to be in school.

Hattie sighs. Her painting is finally starting to show signs of one day having what her father would have called yùn—refinement. The white space is more charged—more part and parcel of the composition, less blank. And the stalks seem to have more to do with one another, as if they’re acquainted from another picture—involved. She’s learning. But will that relationship and charge be there the next time she sits down? It’s hard for Hattie to stand up in the middle of this whatever-it-is—this new neuronal growth, probably.

On the other hand: a diligent girl, who ought to be in school.

Hattie packs away her brushes. She puts on her walking shoes, bags up some cookies; she tells the dogs to stay. The wind is blowing downhill. Hattie walks as if submitting her will to a Greater Force, not that she believes in a greater force, exactly—certainly not one who talks to folks personal the way Ginny’s does. Might there be a superior reasoning power revealed in the incomprehensible universe, as Joe believed, like Einstein? Well, maybe. Quite possibly. But never mind. Her cloth bag thumps softly against her leg; and as she approaches the trailer, the wind switches direction so that she hears, not Sophy strumming, but Chhung yelling in Khmer and Sarun yelling back, their voices choppy with anger. She thinks to turn around, but it’s too late. They’ve seen her.

The yelling stops. Sarun pulls into himself. Sophy—her feet in sneakers now—smiles brightly, redoing her ponytail. Chhung’s eyes jolt. He picks up a shovel but puts it back down. A Band-Aid on his thumb has flopped forward, revealing a raw popped blister; his forearms are hummocky with bug bites.

“Just wondering how you guys are doing.” Hattie balls her hands up in her sweatshirt pocket. Though it is practically May, the air is still cold. “How’s the wheelbarrow working out?”

“Great!” says Sophy.

Sarun toes the ground with his high-tops; Chhung glares. Hattie would never have believed that someone with such a wander to his eyes could glare, but Chhung is indeed glaring at his son’s foot, as if daring it to go on moving.

It stops.

The trees creak and sway in the wind. A poplar flutters top to bottom, its tender new leaves all agitated, and when Chhung goes to light a cigarette, the matches go out. It takes three tries before he finally stands there, victorious.

He puffs.

For a thing dug by hand, the hole is huge—several car lengths now, and with claims to real depth. Looking at it through Greta’s eyes, though (Doesn’t it look more like a foundation hole than a garden?), Hattie does wonder about Chhung’s approach.

“I hope you like peanut butter,” she says, producing the cookie bag.

Chhung nods as he accepts the offering. Sarun looks on with interest, then glances at Hattie as if hoping she’ll help him out in some way. And for a moment she’s tempted to respond—give him a wink, at least. Feeling Chhung’s eyes on her, though, too, she looks away.

“Thank you,” says Sophy. Her voice is a normal voice and she’s smiling a normal smile, but there are tears pin-striping her smooth cheeks. “Thank you!”

“You’re welcome,” says Hattie. “I brought you some insect repellent, too. It doesn’t work for everyone, but it does for me. So maybe it’ll work for you.”

“Thank you!” says Sophy.

“It’s herbal.”

Chhung accepts the repellent much as he did the cookies, cradling them both in the crook of his free arm. His track pants have a tear in the knee.

“The pit looks great,” Hattie goes on gamely. “A lot longer.” She thinks. “Deeper.”

“Thanks!” Sophy’s still crying.

Hattie pulls out a still-folded but slightly crumpled tissue from her pocket. “It’s no beauty,” she says gently, “but at least it’s not used.”

“Thanks!” Sophy wipes her eyes with it.

Chhung watches.

There’s no animal life today. No woodpeckers, no chipmunks, no birds. Just wind, and way up above them, clouds in a hurry.

“I hear your mother’s cleaning houses for summer folk,” says Hattie. “Helping Donna Legrand open cottages. It must be nice to see her working.”

“It is!” Sophy says.

“Especially as there isn’t a lot of work around here. She have enough?”

“No!” Sophy says. Her tears pool in the crescents of her lower lids, bright and full-bodied.

“That must be hard.” Hattie tries to emanate understanding. Sympathy. Something. “I’ll keep an ear out for more.”

“We don’t know what we’ll do if Sarun doesn’t pitch in the way he used to!”

The way he used to. Hattie isn’t sure what to make of that but, what with Chhung hovering the way he is, doesn’t dare ask. “I’ll keep an ear out,” she says again.

“Thanks!”

Sophy’s still crying, Chhung’s still watching; Sarun’s digging. Hattie feels around in her pocket for another tissue but only finds lint and, embedded in the bottom seam, grit. A bike, meanwhile, appears up on the sunny road—Greta, who else, with her braid and her baskets. She honks as usual; Hattie waves back the way she always does, whether Greta can see her or not. It’s nothing too fascinating. And yet the Chhungs watch intently—their three heads lifting along with their three noses and three chins, all in parallel. It is as if someone has just switched on an electromagnetic field, showing them to be polarized objects, and Hattie, not—as if some base difference has been made manifest.

Hattie stops waving.

“I came to see,” she says, in a burst of inspiration, “whether any of you’d like to go up to the farmers’ market.” She explains how it’s all kinds of people selling all kinds of things, actually, not just farmers and farm products. “If Mum ever gets around to baking her baguettes, for example, she could sell them up there.”

“Bag—?” Though Chhung has been understanding Hattie just fine, he looks to Sophy to translate—buying time to make a decision, Hattie guesses. For, as it happens, she knows that space between languages very well—sees how Chhung barely listens, really, as Sophy translates, eyes on the ground. Sophy translates less haltingly for her father than she did for her mother, interestingly, although even now her Khmer is not as fluent as Sarun’s; you can hear that she was born here, rather than in the camps. But finally, anyway, she’s done. Her glance steals up, not to Chhung’s face, but to Hattie’s.

Hattie doesn’t dare smile back. Instead, she receives Sophy’s look, then looks up at the sky—focusing, not on the clouds, but on the shifting blue shapes between them. Something Carter taught her to do, way back when—to see the negative spaces—a way of thinking outside the box. She takes her time.

“I can take you all there,” she offers, finally. “If you’d like to check it out.”

“Sophy check it ow,” says Chhung.

“Would you or Mum like to come, too?”

Chhung considers. Sarun grips and regrips his shovel handle, but Hattie knows better, somehow, than to offer to take him along. She can see what’s plain out of the question, as can he, apparently. He does not try to make eye contact.

“Sophy go.” Chhung turns away.

Sarun resumes digging until Chhung says something else. Then Sarun grasps the handles of the wheelbarrow and wheels it over to Hattie. He sets it down carefully, like a pilot showing off his landing skills.

“Oh, no,” she says. “You can keep it. It’s yours.”

Chhung looks surprised.

“I’m giving it to you. It’s yours. A present.”

“Pres-en?”

“A present,” she insists. “I don’t need it.”

There’s a pause; then Chhung smiles a broad, if crooked, smile. “Cambodian say, You do good, good come back to you,” he says.

“That’s beautiful.” Hattie gives a half-smile herself. “Hope it’s true.”

And not hogwash.

“True,” says Chhung, looking her steadily in the eye. He can only manage it for a moment, but he does. He smiles again.

Sophy’s normally swingy ponytail rests flat on the nape of her neck; she studies the ground as if she has a test coming up on it. Just when Hattie is beginning to think their trip a mistake, though, she catches Sophy glancing down the hill.

“They like cookies,” says Hattie.

“They do,” agrees Sophy.

“I bet Sarun eats like a horse.”

Sophy hesitates, but then says, “He does, he eats, like, everything.” She wrinkles up her nose.

“He’s that age,” Hattie says. “My son, Josh, was the same way. The minute you slowed down on your meal, he’d lean in and say, ‘You going to finish that?’ ”

Sophy laughs, her ponytail hanging free now. She stops to read Hattie’s bumper stickers but doesn’t ask what they mean, and climbs into the old Datsun naturally enough. Once they start driving, though, she stiffens, as if she needs to concentrate on her sitting.

Hattie pulls down her distance glasses. “How do you people manage without a car?”

“Sarun used to have a car,” says Sophy. “He just smashed it up.”

“In an accident?”

Sophy nods, sniffing. Up here at higher elevations, it’s more clearly spring; even with the windows closed, the air smells of manure anywhere near the farms. “He smashed up two, actually,” she says. Adding, “They weren’t his, exactly. He shared one with a friend and one with a bunch of guys.”

“Ah.”

“He was racing.”

“Was he. Well, if he ever borrows mine, I’ll tell him no racing.” Hattie peers over the top of her glasses at Sophy, whose broad forehead is bright with light, like a second windshield.

“There’s nobody to race around here anyway,” she says.

“I see. Was anyone hurt? In these accidents?”

“Yeah, but not Sarun, he was lucky.”

“It sounds that way.”

The market field is sunny and un-buggy, and warm enough that a few intrepid people are in T-shirts. Their spring arms are about as appealing as dug-up roots, but never mind—they swing them happily. Only Sophy hugs herself as if worried about hypothermia. She rubs her arms through her jacket sleeves as Hattie tries to get her to pick out some vegetables.

“They’re fresh,” Hattie says. “Organic. I’ll treat.”

But Sophy, it seems, likes her vegetables the way they have them in the supermarket.

“In plastic, you mean?”

“Organic means fifty cents a pound more, at least.” Sophy’s arms open at last, her outrage flowing out to her fingertips.

“Do you help your mom with the shopping?”

Sophy folds back up. “I’ll be helping forever.”

“Because she doesn’t speak English.”

“Because she is never going to speak English.”

“I see.” Hattie makes Sophy sniff some lilacs. “Now aren’t those something?”

“They smell like soap,” Sophy says.

A few stalls farther on they come, amazingly, upon some peonies—white with red flecks, festiva maxima. Most of them still in bud, but still—so early! It doesn’t seem possible. Thanks to a south-facing stone wall, though, the stall owner’s garden is a whole zone up from the rest of the area, maybe more.

“Can I buy you some?” Hattie asks. “These are something special.”

Sophy shakes her head no. Still, when she makes a trip to the bathroom, Hattie, quick, nabs a bunch and stashes them on the passenger seat of the car. And when she finds them there, Sophy exclaims with delight. “Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!” she says, sniffing them, then admiring them, then sniffing them some more. Her face opens as if blooming itself, and her smile is more than a matter of her mouth. The mounds of her cheeks rise up, her ears lift; the whole shape of her face changes. “What kind of flowers are they?”

“Peonies.” Hattie starts the engine.

“Peonies. I’ve heard of those.”

“They were my best friend’s favorite flower before she died,” says Hattie—then, “Ant,” as an ant crawls out from between the petals of an open flower. “Ants do love peonies.”

“Ants do love peonies,” echoes Sophy. Rolling her window down, she coaxes the ant first onto her finger and then on outside, blowing at it and peering over the edge of the door to make sure it’s safely off the metal and down onto the ground before they start moving.

“She used to say,” says Hattie, “that they were the one thing she was never moved to joke about.”

“Who?”

“My friend. Her name was Lee.”

“Did she joke?” Sophy rolls her window back up a little.

“She did. But she said peonies were too beautiful to joke about. She said they were so ordinary and extraordinary, they gave even her hope.”

“What do you mean, hope?”

“Hope that there were things even she would want to grow. Skeptic that she was. Hope that there were things that could turn even her into a fool for life.” Hattie stops. Oh, to be a fool for life!

People like me take everything apart, you know, but secretly yearn to be corny.

Sophy looks bored.

“Do you have a vase?” asks Hattie.

“We have a bottle, I’m pretty sure.”

“You need a real vase; peonies are so top-heavy. Can I lend you one?”

Sophy frowns. “My dad might not like it.”

“Why not?”

She gives a little waggle of the head, as if she’s drawing a figure eight with her nose. But then she sniffs and smiles again. “They’re so … luxurious,” she says.

And Hattie smiles, teacherly. She’d forgotten the satisfaction of occasioning a young person to reach for a word. Luxurious.

The car smells wonderful.

It’s some work to persuade Sophy not only to borrow a vase, but to come in for a snack. But eventually she perches on a kitchen chair, her hands under her blue-jeaned thighs. The dogs sniff her over, then stand a moment, tails up—awaiting direction, event, something. When nothing like that comes, though, their shoulders relax and their heads drop as if some string has been snipped. Hattie introduces them.

“That’s Reveille and that’s Cato, my old man,” she says. “See how gray he’s gotten? He moves a little slow because he has arthritis in his hips. And this is the puppy, Annie.”

Sophy pets the older ones gingerly. The puppy, though! It’s soft, crazy Annie she falls for—all-black Annie, with her too-big head and too-big feet, who can still ball herself up, and who never starts one thing but that she starts another. She is the very picture of unobstructed energy—of qì, Hattie’s father would say—unlike Sophy, who, fascinated as she is, braces herself, one hand grasping the edge of her seat, the other held out stiffly. Finally she sticks out a sneaker, only to have Annie attack it, growling—tugging so hard, she looks to be stretching the thing a half-size up.

Sophy does not laugh.

“She’s from the pound in the city,” Hattie says. “They called me because she was so young when they found her, and they knew I had everything you need.”

“Like?”

“Like a hot water bottle, and a clock that ticks—that sort of thing. I gave her a pair of my pants to sleep on. She liked that.” Hattie’s coffee mug has some kind of a spot on it; she gives it a rub.

“I like that name, ‘Annie.’ Come here, Annie Annie.”

Annie yelps, her tongue lolling out the side of her mouth.

“It’s after Little Orphan Annie,” says Hattie.

“Who’s Little Orphan Annie?”

Hattie explains. “It was that or Jane as in ‘plain Jane,’ ” she goes on. “ ‘Plain Jane’ just being an expression. I guess because Jane is such an ordinary name, it’s come to be associated with plainness.”

“I like ‘Annie.’ ”

Hattie sets Sophy to feeding Annie ice cream as she explains how the pound found Annie in a barn. “Someone abandoned her right in the dead of winter,” she says. “Can you imagine? By the time they found her, her eyes were frozen open.”

“Poor Annie!” Sophy’s eyes seem to freeze in sympathy.

“Of course, no one knows what she is. But based on the dogs in the vicinity, the pound guessed half lab, half springer spaniel and border collie mixed. And that could be right. She’ll chase mice, anyway, supporting the spaniel theory. Though she doesn’t kill them, unfortunately. She was probably the runt.”

“What’s a runt?”

Pretty soon Annie is in Sophy’s lap; and though her first cookie takes her a good ten minutes to nibble through, Sophy polishes off her second in two bites. She pops a third into her mouth whole as she tells Hattie how she has two sisters in foster homes.

“We’re, like, so hoping they’ll come here when they get out,” she says, her mouth full.

Hattie nods. “I can understand that.”

“Then our family will be together again.”

“Túan túan yúan yúan,” says Hattie.

Sophy looks at her funny.

“It’s what my grandmother would say every New Year’s, as she held up an orange. Túan túan yúan yúan—the whole family together.”

“That’s Chinese, right?” Sophy lets Annie lick her face.

Hattie nods. Sophy still looks a little funny but, well, never mind.

“So why are your sisters in foster homes?” asks Hattie, finally.

“Because I was wild.”

“Usually kids end up in foster homes because of something they did,” says Hattie. “Not something their sister did.”

“I was wild,” Sophy insists. Adding, in a voice so quiet Hattie almost can’t hear her, “I sinned.”

“Is that so.”

“I did,” insists Sophy.

A surprise but not, thinks Hattie, a complete shock—the perennial themes of Lee’s English class anthologies having been rainbows and baseball and feelings, of course, but also sin. And it’s a whole lot churchier up here; they live, in fact, at the edge of a mini–Bible Belt. No megachurches, thankfully—people up here don’t go in for that. But the churches with big crosses on their sides are cropping up like a new kind of weed, even as the steepled churches on the green appear to be following their congregations to their Maker: The last construction project in Hattie’s own church was a wheelchair ramp.

“I’d like to hear more,” she says, trying not to sound teacherly but failing, apparently; Sophy lets Annie scramble off her lap.

“Thank you,” she says, standing.

“Don’t forget your flowers.”

“Oh. Thanks,” Sophy says. “I mean, thanks a lot!”

She smiles a bright smile but races out, leaving half a cookie on her plate; it is everything Hattie can do to get to the slider before she does, opening it so that Sophy doesn’t crash into it like a bird. Meanwhile, Reveille, of course, nabs the cookie before Hattie can turn back, then sits innocently by the table, yawning. He lies down.

Adelaide, the new yoga teacher, is quitting and moving to Nepal. Already! She’s sorry; she had planned to put down some roots, she says. But this friend has e-mailed her about a trekking outfit looking for guides and, well, she’s going. Sustainable tourism, after all, eco-sensitivity, the earth.

“Are you worried about the cold?” asks Hattie.

“I have down everything,” says Adelaide. “Down comforter, down sleeping bag, down jacket, down vest. Down mittens.”

“Well, send us a postcard. We’ll miss you.”

“I’ll put up some prayer flags for you,” she promises. “Send you good karma.”

“Thanks. Are you Buddhist?”

“Namaste,” she says, her hands in prayer position before her. Isn’t that Hindu? Well, never mind. Behind her red glasses, Adelaide has pink sparkles on her eyelids.

Hattie does wish she would stay.

Now people are looking at yoga tapes, trying to find a program they can stand. Every last one of them, though, has some kind of a problem. Too fast. Too much schmaltz. That sunset! That ponytail! Several members of the class do not like the word “abs,” especially Jill Jenkins, who teaches English at the high school. That’s not a battle they can win, though; there is no yoga tape that does not use the word “abs.” Finally, they put a “Help Wanted” sign up at the general store. And today at Millie’s—look—there’s an answering sign tacked right over it, offering a possible replacement teacher for the senior class, anyway. A temporary teacher. Not a professional, but a person with some experience and a willingness to try if the class members are. Hattie comes to class as curious as anyone.

Carter!

She tries to nod at him discreetly; it’s yoga class, after all. Meaning that people take their shoes off quietly. Stuff their fee into a coffee can quietly. Unroll their special sticky mats quietly. It’s a kind of church, in a way, and today they’re extra quiet—excited to be starting again, but wanting things to be right, never mind that they didn’t use to be so quiet. Before Adelaide, in truth, they were a whole lot more social. But Adelaide brought this hush with her from the city, and people liked it. They liked the idea that yoga was a way of life and not just exercise—a practice, Adelaide would have said. And they liked it that the first thing Adelaide did when she came was get the class moved out of the school gym and into her friend’s sculpture studio, next door to Ginny’s house. It’s an old barn, really; it smells of clay. There are cloth-covered who-knows-what lined up toward the back of the room—plastic- and canvas-covered presences, wheeled out of the way. Ghosts. No one much minds, though. They love the high, high ceiling; they love the massive chestnut beams from the days when there were chestnut trees around here. It’s the kind of setup hippies have made in surprising places, and that you have to know a hippie to get to see. Ginny, for example, has never seen this one.

But anyway, here the class is, anxious to be serious again. As is their habit, they say welcome to Carter, but otherwise carry on as if he is Adelaide. Carter, though, is nothing like Adelaide. Adelaide would start class by checking in with people—asking if they had any injuries or concerns, including spiritual concerns. There’d be a moment of silence; and then people would speak up like Quakers. Some of them complaining about their backs, of course, but some of the younger of the older people expressing desires—to be more open to experience, things like that. In truth, it took Hattie some getting used to; in truth, she could not help but feel that some bosoms were better left unbared. But after a while, she found herself touched by what people said: That they wanted to have more patience. That they wanted to have more compassion. That they wanted just to feel more. To know what they were living for. Hattie herself never said anything; even in this, the older-persons class, she’d thought of her classmates as somehow too young to address—too unacquainted, heaven help them, with life. Where would she even begin? Time—what time is. Place. Home. And death—death! A story no one would ever believe except for its handy hammering corroboration, Lee used to say.

As some of them must already know, anyway, in which case they don’t need reminding.

Now Carter sits cross-legged at the front of the room, hands on his knees, back straight, eyes closed. Asking nothing. Even balder, somehow, and all in black—black T-shirt, black yoga pants—he looks like an actor of some sort. A performer. He begins the class by simply opening his eyes—those intimidating eyes.

“Yoga is about our heads,” he says, with no preliminaries. “That great underutilized organ, most critical to our practice. Does anyone here know what the hippocampus is? Or, to begin at the beginning, why we call it the hippocampus? Besides Hattie, that is.”

No one answers.

“Hattie?”

“Well, being a part of the brain shaped something like a seahorse,” she answers dutifully, “we call it that. Hippo meaning ‘horse.’ Campus meaning ‘of the sea.’ ”

“Thank you,” he says. “You know, one of the things for which the hippocampus is responsible, besides memory, especially declarative memory, is route-finding. So that scientists have found, interestingly, that cabdrivers have enlarged posterior hippocampi, apparently from all their time finding the best route to the airport. And in similar fashion, Buddhist monks have enlarged left prefrontal cortexes, lucky beings, apparently from meditating. Does anyone know what the left prefrontal cortex is associated with? Or perhaps I should say what a differential between the left and right lobes is associated with, with the left being the larger of the two. Hattie?”

“Happiness.”

“You’ve been keeping up.” He smiles so spontaneously that for a moment she can see him completely bald and a monk himself. “Precisely. I bring all this up because it is impossible to do yoga, I find, without asking what this is doing to our brains. No one has done the study yet, to my knowledge. But I am confident that in engaging in this practice, we are shaping ourselves—generating synapses, altering our very brain structure, maybe enlarging that left prefrontal cortex the way the monks do. And, of course, increasing our strength and flexibility in the bargain. So let us begin. Legs in lotus position. You all know what this is, yes? Cross-legged is fine. Hands palms together. Spines pulling up to the ceiling and down to the floor, extending. Let’s lift the tops of our heads even higher. Shoulders down, long neck. Think Modigliani. Longer. Inhale, exhale. Elbows a little more forward, please; this is yoga, not church. Did you ever see The King and I? You are wearing gold brocade, your costume is so stiff you have no choice but to stick your elbows out. There. Good. And of course you must keep your chin up; otherwise, that thing on your head will fall off.”

Hattie steals a glance around the room. People are smiling.

And here they thought they could only love Adelaide.

Carter is not as flexible as Adelaide. Hattie is surprised, though, at how expert he is, and how limber—almost as limber as Jill Jenkins, who is fifty-two and a former gymnast, and only taking this class because she couldn’t schedule Advanced. If Hattie had to guess, it would’ve been someone in the lab who got Carter started; those grad students do burst with interests. Still, his command is a thing to behold. Where Adelaide was all questions—Have you tried it this way? Is that better?—Carter is all directives.

“Spread your fingers. Pull up through the hips. Turn this.”

And, disarmingly: “It’s hard, isn’t it. I’ve always had trouble with that myself. But here. Look.”

And: “You need a block under that.”

And: “I’ll get you a strap.”

Think about now, Adelaide would say. Think about where you are now. What you have control over and what you don’t. What is it that’s bothering you? Can you make a picture of it? Can you ball up that picture and throw it far away?

Carter does none of that. Instead, he says, “There. Good.” Or: “No. Like this.” “It is important to do this correctly,” he says. And, “We are never too old to get things right.” And, “We must try to connect things up.”

He expands: “In yoga, our toes speak to our fingers speak to our spines, yes? The relationships between which may not be apparent in our everyday lives. But here our every part acknowledges its connection to the next. Here our heads speak to our hearts speak to our lips.”

Did he say lips or hips? He stops in front of Hattie as he says it, in any case, and touches one hip, gently—pressing it back with two fingers.

“All in one plane, as if you are a slide specimen,” he says. “There. Yes. Perfect. Now we can put you under a scope and see what became of you.” He fixes his eyes on her; and though they both know how her image projects back from his macula to his lateral geniculate nucleus to his primary visual cortex, that path does not much describe, it seems, what is happening.

“Miss Confucius,” he says. “Hattie.”

Tears start to her eyes.

“Don’t,” he whispers. And, more loudly, “Spread your toes.”

The class goes on forever.

“As I understand there is resistance to the term ‘abs’ in this class,” says Carter finally, at the end of the hour, “we will employ their proper nomenclature, namely, ‘abdominals.’ We can also ban, if you like, the word ‘washboard’ unless it refers to a laundry aid or, metaphorically, a winter road.”

Applause and cheering. Jill Jenkins is so overcome with joy, she misrolls her mat.

Next, headstands. Jill and some other class members join Carter, while the rest lie back, eyes closed, arms wide. Opening up their hearts to the sky. Hattie breathes. Relaxes. She feels her pectorals stretch, the muscles of her neck; the muscles of her face go slack. How heavy her head is. Her thoughts are starting to slacken, too—to unwind, like denatured proteins—when she senses a presence; and sure enough, there stands Carter, looming over her in principal investigator fashion. He offers her a hand to her feet, which she accepts. His hand is warm and a little papery, like a potato jacket.

“You’ve done some yoga over the years,” she says, pulling on a sweatshirt.

“I have.” He’s put a flannel shirt on over his T-shirt.

“A hobby?” She crosses her arms.

He crosses his arms in answer—their mirror neurons at work.

“I needed to do something,” he says. “My back. My sanity. One of my postdocs got me started.”

As she guessed.

“You’ve had some tough years,” she says.

“We all have.”

“And you’ve always taken your hobbies seriously.” She raises her chin.

“Too seriously, some would say.” He raises his.

“Your father, you mean.”

He gives a half-laugh. “Am I growing predictable in my old age?”

“You’ve always been predictable,” she says. “Except, that is, when you’re predictably unpredictable.”

It’s a kind of joke she hasn’t made in decades, and comes out stumblingly; she is surprised when he laughs, and encouraged enough to ask, then, “May I ask what happened the other day?” Taking a tone she hasn’t taken for a while, either—a restrained tone, with some cross-exam in it.

“I could see perfectly well you were not coming back.”

“Could you.”

A half-beat. “Would you like to see my boat?”

To which she has to smile—how agile—even as she answers with an aplomb of her own, “I’d love to. But—excuse me—what boat?”

“I’m building a boat.”

“Of course you are. Though some people, you know, thought you were writing a book.”

Her locution turning crisp like his, she notices.

“I have come to realize I have nothing to say, actually—that I am done saying things, if you can imagine the relief of my publisher and the reading world,” he says.

“No more mindless deforestation on your behalf.”

“Precisely. In fact, I am thinking of mounting an anti-writing campaign.”

“That others might follow your fine example.”

He laughs, his eyes lit. “Are there not too many books as it is? What we lack, it seems to me, is silence, especially attentive silence. Think what the world would be if one could get tenure based on the quality of one’s silence.”

She laughs, too.

“I should draw up a proposal for that,” he goes on. “What with the advent of fMRIs, an appropriate metric is not altogether beyond our reach, you know. But first, my watercraft.”

“A boat.”

“A boat, yes.” He smiles once more and—unusually for Carter—tilts his head.

The Turners’ cottage is down the hill from yoga, on the lake path; they walk in a silence of some beauty. For here they are, after all these years—so much has happened, even as nothing has. They are walking, and that alone seems more than they could have asked for in this world. How well they would get along, probably, if they never talked at all—if they had no history. If instead all they had was this, their warm familiarity. It’s been a while since Hattie’s felt how the boundaries between people can go soft, but she feels it now, in the shortening of his gait to match hers, in the relaxing of his gaze. She doesn’t remember his offering his arm to her, but somehow she’s taken it. He’s tightening the crook of his elbow around her hand, though that elbow’s a little high; they’ve forgotten the difference in their heights, which is, as he used to say, not negligible. His hand digs into the pocket of his yoga pants now—old-fashioned ski pants, actually, she sees, with a raised seam down the front. His forearm drops, adjusting; and there—she can feel, between each two of her fingers, a creased-up fold of his shirt flannel. Joe and she used to walk like this, once upon a time; and wasn’t it one of the best parts about being married, really—always having an arm to take when you felt like it?

Come back.

She’d forgotten.

“Look,” says Carter.

Wildflowers! There, under some pine trees—a drift of purple hepatica—and not far from them, a patch of white bloodroot. Which, once upon a time, the Indians used for war paint, Hattie knows—having told her kids about it in school—those roots running with just what you’d expect from a thing called bloodroot. And beyond the flowers shine some new-leaved trees—those leaves qīng qīng, she wants to say—a fresh green with no translation she knows of, who knows if native English speakers even see it. And beyond the trees—the lake light, winking. It’s late afternoon; the clouds are live and orange, burning and brooding. They move low and restless over the water—patrolling for something, it seems, by what’s left of the day. But everything else is at rest. The light’s gone soft; and the wind’s astir—a no-account conveyor of music, mostly: the chirp and caw of the birds; the rustle of the leaves and grass; the glap, glap of the water. And now a weird, warbly tremolo—a loon flying by with its mouth open, even as a brown weasely thing shoots across the road.

“Fisher,” whispers Hattie. “See it?”

Carter nods.

“I’ve lost two dogs to fisher,” she says.

“You’ve become an animal lover.”

“You’ve gone bald.”

“You wear two pairs of glasses.”

“I still have my teeth, how about you?”

“Most of them.”

“How extraordinary.”

They laugh; the shadows of the balsams cross clear to the opposite shore.

Hattie has never noticed the shed back behind the Turners’ cottage, though of course it’s always been there—a stone’s throw from the Hatches’ old place, but buried in brush way back when. Now all’s been cleared out, and the shed is almost as visible as the new house. Look, the Hatches’ chimney!—beautifully reused, and the whole house not bad, as modern houses go, though nothing like the Hatches’ well-worn place, with its tree-trunk posts and extra-deep porch and gargantuan ice house. Now Carter slides the shed door open; and there’s his wood shop—his tools hung up short to long beside a tool bench, and the whole room the very picture of order. It could almost be the lab—there’s even a radio—except, of course, that it smells of sawdust. One wall is taken up by a window looking out onto a meadow and trees, in front of which sits a skin-on-frame kayak-in-progress, set on sawhorses. This is an upside-down canoe-shaped thing with a half-skeleton of ribs lashed to it now, but pretty soon it will be covered with nylon, says Carter; it won’t always evoke road kill. Hattie laughs, admiring its long spine. A chordate, she says, and he laughs, too—yes—as he pulls a stool over, adjusting its height so she can experience its marvelous leather seat. She jounces a little while Carter points out how gradual the stern is; the boat’s pivot point will be well toward the bow.

“Meaning it will fairly fly through the water,” he goes on, “even as you feel everything—every current. Can you imagine what that will be? How live an experience?”

She shakes her head, smiling. Carter the enthusiast—how well she knows this man. When he was young it was bluegrass; later, it was yoga; now it’s West Greenland Inuits. He pulls over a tottery wooden stool for himself.

“They would custom-fit every kayak with the rider himself as the measure. So that the cockpit would be the sitting width of your hips plus two fists, for example.” He places his fists at his hips. “And the depth to sheer would be a fistmele, meaning the width of your fist plus an outstretched thumb.” He extends his thumb like a hitchhiker; he always did have long thumbs. “These are really shallow boats.”

“Wonderful.” She swivels as she listens.

“Isn’t it? I love the Inuit mind-set,” he goes on. “So human-centered. Of course, it was still what Meredith—you remember Meredith—used to call a web of significance. Do you know what I mean?”

She shakes her head.

“ ‘Man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun’—Max Weber. She loved that. ‘Man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun.’ ”

Not slipping—just repeating himself as if in lecture hall. Hattie smiles.

“Of course, we all do spin webs, but at least the Inuit web was more than a denial of death. As so many are,” he goes on.

“Religious webs, especially.”

“Yes. Not exclusively, of course.” He gestures with his hands. “But religious webs, especially, yes, with all that emphasis on the afterlife. Whereas the Inuit web was about fish. Boats. Survival. This life.”

“As opposed to immortal achievement?” She does not mean to sound cutting. Still, she is relieved when he does not answer but simply looks at her a moment with his mouth open, his fingers lightly pressing his lower lip against his teeth—a private thing he did all the time in his teens, but that she hasn’t ever seen him do once since, not even at the lab.

“Do you see,” he says suddenly, “what a waste of time all this is? How gloriously inefficient I’ve been?”

Attached to one sawhorse is a wooden placard, with what appears to be the boat’s name branded on it: DISCONCERTED.

“I’m trying to force myself off task,” he says. “My life having turned into one long concerted effort.”

“You were turning into Anderson.”

He laughs. “Who’s waiting for his Nobel now, you know, for his genome work.”

“The Nobel your dad didn’t get.”

“Miss Confucius!” He laughs again, open-mouthed. “How have I lived without you?”

“Though he didn’t want it anyway, did he?” She swivels some more, stretching her back.

“He did and he didn’t. He always said he wanted his picture to hang in the halls of his alma mater; you know how they have that long line of scientists. But with his picture facing in, he used to say, so that it wasn’t about glory. So that it was about his contribution and his place.”

“And was it?” She stops. “Hung face-in, I mean.”

“Of course not. Though you know, I don’t think he really would have minded. He wanted to be a person who didn’t care about status. He admired people like that. But it was probably the one thing he failed at—getting past it.”

“The way you’re trying to get past it now.”

He gazes at her in the half-dark, his arms crossed, one finger held up to his smiling lips. She is still, she can see, his favorite student.

“Unlike Anderson,” she goes on, “who’s picked up the torch for your father—even going on from cytogenetics to the genome.”

“Isn’t it almost too—what did you use to say in China?”

“Filial?”

“Precisely—filial. Isn’t it almost too filial? I do love that word. Fil-i-al.” He laughs. “The sort of translation that amounts to a nontranslation, don’t you think? I mean, what does that mean to a Westerner? It was good to see you at Dad’s burial, by the way, even if you left without saying hello.”

She grips the soft saddle.

“Most un-Confucian of you.”

“Well, you know, I was never the Confucian you all made me out to be, to begin with,” she ventures casually.

More interest than surprise. “Did we push you?” He cups his knees with his hands.

She shrugs and swivels some more—the stool squeaking in one direction but not the other, she notices.

“Of course, our brains have a tendency to sharpen contrast, as you know,” he begins, and she knows what he is going to say next before he says it: Witness lateral inhibition. The way the eye neatens up the edges of things. The way it suppresses any blurring data it may be receiving—any contradiction. And of course, it’s all true—how the mind seeks clarity, how the sharpening goes down to the cellular level. And, more, how the brain makes “sense” of the cleaned-up data—how it constructs a “world” out of the world using certain rules of thumb. She hears him out. But then she says, “No one wants to be boxed up, Carter,” and that’s that. “Anyway, I survived.” And it’s true, of course. Whatever anger she once felt about this is distant and wavery now. Edgeless, as if some lateral inhibition for emotion’s been turned off. “It was just plain rude to leave your father’s burial the way I did. I’m sorry.”

“You were avoiding me and ambivalent about my father.”

There’s no denying it.

“As were many, by the way,” he says. “Legions, even, we might say.”

A fly promenades down one of the boat’s ribs; she shoos it away.

“But as you were saying.”

“As I was saying. Yes. Meredith used to say, you know, that I worked on the eye in order to avoid seeing.”

“Seeing what?”

“Any number of things. For example, that I didn’t really care about science.”

“But of course you cared about science.”

“ ‘Happy is the man,’ she used to say, ‘who can wrap himself in his web of significance and die in it.’ She said I was a man who didn’t even make his own web. That I wrapped myself in my father’s web, like Anderson. That I wanted my picture hung in the same hall as my father, because that was what mattered to him. She became a judge, you know.”

“Meredith?”

“Appellate. Which she always said was the most boring kind, but if I ever knew why, I can’t remember now.” It’s getting dark; he stands to pull the light cord, which is weighted at the bottom with what looks to be his old wooden pocket knife. “When she left me she left the bench, too, and became a Buddhist. Said she was becoming too compassionate to be a good judge anyway.”

“Poor Meredith always was so helplessly kind.”

He laughs again, his bald head lit up now, his shadowed face ghoulish. “Precisely. The Dalai Lama came to her school, and she became just fascinated—started going from one retreat to another. As if Buddhism isn’t a web of significance? I don’t know. She gave a lot of money away, saying she didn’t see how there could ever be justice as long as we had capital accumulation. Possessions.”

Hattie’s toes kick against the inside of her walking shoes. “Do you think she was right?”

“I think she had the makings of a totalitarian,” says Carter. “Then she died without asking for me once. As if I were this Terrible Mistake. This guy who refused to confront what his own research showed. You know the drill.”

“ ‘Vision is a tool geared toward action, not truth.’ ” She straightens her back.

Carter lifts his chin. “Precisely. It distorts as much as it presents, giving but a most partial understanding of reality in toto. And so on.”

“First lecture of the semester.”

“I obviously don’t disagree with her. Her take, though, was that we will do anything to maintain the illusion that the world we apprehend is reality. For example, I might believe myself to care about truth and the advancement of knowledge, but that would only be my self-serving illusion, beyond which lay a deeper truth. To wit—”

“Uh-oh.”

“—that I wanted to be the brother with my picture in that hall.”

“How kind.”

“Don’t let anyone tell you Buddhism breeds patsies.” He sets his feet on a low rung of his stool. The knees of his yoga pants gleam yellow; the stitching of the raised seam has come undone here and there.

“How do you know she never asked for you?”

“Our kids were there.” Carter looks out the window, though there is hardly anything left to see now—no individual trees, just movement. Shifting; the wind’s picked up.

“I’m sorry.”

“That was after our older daughter married a carpenter and didn’t invite me to the wedding.”

“Maisy.”

“That’s right, Maisy, very good. She said she didn’t think I would want to be invited. That I considered weddings bourgeois and wouldn’t approve of her choice, either, given that he didn’t go to college. And of course she was correct about the latter.”

“But still.” Hattie turns her palms upward.

“Precisely. Her data were correct, but her conclusion was wrong. Influenced as it was by things Meredith told her.”

“Divorced people will say anything.”

“They should really warn you of that when you get married.” He grimaces. “She told Maisy I was perfectly capable of grilling her intended at the rehearsal dinner. That I thought all young men were grad students.”

“Aren’t they?”

He laughs his big laugh. “She said that if she were Maisy, she would marry a carpenter, too. She loved that Einstein quote about how all knowledge just leads to further obscurity. But is that right?”

“What would life be if we didn’t have knee surgery, you mean.” Hattie works her shoes off.

He nods. “And doesn’t Buddhism have limits? The Tibetan nomads have no antibiotics, but the tombs in the Potala Palace are solid gold. I saw them when I was in Lhasa—one of them weighed thirty-seven hundred kilos. Can you imagine? A regular behemoth.” He scratches his nose with his pinky—his digit moving with precision, almost elegance. “I don’t mean the Tibetans should be oppressed, of course. I just mean I myself am not converting anytime soon.”

“You mean, here you are. You got your work done and are now conducting a personal experiment.”

He looks at her sheepishly—embarrassed to have been set back on track like a grad student, maybe. “Yes.”

“Trying to live like an Inuit. And coming here to Riverlake to do it—to start over. As people will.” She nods a little to herself. “You’re here to spin your own web—get out of the rat race. See what there is to live for besides having your picture in that hall.”

“Where it isn’t going to hang anyway, by the way.”

“You can’t let that bother you, Carter.”

He shrugs—his look not hard, the way it can be, but almost inquiring.

“You’ve done good work. You have,” says Hattie.

“I was slipping by the end.” His gaze drops to his lap. “I know you won’t believe that, Hattie, but I was. I was making mistakes. At night—I was making mistakes at night.”

So she was right about why he retired.

“Could you have just been exhausted? You’ve never gotten enough sleep.”

“It’s more than that.”

“I’m sure you were functioning better than you thought.”

“I was holding my e-mails until the morning, Hattie. So I could look them over before sending them.”

The insistence.

“Make sure they weren’t junk,” she says finally. Gently.

“Precisely.” There is something like relief in his voice. “In the daytime, I digressed.”

Wandering after the wraith of an idea.

“And I was out of new ideas.” He looks out the window. “I’d run out.”

“You’ve done good work, all the same, Carter,” she says again. “You have. And say you really have had a drop-off in invention. Say your grasp of detail isn’t what it was or that you’re slower or make little processing errors. You still have experience to make up for it. Judgment. You can still contribute.” And wasn’t his web just a web, as Meredith said? Something that served him for a while but was finally just a web, to be put aside when it no longer served him, like a boat? “Who knows what else you know, now that your left hemisphere’s kicking in more,” she goes on. “You can’t only have become stupid.”

“I’m becoming wise.”

“Now there’s a tragedy.” She smiles. She’s always been the older of them, but until now has never felt older. Though is she the more enlightened of them or can she simply not appreciate what this moment means to him—what it is, even, having never flown at his altitude?

“Anyway, the work will go on.” He sets his hands on his thighs as if preparing to move out of its way.

“One cock dies, and others crow.”

“As the Chinese say.” He pauses. “If that’s a consolation, to know how replaceable one is.”

“It’s good to change gears, Carter.” She hears tenderness in her voice and wonders if he hears it, too—wonders if he’d want to hear it. “And you knew all along this moment would come.”

“Did I?”

“You said it about your father. That a moment comes when you’re past your prime—when your challenge is to accept it with grace.”

“I said that?”

“That and ‘The greater the man, the greater the fool he can make of himself at the end.’ ”

“Ouch.” With his head bent, he is all shining scalp. “I do feel I at least did all the science I had it in me to do,” he says, finally. “What I didn’t do was simply beyond my capacity.”

“And isn’t that something? To be able to say that?” She is trying to help.

“If only everyone could, you mean.”

“I didn’t say that, Carter.” She says this firmly.

Still, he plunges on. “You know, Hattie, I’m sorry about what happened. That we had that misunderstanding.”

That misunderstanding.

“And that you left academia in the end,” he goes on. “Left research.”

It’s the knees of her own yoga pants that catch her eye now—blue. “You knew. You saw me go.”

“Yes and no. I knew, but I couldn’t watch.”

Outside, it’s dark enough now that, though she can still see woods, the room is reflected in the window, too, so that she and Carter look for all the world like forest spirits, superimposed on the moving tree mass. How companionable they look! Chatting with no particular animus, it seems, about something the blue jays said.

“I don’t blame you for what happened,” she says. “You did what you had to do. What you were trained to do.”

“You blame me for other things.”

The floor is cold.

“You might have asked what happened to me,” she says, finally—trying not to be testy, but the words are what they are. “Once you turned around.”

“I thought you’d be in touch.”

“You mean you assumed you’d stay in my picture whether or not I stayed in yours.”

“I was in a position to help.”

“And didn’t you always help when you could.”

“So you do blame me for what happened. That I didn’t go to bat for you when that job came up.”

Her chest tightens; she cannot respond.

“In any case, I did wonder, you know—my father, too. Where you went.” He looks at her as if to keep her from disappearing again. “You joined Amy Fist’s lab, didn’t you?”

“So you knew.” She wills herself to breathe.

“You guys were pretty hot for a while. Beat us out for a few grants, if I recall.”

“Until Guy LaPoint told that review board that Amy was running a women’s shelter, not a lab. That we were more about Title IX than about science.”

“Good old Guy LaPoint Blank, as we called him.”

“Your enemy turned hit man.”

He shrugs. “Whom you confronted at a conference, I heard.”

“I did.”

“The Fist must have loved that.”

“She said it had nothing to do with justice. She said an interest in justice showed itself in one’s judgment. Of which I showed none. She said I showed indignation, which was something else altogether.”

He laughs. “Leave it to Amy to eat her own young. And then what? Didn’t she leave science?”

“She did. Saying it was a boys’ club and always would be.”

“A fine Fist jump from unsupported assertion to groundless speculation.”

“Carter.”

“All right, all right. It was a boys’ club.”

“Is, Carter. Is.”

“Is. All right. Though there’s been progress, you know. You and Amy were ahead of your time.”

Hattie’s turn to shrug; she tries. “She left to write a screenplay about Barbara McClintock. And I left to help her.”

“But let me guess. No one in Hollywood knew what a transposon was or much cared, either.”

“It was before Barbara got her Nobel.”

“Bad timing.” A nod. “And then?”

“Then I went to teach at a private school and married and had Josh.”

“You dropped out.”

“Got myself a new web of significance.”
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