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Prologue 

 

Before us there was them.  

In the folds of the planet, in the soil, in the ocean, miles underground, inhabitants of this 

home for billions of years. We are here, have been here, are here to stay, they seem to say. 

When we arrived, they remained. Invading our bodies, evading our immune systems, shuttling 

our genes, passing from one host to another. Evolving. 

  After the Covid crisis of 2020, we should have been prepared. Less than a decade later, 

when the Wilder virus emerged in New York City, it was evident – we were not.  

  But that’s the thing about our kind: We only begin to see when time becomes past. We 

make and unmake in our species-wide rapacity to fast-forward humanity, to construct the Super-

Gods of the Future. Enhancing our technologies as they alter the DNA of our destiny.  

  It is distance that gives us the necessary context to view our shared experiences. It is 

Stories, like Science, like God, that help us make sense of the unknown.  

To trace the origin of the Wilder virus, we must talk about the history of three families, 

each of whom believed themselves separate from the others – and yet as the Universe would 

have it, it was not so. They were tied, enigmatically, imperceptibly, as all our lives are to one 

another, with roots too burrowed beneath the surface for us to fully grasp.  

Where then do we start?  

Let us go back. 

Let us begin with the girl at its end. 
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Chapter I 

Wherein Our Young Heroine is Filled with Rage 
 
 

[1] 

The milk was spilt. The glass shattered. All was awry in the Lightwell household.  

In the middle of the kitchen in her dark coarse braids stood the toothpick of a child. (This 

would be our girl Tai.) Informed by her mother moments earlier that her slingshot was to be 

taken away, she gripped the homemade object in her hand as if it were a part of her limb. Her 

face scrunched, her eyes toward the ground. She stared with excruciating intensity at the broken 

glass scattered like shrapnel on the linoleum floor. She held herself grimly still. It wasn’t her 

fault, she reasoned, and yet she felt inside a sickened, frightened sensation, the register of a red-

hot bellow in her belly.  

“You can’t!” she cried. “I made it! It’s mine!” 

Tai did not turn to face Hope, her mother, but looked instead at her sister. Marianne was 

in front of the dish cabinets, a hand covering her mouth. With the perfect blessing of dexterity or 

luck, she’d slipped out of harm’s way. She shook the bottom fold of her milk-damp sundress and 

affected a look of innocent confusion.  

A brief, stinging silence followed. Hope normally the first to rise when a clean-up called, 

remained in her seat. She found Frank once again behind a newspaper. Hope thought about what 

he had said earlier, how they should let the girls “play rough.” As if acknowledging his sudden 

guilt, her husband laid down his paper and gave her a nervous smile. Muttering something to 

himself about getting a dish rag, he rose.  
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It was the 27th of March 2020. Earlier that morning, Hope had been sitting enjoying a 

cup of coffee, feeling quite Zen after a thirty-minute breathing meditation. Sipping her milky 

caffeinated concoction, she mused over the carrot greens popping up in her garden and the 

rainbow salad she’d prep for lunch. Then came the malicious splinter of laughter outside. Rising 

to her feet, looking out the kitchen window into the backyard, she saw Tai dart across the 

vegetable bed, a homemade slingshot in her hand trained at a squirrel. The poor thing darted up a 

tree.  

She had simply told Tai she was going to take away the slingshot when Tai pitched her 

glass of milk across the room.  

Ten years old. Scrawny, shoulders hunched, head hung, the girl continued to grip her 

trophy of tree branch and rubber band. She was an animal caught in a trap. Almost pitiable. But 

upon closer inspection, Hope gave a shudder. An expression of fierceness betrayed the little face. 

Hope watched, apprehensive. She closed her eyes and let out a deep breath, opened them again 

and tried composing her voice:  

“This anger of yours has become a problem, Tai. Your inability to control your emotions 

tells me you’re not able to connect with the world around you,” she said at last. Her lips 

tightened. “This isn’t punishment. It’s a lesson.” 

Tai burst into tears.   

“It’s not fair!” she whimpered, trying to restrain her crying. Her head twisting from side 

to side. Her twin pigtails snapping like whips across her face. “I didn’t even hit the squirrel!”   

Hope kept her mouth firm to show her disapproval. She told herself she was not the kind 

of mother to “sweat the small stuff.” She never fussed over money or material matters or unmade 

beds. She believed in kindness and tolerance, creativity, and free play. Other mothers scheduled 
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playdates and organized activities for their children. Hope took pride in letting hers run wild. Her 

goal was to raise gentle, enraptured children of nature.  

But here the woman paused, recognizing her dilemma. Despite a strong aversion for 

traditional obedience (that “because-I-told-you-so” authoritarianism she knew all too well from 

childhood), it was important to her that her girls be taught how to properly treat others. All 

creatures. Human and nonhuman alike. Hope wanted her girls to act in accordance with moral 

principles – not to run around like feral beasts. 

Homeschooled by their mother in a secular curriculum, all Tai and Marianne knew was 

Brucksville, this home of theirs in the northwestern crook of the Catskill Mountains: with its 

cookie-cutter town center four streets deep, a handful of rickety shops, one primary school, and a 

Dollar General.  

Here we should add, Brucksville was the kind of place trapped in its ways; wedged 

between Past and Present, where front lawn insignia paired Confederate flags with placards of 

the current and – the people prayed – future president. It was a place of long-lost ideals and 

living ghosts, where more vacant homes and cheap storefronts dotted the landscape than orchard 

trees or grazing cattle (its heydays of tanneries and dairy farming long gone). It was a place 

dismissed by the outside world, where despite the sweep of upstate real estate from rabid 

homebuyers from the city, amidst the beginnings of a global pandemic that would set the U.S. 

population in search of open country, none came to Brucksville. In this singular way, perhaps, 

our little town was ahead of its time: self-quarantining before the rest of the world had come 

under lockdown. 

But of their hometown, what the Lightwell sisters knew was only a small perimeter. 

There were trips to Main Street on the weekend for groceries and odds and ends, and every so 



 6 

often, a local function or a community fundraiser. But for the most part, the Lightwells, 

welcomed anywhere in town, kept to themselves in their little white farmhouse on the outskirts. 

Another layer of isolation within the isolation of Brucksville.  

In this microcosm of theirs, science was science. Evolution a fact. History and 

mathematical understanding less rote learning and memorization of dates than lessons 

experienced through the hands, heart, and head. Through these lessons, their mother emphasized 

the values she held most sacred: empathy and compassion. Hope turned to nature for connection 

and solace and to serve as classroom. 

“What have I always said about Mother Nature?” Hope now asked.  

“To respect Her,” her girls, back in their chairs, returned in unison.  

“Because when we respect Her, we never feel alone, unheard, or unseen,” said their 

mother, giving a look halfway between a smile and a frown to her charges. Directing her 

attention to Tai, she continued, “To go after such defenseless creatures …”  

Hope shook her head gravely, caught in her thoughts, trailing off, suddenly turning 

philosophical, suddenly wondering whether her beloved Mother Nature, with her capricious 

liberties, might be responsible for transforming her precocious little girls – Tai in particular – 

into wildlife.  

Frank had returned and Hope watched as he dropped a handful of rags over the spilled 

milk. She marveled at how the cloth darkened from the imprint of the liquid. This made her think 

of Muffin, her ragdoll, who used to lick milk from her face. Hope had not thought of him for a 

long time. He was the perfect cat. More like a dog, the way he would follow her around. 

Continuing her recollections, she thought of the wild birds with broken wings she once carried 
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home. The abandoned blue jay she’d nursed with a dropper. Then – the wildest castaway of them 

all – the raven-haired fledgling she had found ten years ago in a cab. My Tai.  

Hope got up to fetch a broom from the pantry.  

Life doesn’t happen to you, but for you – this was her mantra. She was a woman who 

always looked for signs in everything she witnessed, constantly in search for the hint of a force 

that guided her to the present. It was a line she had picked up from a yogi-cum-self-help guru 

years ago. It was a saying she liked to repeat to her girls.  

She began to brush the remaining bits of broken glass into a dustbin. Turning once more 

to Tai, she said gently, cautiously, with precise definition, “Sweetie, you need to know that 

actions have consequences. Do you understand why we’re taking away the slingshot?”  

“But it was Nan’s idea!”  

“Shut up!” piped her sister in the background. 

Always, it was like this with the girls. One starting where the other ended. But Marianne 

– the younger one, whom only Tai called Nan – was Hope’s favorite. Hope tried to play fair. She 

was aware of her bias and afraid of being caught by it, but she believed her preference for one 

daughter over the other was not based on blood. It was not because Tai was adopted or that 

Marianne – with her blonde hair, blue eyes, and button nose – was a younger carbon copy of her.  

Instead, Hope told herself it was the latter’s lightheartedness and her simple, open smile 

that made Marianne easier to parent, easier to love, easier to forgive, even when she got on her 

nerves. Still. Hope took effort to clear her mindset of this discrimination by grouping her girls 

not as separate entities but characteristically as them. It was them whom she loved. 

In their younger years, this was easier. Separated in age by only seven months, Marianne 

and Tai shared the symbiotic bond of siblings who enter the world together from a communal 
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womb. Hope would bathe them together, nurse them together – though Tai never took to the 

nipple, perhaps realizing it wasn’t meant for her – and, for a brief period, the two slept swaddled 

side-by-side. Their identities intertwined like conjoined twins despite the two looking none alike. 

Marianne fair-skinned and golden-haired, Tai yellow-dusted with coal-slicked strands.  

Hope turned to Frank, who was seated once more and on his second cup of coffee. She 

trusted he would say something to the girls. Instead, feeling her stare, Frank placed his mug 

down and gave her a look of inquiring sympathy as if to ask, “Are you angry at me too?”  

How was it like that? It seemed to Hope that once Frank gave up lawyering, and certainly 

after his face had made the tabloids, this man, her man, now in his forties and early retired, 

preferred keeping his opinions to himself. She recollected once more what he had said earlier. 

Words so unlike him. 

Frank gave his wife a look halfway optimistic. His sweet, doe-eyed martyr. Judging from 

her face, he knew better than to ask her what was on her mind in front of the children. 

But Hope was not done. She turned once again to the children. First, lecturing them on 

cooperation and how they shouldn’t be fighting each other; followed by more talk on respecting 

the sanctity of life and how all creatures felt love and pain. Stuff they had all heard before. Both 

girls were thinking the same thing. That their mother was wrong. That nature had her own strong 

will and irrevocable laws. That nature was, in fact, brutal. 

When a lull came in Hope’s speech, Tai sprang to the point. (She wanted to prove to her 

mother her newfound maturity. She was ten after all, a number with two digits. A big girl.) She 

said to her that the forest contained no shortage of red squirrels and snowshoe hares. And didn’t 

Hope know hunting was a means of survival in many parts of the world? Wild animals suffered 
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and died in random events. Why, last week, she had seen a red fox gut a mouse. “It’s survival of 

the fittest,” she went on. “The strong prey on the weak.” 

“The law of nature!” Marianne echoed. 

“That’s enough,” said Frank, who had been in Hope’s opinion all too reticent in the 

background. 

“But hunting is a respectable pastime in America. And squirrels aren’t defenseless 

animals. They can be vicious when they feel threatened,” said Tai. 

“Tai …” began Hope with control, recognizing that the child was reciting what she had 

read in one of Frank’s wilderness guidebooks, guessing correctly too that she had gotten the idea 

of catching her own game from the book. 

“Have you seen them fight, mom?” asked Tai. “They’re brutal and territorial animals.” 

“Sometimes,” Marianne added, “they even slay their own.” 

Upon hearing those words, Hope clamped her lips tight as if in physical pain. She was 

seized suddenly with an odd feeling – a fear most likely an overreaction – of uneasiness. Before 

her mind, rose the stillness of the morning. The absence of birds chirping. The silence of the 

windchimes. The giant Touch-Me-Nots drooping as if out of a sense of doom. Surely that was 

not the Zen she imagined. Marianne’s comment caught Hope and clung to her.  

Afterward, when it was too late, Hope would recall this moment and its pang of 

strangeness as foreknowledge. 

 

[2] 

Modern life had caught Frank Lightwell completely unaware. Somehow the world had become 

unrecognizable. Scarier than the Y2K fears his parents had fretted over. These days, mobile 
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phones were permanently attached to human beings like bodily appendages. Computers were 

asking people to prove to them they were not robots. The young lived behind blue-lighted 

screens. Social media, Frank believed, was the worst culprit with its algorithms set to the Self, 

amplifying the I, seducing all to mistake “likes” for love, unsettling the core of human 

consciousness. It was the devil and the devil was everywhere. Not even Brucksville was safe.  

Technology’s seduction of mankind deeply frightened the man. It was true, friends and 

neighbors would say, because they had read it online. Fact had become fiction, fiction fact. There 

were deepfakes and disinformation. Conspiracy theories masquerading as headline news. This 

Frank knew first-hand. Sensationalist media had ruined his reputation in the city. His most 

embarrassing moment transformed into an internet meme. 

Frank had not sought out Brucksville. He came across the hamlet when the GPS broke on 

his company car during an out-of-town assignment. This was after he quit the law firm, after he 

and Hope married. Tai was still an infant and Marianne not yet born. It was the period of Frank’s 

“reprieve” from real life. He was working as a courier. Even then, Frank refused to carry a cell 

phone. He only had a pager. A prerequisite for the job.  

He had driven into Brucksville to ask for directions and discovered that no one there had 

met an actual person from the city. They knew nothing of his notoriety or of the adoption 

scandal, which was exactly the reason he wanted to move there. 

Hope didn’t object to leaving the city. The woman had no trouble cutting loose of past or 

place, perhaps why being a flight attendant had suited her well. When they met, she was an 

artist-shacking, chain-smoking club girl. But her affinity for whisky and a cigarette a day were 

the only vices that carried over to her new life. In Brucksville, Hope awoke to a new appreciation 

for the natural world, which she never considered before leaving the metropolis and becoming a 
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mother. She asked to homeschool the children. He wanted to eliminate all forms of electronics 

from the home. They agreed to both.  

“Playing a little rough is good for the girls. We don’t want them growing up afraid of the 

world,” Frank said earlier that morning when she told him about Tai going after the squirrel. He 

suggested allowing them to use the slingshot. An innocuous enough comment, but it irked Hope. 

She hated when he took the girls’ side over hers. He was supposed to be the grounded one, she 

told him. The protective parent. Never in a million years would she have expected him to defend 

rough play.  

It was true. Lately he had not been all that reliable, Frank had to admit. In the city, it was 

his business to offer advice to others. He told clients how to protect themselves against legal 

charges, what deals to take, what to say, when to be silent. It wasn’t just that these days his face 

was always obscured in a paper or that he found himself looking up moments too late to respond 

to his wife’s questioning eyes. For the last month or so, his mind had been unsettled by the world 

outside Brucksville.  

If he could, Frank would have kept his girls in the dark forever. His reputation as a 

luddite was well known in town. Frank Lightwell: chief advocate for a slower analog existence. 

Frank Lightwell: human relic of a bygone era. His general practitioner Dr. Freeman joked how 

test results had to be hand-delivered to him at church service. (Yes, the Lightwells had a 

landline, an artifact even by local standards, but it was to be used only in cases of emergency and 

thankfully there hadn’t been a need for the good doctor to make such a phone call.)  

Against all odds, Frank had concealed a global outbreak from his children. One hundred 

and forty miles away a novel coronavirus they were calling Covid-19 surged. Nations were 

shutting down. Borders were being closed. The President of the United States had declared a 
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national emergency. Frank’s hometown of New York City was Ground Zero of the country’s 

caseloads. 

Funny how it takes a thing invisible to the human eye to make visible all that our mind 

does not want to see. Covid-19 would do this for many – Frank included – though how could he 

have known this then? The country had only begun its long stretch of home confinement, school 

closures, supply chain disruption, and economic plunge. The disease had yet to infect the more 

than 82 million around the world it would that first year. Nor had the civil unrest and call to 

justice prompted by the death of an unarmed black man at the hands of the Minneapolis police 

happened or the presidential election that would result in the storming of the U.S. Capitol. What 

Frank knew then was only that the dream of his old world was slowly disappearing. 

Consequently, he did not have a good answer when confronted by Hope after breakfast 

that morning. Finding him in the hallway, she brought up his earlier comment, adding, that he’d 

always tried to shield their girls from all things bad in the world – so why was he now 

advocating embracing danger head-on? 

“I guess I was thinking we should prepare them a little more for what’s out there,” he said 

uncertainly. “The world’s become unrecognizable.” 

Hope nodded solemnly. “Everyone in town is talking about it like it’s the coming 

apocalypse. They’re stockpiling toilet paper and hand sanitizer and ammunition. They’re talking 

about people dropping unconscious on the streets in China and dead crows plummeting from the 

sky. Babe, I don’t want to scare the children.” 

“It’s just fear,” replied Frank, looking at his wife’s care-worn face. At that moment, she 

looked older than her thirty-seven years. His mind did a rewind as he returned to the televised 

images of his youth. His old man planted on the living room sofa, lost in the video static sights 
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and sounds of conflicts, sports, sex, and crimes transmitted through the tube. The riots in LA. 

The bombing in Oklahoma City. The explosion at the World Trade Center. “The world is going 

to shits,” Frank Senior would say. “Someone’s always trying to screw you.”  

It was wrong to expose his children to all this. “Better they don’t hear about it now,” 

Frank said thinking it over. “Let’s let them be children.”  

“Children who treat other creatures with respect,” Hope amended, and sensing the 

emotional shift in her husband’s contemplative expression, she grew bolder. Thinking they were 

alone (and this was her unfortunate habit, always thinking they were alone, always 

underestimating her children), she said, “Aren’t you worried about Tai? Don’t you think she’s 

gotten worse? Her violent outburst today …” 

That’s what children do, Frank wanted to say. They swing like a pendulum from perfect 

angels to tyrannical brats. It was standard kid behavior. He wanted also to say there were far 

greater concerns currently in the world. But they were his girls. She was his wife. He did not 

want to start a fight. “She’s a good kid,” he replied instead. 

Neither parent was aware that the child they were speaking of was lingering around the 

corner.  

“I can’t help wondering if there’s something we don't know about her,” continued Hope. 

“I mean they’re both active kids, but Tai, she’s different. Maybe if we had disciplined her 

more… oh, but I hate the thought of that!”  

“She just needs some redirecting,” said Frank. “Come on. Let them blow off steam. No 

more targeting animals, we can agree on that. But why not allow them to shoot cans? She’s been 

looking forward to using her slingshot.” He watched, waiting for her approval. 
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Hope sighed. After the breakfast blowout, she had zero interest in continuing to play the 

role of killjoy, much less the dreaded caricature of difficult parent (or still worse, the nagging 

mother). She did not have much of a choice, did she? 

 

[3] 

Different. The word distinct in her ear. It gave Tai the impression of something not quite right. It 

was what you said when you were given a present you didn’t like but were told by your parents 

that you had to be polite. “Oh it’s … different!” It was the nice way of saying you didn’t want a 

thing. The first time she had been aware of being different was when a little boy at the 

supermarket asked her, quite innocently, whether she was able to see all the boxes of cereal lined 

on the shelf. She looked at him confused. “Because your eyes are like this,” he said, and pulled 

back his eyes at the corner to demonstrate.  

Before then, Tai never thought of herself as separate from her family, though she had 

always known she was adopted. She: a soil mix of turmeric-gold earth and full-bloodedness, a 

broad flat face and long hair slicked like tar. Her hair prompted touching from everyone around 

her. “Horsehair” Hope called it, amazed by its coarseness and resilience whenever she ran her 

fingers through it.  

Not one soul in Brucksville looked like her, and she was an oddity to the town children 

with their fair skin and ruddy cheeks. They often whispered petty words behind her back and to 

her face when her parents were out of view. Then there were the adults who referred to her as 

“exotic,” like she was an invasive plant or animal not from the region. Sometimes, Tai heard 

them speculating on her race and whispering about the mysterious circumstances surrounding her 

adoption, as if she, the subject in question, was not standing in front of them.  
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But Hope always cut short the town chatter. “She’s a Lightwell through and through,” she 

would say when asked about Tai’s ethnicity or biological parents. Love was blind, Hope told her, 

and Tai wanted to believe this – or maybe it was that she needed to believe this. Love was the 

invisible glue that stuck these people to her. If love came apart, if suddenly it became undone, 

then everything, she believed, would fall apart. Therefore, Tai willed herself to believe that love 

was blind. As if by sheer optimism and good intentions, her mother could shield her from harm. 

As if by not acknowledging her differences, Tai too would have no need to recognize them. 

What then had changed? Why a sudden shift in our young heroine’s heart? Was it hearing 

the truth straight from her mother’s mouth that she was different? Of course, Tai understood this 

on a fundamental level – that if she were in one of those “Which One Is Different?” picture 

puzzles, she, Tai, would be the odd figure sticking out. She had always felt loved by her parents, 

yet she had always felt alone too. Funny how two very opposite feelings could live inside her. 

And, as she made her way upstairs, Tai tried to reconcile these powerful emotions at odds in her 

head. 

“Guess what I heard?” she said, trying to sound upbeat, as she stood at the entrance of 

Marianne’s bedroom. Her sister was laying on her bed, working on a coloring book and did not 

look up. Not waiting for a response, Tai told her.  

“See? I told you she couldn’t stay angry at us for long.” Marianne’s face beamed as it 

always did when was right about something. 

“Us?” 

“You blamed me for the slingshot idea, remember?” Marianne said coolly. “Even though 

I was asleep then?”  

“Yeah. But it was your idea.” 
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Marianne reflected upon this for a second. “But I wasn’t the one who did it and its actions 

that matter,” she said, a mocking smile passing her face. Then, as if trying to hide the smile, she 

reached for a marker on the floor and continued coloring in her book. 

Tai’s eyes followed her sister’s movements. “It doesn’t matter. She always blames me.” 

“That’s because you don’t know how to talk to her,” Marianne said matter-of-factly, 

knowing her sister’s reservations when it came to sharing what was on her mind. “You have to 

make her feel good. When she thinks she’s being a bad mom, you have to make her think she’s 

not.” 

Leave it to Marianne to know how to be an Extremely Polite Child. While both sisters 

were in the habit of speaking directly on whatever it was on their minds, unlike Tai, whose 

bluntness came across as judging, there was an ease and gaiety in Marianne’s delivery that made 

her outspokenness easier to digest. An innocence, which despite Marianne’s pains to push 

against it, came across to grown-ups like her mother as precocious charm, placing them under 

the girl’s sway.  

In her head as well, Marianne thought herself honest. She was forever her sister’s 

cheerleader. Encouraging Tai to act upon her desires. Otherwise, Tai would just live in her head. 

Take for instance the slingshot. She was the one who had suggested making it and going out into 

the woods to test it. Instead, Tai, too impatient, chose the backyard. It wasn’t her fault things 

went sour, she reasoned. Which was to say Marianne didn’t feel bad about it. Not one bit.   

The sisters were close, since by default they only had each other for companionship. But 

despite their intimacy, or maybe because of it, Marianne and Tai routinely got on each other’s 

nerves as siblings do. Tai could be bossy, and though Marianne couldn’t quite put it into words 

yet, what she felt was this: that the feeling of quiet superiority her sister displayed was due to her 
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disregard for the approval of others in making herself feel good. And this, Marianne resented. It 

wasn’t because she herself didn’t possess an iron will of strength, but that she thought it 

degraded all others who were not like Tai. Marianne enjoyed attention and sought her fellow 

man’s affections to gauge her worth. There was nothing wrong with wanting love – and she 

hated her sister for judging her. The sisters were different in their characters in this way, and in 

their hearts, each sister thought that her way of thinking and doing was the better one.  

 

[4] 

Behind the Lightwell home was the forest: dark, wild, and fertile land where the shadowy 

canopy of coniferous trees sheltered the life within year-round. In the warmer months, following 

morning lessons and a bowl of toasted oats with berries, Tai and Marianne often scurried 

barefoot out the back door and wouldn’t return home until called for supper. Long febrile days 

were spent in this manner. Playing along the gurgling river’s edge. Hunting for bullfrogs, 

catching tadpoles, poking at bugs with fallen branches, inventing fantastical tales involving 

woodland friends.  

In the forest now, the empty tomato cans were lined up. Marianne was humming. It was 

peacetime again. Everyone was in better spirits – Tai included, once she set foot outdoors. “Love, 

love me do, you know I love you, I'll always be true, so please love me do …” She crooned a 

catchy tune she heard from Hope’s record collection. All tiny hips and long hair swaying, the 

girls marched along to the edge of the stream, where they had set up their target range. 

Once they got to hitting cans though, Tai’s face, a moment earlier beaming, suddenly 

took on an expression of frustration. Her stones flew past her target. One miss after another.  
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Meanwhile, Marianne knocked her cans straight on, causing her to squeal in delight each 

time one hit the ground. But Marianne could see Tai getting upset. She felt sorry for her and 

wanted her sister’s bad mood to go away. 

“Set your eyes on the prize,” Marianne cheerfully instructed her sister, snugging another 

pellet into the elastic pocket of the slingshot. “It’s not hard. See.” Her delicate finger steadied the 

band back. She plucked the strap. Sure enough, a can fell. “Go ahead. You try.”  

Tai frowned as Marianne handed her back the slingshot. She could feel herself growing 

red. She was getting upset not only because she continued to miss her cans, but because the 

familiar feeling of failure was swelling up again in her chest. She hated this about herself; hated 

that she couldn’t control her own mood. She took a deep breath and tried once more.   

“C’mon. You’re not going to hit anything with one eye closed.” 

It was like Marianne to show off, thought Tai. Little Miss Perfect. Everything came easy 

to her. Tai shot Marianne a cold eye, “Don’t tell me what to do.” 

“Relax,” Marianne said shaking her head. “I’m only trying to help.” 

“By bossing me around?” 

Tai’s comment awakened in Marianne a feeling like impropriety. As if she, Marianne, 

were being punished for doing what any good sister would do. With Tai, everything was always 

a competition. Tai was always trying to prove she was better than her, even though, as Marianne 

saw it, the whole point of playing was to have fun. She remembered how that morning Tai had 

tattle-tailed on her. Like she had wanted Marianne to suffer as well. Even though, as Marianne 

saw it, she had done nothing wrong. 

“Poor Tai, I think you’ve got the chinavirus!” Marianne cried suddenly, seeming, in an 

instant to turn vindictive.  
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Marianne only said what came to her tongue, surprised at herself for repeating a word 

foreign to her. She had overheard it from an older kid their last visit to the supermarket. “Bet she 

brought over the China virus,” he whispered to another boy as she and Tai passed by them in the 

aisle. Marianne didn’t know anything about this chinavirus, but it sounded cooties-level bad and 

contagious. She hoped her sister hadn’t heard those words then. Now, however, she did. 

The expression on Marianne’s face instantly changed. Sisterly affection was replaced by 

defiance and a desire for retribution. 

“China! China! Chinavirus!” Marianne repeated in a bratty sing-song voice. 

“Quit it, Nan! What are you doing?”  

Like the two sides of a coin, Marianne could flip from being sweet and chipper one 

minute to callous and cruel the next. The muscles in Tai’s body quivered. She felt her face flame 

and her heart harden. Plucking a shiny stone from the ground, Tai dropped it on the crook of the 

rubber strap. She closed one eye and focused the other on the can in front of her. 

Still, her sister continued with her taunts.  

“Stop! I told you,” Tai said, growing further agitated.  

“Tai’s got the chiiiinavirus!” 

Tai clenched her teeth, biting so hard onto her lower lip she swallowed a jolt of coppery 

penny. The taste of her own blood. Marianne couldn’t help herself. In that moment neither could 

Tai. Her mind like a steel spring, her grip tightened on the strap. The strap gave, and the fury 

inside her unfurled like a whip lashing out at Marianne, at her cruel words, at her sly perfection.  

This time Tai found her target. 

Marianne stood erect as a statue with her arms stretched out. Blood was gushing from her 

punctured right eye. A wild wail emitted from her half-open mouth like that of a rallying wolf, 
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frightening and confusing Tai. She had never heard her sister howl like that before. Marianne 

had surpassed all the pain she could channel through her vocal cords that it looked as if she was 

spitting out blood. She screamed and screamed with such force that Tai imagined her insides 

pouring out. It came out of Marianne in whatever way it could. It flowed from her eye in thick 

dark strips down her white linen dress.   

Tai had never seen that much blood coming out of anyone in her life. A shockwave 

coursed through her limbs as if from a faulty connection to the ground. She stood perfectly 

frozen. Her mouth opened to scream but nothing came out. The earth between her and her sister 

broke – or was this her imagination? The rest of the world dimmed.  

She saw herself drawing closer to Marianne. Reaching out to her. Unsure if this was to 

embrace or inspect. The crimson tears from her sister’s face poured over her hand and it began to 

grow cold. Tai touched Marianne’s cheek and felt the foreignness of the glistening stain. The 

color so stark. She turned over her palm, mesmerized at how the blood could seem so vivid it 

appeared unreal. 

Then Marianne’s howls stopped. An eerie silence followed before Tai’s meditative state 

was again disrupted by another frantic bawl cutting through the air like a hard slap to her face. 

Mother ran to daughter, Hope’s arms encircling Marianne, who collapsed into them and 

onto the earth. Hope turned in disgust to her other daughter. The raw hatred in her face shook Tai 

as Hope violently pushed her away.  

“What the hell is wrong with you?” she cried. “Get away from her, you animal!” 
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Chapter II 

Containing Particulars Concerning Familial Ties and Survival 
 

[1] 

The ventilator shaft clanged from the downpour outside. Tai’s vision saturated in darkness, she 

clutched instinctively for whatever was closest to her. Nothing. Then, her hand found a lamp on 

the side-table, and there, the note in her father’s small and distinct handwriting. Her parents had 

taken Marianne to a hospital in the city. They were unsure when they would return. At the 

bottom of the note, Frank had written the number of their nearest neighbors, the Jenkins, an 

elderly couple who lived about a mile down the road. Tai crumbled the paper and tossed it aside. 

When had they driven off? She could not recall how she’d gotten on the living room 

couch. She dimly remembered trembling voices and fast and awkward movements, but that 

seemed a million years ago. Most likely she’d passed out and been carried to the couch.  

Tai stared angrily at the balled-up paper on the floor. The thought of having to speak to 

anyone at that moment made her queasy. What could she possibly say? If they’d heard her 

mother in the woods. If they knew the truth. She was an animal. Out of control. She felt like 

punching a wall. 

Three months earlier, her mother told her about the taxi ride and gave her the dreaded 

menu. After the boy in the supermarket asked whether she could see because of her eyes, Tai had 

hounded Hope for details about her adoption. She had only been told that her birth parents were 

“no longer around.” Whether this meant they were dead or somewhere else, she did not know. 

“Where did I come from? How did I get here?” she asked. Her father would say, “Speak to your 
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mother,” knowing it was her story to tell and not his; her mother, in her characteristic way, 

would never directly come out and tell her.  

Until she did. Though Tai thought she wanted to hear the truth, when her mother handed 

her the cocktail menu (a piece of evidence, we should note, Hope had conveniently “forgotten” 

to give to the police), Tai immediately regret having asked. 

“I saved this for you,” Hope said.  “It was left inside the shopping bag I found you in.”  

“You kept it for so long?” 

“Well, you know, your mother is a sentimental woman,” she replied smiling – the “your 

mother” sounding to Tai as if Hope were talking about another person.   

It was a piece of paper, yellow and crunchy from age, folded horizontally into thirds. A 

price list of the exotic mixed drinks – the ones with umbrella straws stuck in them, her mother 

informed her – from a hole-in-the-wall Midtown Manhattan tiki bar. It was the name of the bar. 

A wordplay on a famous cocktail. It was her name. My Tai.  

That she had been named after an obscure watering hole neither offended nor impressed 

the young Tai. (Frankly, she didn’t know what to make of it.) But the menu in her possession 

was undeniable confirmation of a thought, dreadful and unfathomable, hidden in the darkest 

crevices of her mind. It linked her to her birth parents. A tangible reminder that she came from 

elsewhere. Somewhere not here.  

It was the germ of this inquiry of who she was, which resolved itself into anger. The 

menu revealed to Tai that she was not truly a part of the Lightwell family. It proved her origins 

were just as foreign as the exotic drinks on the cocktail list. (Of course, this was far from Hope’s 

intentions when she gave her daughter the souvenir saved from the morning that she found her. 
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Hope had not meant to distance Tai, but, on the contrary, to remind her of that day in their family 

history in which Tai took the starring role.)  

“I knew there was something special about you when I first laid eyes on you,” she said. 

“You were such a serious baby. You stared at me with those watchful eyes of yours, like you’re 

doing now. Oh honey, don’t cry.” Neither of them could have predicted that Hope’s gift, 

unwanted at the time by Tai, would become indispensable into the discovery of the 

circumstances surrounding her birth in the near future. 

At the age of ten, the questions Tai had about her past and her family history were born of 

frustration. What kind of people would leave a baby in the backseat of a taxi? Sure, she’d heard 

of abandoned pets being left at the doorstep of a shelter or a firehouse, but these people had not 

even considered a safe house. Dropped off in a grocery bag like a discarded item? Who would do 

such a thing? Always in the back of her head was the thought: Where would I be, what would 

have come of me, if she had not come along and saved me? Though even that was uncertain 

now. Her family was gone. Literally gone.  

There is nothing as devastating for a child as believing you are in the center, sheltered 

and safe, to suddenly finding yourself in the periphery looking out into the void. It was pitch 

black outside, and Tai could see nothing but the alternating diagonal splats of rain on the glass 

pane. Droplets like acid rain began to come likewise down her cheeks.  

Scrunching her tiny body into a ball, Tai dropped her head into her lap. Here she was, a 

little girl all alone in a big house. She shut her lids tight, willing herself to stop. Imagine if her 

sister saw her now! What a baby she was! She had already cried her eyes out that morning, 

which was when another thought entered her head: What if Marianne might never see her again. 

Suppose she was dead? 
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Just as quickly, Tai shut out this idea. To distract her mind, she started to scan the coffee 

table in front of her. For the first time, noticing the household items left behind: a ball of grey yarn 

Hope was knitting into a bunny, a grocery list, a funny drawing of her, pigtails upturned, that 

Marianne sketched the day earlier. Frank’s half-empty coffee mug.  

She had to think survival.  If her sister were dead, if she had accidentally killed Marianne – 

but oh, she needed to get that out of her head! – but if it were the case, she would be next. There 

was no way her mother would let her stay at home. Hope would kick her out of the house, and she 

would have to learn how to fend for herself, find shelter, find food. Tai realized she was hungry. 

Blurry-eyed, the girl rose from the couch and went into the kitchen with the goal of fixing 

herself a sandwich. She opened the fridge. Stood on her tippy toes. Grabbed the homemade jar of 

almond butter behind the milk carton and the wineberry jam on the side door. She took what 

remained of a loaf from the bread box. It was the plate that proved hardest to reach. Tai’s fingertips 

could only graze its porcelain tip on the shelf. Remembering the broken glass from the morning, 

Tai decided to abort her mission. 

She sat on the kitchen floor, devouring her sandwich packed with sticky sweetness. Where’s 

your plate? a stern voice inside her asked. Where are your manners? Tai’s entire body shook. She 

wanted to shut the terrible floodwaters of self-criticism about to drown her. 

What if Marianne wasn’t dead, but in a coma and her parents had to stay in the hospital? 

She would be alone for days, weeks. What would she eat? She had no more experience than fixing 

herself a bowl of cereal. What if she needed groceries? Or if she burned her hand boiling an egg? 

You had to be strong to survive, Tai knew, and she always tried not to show any signs of weakness. 

But now an inner voice mocked her for being a fake. She only pretended to be tough. She was a 

kid. Powerless. She couldn’t survive on her own. 
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Who could she call for help? And if the police came knocking at her door, and her parents 

weren’t home, would they send her to away to an orphanage? Tai’s reflections went around in a 

circle unable to come to any reassuring closures. All of what had happened still felt like a dream. 

But the fact that she was completely alone for the first time in her life, confirmed otherwise. 

She took her sandwich back to the couch to finish it. Licking the jelly off her fingers, she 

tried distracting herself by thinking of something happy. But her thoughts kept returning to her 

sister. To a life-drained Marianne being carried off into the car. One parent on each of her sides. Tai 

saw the blood, the magical, life-flowing substance, flow out of her. No one could have survived 

that much loss. Tai’s mind raced to Marianne’s funeral, to the graveyard west of their house, where 

she imagined her sister would be buried, and then to hundreds of other thoughts on life and on 

death, before it settled this time on her mother. She thought of Hope’s go-to affirmation – what 

Hope always told them whenever she or Marianne was sad about something. 

Life doesn’t happen to you, but for you.   

What did it mean in this case? That what had happened in the forest was not an accident? 

That it was meant to be? There were many feelings inside of Tai she did not understand, but 

something deep within her told her that back in the forest, she had wanted to hurt Marianne.  

It was not a feeling Tai could wrap her head around. She was sorry for what had 

happened, and yet there was a sensation of pleasure in the agony she had caused. It was like a 

force foreign to her had taken possession of her, triggered her finger, freed the rock. Then she, 

for a split second, had felt absolved. For that momentary time, Tai had wanted nothing more than 

to watch her sister suffer. Because pain, Tai believed, was something Marianne had never known. 
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This realization, this guilt, was new to Tai. That these terrible thoughts were bubbling to 

the surface, despite her sincere remorse for what she had done, made her sick. Her body began to 

shake. “Please!” she cried, almost choking on a sob. “Don’t let her die!”  

Her mind moved to her father. Tai passed into how every night Frank would bend down 

with his head resting on his bed to speak privately to someone not in the room. She had always 

found it funny. Her mother did not believe in God and she and her sister had been raised without a 

religion. “God is only good for those who are afraid of the dark,” Hope would say. But Tai 

wasn’t afraid of the dark – she had known the feeling of uncertainty all her life. It was familiar 

company. As a last resort, however, as even nonbelievers do when they think that they have used 

up all their options, Tai thought to give this God a try. Was it a crazy thing to do? Maybe. But 

what did she have to lose?  

Kneeling on the floor, Tai put her hands together.  

“Oh God, if you are there,” she said aloud, “if you exist, please don’t let my sister die. I 

promise I’ll be good. I promise I’ll watch over her. I’ll be the best sister ever!”  

It seemed ridiculous asking a favor of something, someone, invisible. Tai didn’t know 

whether God was real or not, but she was used to making up stories in her head. Stories always 

comforted her. This didn’t feel much different. 

Tears came and went. The storm cleared and the night turned infinitely still. The little girl 

waited by the living room window, curled in a ball, watching for the headlights of the station 

wagon that would signal her family’s return. Part of Tai wanted to retreat to her room, to hide 

under her bedcover, but her body was too exhausted to put desire into action. Out of a sense of 

dread for disturbing the nighttime equilibrium, she remained on the couch, passing out shortly 

after midnight. 
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[2] 

It was daylight when Tai heard the slam of a car door. Glancing through the window, she saw her 

parents getting out of the station wagon and the figure of her sister in the backseat. Marianne was 

alive! Tai rose hastily from the couch but then froze. Joy morphed into panic as she realized then 

she had to confront the truth. She bit into her lips. She hadn’t thought over what to say.  

Her father came in first. His hair was disheveled. His shirt creased like he had been up all 

night. He needed a shave. He looked like a different man, but it wasn’t appearance alone that 

gave Tai that impression. There was a new softness in the way he carried himself, a hesitancy in 

his motions.  

“Hey Tai Bear,” he said. “You been crying?” It was obvious she had.  

“I’m sorry daddy,” she said timidly. Her body began to shake. 

“I know. Come here.” He brought her to him. Tai felt the shock of human love. She 

looked up and saw that her father’s eyes were moist too.  

“Everything’s going to be okay,” he promised and smoothed her hair with his hand.  

Frank looked at his daughter lovingly. He tried to smile, but his heart was filled with 

doubt whether his words had been meant for her or for himself. Privately, Frank was wrestling 

with his own trauma. What he’d witnessed in the city had left him in horrific shock and made 

him unable to think at that moment of his daughters. Concerned as he was about their welfare, all 

his fears were engrossed by the larger panic of the terrible pandemic taking place.  

Hope stood a few feet away from Frank and Tai, watching them from a tolerant distance 

with a look of chilled despair. Bracing herself for a reprimand from her mother, Tai 

unconsciously let go of her father and slowly turned toward Hope. Her mother said nothing. But 
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the weary and crushed look on her face told the story of a woman who had spent the whole night 

awake. For a moment the two females stared at each other. Hope’s look was vacant; Tai’s fearful 

and filled with shame. Then suddenly, Tai turned her face away from her and Hope walked 

silently past her into her bedroom. 

“Aren’t you going to ask how I’m doing?”  

Marianne stood at the doorway, no longer in her white sundress, but in a clean and airy 

linen pinafore. A gauze pressure patch on her right eye hid half her face. 

“I …I …” Tai faltered, unsure how to begin. But before she could say another word, 

Marianne with her light, quick steps had crossed the distance between them and wrapped her 

arms around her.  

 “Don’t look so miserable, I’m the one who lost an eye,” she teased when she finally let 

go. 

Her words, jesting and carefree, took Tai by surprise. It was not in her sister’s nature to be 

angry for long, but the outright defiance for pity shocked Tai. Instantly, Marianne began to tell 

her about the city, the buildings like giants that kissed the sky, the concrete highways and tunnels 

that twisted and turned like snakes, the hospital with its cool elevators and fancy machines. She 

spoke faster than usual and in her working eye shone a manic radiance.  

“See,” said Marianne, and gestured to her eye patch. “My doctor told me he’d turn me 

into a pirate!” She closed her left eye, then opened it in what appeared to be a wink – or was it a 

blink? – it was difficult for Tai to tell.  

It took another second too for Tai to process the meaning behind the eye patch – that 

underneath it something was missing.  

“Did it hurt?” she whispered, finally. 
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“I was asleep. Oh, did I tell you? They’re making me a new eye.” 

Tai studied Marianne’s face as she went on to talk about the specialist who would be 

custom making her the artificial eye. She could not help but look at her sister with reverence – in 

near stupefaction as she was at Marianne’s bravery. While she had been cowardly bawling at 

home, her sister had been on an operating table getting an actual eye removed. And here 

Marianne was – with not even a complaint! Yet Tai was confused by this mask of gaiety 

Marianne was putting on. This strange, new expression on her face. The girl in front of her spoke 

brightly and naturally, but there was something artificial about it.  

She waited for Marianne to mention what had happened in the forest. She waited for 

Marianne to say something mean-spirited or, at the very least, to withdraw her generosity. But 

Marianne just stood there, smiling, head held high in her one-eyed glory. 

Later, while Marianne napped upstairs, Tai once again found herself eavesdropping on a 

private conversation between her parents. She had been clearing the dishes when she heard her 

mother’s raised voice in the backyard. From the kitchen window above the farmhouse sink, Tai 

stood on her tippy toes to get a better view. 

In the dusk-filled garden was her mother wavering her hands above her head as if 

swatting flies. “She nearly killed Marianne! I knew something was going to happen. I felt it 

yesterday when I saw her going after that squirrel,” she said. She sounded terribly frightened, 

terribly fed up. “No! Don’t sweetheart me! ‘Playing rough is good for them.’ God damn it, 

Frank! I had a bad feeling … I did … and I can’t afford to lose another child!”   

Angry words began to fall out of her as if torn from her body by physical agony. Tai 

watched as her father bowed his head in silence. She did not know her parents were having 

another variation of the same conversation they had had at the hospital. 
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“Please calm down,” Frank said gently, touching his wife’s arm. His eyes met hers and 

then appeared to look out at the overcast sky ambiguously. It was unclear to Tai if he was seeking 

restraint or looking for a sign from above. But she knew her father was a calm and patient man. 

Even if he thought his wife wrong, it was not in his nature to outright blame her. 

Frank said, “She feels awful for what she did. Nothing like that will happen again.” 

Tai placed the last dish on the drying rack. Her fingers pressed firmly on the cold hard 

countertop. She took a deep breath. Wrung the dishcloth as if choking a tiny neck and turned 

away from the window. She did not want to hear more. What had her mother meant about losing 

another child? Was she saying that she, Tai, was a lost cause? Even with Marianne back, there 

felt a new foreignness within her family.  

He was right about one thing. I’ll never let my emotions control me again, Tai decided 

then and there. She could not risk losing her family.  

 

[3] 

There are historic events so infinitely traumatic they define a generation. The “Lost Generation” had 

World War I. The “Greatest Generation” shared the battle scars, literal and metaphorical, of Pearl 

Harbor and World War II. The Baby Boomers saw the assassinations of both J.F.K. and M.L.K. Jr. 

Hope, like her husband Frank, belonged to the group who in their formative years, watched the 

televised images of the burning buildings of the 9/11 attacks. In Hope’s case, she saw it first-hand.  

 “It’s the chicken coming home to roost,” said the old man in a beret, his voice quiet and 

nonjudgmental as they stood side-by-side in Washington Square Park watching the sky that 

Tuesday morning turning from a clear blue to a bitter concoction of grey debris and golden flames. 

She was starting the first semester of her second year at N.Y.U. She would drop out a month later.  
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 America’s skyline changed at that moment before her own eyes. This was the world before 

social media. Camera phones had not been around. Cell phones were not yet ubiquitous. Tragedy 

was still a social experience witnessed in the flesh. That day, Hope did not know whether the 

stranger’s words were true, if America would meet its collective punishment, but she suddenly 

became aware of the world being porous and of the possibility of bad things coming in as easily 

as they got out. 

 We assume we only get one major horrific event for our lifetime. Then comes another. 

 How had karma worked here? Hope wondered. 

 When, after the operation, driving out of New York City, Marianne commented how the 

city wasn't as lively as she imagined it from the stories she’d been told, Hope did not answer. 

Everything had been frantic and tense on the drive in. Marianne fluctuating between intense 

moans and terrifying shrieks. She and Frank arguing. She insisting they go to the nearest 

emergency room; he disagreeing, convinced that the hospitals closest by were not qualified to do 

the type of surgery Marianne needed. They had to find a top doctor and that meant driving into 

the city. 

 Leaving Manhattan, a sedateness had fallen upon the car akin to the strained calmness of the 

landscape outside. Hope was thinking how unfamiliar the city had become. Storefronts boarded 

up. Streets emptied. Barely a car was on the road. They drove through Times Square and only 

came across a few joggers, a sight neither beheld there before, so empty had the place become. 

 “Why is everyone wearing a mask outside?” asked Marianne from the backseat. “I thought 

they only wore them in hospitals.” 

 There was a momentary pause wherein Hope and Frank exchanged glances. 

  “A virus,” Frank said quietly. 



 32 

 “Must be some virus,” Marianne murmured, staring out the window. And here, the girl, 

remembering the word she used to taunt her sister in the forest, wondered if the chinavirus was 

the same virus everyone here was afraid of. Marianne hadn’t told her parents about taunting Tai 

and decided then that she would keep this information to herself. (For the girl was experiencing 

her first inkling of shame for what she had done – a feeling that would fill her with regret in 

years to come.) 

 But on the surface, Marianne appeared to be perfectly satisfied with her father’s response. 

She didn’t ask her parents any further questions, which they took as a sign she was too 

overwhelmed by her current circumstances to give the matter anymore thought. And at this, they 

were both relieved.  

 Hope and Frank felt grateful that their daughter had not seen what they had at the hospital 

– bodies, wrapped like mummies in white bed sheets, shoved onto stretchers in the hallway. The 

shortages of beds, medical supplies, personnel, ventilators. Doctors and nurses like morticians 

struggling to make room for the dead; and with the morgues all full, corpses being rolled into 

refrigerated trucks parked outside the facility only a few feet away from the emergency room 

Marianne had been operated on. No, the poor child had gone through enough.  

 March 2020 was still the infancy of the Covid outbreak and scientists all over were 

scrambling to decipher the essence of this mysterious novel coronavirus. Here we might pause to 

ask: What about us? What goes on within our own bodies that we do not know about? While we 

might be able to give voice to our immediate feelings – pain, anger, resentment, sadness – 

underneath that is another layer forever foreign to us. 

 While Hope made no room for organized religion, she believed in something hazier and 

more mystical. Serendipity, call it. “There’s something greater out there, but it’s not God,” she 
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would say to her girls. “What is it then?” they asked. “Something you won’t find in a church. 

Something you must look for within yourself,” came her response. She spoke of this “something 

within” as an inner voice, a friend who would guide you to the sought-after answers to the big 

questions. But where was her companion now?  

 She could not eat or sleep or rest. The first week back, Hope applied herself with extra 

duties, climbing up and down the stairs, day and night, bringing her child dry toast with jam, warm 

milk, a cold glass of water, homemade vegetable soup, tomato pasta with sweet tea, her favorite 

stuffed bunny, whatever Marianne needed. She plunged herself into the task of caring for her girl, 

taking pleasure in the pains of a quiet sainthood. The nonstop work weighted her down, but the 

heavier the burden, the closer Hope felt to the earth, and the more honest and truthful her penitence 

became. She began smoking more than her usual one cigarette a day. 

 Frank regularly popped his head into Marianne’s room. Sometimes he sat with her quietly, 

and on other occasions, read out loud a poem he enjoyed from Emerson or Thoreau. Marianne 

would lay there, eyes closed, impassive. Hope said nothing about Frank’s visits, but with Tai, she 

tried to keep her away. Did Hope consider this retribution for the suffering Tai caused her sister? 

Or was this payback more personal? Hope herself did not know. But she was aware of a new 

element of awkwardness in her interaction with Tai, and this false note, Hope saw, was not in Tai – 

who was always straightforward – but in herself. 

 Hope was angry at everyone: at herself for not trusting her intuition, at her husband for 

letting the girls use the slingshot, and, still more, at Tai for leaving Marianne half blind; and 

because of this resentment, this feeling of disgust she felt toward one child compared to the 

absolute love she felt for the other, Hope hated herself even more. She feared she was no good as 

a mother – and this notion was the worst of them all. 
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 She thought of her Marianne who had been quick to crawl, then quicker to find her legs, 

who did not walk so much as run with her bare feet and tattered dresses. How she laid now, arms 

limp by her side, staring silently, miserably, vacantly, at the ceiling. Her Marianne who was 

always in a state of constant activity – by doctor’s orders – forbidden to inhabit the outdoors or 

engage in any strenuous activity possibly exposing her to a dirty environment, frustrated by 

incapacity. 

 During her first week of rehabilitation, Marianne often laid in bed pretending to be asleep. 

While her body was healing, her mind and soul needed more time to catch up. Marianne was 

undergoing a seismic shift she was only superficially aware of. Getting up to use the toilet, the 

girl rarely looked at herself in the mirror anymore. The person she saw looking back at her was 

not one whom she recognized.  

 The doctor had sewn her right eyelid shut to keep the swelling and bruising down. She 

experienced headaches and vomiting spells. In those days, Marianne was often in pain and when 

she wasn’t, she grew insufferably bored and agitated from being bedridden.  

 Several times a day, Hope would come to her bedroom with basin and washcloth to change 

her dressing.  

 “Really mom, I’m fine,” Marianne would say to her when she saw a certain look on her 

mother’s face. 

 She could tell when her mother had been listening to her muffled cries behind closed door by 

the feeble expression written on her face. As if the humiliation of losing an eye wasn’t enough, 

Marianne did not want pity to be the reason for her mother’s attention. It was not that she didn’t 

enjoy the extra care paid to her, but that Marianne was uneasy with this new form of treatment.  
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The truth was Marianne feared looking bad in front of anyone or for anyone, for that 

matter, to see the hurt inside her, and because of this, she took special pains.  

She was getting good at pretending, and she marveled at how natural it had become for 

her to lie, not to mention, her own capacity for it.  Like the way she acted with Tai after coming 

back from the hospital. How just as earlier, she had prided herself on her plainspokenness, now it 

felt to Marianne just as natural for her to play a part – with the part being performed being her 

old self. 

On Day Ten of Marianne’s bedrest, Hope was applying ointment around the perimeter of 

her right eye, when suddenly the threads began to come loose. First slightly, then more so when the 

eyelid twitched.  

“What is it?” Marianne asked, alarmed at hearing her mother gasp. She opened her other 

eye, and simultaneously, the shuttered one snapped open. “What? What do you see?” 

It was a clear plastic shield. A rigid contact lens where her poor girl’s eye had once been, 

grotesquely exposing the soft salmon-colored flesh underneath.  

“Nothing,” Hope said, alarmed at how something so ugly could be a part of a creation so 

beautiful. She made an excuse about getting water and turned to leave. 

“What the hell!”  

Hope jumped, not expecting to find her other daughter standing on the other side of the 

door. Lurking. “Haven’t you done enough already?” she asked as she brushed Tai aside. 

 

[4] 

“Do you really want to see it?” Marianne asked. 
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It had been two weeks from their first trip into the city, that Frank had driven Marianne 

back in. This time she returned with a new eye. Not a glass eye, Marianne explained, but one 

made from acrylic customized to perfectly fit her eye socket. With this newer model, there was 

no need to take out the prosthetic every night, only occasionally for cleaning.  

It was a vibrant shade of blue, the color of the sky on a cloudless afternoon. It looked 

lifelike, moved lifelike, but it wasn’t quite the same color at Marianne’s real eye, the ever-

changing one. “That’s because the doctors couldn’t make an exact copy,” Marianne told her 

sister in what seemed to Tai like a boast. 

It would take time for Marianne to adjust to the prosthetic. In the beginning, her facial 

muscles contorted in pain whenever she became expressive. But slowly, the eye began to settle 

in. Her prosthetic started to move like her real one and the difference between the two became 

hardly noticeable.  

Of course, Tai could tell the difference. She considered herself an expert on all things 

Marianne. Through experience, she knew when her sister was lying, when she was afraid, when 

she wanted to be left alone. The things Marianne never shared with anyone else. But Marianne’s 

nonchalant behavior since the accident unnerved Tai. She kept expecting her sister to exact her 

revenge (imagining this in the dramatic form of a stab to the heart with a fork or a clawing of her 

face while she slept). But Marianne never let on that she was angry, and because of her bizarre 

behavior, Tai didn’t know if she should even ask for her forgiveness. Much about Marianne was 

foreign now, including what laid behind the hard object in the pocket of her eye.  

One night a month later, Tai built up the courage to ask. 

Marianne gave her sister an appraising look as if measuring her nerves. Then she said 

with a subdued smile, “If you see it, you might not be able to get the sight out of your head.”  
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Tai said she was certain, and when Marianne removed her glass eye, the other girl neither 

flinched nor pulled back. She stared directly at her sister and at the spot. Her pupils widened as 

she drew nearer to the cavity.  

The opening where the muscles of the eye had been removed exposed a meaty pink flesh 

like the inside of a tiny mouth. What was before her was equal parts sublime and horror. There 

was a world within each of us we ourselves could never witness. Not alone anyway. It required 

another individual to reveal to us who it is we truly are. Tai felt this anyway. She understood 

Marianne’s gesture had initiated a new level of intimacy between them.  

The girls were back again in the woods the following day. It was their first visit since the 

eye incident – and the mood this time was more somber. After breakfast, when their mother was 

in her bedroom, Marianne nudged Tai to follow her, and of course Tai agreed, because how could 

she now say no.  

Marianne, who had been unusually quiet on the way into the forest, led the way. They 

walked until they came to where the stream split into two channels. There Marianne stopped at 

the spot where she stood that day more than a month ago. Punctured by the memory of that 

horrific event, Tai grew uneasy as she watched Marianne unfasten a safety pin Hope had secured 

on her gingham sundress in place of a missing button.  

I’m ready, thought Tai. Ready to face whatever punishment Marianne might mete out. 

Instead, Marianne stuck the pin into her own finger.  

“A pact,” she said. And as she said those words, it seemed to Tai that sunlight penetrated 

through the trees and turned Marianne’s working eye, the ever-changing one, a clear blue. 

Marianne held up her punctured finger poised like a little solider at attention and smiled 

at her sister. There was a look of readiness on her face.  
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“Blood sisters,” she said. 

A rush of love and devotion coursed through Tai. A hot tear rolled from the corner of her 

eye, and she smiled, relieved, taking the pin passed to her by Marianne, flinching as the pinprick 

drew out the crimson droplets, the red liquid forever linked to her sister. 

“Blood sisters,” she repeated as their fingers met.  
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Chapter III 

Tai and Marianne are Introduced to the Larger World. Things Do Not Go as Planned 
 

[1] 

By their early teenage years, a world un-before seen materialized. Tai began spending her free 

time alone in her father’s library, a space not so much an actual room as a walk-in closet tucked 

underneath the stairwell of their two-story house. It was a nook stocked floor to high ceiling with 

books and journals. Here, Tai spent most of her days, lying on the ancient Persian rug, sifting 

through Frank’s dusty collection of storybooks.  

 She had graduated from survival guides to literary classics. Many of the books she read 

were bound in leather, containing as much richness on the inside as on their gilded surface. They 

were novels of old, for Frank didn’t keep many newer works of fiction. Much like his complaints 

about modern technology, he denounced contemporary titles as being too “self-absorbed” for his 

taste. The storytelling form, he complained, had become partly memoir, placing the subjective 

self at the center of the universe, and in that way alienating readers with its limited perspective.  

 “Myths and parables are what make our experiences alike. That’s what’s missing from 

stories today,” Frank lamented. “Everyone nowadays has got their own story to tell that we’re 

drowning out each other’s voices. It’s like the Internet. We speak over one another and don’t 

really listen. We place no trust in authority anymore. We don’t believe in anything.”  

 Tai would nod as if she understood. But what did she know about the Internet, the 

forbidden fruit of their family? And she wasn’t interested anyway in tales about morality. She 

preferred stories of escape. Adventure epics from her father’s boyhood. Dickens. Verne. Twain. 



 40 

Literary travel companions who pulled her outside of her humdrum existence and took her to a 

wild, make-believe universe.  

 Meanwhile Marianne, a social creature forced into a life of relative isolation, discovered 

another realm. Here, others her age hung out together. They led real lives with sleepovers and 

parties, while she, poor thing, was stuck in her parents’ Little House on the Prairie fantasy. 

Baking sourdough bread. Preparing fruit pies. Gardening. Season after season after season.  

 One day at the annual spring fair, Marianne, then thirteen, caught sight of a group of older 

girls huddled together over a phone and asked Frank and Hope if she could have one too. 

Instead, they gave her a Polaroid camera. A temporary fix, which for a couple of months 

transfixed the girl with its two-dimensional images instantaneously delivered by the click of a 

button. But eventually the magic of the instant image faded into the background like the forest 

before it. Marianne had graduated from wildlife to the human herd.  

With one daughter particularly self-contained and the other altogether uncontainable, it 

was clear to Hope that the homestead days were over. She made the case for enrolling the girls in 

public school (forgetting, it seemed to her husband, which of them had originally suggested 

homeschooling in the first place.)  

Frank, despite his reservations, consented. It had been four years since the onset of the 

pandemic, and the world being what it was – irreversibly changed from Covid – he understood 

that what was needed now was coexistence. As with the coronavirus that had grown endemic in 

the human population, he, like every other two-legged creature on the planet, had little choice but 

to adapt to current shifting circumstances. His little girls were becoming independent young 

women and Frank found himself relinquishing more and more control over their day-to-day 

activities. Soon, he realized, they would be traveling outside the realm of his influence.  
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 On their first day of ninth grade at Brucksville Central, as they waited in the fall crisp air 

for the bus, Marianne squeezed Tai’s hand. “Are you ready?” she asked, a smile of excitement 

parting from her lips. 

 The yellow dot of a school bus was approaching half a mile away. Tai turned to Marianne 

and gave her a slow once-over. Marianne donned a quilted calico jacket over a simple blue linen 

dress that came down to her ankles. The dress, cut and sewn by Hope, was similar in style to the 

looser one Tai wore. A terrazzo print backpack, an eye-catching medley of candy colors, was 

strapped to Marianne’s back, while Tai carried a simple leather satchel. These were purchased 

from a shopping trip into town. That day, Marianne had asked their mother for a dress modeled 

on a display mannequin in a shop, but Hope insisted on making the girls their first day of school 

outfits. “Something with boho vibes,” she said, believing herself still on-trend. 

 “Thrilled,” Tai responded flatly, trying to offset the excess enthusiasm of her sister. But in 

truth, she was looking forward to school. She was curious about so much. What others her age 

were thinking, doing, learning. What subjects would be taught. She wanted to see inside the 

classrooms and find out what sort of foods the cafeteria served. (Spoiler alert: It would not be 

good.) She wanted to check out books in the library and use a locker. None of this she said aloud.  

 Tai had learned to keep her thoughts inwards – that way she rarely lost her temper and 

things were more manageable at home. External relations between she and her mother were in a 

good place again. And aside from an occasional nudge from Hope to join her and Marianne in a 

mother-daughter domestic bonding activity, Tai was left to do as she liked. This meant more 

time spent in her father’s library. More time by herself. 

 She and Marianne had been getting on each other’s nerves more than usual lately. They 

routinely argued over whose turn it was to do the dishes and fold the laundry. They disagreed on 
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what to do whenever they found themselves together. Their repertoire had become stale. Yet 

another reason public school was welcomed. It was an opportunity to develop new interests and 

friendships. Tai thought how she like David Copperfield might meet her own James Steerforth or 

Tommy Traddles there. And she imagined this new adventure bringing Marianne and her closer. 

At the very least, it would shake things up and disrupt the current monotony. 

 “Come on,” Marianne coaxed. “It beats staying home all day.” 

 “True,” said Tai and gave her an easy-going smile; a rare occurrence with her.  

 They walked a couple of feet ahead to where the bus stopped. They were the last kids to be 

picked up and the only seats left were in the front row. 

 Someone screamed, “Fresh blood!” 

 “Twinsies!” cried a girl from the back. “Don’t they look adorable!”  

 A roar of laughter erupted. 

 “Heard about them Lightwell girls. Bet their mama dressed them,” said a boy. “I know they 

don’t let them go online.”  

 “I wonder if they own a vacuum cleaner.” This from another guy. 

 “Electronics, you dope,” said the first boy. “Not electricity.” 

 It was a small town and, no surprise, word had gotten around. Many of the children had 

heard of the strange Lightwell family who lived on the outskirts. Giggles were heard.  

 “That’s so cringe,” said the first girl. “It’s like they’re Amish.” 

 It was the same each school year: this ritual dance of hazing the new kids. Every child 

innately understood this as did the bus driver, a broad-shouldered man with a curly beard, who 

silently recalled his own experiences three decades earlier.   
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 Only the Lightwell sisters did not know. They were unfamiliar with this rite of passage. 

The teasing. They, who saw themselves different from each other, did not know they were more 

alike one another than their peers. They with their homemade dresses in handspun fabric and old 

patchwork denim rummaged by their mother in a consignment store. They with their long hippie 

hair; Marianne’s sun-kissed and loose, Tai’s habitually braided. They with their slightly awkward 

way of speaking, mixing book-read words with the borrowed speech of their parents. They were 

not aware of the strangeness of their ways – not yet – from more than a decade spent removed 

from the rest of society.  

 Tai, who had more experience being an object of curiosity, turned around to see if she 

recognized the party making these comments. A pockmarked boy in a black hoodie stuck his 

head out the aisle and, making eye contact with her, offered up a demonic smile. Behind him in 

the back corner sat an older girl, attractive, but in a conventional, uninteresting way, observing 

their exchange.  

 Tai shifted her gaze to Marianne, whose face, trying hard to be unmoved, was frozen in an 

expression of mortification. One eye – the working one – had moistened. The other was dry. 

 “Forget them,” Tai said to her quietly, reaching across for her hand on the cushioned seat. 

But Marianne drew back as if repulsed by the touch. 

 “It’s not as easy for me as it is for you …” 

 Tai frowned, feeling sorry for her sister but, even more, annoyed at her own sense of 

disappointment.  

 The back-of-the-bus crew continued with their banter, speaking loudly and boisterously as 

if trying to impress all on board with their insightful cultural commentary.  
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 Somebody wondered about the sisters’ upbringing. Did anyone think they were part of a 

cult? Aside from the father, you never saw any of them, the women, that is, set foot in a church. 

Even the shyer, younger kids who hadn’t engaged in the teasing looked curiously at the girls, 

uncertain if associating with them might carry for them the same treatment. A family who 

purposely went without cell phone or tv? Kids who had never used a touchscreen or bought an 

item online in their life? All these things and many more were incomprehensible to them. The 

sisters weren’t like other people. They were from another planet.  

 “They’re talking about us like we’re not even here,” Marianne muttered in a low voice as if 

to herself. 

 Tai said nothing. The optimism she felt a moment earlier darkened in her heart into hatred 

for all mankind. She thought of her peers with fury and disgust. She had nothing in common with 

these people and wanted nothing more to do with them. 

 She looked at Marianne, who had stopped crying and was staring out the window. Her 

need for their approval too was a disappointment.  

 

[2] 

Marianne had been in school three weeks when Susie Hendricks, the pretty brunette from the 

back of the bus, approached her. “Is it true your father kept you and your sister locked up as sex 

slaves?” she whispered in a conspiratorial tone as she leaned against Marianne’s locker. “Like, 

what kind of kinky stuff are you into? I want to know.” 

Susie Hendricks – thespian-aspiring junior, cheerleading co-captain, Queen Bee of the in-

crowd – was a girl everyone respected at Brucksville Central. Therefore, Marianne yearned for 
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her approval too. But her inability to piece together a coherent response elicited only cruel 

laughter from Susie. “Oh you dirty, dirty girl…” she said, shaking her head, as she walked away. 

Before Susie, Marianne had been under the illusion she could stroll through the red 

double doors of Brucksville Central and be welcomed with open arms. She was after all good-

looking, fun-loving, easy-going. Attributes that made her a catch. And that fake eye of hers – her 

one major defect as she saw it – was hidden in plain sight. It wasn’t a lazy eye and you really had 

to stare long and hard to notice the millisecond difference in one blinking before the other.  

Before Susie, little things gave Marianne the biggest thrill and she never hesitated to 

revel in her joy. Her wide-eyed glee had come across as endearing to grown-ups, reminding them 

of an innocence (often imagined) in their own childhoods. Now, however, such behavior came 

across as plain juvenile. 

Before Susie, Marianne believed in her own power. In her ability to move about in the 

world. But Susie quickly edged Marianne out of that delusion. Susie who, despite her all-

American ingenue face, whiffed of mystery and closed-door sex. Susie who, with her cool, 

detached eyes and painted red lips, contained both a worldliness and world-weariness. Susie was 

the aspiration. Marianne’s adolescent idea of making it. Watching her traverse the halls with her 

stylish crew, blowing air kisses to her friends, linking arms with her quarterback beau, was an 

education in growing up. Susie was a woman, Marianne a girl.  

Sitting in the front of the bus that first day of school, Marianne felt disembodied from 

herself. After waiting for so long to come upon real people and real experiences, here she was 

and there they were. Far apart. Laughing at her expense. 
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“No more homemade outfits. I’m done with old-fashioned,” she told her mother. It was 

necessary that she learn her new surroundings, verse herself in popular culture, catch up on the 

social discourse. And do it fast to make up for the lost years.  

What came about was the New and Improved Marianne Plan. She began imitating the 

vocalization and mannerism of the girls of her generation. Ending her sentences with an upward 

glide in intonation as if asking a question. Adding a slight flicker of her hands to her gestures. 

Changing her walk from a wilder sort of hurry to a slower, discernable sashay. She was careful 

too to curb the range of her facial expressions. She took care not to say the wrong thing. Again, 

she begged her parents for a cell phone, this time telling them that her social life depended on it. 

Again her attempt was unsuccessful.  

By mid-October, Marianne had donated every linen dress she owned and purchased three 

pairs of designer jeans from the second-hand store, which she alternated with the polo sweaters 

popular with the kids at school. By November, she’d honed her aesthetic, adding a very cool old 

leather jacket to her closet. She asked Hope for change to buy drug-store cosmetics; soon no one 

could tell her use of make-up apart from anyone else’s, so skillfully had she mastered mascara.  

Despite her attempts to show off the New and Improved Marianne, to her 

disappointment, Susie had moved on from freshmen-baiting to documenting her picture-perfect 

life on social media. There were boundaries uncrossable for a freshman like her, Marianne soon 

realized, and she would have to settle for those her own grade and rank.  

Even then, that was not easy. Not only had her parents’ hermetic seal caused her to fall 

behind on all things her generation, but every one of her teachers had stuck her in the front of the 

classroom. This was, of course, for her own benefit, so she could adjust to the reality of seeing 

out of one eye and to compensate for her loss of perception. But Marianne did not see it this way. 
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If she’d learned one thing from her first day of school, it was that the cool kids sat in the back, 

and her seat assignment became another impairment to her social success. She would have to 

work harder to make her way up the food chain (or as it were, down the classroom seating chart).  

Tai didn’t make it any easier. At school, her sister was indifferent and unreachable, but 

not in the aloof way of the popular set. She was an outcast – watching everyone with her sad, 

hungry eyes like a barnyard cat. Perhaps wanting for company, but distrustful of every person 

who came near. She was neither an asset nor a willing accomplice to Marianne’s machinations. 

What Marianne failed to realize was that there were people who found her just as 

intriguing as she did Susie Hendricks; that she and her sister had achieved myth-like proportions 

for a select population of the student body. 

One day, three girls walked over to the table where she and Tai sat alone in the cafeteria. 

“Are we disturbing you?” the large one asked deferentially. Beside her was a girl with 

abnormally long ears and a spotty short gal. 

“No, it’s alright,” Marianne said, feeling generous and grateful for the attention. Several 

months into ninth grade, and everyone had heard one story or another about them. She was used 

to the back-channel chatter and realized it might be good to have allies. Forgetting the coolness 

she’d earlier tried to cultivate, Marianne invited the gawky trio to join her and Tai.  

Tai eyed the newcomers indifferently and said nothing when they sat down. Whether this 

was due to shyness or a general lack of interest, Marianne did not know. But their guests must 

have sensed a critical eye on them, for they turned to Marianne and began addressing her solely. 

Was she liking school? What did she think of her teachers? And wasn’t Mr. Patrick, the football 

coach, a dream? Then the questions got bolder. 
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“Is it true you have a glass eye? How did it happen?” asked the girl whose ears poked 

out. No one had commented on this before, but rumors were always circulating. Maybe they had 

overheard her parents talking about it to a teacher.  

A slight hesitation hovered in the air. Marianne wondered whether to make up a wild 

account or to change the subject. She felt the hard depth of her sister’s stare and was careful to 

avoid eye contact with her. I’ll make it up to her, thought Marianne. She surprised herself by 

telling the truth.  

“It was an accident. My sister did it a long time ago.” 

The three girls shifted their eyes to Tai, whose gaze was forcibly set on Marianne. Just as 

hastily, as if fearing retaliation for their question, the girls turned again to Marianne. “That’s 

intense,” one of them said. The other two nodded. They were awestruck by Marianne’s war story 

and pried her for more.  

That evening, Marianne came into Tai’s room. 

“Are you angry at me?” she asked, using the direct language of her sister. “You’ve said 

nothing since we got home.” 

Tai was reclined on her bed, knees bent upright to hold in place a book on her lap. 

Marianne could see by the gilded cover it was another of her father’s tomes. Bleak House. 

Marianne never got why Tai wasted her time on books. She read only when she had to. 

Her biggest complaint was that reading stole from living one’s life. Why live vicariously through 

make-believe characters when you could live out your adventures in real life? 

But Tai did not see it this way. She could spend hours lost in other people’s lives. She did 

not look up from the book she was reading. Though it appeared to Marianne as if she’d stopped 

reading the text and was concentrating on something else inside the book. 
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“Hello? Earth to Tai. Are you listening? I'm sorry, okay?” 

This lukewarm apology elicited a frown from Tai. Why am I so different from other 

children? came the voice of Esther Summerson from the page. What did I do to my mother? Why 

did she leave me? Is it my fault?  

Days earlier, she had asked her father why none of his books ever contained a girl hero. 

There were Dickens’ beloved boy-orphans – Oliver Twist, Pip, David Copperfield – but why 

weren’t there any stories starring girls and girl-orphans? Frank replied that back then most 

adventure stories were written by men, therefore they featured mostly young men. Writers had 

the habit of placing those who looked like themselves on the page. “Maybe one day you’ll write 

one,” he said, “or maybe even write yourself into one. In the meantime, there’s this.” And he 

handed over his copy of Dickens’ Bleak House. 

She put down the book.  

“You made me look crazy,” she said at last. “Did you see how those girls looked at me? 

They wanted to get away as fast as they could. Like I had the plague or something.” 

“I thought you didn’t care what others think.” 

Tai did not respond.  

“Tell me, what should I have said instead?” 

Receiving no answer, Marianne continued. “Look, everyone thinks we’re weird. We 

should try to make friends. Besides, I only told them what really happened.” 

Tai knew she couldn’t be angry at her sister for telling the truth. Only for once, she 

wished Marianne had lied. Her sister’s remark, and the response it received, brought back 

memories of Hope calling her an animal. Marianne didn’t have to throw her under a bus to make 

new friends. These were Tai’s thoughts, only she didn’t say them.  
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Instead, she insulted the girls from the cafeteria by calling them hangers-on. Why would 

Marianne care to impress them? 

“Are you kidding me?” cried Marianne, looking at her sister full in the face and shaking 

her head, her sorrow morphing into indignation. Again, it was Tai, supreme in her self-assurance 

and judgment. “You just don’t get it. You act as if you’re above everything and everyone.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Wow,” said Marianne, shaking her head. The spite had left her face. She looked at Tai 

dejectedly now, as if Tai were the problem. “You can be incredibly insensitive sometimes, you 

know that? It makes me wonder who’d want to be friends with someone like you.”  

 

[3] 

West of their farmhouse and past the grassy knoll was the graveyard, the grounds a part of the 

family estate the Lightwells had purchased alongside their home. But after more than a decade 

worth of neglect, the site writhed in decay with overgrown weeds and an assemblage of 

decomposing foliage. 

It was not until Tai’s second year of public school, when she had gotten past childhood 

jitters, that she entered the cemetery. By then, Marianne was spending her weekends with new 

friends, leaving Tai once again by herself.  

She often visited the graveyard with a book in hand, and on this Saturday in early April, 

the countryside had unfolded into mottled hues of welcoming green. Tai sat idly underneath her 

favorite spot, a gnarled old tree with claw-like roots, intent on an article from a scientific journal. 

It was 2025, and now in her junior year, Tai had developed an interest in the life sciences and 

was reading on the crisis of antibacterial resistance. 
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For months, patients, young and old, were dying from diseases once treated with 

antibiotics. The headlines were startling: “Antibiotics on Agricultural Crops No Longer 

Effective,” “Majority of US Livestock Animals Resistant to Drugs,” “Strong Anti-resistant 

Strains Found in Soil, Water, and Manure,” and – from the story she was reading – “Old 

Diseases New Life: Apocalyptic Antibiotic Threatens Modern Medicine.”  

With the frequency of storms, wildfires out West, hurricanes coming from the Atlantic, 

and floods happening all over the world, even non-believers like her mother were slipping into 

apocalyptic tongue, talking of the long list of calamities happening to the planet as if the divine 

punishment of a higher power. 

“Is this really how you’re going to spend your weekend?” 

Tai glowered at the disturbance of the voice. The midday sun blinded her face as she 

looked up. First to the frayed seam of a denim skirt, then the chipped red toenails of its owner.   

Tai’s lips curled back. “What are you doing here, Nan?”  

Ignoring the question, Marianne scanned her surroundings. It was her first time in the 

cemetery. The place was a dump. She looked down at Tai in her unwashed jeans and battered 

thrift store tee and grimaced. Tai never bothered putting in effort. If only she would throw on lip 

gloss and tweeze her eyebrows, she’d be more presentable.  

Marianne planted herself gingerly onto a section of shriveled grass in front of Tai. 

“Honestly, don’t you find this place downright depressing? Oh, don’t give me that look!” 

But just as quickly Marianne’s expression of scorn lifted into a broad grin. “Guess what? 

I’ve got exciting news!” she blurted.  

“Uh huh.” Tai eyed her skeptically. “Exciting news?” 

“Remember how we used to say we couldn’t wait to get out of Brucksville?” 
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Tai nodded. That had been a long time ago.  

“… and all those stories Mom told us about the city?”  

Another nod. Hope’s flight attendant tales were legendary in the family. Sipping 

champagne in fancy suites, rendezvous in hotel lobbies with dashing strangers, comical mishaps 

involving passenger baggage and pets 35,000 feet high.  

On the ground, you could only see things from where you were and from where you 

stood. What must it be like to spread your wings wide? To have a bird’s eye view of the world? 

Neither Tai nor Marianne had ever been in a plane before. Hope’s tales felt so unlike their day-

to-day lives that they could hardly believe their mother had lived them.  

“Well …” Marianne began elusively, giving her sister a mischievous smile. Then, unable 

to hold back any longer, she drew a white envelope from the back pocket of her skirt. “I found 

this in dad’s study,” she said handing Tai the letter. 

Tai eyed her sister warily. The look Marianne returned was enough for her to know 

something was at work. She looked down at the envelope. It had been sliced open with a paper 

knife. Postmarked more than a week earlier. The letter was addressed to their father by a Mr. 

Jake Anders, Esquire. But what caught Tai’s eyes, as it had Marianne’s, was the return address: 

New York City.   

“What’s this?” she asked, shooting Marianne a suspicious look.  

“Our ticket out of town.” 

“Does dad know you have this?”  

Marianne shrugged with perfect unconcern. “Does it matter? Go ahead, open it.” 

She was unsure whether she should, but curiosity took the lead. Tai pulled out a folded 

piece of paper. The gold foil letterhead gave the note a formality, but the handwriting was sloppy 
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and appeared to have been produced in a hasty manner. Everyone texted and emailed. This Mr. 

Anders must have known their father was oddly old-fashioned and that, short of a visit, a letter 

was the only way to reach him. 

Tai read the first paragraph to herself. Pleasantries mostly and an apology for having lost 

touch. And, onto the second section, a synopsis of the last fifteen years of Mr. Anders’ life. As 

she continued, Tai began to form a picture of the correspondent: A man roughly the same age as 

her father who had worked with him at the law firm. There was no mention of wife or children. 

Most likely he was a bachelor. At the letter’s closing, Tai paused on two lines, then read them 

over again.  

“Didn’t I tell you?” Marianne said, correctly guessing Tai had gotten to the part of 

interest. 

Tai shook her head. “Mom maybe, but dad would never agree.” 

It was a generous offer. Mr. Anders would be gone over the summer and had invited 

Frank and his family to stay in his apartment while he was away. Tai wasn’t sure if this was the 

sort of relationship her father had with his former colleague, a man she’d never heard of before 

then (it was not), or if there was, to use her mother’s language, “something else at work” (which 

there was, but we won’t get to that part until later). 

Folding the letter, Tai returned it to the envelope. 

Marianne was observing her sister’s face the whole time, waiting for the excitement she’d 

expected, but instead getting a frown. She reached out to firmly press Tai’s hands against hers.  

“Look, even if he doesn’t want to go, it doesn’t mean we can’t,” she said. “I think about it 

all the time. Don’t you?” 
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Tai circled her fingers along the earth, troubled and excited by an unplaceable 

restlessness. New York City. Her heart skipped a little faster. The place of her birth and where 

she’d been abandoned and adopted. She only thought about the city in the foggiest terms, 

fantasizing one day meeting her biological parents there and what she might say to them. It was 

the one big thing she never told Marianne. It felt both too intimate and too large for her to share.  

Marianne’s smile was hopeful and radiant. She was counting on her, Tai knew, and 

during Marianne’s moments of thoughtfulness, she imparted a softness rarely revealed to others. 

It was hard then for Tai not to open her heart too. 

“I do,” Tai replied truthfully. 

“Then let’s do it! Blood sisters!” cried Marianne and gave a little squeal of victory. 

“You’ll speak to him, right? We’ll have a better chance if you ask.”  

As if the matter were resolved, Marianne bolted to her feet and held out her hand. “Come, 

it’s a gorgeous day! Let’s go to the woods. It’s been ages since we’ve gone together.” 

Tai gathered her papers. There was no harm in asking her father. He would never agree. 

The hardest part would be afterwards, when she would have to console her sister.  

She reached for Marianne’s hand and followed her out of the cemetery. 

 

[4] 

It was the headless rat stuffed in the mailbox that did it. Only a month after the girls had started 

ninth grade, a pick-up truck had slowed down in front of the Lightwell home and Frank saw a 

teenage boy stuff a package into the mailbox. A gift for one of them from an admirer, he 

assumed, and went to retrieve it. But the putrid odor that overtook him before he released the 

metal flap told him otherwise.  
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Written in permanent marker on the clear plastic bag were the words “TEXT ‘SUCK MY 

D-I-C-K’ FOR A GOOD TIME.” Inside the quart-sized container was a gigantic corpse of a rat 

like the ones he had seen scampering along the subway tracks in the city. This one, however, was 

missing its upper half. 

Frank was the only one in the family who ever checked the mail, which was usually just 

bills and mailers (even Frank couldn’t escape that part of the modern world) and thank heavens 

for that. He disposed of the mutilated body and never said a word about it to anyone.  

Despite his fears about his children attending public school – entering the digital devil’s 

lair, so to speak – Frank had never worried about bullies. He regarded both his girls as resilient, 

strong-willed characters. Certainly not the timid sort. They never balked at speaking their minds 

at home and never, to his knowledge, displayed the kinds of insecurities other girls their age did 

about their bodies and physical appearance. (And dear reader, can we blame Frank for his 

simplicity here? He was but a man after all.) 

Suddenly, new terrors came rushing to the surface reminding him of how vulnerable his 

girls were. The truth was, as he saw more clearly, Tai and Marianne had been raised soft by their 

mother. Hope comforted them with fairy tales. As much as he loved his wife, Frank considered 

her liberal leanings delusional. The way she refused to see evil propensities in people and how 

she’d walk on eggshells, particularly when the girls were younger, speaking to the reasons 

people did hurtful things to one another. Hope didn’t have the heart to reveal to her children that 

much of what goes wrong in life was due to the nature of man.  

Frank might have been the parent who hid the modern world from his girls, but it was 

Hope who raised them to believe in the goodness of men. It was she who kept them in the real 

bubble. 
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How two individuals with such disparate beliefs had come together and not torn each 

other apart has the makings of a mystery. A hippie mother and a conservative father? But Frank 

would say what made the marriage work was a common denominator. God-fearing he might be, 

he believed not in setting rules, but in setting values. He wasn’t the type to be fenced in by 

dogma or ideology. Church to him was merely a part of an ordinary life well-lived. As for his 

wife, well, she was likewise a believer in spiritual possibilities, once joking she’d have fallen for 

a man like Jesus if it hadn’t been for the Church.  

Both felt born into the wrong century; both were nostalgic for the past. Nostalgia fuels 

our refusal toward change. The difference was that Hope fell for the trimmings only – the 

sensibilities of the 60s and 70s in particular, the aesthetic, the music, the vibe – yet she accepted 

change as inevitable. Frank, on the other hand, had a hard time letting go. In his head, all was 

possible; but in his heart, where it mattered most, things got difficult.  

It was impossible, he knew, to return to the pre-pandemic past. The only way to get 

through the current times was to push forward. The headless rat in the mail was a wake-up call.  

Frank recalled a book, published several years back, about this new generation. The book 

contended that the young today were growing up slower and more protected by their parents and 

society. In the name of emotional well-being, they were being buffered from ideas they didn’t 

like. No one felt safe; therefore nothing was safe. Metal structures were removed from 

playgrounds. Peanut butter was banned from dining halls. Trigger warnings were introduced in 

classrooms. And the result of all this coddling? An epidemic of anxiety and disconnect among 

the young. 

Frank saw how the generational divides were wider than ever. He thought about his 

childhood in Queens – a latchkey kid expected to occupy himself. He’d ride his bike alone 
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around the neighborhood and walk to the bodega to buy cigarettes for his father. But an 

unsupervised nine-year-old nowadays? Even in Brucksville, a child that age couldn’t walk into a 

store without an adult ready to call abuse.  

Had it been up to Frank, his children would have been raised in the Christian faith. But 

years of enforced recitations of the gospel had turned Hope away from institutional religion. (She 

did, however, find it acceptable to dabble in Buddhism. No god there!) Hope insisted the girls 

receive a secular upbringing and all his efforts to bring her around came to nothing. And so, 

wishing to keep the peace at home, Frank allowed her to win the argument.  

This left Frank, sole Y chromosome beneficiary in the Lightwell household, the only 

member of the family to attend church. Sundays were his day of rest and respite from the lively 

bustle of a female household. He looked forward to those days and, when the weather was good, 

would travel by foot the three miles to church rather than take the family car.  

Frank considered his Sunday strolls a sanctimonious ritual. His foot on the earth. The 

slow pace like the beating heart of devotion. His solitude a meditation. Modern life, with its call 

to speed and efficiency, moved too fast for his thoughts – or for thoughtfulness for that matter. 

On Sundays, he would wake before daybreak, shower, prepare himself a breakfast of bacon and 

eggs, then be on his way before Hope or the girls got up.  

At sixteen, Marianne and Tai preferred to sleep in on the weekends. Marianne rising 

around noon, Tai a little earlier. And so, it was to Frank’s surprise when he found his elder child 

dressed and waiting for him by the front door one Sunday morning.  

“Mind if I walk with you to church?” Tai asked.  

Father and daughter walked the first half of the way in silence. The sweet spring air and 

the smell of morning dew wafted like perfume. It was plain grassland for most of the way until 
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the edge of town. They passed by pastures and cows grazing and Frank pointed to a pair of deer 

in the woodland areas. They could go the entire journey to town comfortably without talking. Tai 

had grown into the daughter more like him: quiet, pensive, a book worm. Frank understood her 

ways. He knew something was on her mind that morning but waited for her to begin the 

conversation.  

“Why do you go to church?” she asked finally. “Would you be a bad Christian if you 

didn’t?” 

Frank looked at her curiously. She had never uttered a single word to him about God 

before. The thought crossed his mind that she might be changing paths, but he didn’t want to get 

his hope’s high, so chose to ignore the fleeting thought.  

“No,” he replied, a tranquil smile appearing on his face. “I guess I get something from the 

ritual aspect of it. I used to go with my parents every weekend. It tied me to them and to a 

community. Having a relationship with God makes me feel a sense of belonging to something 

greater.” 

Tai nodded. She appeared to be deep in her own thoughts.  

Frank continued looking forward as they walked. He wondered in that moment if the rat 

in the mail two years earlier had been intended for Tai alone. Strange that he had never 

considered this before. “You know, I felt out of place too when I was your age,” he said. “Being 

a teenager isn’t easy. I never felt like I belonged. Kids can be harsh.” 

Tai kicked a pebble on the side of the road. “Nan wants me to ask you for permission to 

spend the summer in the city.” 

“Ahhh, so that’s it,” said Frank with a grim smile. He wondered what had happened to 

his friend’s letter when yesterday he couldn’t find it. He would have to talk to Marianne about 
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respecting privacy and personal property. The girl had little sense of boundaries and probably 

had not thought twice about reading his letter. 

The letter had caught Frank by surprise. Something about the timing and where he was 

emotionally in his life – which was to say, reconsidering his parenting choices and wondering 

what his next step forward might be – made the invitation feel strangely welcoming.  

“Of course, she does,” he said. “There’s a certainty about her, isn’t there? Once she 

knows what she wants, she won’t stop at anything until she gets it.” 

“Yeah. That’s true.” 

“What about you? What do you want?” 

“I don’t know,” Tai shrugged. “I guess I’m wondering what there is for us here after we 

graduate. Like I feel there’s got to be more. You and mom left home to find what you were 

looking for. Maybe that’s what Nan and I need to do.” 

“Is that what you want?” 

“Honestly? I’m not sure what I want.”   

They walked the next thirty minutes in silence. Up ahead was a bend in the road and the 

two, walking the same pace side by side, veered left together. Frank turned again to face Tai. 

“It’s funny. I thought I had everything figured out when I was your age.” 

“You did?” 

“I was taught there was a right way and a wrong way to do things, and that I’d win if I 

worked hard and tried hard enough. I thought I knew the path forward: show up, study, take your 

exams, get high marks. Once you graduate, get a job with good pay. I figured that if I did 

everything I was supposed to do, I’d fulfill my part in the social contract and life would 

reciprocate.” 
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“And it didn’t?” 

Frank looked at his daughter lovingly, cautiously. There were so much he wanted to tell 

her, but he couldn’t yet say these things. He wasn’t sure if this was because it was she who 

wasn’t ready or if it was him. The most genuine parts of his life were unrecognizable, deeply 

intimate, and hard to define.  

“Not quite,” he answered.  “It wasn’t until I was older, when my parents were gone, that I 

stopped to think about how I’d led my life. I realized something then.” 

“What’s that?” inquired the latter. 

“The most important things in life have no textbook execution. We’re all here with our 

own unique set of circumstances. We get to know certain things simply by living. Life is all 

about making your own choices.” 

“Are you saying you’re a late bloomer?”  

“I suppose so,” Frank said to her. Then he paused for a second, before continuing. 

“Perhaps you are too, Tai Bear. Maybe that’s the natural order of things. Your mother and I left 

the city to find ourselves. Now our children are returning to do the same thing.”  

Tai looked at him intently, unsure if he had just given his permission.  

Up ahead was the white clapboard church with the shingle spires. The pastor, Mr. 

Parsons, a bald diminutive man with a slight limp, was outside greeting a woman whom Tai 

recognized as her math teacher. 

“Okay. This is as far as I’m going,” she told her father. 

“You’re not joining?”  

“No. I only asked to walk with you to church. Not come inside.” 
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Frank smiled knowingly. It was then he understood that his little girl was on a spiritual 

pilgrimage of a different kind. That her existentialist questions were specific to her late youth, an 

age when one felt that an entire future life depended on the decisions they make then, on whom 

they decide to be, and on who they wish to become. 

Leaning down, he kissed her on the forehead. He watched as the figure of his daughter 

turned to face the road, then drew away from him and grow smaller. He waved hoping she would 

look back, but she continued steadily.  

Some years later, as he laid in bed dying, Frank Lightwell would think of his little girl in 

this way – her silent but determined tread toward her future, a walk equal parts courage and 

trepidation. 

Sadly, Tai never noticed her father saying goodbye.  
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Chapter IV 

The Girls Proceed with their Adventure in the City 
 

[1] 

“Something different today,” said Frank, pushing the magazine to their end of the table. 

 Not-so-subtle manifestations of groans could be heard. One girl gave the other a look. 

What could it be this time?  

 The breakfast table had become Frank’s new courtroom. A mini civic class conducted 

weekday mornings on the major stories shaping the country. With the start of summer break, 

these sessions had become extended. There was no more bus to catch. No homework to finish. 

And of course, there was the girls’ upcoming trip. 

 Marianne chugged her orange juice, then directed her attention to the faded yellow borders 

of the National Geographic on the table. The issue was more than a decade old. On its cover was 

the headshot of a gorilla. Marianne took a stab at a piece of pancake.  

 “Oh, don’t tell me … something about an endangered species?” she asked.  

 “Not exactly,” said Frank, throwing her a mysterious smile. “Though you could argue, they 

are an endangered species.”  

 After the headless rat incident, Frank had begun the tradition of reading the major 

headlines in the paper aloud each morning. His purpose? To give his children Historical and 

Political Context. To groom Independent Thinkers. Borrowing from the Socratic method of his 

law school days, he would cross-examine them, teasing out their arguments on big policy issues 

to encourage his girls to question their unexamined beliefs. He might, for instance, ask their 

thought on universal healthcare, climate change, or rising sea levels. Or whether mask mandates 
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and vaccination requirements should be enforced. Teaching them not what to think, but how to 

think. 

Tai reached for the magazine and flipped to the section that her father had earmarked. It 

was a photo spread of an empty dirt road and the back of a woman in a bonnet and plain black 

dress off in the distance. 

“The Amish,” she read in a flat tone. 

Marianne leaned over her sister’s shoulder to look at the page. “Dad’s isolation 

inspiration. We know all about them!” 

“Really?” said Hope, who was attending to the coffee press and had her backside to the 

others. “I didn’t know they taught that sort of stuff at school.” 

“Not from our teachers. From our peers,” replied Marianne. 

“I see,” Hope said, pretending not to understand her meaning, but offering Marianne a 

sympathetic smile as she returned to her seat. “Pass me the syrup, dear. And butter. Tai, finish 

your toast. Unless you girls want me nixing your stay in New York City, I need to know my girls 

will be eating enough when I’m not there.”  

Tai obligingly took the final bites before reading aloud.  

Lancaster County, Pennsylvania -- Devout in their faith, the United States’ oldest Amish 

community exist outside the social order, separate but not entirely separatist in their interaction 

with the modern world. Believing in a literal interpretation and application of Scripture as the 

Word of God … 

Hope raised an eyebrow at the mention of God and Scripture. “Babe, what’s the meaning 

of this?” she interrupted, turning to Frank. 

“Skip ahead to the Rumspringa,” Frank instructed Tai. 
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“What’s that?” asked Tai. Then saw it. 

The Rumspringa …  the rite of passage of Amish youths … At the age of sixteen, Amish 

children are given the choice to leave their community and experience the outside world. Upon 

their return, they are asked to choose between rejoining their community, abiding by its 

restrictions, or remaining on the outside… 

Marianne placed a hand to her mouth. “Oh my God dad, are you seriously Rumspringa-

ing us? Is that even a thing for non-Amish people?” She shook her head dumbfounded by the 

possibility that New York City had been her father’s plan all along.  

“What I don’t get is why any Amish kid would want to return to a dull life afterward,” 

said Marianne. “Like, why would a prisoner wish to return to his cell once he’s been freed? It 

makes no sense.”  

Tai frowned. Feeling the need to make a defense or else be thought of as indifferent on 

the topic, which she was not. She replied, “Maybe because they don’t think of their home as a 

prison.”  

“Still, why would anyone give up their freedom once they’ve had a taste of it?” asked 

Marianne. 

Hope watched her husband smile, as she sipped her coffee quietly, admiring how he took 

in the discussion, taking pleasure in his intellectual curiosity, a trait that had endeared him to her 

from their first encounter. She thought about her time in the city. Freshman year at NYU coming 

straight from cornfield country. She wasn’t much older than her daughters now. She thought of 

the intrepid women she knew –artist friends, musicians, plucky heroines of television and movies 

past – from small towns and rural communities who dreamt big and gambled for it all in the big 

city. She saw her daughters too following their footsteps. 
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Considered in this way, the idea of Marianne and Tai spending a summer in the city did 

not scare Hope. Or maybe it was that it was the good kind of scary, the heart-pounding 

excitement of awaiting an unknown future and embarking on a journey that would inevitably 

open new doors, as it had for her.  

A feeling too of pride of one’s children consumed Frank. He was impressed at how far his 

girls had come in their education and in their confidence navigating the world – surprising 

everyone, most of all himself – that he’d swung from one end of the parenting playbook to the 

other. Both parents oblivious to any threats by implication of their girls’ talk of freedom. 

In these discussions, Tai was shy about speaking up. Frank’s breakfast table talks always 

placed her at a mental strain, as if the feelings and thoughts inside her couldn’t come 

recognizably and coherently through the mouth in the form of words. Yet Tai felt that the worst 

disgraces would be to not have an opinion at all. How could one be formed as a person without a 

set of core beliefs? Then again, how was she to have an opinion without the experience and time 

to cultivate such convictions? Almost always, her responses came out like the borrowed ideas of 

others and not hers, which, in Tai’s mind, made them (and her) sound silly and stupid. Yet how 

could they be helped?  They represented her only anchors of reality – a conflict Marianne 

appeared not to have. 

Marianne was articulate. Additionally, she never stuck to principles, trying out different 

opinions as often as she switched her underwear. One day she might argue for affirmative action, 

and the next, insist it was wrong for the government to use race to confer benefits. In essence, 

she chose whatever suited her mode of operation, always allowing herself the luxury of changing 

her mind. Sometimes her opinions diverged from Tai’s; other times they converged. Either way, 

Marianne always had a quickness of comprehension, which Tai could only wish for.  
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Why would anyone give up their freedom? Marianne had asked. 

Tai’s mind raced back to her earliest memories. To when she was a girl of about five and 

still afraid of being left alone. Before she knew the company of books, she would look for her 

sister or a parent to accompany her everywhere she went around the house, as if emptiness could 

follow her into a room.  

Recalling this feeling, Tai replied with conviction, “Because it can be scary to suddenly 

have all that freedom when you’ve been unfamiliar with the feeling your entire life.”  

“Pshhh!” said Marianne with a dismissal of a hand. “I’d never want to give up my 

freedom!” 

“Freedom?” Frank repeated, amusingly. “What do you think that even means, 

Marianne?” 

Marianne immediately took the bait. “Well …” she began, and after dabbing her mouth 

with a napkin, proceeded with her signature tone of certainty, “Freedom means keeping your 

options open. It means never settling on truth because there are no universal truths. It means 

never arriving and never resting. It’s an inexhaustible desire to try the next new thing.” 

“But what if what we hunger for isn’t only to live but to have something to live for?” 

asked Frank. 

“That again!” cried Marianne. “Why does everyone believe we need to seek meaning in 

life. I don’t think that’s what we should be looking for at all. I say it’s more important to seek 

living in life.” 

“Then it’s your belief that there’s nothing in life worth dying for?” her father inquired. 

“Not at all. Freedom is something worth dying for. Just as it is worth fighting for. Isn’t 

that the American way?”  
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Frank chuckled amusingly. “Live free or die: Death is not the worst of evils. Oh, 

Marianne, who ever took you for a revolutionary?”  

“It might surprise you dad, all the things I’m capable of revolting against,” Marianne 

replied, and turned to give her sister a wink unnoticed by her parents. 

“How about you Tai?” asked her father. “What do you make of your sister’s definition?”  

“I don’t know,” said Tai, scowling as she put down the National Geographic. Again, 

wanting to show that she had opinions. Again, wishing to impress her father with these strong 

opinions. Again, feeling like she had little to contribute.  

Marianne’s response to the question seemed to her counterintuitive. Freedom wasn’t 

about having more choices. If anything, endless possibilities sounded more paralyzing than 

liberating. Worse still to Tai was not having any information at all. Maybe it was that knowledge 

set us free. Self-knowledge anyway, and the possibility of knowing oneself more fully. If so, Tai 

had to know what was out there – and this “knowing what was out there” had, for Tai, most of all 

to do with figuring out where she came from.  

And yet she could not summon the right words to vocalize this. Partly from guilt that 

admitting so would upset her parents, but also because it was her belief that spoken words were 

meant only for what could be said, and this, she knew, could not. 

 

[2] 

The next morning, the girls were seated in the backseat of the old station wagon. Their luggage 

packed. The weather clear. The sky a luminescent summer white. The scattered rows of houses 

and little storefronts slipped past them, then the old truss bridge demarcating the border of town.  
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 They were on the highway when Marianne turned to Tai. The bright light streaming 

through the window made it impossible for Tai to hide the half-moon imprint below her eyes. 

Her eyelids were trembling, insisting on coming down.  

 Marianne asked, “What happened to you? Seriously. You look like awful.” 

 She had a hard time sleeping the night before, Tai confessed. She leaned her head against 

the partly opened window. Green lands rolled by. The steady line of trees. The plush patches of 

grassland. Then silent utility poles sprung up and reemerged in five seconds intervals. Tai looked 

at the duffel bag at her feet and recalled last night. How listening to the sputtering of the old 

electric fan on her night table, she felt the sudden urge to look for the old tiki bar menu.  

 Six years. That was how long it had been tucked away in the recesses of her closet and of 

her mind. She had lost track of it. But in the months leading to the New York City trip, the 

reverse had happened. She was unable to get the note out of her head and would go forward and 

back on whether to look for it. 

 She would, for instance, tell herself to embrace the fullness of her present. The past was the 

past, what was done was done, and there was no use crying over spilled milk and so forth. If 

carefree enthusiasm was required, she vowed to reach for it inside her.  

 Just the same, her mood would shift. Her curiosity and desire to know more would surface 

like a brute external force. Suddenly, she would wonder about her “other” parents and how she 

might find them in the city. In this manner, in her final days in Brucksville, Tai found herself 

flipping between wanting to forget her past and wishing to find root in it.  

 Then last night, while everyone slept, she plowed for an hour and a half through boxes of 

forgotten items. Its wrinkled yellow skin in her hands, Tai whispered to it like a baby – “Aha, 

I’ve found you!” – and tucked it inside her copy of The Count of Monte Cristo, packing it to go. 
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She returned to bed, in hopes of signaling to her body she had done what her heart and mind had 

bid of it. Trying, but failing, to sleep. The lack of sleep had finally caught up to her.  

 Marianne watched as her sister slipped into an uneasy slumber. She was wide awake and 

feeling grateful and growing more excited still for this thing called Life. It was her understanding 

that for someone her age, which was sixteen, she had yet to truly live. She craved more – more of 

life’s jewels – though the how of achieving this was still hazy. All Marianne knew was that the 

city was her chance to make up for her missed opportunities. She thought about Susie, how Susie 

rambled about the bright lights of Broadway, where the girl believed she’d one day perform. 

Susie was now studying accounting at a no-name community college thirty minutes from 

Brucksville. “She’ll never make it,” thought Marianne, relishing at the notion. “But I will.”  

 She would return a changed person. A caterpillar transformed into a phantasmic butterfly. 

Sophisticated and refined. She imagined her future self, a personality of some sort (she wasn’t 

sure what) being interviewed by a reporter ten years in the future. She would be telling this 

journalist how she had gotten her start and would reference this trip. Her first stay in the city.  

 It had not crossed Marianne’s mind how she would go about achieving this (neither long-

term planning nor self-reflection were her strong suits), but everything, the girl believed without 

reservation and from the bottom of her heart, would come together on its own. The city would 

bring her closer to being the type of person she longed to become. And as the miles drew nearer 

there, Marianne could feel herself getting closer to this undefinable goal.  

 She only half-listened as her mother and father exchanged stories about their former lives 

in the city. Hope was talking about a gay artist friend, whom she once lived with in Chelsea. He 

had died, she was telling Frank, early on during the Covid pandemic, only she had heard about it 

two years after the fact – her friends there being slow to write letters. There was a sad happy air 
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to her as she reminisced about this man and about herself at another age, and Marianne wondered 

if she too would talk about her time in the city in such a sentimental manner.  

 New York City was to her, where her mother’s real story began. Her father, she knew, was 

an only child. Both of his parents were dead. But Hope’s side remained a mystery. Marianne 

never heard her mother speak of her roots. When confronted with questions about her childhood, 

Hope would answer in elliptical sentences, trailing off as if humming a wandering tune. “We’ll 

get to that one day…” she might say or “I’m saving that story for later…” Always, the city was 

the starting point of Hope’s life, at least the one Marianne knew, and in that way, Marianne 

mused, so too would it be hers.  

 As if understanding this, her mother turned around.  

 “Ohhh,” she said in a hushed tone, nudging her husband, “Look she’s asleep.”  

 Through the rearview mirror, Frank caught sight of Tai sleeping and then Marianne’s gaze. 

He gave Marianne a smile. 

 “You ready for your freedom, kid? Your own place in the city? Your first job?” 

 “Did Mr. Anders really say the restaurant was underneath the apartment?” asked Marianne. 

She could still not picture living on top of a restaurant – the restaurant where she and her sister 

would be working. This, along with the fact that they were to be paid “under the table,” weekly 

in cash, had been arranged by Mr. Anders. 

 “That’s right. No commute time at all,” said her father. “We just need to pick up your keys 

from Ms. Meiguo.” 

 Ms. Meiguo was the manager at the Radstockist, the traditional Russian fare restaurant 

where the girls were to work. She was the sister of the building’s Chinese landlord, who as a 

favor to Mr. Anders had promised to regularly check-in on the girls throughout the summer. This 
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came after Frank informed his friend that his daughters would pay a portion of the rent (Frank 

would cover the rest). Mr. Anders had protested. The apartment was rent controlled, he said, and 

besides he could easily afford it. But Frank, who was remembering his summers stocking shelves 

at the neighborhood hardware store and the work ethic it taught him, was persistent. His girls 

were to learn fiscal responsibility, he insisted. This was their compromise. 

 It was getting hot in the car. Marianne rolled down her window. “I still can’t believe you 

aren’t giving us phones,” she said casually to her father. “Everyone I know has one and we’re 

going to be far away. It would be just as much for your peace of mind.” 

 “Well, I never had one when I was your age and I got around fine,” said Frank. 

 “Were they even around when you were young?” asked Marianne without a trace of 

sarcasm. 

 “They weren’t yet ‘smart,’ but, yes, we had them. They were used only to make phone 

calls … which you’ll be able to do with the landline there.” 

 “But these are different times, dad.” 

 To this, Hope turned around.  

 “Trust me, dear,” she replied with a roguish smile. “There’s a joy in your parents literally 

having no way to get a hold of you until you come home. Just wait. You’ll see.”  

 

[3] 

A list of the sights caught by the Lightwell sisters on the drive into New York City:  

 The fruit stand men on the sidewalks selling a rainbow strew of strawberries, blueberries, 

melons, and lemons; a ragtag of speed bikes and skateboards coasting past, for-rent signs, for-

sale signs, post-no signs, storefront after storefront passing by faster than their eyes could follow. 
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Chinese, Polish, Mexican restaurants, part of the countries-within-city multitudes, coffee shops, 

bagel shops, pizza parlors, Jewish delis; dry cleaners, nail salons, cash checking and tax 

accounting; streets with numbers and avenues with letters, traffic lights and walk signs; little 

boys and girls on concrete playgrounds, a beggar with matted hair aside a cardboard hut, Jesus 

barefoot with white toga and flowing hair, an old woman in nightgown leaning on her elbows 

watching out from a window, a shirtless man with a French poodle eating a hotdog on a bench; a 

group of dark-skinned boys hanging by a railing ramp, a restaurant worker outside a café 

sweeping debris, moving aside as Frank eased the old bulky station wagon alongside the 

sidewalk bumping into a bag of trash. All these things, taken as a whole, made this city, New 

York City, a possibility of human variations. 

 Mr. Anders’ building was a five-story walk-up in the Lower East Side, a red brick tenement 

a few blocks south of Houston Street. Around the corner stood a small all-hours grocery store, 

one of the thousands of bodegas in the city, this one run by Koreans. Alongside it were a 24-hour 

diner and coin laundromat.  

 They arrived midway between lunch and dinner and saw from a plastic sign hanging on the 

Radstockist door that the restaurant was closed. But Hope knocked anyway and an Eastern 

European woman in a full face of make-up answered.  

“Yaaa?” she asked.  

This was Nina, the oldest of the Radstockist staff, a Ukrainian lady often mistaken as the 

proprietress. Escorting the family through the subterranean space, without prompting, she began 

to tell them about its history.  
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With a tone of ownership in her voice, she told them, “Our place was founded by Soviet 

defectors back in the McCarthy era. Back then, it was a safe place for Eastern bloc socialists. 

Nowadays” – and here she snorted – “mostly hipsters.” 

Tai and Marianne walked with linked arms across the large room. They talked in giddy 

whispers, pointing at the brassy tin ceiling and the dark green walls where gilded old paintings 

hung. The space had a profound quietness. A girl was behind the bar drying glasses and a man sat 

alone in a red banquette in the corner peeling potatoes. They heard the snap-pop of the bartender 

chewing gum.  

Ms. Meiguo was in the kitchen talking to a man with a protruding belly preparing a meat 

pie. She looked around fifty, of solid size, and with shiny little eyes and a flat nose. Her face, like 

her hands, were scrubbed clean and she had a mole on the bottom of her chin where a piece of 

hair poked out.  

Frank spoke first. He introduced himself, then his wife, and children. He thanked Ms. 

Meiguo for giving his girls their first job. They were good girls, he said. They would work hard. 

The whole time he spoke, Ms. Meiguo nodded as if agreeing with all he said.  

Though she might have looked the part of a foreigner, this old Asian woman was an 

indigenous dignitary of the city. A perfectly indomitable, grande dame of the restaurant world. 

And the man in front of her, she was thinking, was one of those clueless but friendly Midwestern 

tourists (albeit better dressed), the type who occasionally patronized her business having heard of 

it from some “best of” list. It would have surprised her to learn that Frank Lightwell had actually 

grown up in the city.  

She turned her attention to Tai. 

“Chinese?” 
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“Excuse me?”  

“You Chinese?”  

Tai looked confused. “I don’t know,” she said lamely, noticing the woman’s dark eyes 

watching her acutely. She tried with difficulty not to stare at the mole on her face with its single 

obstinate hair strand sticking out. It was the first time she’d come face-to-face with another 

member of her tribe. She did not know what to say. 

“How you not know?” inquired Ms. Meiguo. 

Tai detected a look of dissatisfaction on the woman’s fleshy face, as if Ms. Meiguo was 

hoping for some nod of recognition. 

Once again, her mother was there to explain her situation. “Tai was adopted under 

unusual circumstances,” Hope responded, giving Ms. Meiguo a conciliatory smile. “We never 

bothered with genetic data testing. Frankly, I don’t think that matters. But I believe Mr. Anders 

mentioned we had two daughters who’d be working here.” 

Tai’s lips curled into a slight smile. No, none of that mattered.  

“Okay … Okay. What you can do?” the Chinese woman said, turning back to the girls. 

“Summers here very busy.” 

“I could hostess,” volunteered Marianne, who had been scanning the kitchen and had 

made up her mind she should be working front of the house. “I’m very good with people.”  

The Chinese lady nodded. They were underage, that was obvious, and couldn’t be 

anywhere near the alcohol. A good-looking girl with a bright disposition like Marianne would 

make an excellent hostess, she agreed. She turned to Tai. “And you? What you can do?” 

Tai looked at her feet. “I don’t know. Maybe help in the kitchen? I do a lot of that at 

home.” 
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Ms. Meiguo squinted her eyes studying the girl. Noodle-thin torso. Chicken legs. She 

made a guttural noise in her throat as if clearing out her thoughts. Then her lips turned downward 

into a slight frown. “I make you runner. You help staff. Start tomorrow at six. Don’t be late.”  

And as abruptly as she said those words, the woman dropped into Tai’s hand two sets of 

keys, even surprising Tai with her abrasiveness, before turning her attention back to the man with 

the pies. 

Upstairs in Mr. Anders’ apartment, all was spartan, airy, and clean.  

“My lucky girls!” Hope exclaimed, as she planted herself on the expensive-looking 

loveseat and threw her feet on the coffee table. “I wish my first apartment looked like this!”  

A flat-screen television took up nearly one wall of the living room – an unexpected 

addition, which brought squeals of delight to the girls. The other walls were bare and white. The 

kitchen, a fraction of the size of their one back home, had a drawer stuffed with utensils, all 

looking as if they had just been purchased for the girls (which they had). There was a fancy spice 

rack still with the price tag on. An artificial fig tree was poised in the corner of the living room 

and three succulents in miniature ceramic pots lined a windowsill. As promised, a newly installed 

landline phone hung on the kitchen wall – a conspicuous antiquity retrofitted into a modern-

looking space. 

Marianne began unpacking her duffel bag in the larger of the two rooms. The other room 

– furnished with a large desk, a wooden bookshelf half filled with legal books, and a pull-out 

sofa – was Mr. Anders’ office. Tai dropped her luggage on the pull-out mattress and smiled. She 

thought it perfect.  

While Hope helped the girls settle in, Frank made his way to the corner deli to pick up 

bagels. When he returned, they all sat at the small kitchen table to eat.  
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“I used to wait tables not too far from here,” said Hope wistfully, looking out the kitchen 

window. “I was only a year older than you two. Hard to believe.”  

She observed each girl, mentally storing away in her memory their faces in that moment. 

Marianne had pulled a slice of lox from her bagel sandwich and was eating it separately, always 

going first to her favorite part. Tai meanwhile was taking in her meal with small, deliberate bites 

and thoughtful discernment.  

Being here with her children felt to Hope like entering a time capsule. In the city she had 

lived another life that had made her happy, different from the happy she felt now as a mother. 

These girls, she thought, for whom everything is in the future. This was their moment.  

“What was it like working as a waitress?” asked Marianne. “Was it very different than 

serving meals on a plane?” 

“Working in a restaurant is good training for life. I think everyone should wait tables … 

especially when they’re young.”  

“That’s what a lot of struggling actors do here, right?” asked Marianne in between bites. 

“Mmmm … dad this is so good!” 

“Few artists can afford to do just one thing these days,” said Hope. “And being a server 

teaches you a lot about life: how to service others, deal with jerks, solve problems quickly and 

think on your feet … and that forcing a smile, even when you don’t want to, can go a long way.” 

“Oh, I already know about that!” Marianne assured her mother. 

“Though you still could learn a lesson or two from serving others,” said her father. 

Next up was safety. Hope spoke of how best to deal with aggressive men and the 

homeless (short answer: don’t), the proper precautions every young woman should take while 

walking home at night (pay attention to your surroundings, trust your instincts, have your key in 
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hand with the pointed end sticking out). She reminded her daughters too that she expected a 

phone call every Monday. “At least every Monday,” she corrected herself. Monday being the day 

the restaurant was closed. 

When they had finished eating, she got up to collect the sandwich wrappings and napkins. 

“It’s certainly going to be quiet around the house without my girls,” she said, brushing 

away a tear. Every beginning was an ending of some kind and Hope would grieve later for a time 

that would no longer be, but in this moment, she was joyful and beaming with confidence.  

Mother, father, and daughters walked to the car. The time for farewells had come.  

“Try not to get into trouble. I don’t want to get a call at night asking me to bail you out of 

jail,” teased their father as he got into the station wagon. He was trying to appear calm, but his 

eyes too were moist.  

 

[4] 

On returning to their apartment building, Marianne and Tai found a young man sitting in the 

middle of their stoop smoking a cigarette. He was dark skinned with slick-back black hair and 

wore loose jeans with holes at the knee. He looked at them long and hard, with unabashed 

curiosity, as he sucked his teeth. 

“You the new girls?” he said when they approached.  

“Yeah,” the two sisters replied almost in unison. 

Marianne extended her hand for a shake. “Marianne.” 

“How you doing, Marianne,” he said and stood up to kiss her hand in an old-fashion 

manner. They noticed he was short and had tattoos that covered the tan leathery skin of both his 
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arms. When he smiled, the girls saw that his front teeth were plated in gold. He turned to Tai. 

“How about you little mama? You got a name?” 

“Tai Lightwell,” Tai heard herself saying. 

“That’s a funny name,” their new friend said amiably, but not laughing. He stroked his 

chin, narrowed his eyes, and cocked his face, scanning Tai up and down as if attempting to read 

her history. “What kind of name is that?” Not waiting for an answer, he shrugged. “It’s cool. 

Can’t pick our names like we can’t pick our parents, am I right?”  

Tai was hesitant to answer. The stranger’s behavior confused her. She was still assessing 

him, wondering about his motives. Friendliness had a way of making her suspicious. 

“I’m Angel. I work here,” he said motioning to the ground floor restaurant. “Bar back.” 

Tai exchanged looks with her sister. Angel. Now that was different. Neither had ever 

heard of anyone with a name like that before. Then again, Tai reminded herself, she had never 

met anyone with skin darker than hers before their arrival in the city. 

Angel gave them a curious grin. The female mind was an utter mystery to him. He saw 

how with a slight motion, these two girls were able to convey a lot to each other, the way girls 

sometimes do without spoken words. They were new, so he hadn’t yet gotten a full picture of 

each of them. He still saw them as one – though he mentally noted how the Asian chick was 

slightly uptight, and how the blonde had a tight rear end. He liked also the way she laughed.  

They told him they were sisters from out of town staying in the building for the summer 

and that they would be working at the restaurant too. He invited them to sit with him on the 

stoop. 

He told them that he was 24 years old. That his family came from Mexico, but that he had 

lived his whole life in the neighborhood. He was easy to talk to. Angel’s laid-back manner and 
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mild sweetness gave him a familiarity that put the sisters at ease; both feeling as if they had 

known him much longer than the half an hour spent on the stoop chatting about the restaurant 

and neighborhood.  

It was weird, Angel thought, how these girls talked so differently than the girls he knew. 

They asked the most obvious questions, the sort of things everyone knew. They were clueless 

about the city, but not in a touristy kind of way, and not really in a dumb way. They were 

nothing like Tessa, who played pretty and stupid so that dudes might help her out. Or like Maria 

either, who was “simple” and “on the spectrum” as the doctors would say. No. Angel didn’t 

know any country folks. Maybe they were all like this. 

“Hey. You want a drag?” he asked and held out a newly lit spliff in his hand.  

Tai shook her head, but Marianne took the joint from him. “Don’t mind if I do,” she said 

and inhaled the joint so deeply she coughed.  

This made Angel chuckle. “Freshman year gonna be lit!”  

Marianne took another drag, this time more smoothly. “Actually, we’re in high school,” 

she said casually.  

“Sheesh!”  

Angel snatched the joint from Marianne and shook his head, lightly censuring himself for 

his mistake. “You for real? How old are you two? And your parents just dropped you off … 

alone?” He was dumbfounded. Upstate, huh? Who were these irresponsible people? “Shit. New 

York ain’t an easy town,” he said, shaking his head, suddenly feeling a new tenderness and fear 

for these girls.  

He was aware he might have looked shady. Some older fellow trying to come on to a 

couple of not-yet-legal chicks. Man, he wasn’t like that. He was cool. A flirt, no doubt, but not a 
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creep – and he didn’t want them to think that of him. Or for anyone at work to accuse him of 

harassing his new coworkers who were minors. For sure he’d get a talking to. Angel promised 

himself he would play good. Show the new girls around. School them. He tossed the spliff aside. 

“Hey, you girls checked out the roof yet?” he asked, feeling a sort of pioneering pleasure. 

“No? I got some time before work. Let me take you up. First night in town and all.” 

They were both keen. Even Tai, caught on to the excitement and foreignness of the 

moment, had dropped her reserves. They followed Angel, climbing to the roof through a fire 

escape from the top floor window across from their apartment door.  

“Wow, this view!” gasped Marianne. “You don’t get anything like this in Brucksville!” 

“Yeah … it’s so” – and Tai searched for the word – “expansive!” 

“This is nothing,” said Angel, crossing his arms. “You gotta check out the Empire State 

Building or One World Trade. But yeah, I like it here. I come up for smoke breaks. Ms. Mei 

lends me her keys. She’s cool like that.” 

“She must like you,” said Marianne, a giant smile on her face. “I hope she likes us too.” 

“Betcha she will.” 

Angel noticed how Marianne’s face lit up all at once when he said this, so sweetly and 

innocently, like she valued his good opinion. He had by this point, moved on from thinking of 

Marianne and Tai as potential hook-ups to seeing this odd pair as much younger people. His 

mind raced to his little cousin Rosa, nine years his junior, whom he used to babysit. Back then, 

she would get all stoked every time he taught her something new. She was in high school now. 

Nothing these days surprised her. These Lightwell sisters were like Rosa at twelve. 

He went over and pulled out three folding chairs leaning on the side of the rooftop 

entrance and brought them over. For the next forty minutes, the sisters sat with Angel. He 
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answered their questions. He asked some too. He wanted to know about Brucksville and what 

their life there was like. The three of them watched the sun descend, first into the red of blood 

and then into a pinkish purple blaze from the window of a nearby block tower.  

When it was time for his shift to start, Angel left. He returned ten minutes later with 

bread and cheese smuggled from the restaurant. “Housewarming present,” he said, before 

departing a second time. 

Tai and Marianne ate the bread and cheese as they watched the sunset glow die away and 

the pale stars rise. Tai found herself searching the sky for the starlight glow she saw nightly in 

the countryside. The reassuring signs of familiarity. But unlike the darkness that filled the nightly 

sky in Brucksville, tonight, billions of new lights glimmered from building windows and bridges 

and airplanes lit up the evening canvas. There was the Empire State Building, the Chrysler 

Building, the Freedom Tower, the famous landmarks Angel had pointed out. All there. All theirs. 

This. The rooftop. The whole city.  

Marianne gazed out serenely at the glowing cityscape and said, “The moon looks 

different.” 

Tai looked at her sister, amused. “You know, it’s the same moon, right? No matter where 

you are in the world.” 

“I know.” 

Though what surrounded them tonight was new, there felt to Tai a welcoming back. 

Everything was as it had been, she and Marianne together again like their days in the forest; but 

at the same time, peering outward at the pale glittering lights, she knew what Marianne meant. 

Everything too would be different.  

 


