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				One of us (i.e. a human being) should be imagined as having been created in a single stroke; created perfect and complete but with his vision obscured so that he cannot perceive external entities; created falling through air or a void, in such a manner that he is not struck by the firmness of the air in any way that compels him to feel it, and with his limbs separated so that they do not come in contact with or touch each other. Then contemplate the following: can he be assured of the existence of himself?

				—Ibn Sina
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			Fairy Pools

			As soon as she touched down in Scotland, she believed in fairies. No, as soon as the rock and velvet of Inverness rushed up to her where she was falling, a long way through the hagstone hole of a cloud, and she plunged down into the center of the cloud and stayed there. You used to set a child out for them, she thought, and was caught in the arms, and awoke on the green hillside.

			“Sco’land,” she heard her mother say, in a voice weak from lack of iced tea—they were barely alive, after five hours on the runway in Chicago and another ten in the air. “It’s not the first real day,” her husband kept reminding them; after a short stay in Inverness that night, they would go on to Skye tomorrow. He jangled a set of keys. In Ireland, two years before, it had transpired that her husband, a contrarian, was born to drive on the wrong side of the road, while her mother, a worse contrarian—and whom she had defeated by marrying the former—planned to drag them all to hell that way. “So I’ll drive,” he told her mother now, very loudly, “and you sit on the passenger side and slam your foot to the floor whenever I get too close to a low stone wall.” Deal, her mother agreed; she would also provide commentary, and throw in those sharp little gasps for free.

			She herself was silent and let herself be carried, on and on toward the green hillside. The trees corresponded to an obsessive high school reading of The White Goddess. The sheep were spray-painted according to who owned them. Actual lambs frisked in the fields, on legs like little girls’. Wait, she thought, am I confused about changelings? You put them out, did you get anything back? Or they were taken from you in the night, and you woke up one morning…

			Her sister sat apart from her in the rental car. Her head was full of the Child, lost to them all just that January. From time to time you saw her flicking through pictures on her phone with a chipped hot-pink manicure, so quickly that she appeared to be alive. As if she were smoothing a forehead, or touching away an eyelash, or wiping milk from a mouth, and once again the whole life was in motion.

			“Wide load,” she heard her mother saying to the asses of the sheep, as if they were women.

			Upon her arrival, instead of taking pictures of the North Sea, she had taken pictures of elk bellowing on the walls and a little guy who appeared to be penetrating his bagpipes. This was her typical routine in other countries, to first take pictures of their pictures. It was how you entered into the spirit, and by eating the complimentary oatcakes that had been left in your room, with its conscious and unconscious plaids: light, shadow, her hand crossed over her sister’s, and that life called through-the-window.

			Which called them out. She picked up a stone from the shore of the North Sea, with a ring of mica around the top like the city flashing on the water, and they piled into the car to go looking for it, wrapped in a series of preposterous scarves. When she thought of changelings, hadn’t it been mostly of the way they were wrapped—in rough gray cloth, with a triangle of face shining through?

			

			—

			Between the time her mother had gone into her hotel room and the time she reappeared in the hall, her jeans had become wet. They would not dry for the rest of the trip. The wetness came to represent, in the rest of their minds, the iced tea she could never get. “Tea…with ice?” she would ask hopefully, making a series of gestures to communicate the concept of iced tea, and be brought a cup with three cubes in it by someone who looked almost medically concerned.

			“Tea…with ice?” she asked at the restaurant, holding up her hands like shocked daisies next to her eyes. They had gone to three or four places before finding one that was open. The chef, in a white hat, laughed and entered her conspiracy. The night flowed like just-struck oil outside the windows; she tried to fix the details of it in her mind. She never remembered the first night in another country—something to do with the change in altitude, or as if she really had touched down in another world. The restaurant, she would not remember later, was actually called Kool Runnings.

			Back at the hotel bar, the bartender told them the lamentable story of Irn-Bru. It had once been sweeter, now it was less sweet. There were petitions, and people hoarding it by the case in their flats. She ordered one from him to make friends, for short of that she saw no other way of doing it. Scottish bartenders had been given the opposite instructions to American ones. The taste, a pink electrocution of the tongue, was indescribable—and there was a version that was more so? She decided that if she were presented with a petition, she would sign it. And also support Scottish independence, if that were correct. Maybe now that they were friends, she could ask the bartender. But, “Tea…with ice?” her mother asked him, and the chance was gone again.

			

			—

			And so that was Loch Ness? She followed her sister through the ruins of the castle that overlooked it, taking pictures of her in empty windows. Her gold hair whipped. Her pink lipstick, drawn far beyond the outline of her mouth, smiled without her. People had really lived here. Could you still surprise someone’s breathing near the ceiling, as you could upstairs in her sister’s house? How long did that last?

			Her husband rubbed his hands. Finally, a country where the women were wearing enough cloth, and where the wind persisted in exposing the tips of their ears. He had turned to pure itinerary; his mind was full of mileage, national parks, famed distilleries, tallest peaks. At this point he believed he was Scottish—everywhere they went they saw bald heads that looked like his. “One of me!” he would cry, pointing them out; a country full of thousands, and she had reached out and taken one. She fondled the mica stone. Maybe the soul was just that dearness nestled in the center of the body, like a chosen pebble in the palm of a hand. When you held someone it was that dearness you felt, that chosenness.

			And he was dear. He would sniff the air and stop the car and say, “Macbeth lived here.” He knew where there was Red Bull and where there might be ice—three cubes of it, for her mother. In the car they played a game of Would You Rather, except they misremembered it as I Would Never. This limited things somewhat. Her husband won easily. “I would NEVER do that!” he kept shouting, and then put down another point for himself.

			He had done all this to rinse her sister’s mind of pain. Pain was one of the things he could not stand, along with muppets—“I can feel them getting dirty”—and receipts, which were endocrine disruptors. “No thank you,” he said to the man in the gas station, purchasing four cans of the less sweet Irn-Bru. Keep moving, he said to them, in his long striding body. One foot in front of the other, or die.

			She did what she always did in a car: looked out the window, trusted, and let herself be carried along. The easiest life to imagine was the life of the postman. The easiest life to imagine was the life of the man who ran the ferry. The easiest life to imagine was that of a child, in the castle that sat on the shore of Loch Ness—where the water was full, it was true, of little slipping necks. You could just grab on.

			

			—

			They took turns reading to each other from Wikipedia: about fighting hares, the symbology of thistles, which time of year the heather bloomed. The list of historical guys who actually believed in fairies was pretty long, she told them on the way to Glenbrittle. Her husband would have to update her entry to say that she had joined it.

			
				‘Did you ever see a fairy’s funeral, madam?’ said Blake to a lady who happened to sit next to him. ‘Never, sir!’ said the lady. ‘I have,’ said Blake, ‘but not before last night.’ And he went on to tell how, in his garden, he had seen ‘a procession of creatures of the size and colour of green and grey grasshoppers, bearing a body laid out on a rose-leaf, which they buried with songs, and then disappeared.’

			

			The Fairy Pools had been poured down. The walk up was like the slow exploration of the skeleton of an animal, whose life was reenacted here and there with plunges of crystal water. There were natural bridges, caves heaped with uniform gray treasure, keyholes of bloodstone-colored water, raindrops on the lens, trees clinging to cliffs, the falls too fast for cameras, like fairies, and the long natural stairs that her sister climbed. People spoke every language. Europeans, who knew which laws to disregard, were stripping off their clothes and swimming. You could pose with a Red Bull next to the tallest waterfall and make it seem like you were peeing. A perfect place.

			They drank the water. Her husband sat on the edge of the deepest pool, which touched the center of the earth, and scooped it into a survivalist water filter he had bought on the internet. “This will let you drink water from ANYWHERE, in any situation,” he had told her intensely when it arrived in the mail. Of course more and more of these situations were arising. As a child she had watched Kevin Costner drinking his own freshly distilled piss in Waterworld and just assumed it was something she would have to do as an adult, for the world would be different. They all drank a long swallow of the cool clear water, which was somehow inflected with the word green. It went clear down into the center of her, through the hagstone hole and the natural arch, to plunge down the stairs of living rock. Inside her, Europeans stripped and splashed. Now we are refreshed, he said. Now we can go on.

			Twenty pictures in her photo roll later, her sister’s phone disappeared. Her black-and-white scarf and her rose-gold phone, with the Child’s whole short life on it. It had been in the hospital with them, in the right hand, always. It had been what the next one would not be, a warm eyewitness. She was holding it in one picture, and then she wasn’t, a bald mountain behind her. Her sister’s face closed, impassable; there and then gone.

			“I can find it,” she told her, desperate—she always had. Five dollars in a parking lot, when that was real money.

			But there had been a switch. When she went up, the pools looked one way, but when she came down again, looking for the rose-gold phone, they looked another way—as if they were a story that needed to be told in order, from the beginning, without leaving anything out. Maybe this place was like the world—you could only travel through it once. She rolled her ankle on the rocks. An hour passed, and then another. “As soon as we get back in cell phone range,” her husband kept telling them, “we can just call…” But no one listened. Her sister’s sere hair went among the grasses; her head was full of the Child.

			“We shouldn’t have drunk the water,” they would say later. It had angered the fairies—no, not angered. They simply demanded something in exchange. But as soon as they saw what was on the phone, the face, the flicking motion, they knew it was too much. They would give it back and keep only the scarf, which was just from Target.

			

			—

			She fondled the mica stone. It stayed in her right hand, always. She had picked up others along the way: another off the shore of Loch Ness, another while bouldering in Sligachan, and another at the roadside stop where a horse lifted up her sweater to nuzzle her belly as if he loved her. Maybe she was preparing to build a cairn, which in their miniature versions were everywhere. They snagged her eye, always. How did they stand? The balancing of the tallest cairns seemed to indicate that there were properties of physics we did not understand, or else they were overruled by the earth’s desire to be surprising.

			

			—

			The feeling that she was not quite herself began as they approached Glenfinnan. Her body went ahead of her into the church, rippling with bottle-brown light. Irn-Bru, she thought. Sign the petition. Her eyes, floating a little in their sockets, went on looking: a vase with two daffodils, a statue begging for money, a historical plaque next to pictures of water damage on the pillars, which at one point had had to be replaced. “Not an easy task considering the size and weight of the stones, and the height!” the plaque yelled. “We never want to see this again.” Ha ha, she heard herself saying, and placed a coin in the little plaster purse.

			The feeling intensified at the Information Center, where she found herself sliding down the wall with headphones on while listening to an interminable murder ballad. It came to her: She was being murdered. The bridge overhead was bearing down on her. The church was falling toward her, with its spire. Her skin, in the bathroom mirror—we never want to see this again, she thought. “Where have you been?” her husband asked, when she emerged twenty minutes later. It was strange to know that when something was really wrong with her, no one would be able to tell.

			“Faster,” she told them in a monotone, as her husband sped the car toward the castle. Something was going to happen, she didn’t know what. After they checked in, she sat with them for ten minutes on the terrace, where the sun was spilling like chardonnay into the spread of the hills. The landscape suddenly appeared to her as one in which she was being hunted. “Good night,” she told them formally, in the monotone, and went upstairs. Something was going to happen.

			A maid came to the door and asked her if she wanted something untranslatable. Her mouth, pale in a cameo face, formed the words several times. I cannot understand you, she finally wept. Then, as she closed the door it came to her: turndown service. A little chocolate in the center of the pillow. The maid was Eastern European, and all at once she felt, like four segments of an orange, the rotation of the world that had brought her here, and she stumbled out into the hall to say that it wasn’t the accent, it was a problem with all language….

			Bathroom, she thought. I live in the bathroom, and went to press her face against the rug. Why were the Fairy Pools so green, she wondered, and rose to her knees, and ejected a long green waterfall into the trash can. Shall not mine true love staye with me when I am hurling, she thought, for she had suddenly remembered about the existence of Olde English. What was under her legs now, what was carrying her to the bed—it was the old mistaken movement of the word moor. Arranging her head in the center of the pillow like a mint, she took a series of pictures as proof: She would show them all later, how close to death she had come. And leaned over like a cliff to release another waterfall.

			Arugula, she thought. I’m going to die alone in a Scottish castle because people have gotten too good for iceberg lettuce. Then remembered the Jamaican restaurant that the chef had kept open for them on that first night, bringing them mussels and baby clams and the firm cheeks of something that had no name. Could be, she thought, remembering how her husband always insisted she had a shellfish allergy that she would not, or could not, accept. But she kept coming back to the coldest water in the world, that had gone down into the center of her, that belonged then and now to the fairies.

			Fucking survivalists, she thought. Fancy cups. Bug-eating. No respect. They think they’re preparing for any contingency, but they have no idea. They think regional camo will protect them. They think they’re ready to leave the weak ones behind in the woods. They think there’ll be no money.

			Her body was so heavy. The Child was in all her limbs, she was carrying her through thickets and over green hills, laying her down nowhere, or else she would be taken. If she could feel her, as she had never before been able to feel anybody on this earth, it is because she was the right size. Why had no one been the right size before? A knock on the door. A shape passed by her, neatly tied up her arugula, and made it disappear.

			Downstairs on the fairy tale terrace, over an exorbitant Scottish cheese board, her mother and husband and sister were all screaming at each other. Her mother had misread something about the Property Brothers on the internet and was insisting that they were persecuted for being Christian. Their show had been canceled, she shouted, because of their embrace of the true faith! Her husband explained that they were Canadians, and Canadians didn’t have faith. But she got redder and redder, believing that they were concealing reality from her. It was the Property Brothers, and they had lost it all! Later it turned out that her mom had gotten them mixed up with a pair of homophobic real estate agents. That was the sort of mistake people made now. It was hard to know how much to yell at her about it, because one day she would die. Also she had taken care of the Child. You could only think of her hands cupping the large head, and how one day the Child had let her head fall forward, it seemed purposefully, so that her open mouth landed smack against her grandmother’s cheek. They decided to call that a kiss, for narrative purposes. They made many such decisions in those days.

			Gossip was the life of a castle, and by next morning everyone knew. “Are you all right?” a series of pale, cameo-faced women asked her, bending tenderly over her at breakfast. Any one of them could have been the woman at the door, trying to give her the mint she could not receive. Her mother, too, looked a little green around the edges. The Brothers, meekly, were not mentioned. She thought of the phrase “throwing up your toenails.” She thought of her mother counting hers—though it had been her husband who came in the end, hadn’t it, tiptoeing out of the castle at midnight with a bag of homemade pesto in one hand.

			

			—

			A store they stopped into where the owner had decorated his display cases with blocks of movable type; her sister asking if he would sell her four letters of it, but he wouldn’t. That was what was smallest in the world, she thought, not atoms but movable type, and you could not buy four letters of it again for any price. “Thank you anyway,” her sister said politely. “My daughter,” she said, turning away and walking past the case again, where by some chance the atoms actually spelled it out.

			“Turn here,” her husband said thoughtfully, as they passed a sign that just said Rob Roy. What about him? they all wondered. Hadn’t he been the guy, in the film? Played by Liam Neeson—before he made a whole career of his children being taken. With the big blouse, and maybe he shouted FREEDOM? It was his grave.

			Everyone who had been there before them seemed to know, and had left coins and scraps of tartan and white daffodils for him. The headstone read MacGregor Despite Them, which was even more confusing. The daffodils, her husband reported, might have been because of Wordsworth, who had written a long poem about coming here once.

			Forgive me if the phrase be strong

			A poet worthy of Rob Roy

			Must scorn a timid song.

			“Whatever that means,” he said, looking at his phone. The poster was two people breathing into each other’s mouths. Flashing swordfights. Cows get raped. Land disputes, and nighttime raids, and what looked to be a long male ponytail. “One of the most famous figures in Scottish history”—wait, they asked each other, really? The hand of anonymity closed around them, squeezed. Was it possible that only a name could come down?

			Her mother stalked the perimeter, faced with a philosophical question: how to take pictures of the ass of a ghost. “We should commemorate him,” her sister said solemnly. A bridge stretched between the place where the body was buried and where it was not, and she and her sister walked over it arm in arm. They peed in the woods behind the church, thereby linking themselves bodily with Rob Roy forever—they would remember him now, whoever he was, whatever he had done.

			And, far and near, through vale and hill,

			Are faces that attest the same;

			The proud heart flashing through the eyes,

			At sound of Rob Roy’s name.

			“God,” she heard her husband say, “seriously?” A year later, she would find herself obsessively revising 150 words she had written about this experience: the grave, the daffodils, the peeing in the glen—the church that was just a door in the air—but she could not make it mean anything, and she did not know why. Her own mother had begun calling her Patricia and she seemed somehow unable to stop her. Some mornings she seemed true, and then she was I; some mornings she seemed false, and then she was she. And long after that, she could not even read the 150 words—it was like walking a path into a dark wood—or the feeling of madness would begin again: Who am I, what do I do? Could you resuscitate poetic logic, though it seemed to have died? In the story, she had really tried to answer the question—“He was a Property Brother,” she said in the end, and put one of her stones on the name on the grave.

			

			—

			On Isle Maree, local tradition held that insanity could be cured by towing someone around the island behind a boat. Oh good, she thought, easy. But local tradition also held “that nothing must ever be taken from the island, be it even a pebble from the shore, lest the insanity formerly ‘cured’ there return to the outside world.” Oh no, she thought, hard. Isle Maree was famous for the Wish Tree, an oak that had been hammered so full of pennies that it had died of copper poisoning. Many things still stood that way, hammered full of wishes.

			

			—

			A certain percentage of the people now visiting Scotland appeared to be sex tourists. Her husband was one of them, and insisted that they stop at the Clava Cairns to see the standing stones. “It’s not a full ring,” he told them, with resignation, “but we’ll take what we can get.” The stones were supposed to carry you back in time, but she had hardly laid a hand on the tallest one, to feel neither rushing nor warmth nor some red love on the other side, before she felt herself back in time anyway, casting a shadow to say three o’clock. Cows stood fogged on the opposite hillside, still belonging to the Bronze Age. The sky touched the tops of their heads, like the corner of the ceiling in her sister’s house where the breathing still went on.

			It was the last real day. It was the cairn she walked into, with its heart dug out. It was the party of Victorians she stared at for a long time, on the informational plaque. They were happy, they had done a good day’s work, with pickaxes and cucumber sandwiches. The sun consented to fall, for a time, through the particular patterns of their lace. It was terrible to be a tourist, she thought, but after death you didn’t feel like a tourist anymore. You were a current of the air, you went everywhere. Into people’s mouths and out. You woke up one morning and said long enough. Today we dig them up.

			“Oh my God, I think I found it,” she said, going through her photos.

			She was sure it had happened between pictures, but when she went back, she could pinpoint the moment her sister set them down. Her dark and wind-whipped figure turned away into the distance, toward the foot of the Black Cuillin. Giants heaved above her, and she was small. And there it was: a loose little heap of pattern behind her, and the glint of the rose-gold phone.

			“I can’t believe we got it back,” her sister said softly, spreading two fingers apart to zoom in. When they finally made it back into range, and called the number—it had to be her, her husband was driving, her sister couldn’t speak, and her mother’s jeans were wet—someone actually answered, as her husband all along had promised they would. “I have it,” the woman said, “it’s safe.” She was driving it to the police station in Carbost at that moment; the Child on her lap, with a triangle of face showing. “I love you,” she said simply to the woman on the phone, who understood her perfectly.

			“An American would never,” her husband said, happy, as if it were a point in the game.

			But her breath would not stay inside her, as if it were pushing the wind. I begged them to give it back, and they did. There is an Exchange, she thought; something passes between this life and the next that allows you to be here for a while; the Fairy Pools don’t look the same on the way down as on the way up; and you only walk through this world once. In her head she signed the petition for Scottish independence; in her head she signed the petition for Irn-Bru to be sweet again. She had drunk the coldest water in the world and thrown it up again green. No one could say she hadn’t really been here. In her head she stacked a cairn. In her head she lifted the hard heart out of a grave. The last thing she would do, before she left Scotland, was to stumble out of her hotel, in a straight line like a sleepwalker, and set the stone with the ring of mica in the knothole of a tree—not understanding why she had done it, crying when she realized it was gone. She walked through the world; the exchange rate stood. Everyone must pay.

		

	
		
			The Changeling

			It stole people from themselves. You might look the same to others, but you had been replaced.

			The first line of the mad notebook read “I wish, when I was a teenage Christian, that I had been more experimental with my evangelizing. God laid a big egg in my heart to tell you this.” But, “Please don’t write about it,” people were already begging each other, so she kept the notebook secret. It was rectangular and aqua, like an Olympic swimming pool through which men with Marfan syndrome glided. No one wants to read about any of this, and so she kept it hidden, and wrote everything down, and felt long scissoring strokes when she looked into it, and sometimes a high deafening dive.

			She had now had a fever for forty-eight days. Her head was completely bald because she had asked her husband to shave it, thinking of scenes from old books. Her tongue was purple because she had painted it with something—gentian violet?—so that her husband almost screamed when she opened her mouth like a cave at him between kisses. She took wormwood every morning, like a witch from the Bible. And had fallen so far out of the world, out of the human population, that she could not even rejoin them to watch the butthole cut of Cats.

			Sometimes she sat at the foot of the illness and asked it questions. Had it stolen her old mind and given her a new one? Had she been able to start over from scratch, a chance afforded to very few people? Had it optimized her? It had come all this way, she thought, cradling the thing in her chest; had passed through the hands of invention or chance, white lab coats, wet markets, the gates of the zoo…to land in her squarely, like love! Ground zero, she said to herself, sometimes, though what she meant was patient.

			Her eyes beat dust out of the tapestry until it was bright. Was she “a little bit high all the time”? Had the sickness blazed new pathways and cast light on tangled old ones? To be sure, she had forgotten the multiplication tables, and now felt there was a secret number between two and three. To be sure, there was the rough pink sensation that she was holding Rasputin’s penis in her right hand. To be sure, she could no longer remember names—after watching Baby Doll she had spent a twenty-four-hour period trying to think of “Eli Wallach,” but all she could come up with was “Petite Suarez.” So she had to write everything down, and go back and read it later and be surprised by herself. Maybe that was paradise. Maybe she had died.

			Maybe that was fine. If she never formed another memory, then nothing could ever happen to her; if she never recognized another human face, she would never misplace another pair of blue eyes; if the weave of her had loosened to let time fall through at a more ecstatic velocity, maybe she would do nothing but rush and rush until the great gold boulder came and caught. It was fine, she had her hands in fresh water, washing. “I’m sorry not to respond to your email,” she wrote, “but I live completely in the present now.”

			

			—

			Before she learned of the existence of “alien hand syndrome,” she had tentatively diagnosed herself with a new illness called Who Foot Is That. The main symptom was gasping when you saw your own foot.

			“Has anyone else felt like a child again?”

			“I have dreams now like never before, bizarre nonsense dreams in which I’m not me or even a human being. Like, I dreamed I was a green leaf. I wasn’t me, as a leaf. I was just a plain ordinary leaf. When I woke up, I was disoriented to find out or remember that I was a human being and I was me. It was very disturbing and shocking. Have had that happen several times since I first got sick in March 2020. Not always a leaf, but always an inanimate nonhuman object of some type and I really believe during the dream that I am that thing.”

			People had lost their fingerprints, how was that possible? People were up at three a.m., contemplating the purchase of apple-flavored horse deworming paste, which had gone up to thirty bucks a tube. People—or maybe just her—were becoming confused after they got out of the shower and applying large tracts of deodorant to the skin of their face. People had Alice in Wonderland syndrome, and something called Drunk Baby Head, and dark glittering damage to their vegas nerve. People were writing poems about it—hahaha, she said whenever she saw one, though she used to write poems about everything that happened to her. People had Brian fog—oh no—and people did not recognize themselves. People stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom, flicking the lights on and off to see if their pupils were the same size. “My boogers have not been normal for nine months,” one man despaired, and, even worse, “I no longer have the desire to make money,” said another.

			“I feel like I am a piraha, suffering alone in my hell.”

			The CEO of Texas Roadhouse killed himself, no longer able to bear the continuous ringing in his ears. In his lengthy obituary, the newspaper printed the quote: “We’re a people company that just happens to serve steaks.” The sentence stayed with her long afterward, shrilling at her temple like a mosquito. We’re a people company that just happens to serve steaks, she would say to herself, surprised by the sight of her own foot.

			

			—

			“When I was home, he is reported to have said, I was afraid to sleep, as I was dropping off each night it felt just like that, as if I were falling down a black hole
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