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For Bill







In former times, the soul was feathered all over.

Plato



She saw the myriad gods, and beyond God his own ineffable eternity; she saw that there were ranges of life beyond our present life, ranges of mind beyond our present mind.

Sri Aurobindo
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one

Michelle



Oh, he is not a human. He is a god. His feathers rustle around her as he takes her by the shouldersbut his skin is also the skin of a snake. Cool, daggered, iridescent. When the knife is raised, she isnt afraid. She does not close her eyes. After the first plunge into her chest, she feels nothing more. Not fear. Not sadness. After the next, he reaches in, and what he pulls out is the most luminous blue-green bird she has ever seen. It is newborn, but it has always been alive, and he lets it fly from his hand into the sky. She watches it crashing into the blue, singing beautiful notes, a few of its green feathers falling from its wings, settling quietly around her.








two

Anne



AFTERWARD, TERRI WILL tell everyone back at school that, from the beginning, she knew something terrible was going to happen on spring break.

Shell say she knew it already on the plane as we passed over that long black nothingness between the Midwest and Mexico. Shell say she looked down and saw headlights creeping along some highway in Nebraska, or Oklahoma, and had a cold, dead feeling.

Something bad was going to happen.

She knew.

Maybe even back in February, when wed booked the trip. Shell say she almost told us back then, but hadnt wanted to ruin spring break for us, if, you know, her feeling turned out to be nothing.

Shes so full of shit, theyll say back at school behind her back. Shes about as psychic as my ass.

And, in truth, Terri was the one whod nixed the cruise wed considered taking (I get seasick) and sold us on Cancn.

Well, Terri, and MTV, and a brochure with a picture of the Hotel del Sol on it.

Sun!

Sand!

Tiki bar on the beach!

Poolside happy hour!

Peaceful days, wild nights!

Id had, myself, no premonitions. No omens. Nothing. I was, on that plane to Mexico, not even really thinking. I had a string bikini on under my sweater and jeans, and a list of the drinks I wanted to try at that tiki bar. Kahlua & Cream. Blue Margaritas. The Bull (tequila, beer, and lemonade). The Pineapple Leap. The Mexicol. The Furnace. The Cockroach. The Submarine.

It was the end of senior year.

The drinking age in Mexico was eighteen.

The tests and the applications were finally over.


Id gotten into the best of the colleges to which Id applied.

My parents had bought the plane ticket for me, and given me a thousand dollars to blow, as a reward for making the honor roll every year since seventh grade. I had the center seat, my two best friends on either side of me, and a week ahead of me in which to be a completely different girl than I was at home. If Terri was having premonitions or second thoughts, I wouldnt have wanted to know anyway. I was happy, excited, full of flimsy plans:

The boys Id meet. The drinks. The tan.

The way you think youre making plans for the future, when, really, its making plans for you.

Well, of course, I didnt know that then, but now I do.
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Michelle



OUTSIDE THE LITTLE plastic window on the plane between Illinois and Mexico, its just black. Its nothing. When Michelle Tompkins puts her hand to it she can feel itall that nothing blowing around out there, holding her up.

But it feels secure, too, that little window. Smudged and simple. And this plane full of strangers and her two friends seems still and peaceful in the sky.

Michelle has never been afraid to fly. Every summer shes gone to Oregon with her mother. Twice theyve flown to Florida to visit her grandparents. During one of those trips, an emergency landing had to be made because of a malfunction with the planes navigational system. Once there was so much turbulence that the overhead compartments snapped open and luggage spilled out into the aisles. But it didnt faze Michelle. Shed felt then, as she does now, safe in the sky. In fact, she wishes it felt more like flying. To her, on a plane, it doesnt even feel as if theyre in the air at all. It seems as if theyre simply in the backseat of her mothers Saab, like when they were little girls being carpooled to and from day careback there together pretending, maybe, to be on a plane.

What did the pilot say?

Thirty thousand feet?

Occasionally she can see what looks like headlights, or searchlights, moving around in the vastness down there. She tries to watch the lights until they disappear, and then to force herself to believe that theres another person down there and that, someday, she might brush elbows with that person at a train station or a video store, and theyll never know, never even be able to guess, that they have this connection.

But its impossible.

She might believe in them, but how can they believe in her? Who on that earth could guess that, overhead, there is an eighteen-year-old girl on spring break flying to a foreign country for the first time in her life, looking down?



What does she want on spring break?

She wants to laugh hard at her friends jokes. She wants to drink tequilanot so much that shes really drunk, but enough that shes spinning and giddy. She wants to forget about Illinois, and the deep strange loneliness she feels every time she realizes that shes graduating in two months, and that she will be going away to a college on the opposite side of the country from the one where Anne will be, and where her mother is. She wants a whole week of not seeing the look in her mothers eyes when she passes her bedroomthat Im-being-brave-although-knowing-youll-be-leaving-is-killing-me expression, so full of raw grief and longing that Michelle has, at least twice already (and its not even summer vacation yet!) had to bury her head in her pillow so her mother wouldnt hear her cry herself to sleep.

Shes never been on a real trip without her mother before. Oh, a week at Annes parents cottage up north. Two weeks at Camp Daggett. But never on a plane without her. Never another country.

She wants to know that she can do it. And for her mother to know she can do it. Shes eighteen, after all.

She wants to wear her tankini on the beach. Flirt with a boy whos never even been to Illinois, let alone been a student at Glendale High. She wants to forget about Glendale High, and the boys therealmost all of whom shes known since kindergarten. Or before that. Little Friends Day Care.

She wants to swim in the ocean. Get a tan. Celebrate everything thats almost over so that she can get on with everything thats almost next. Before the tickets had even been paid for, Michelle imagined spring break overand the photograph shed tack to her bulletin board:

There she isanother American girl in a foreign place for her spring break, arms tossed over the shoulders of her friends, the three of them turned toward her camera and a stranger (who has graciously offered to snap the image for them) as an expression of radiant joy flashes across her face at the moment the picture is taken.

Of course, shes had these premonitions before. How exciting high school would beand then it turned out to be like middle school with more stress. Or prom, only to have Scott Moore leave her sitting at a table in the cafeteria by herself while he drove off in search of a bottle of whiskey to smuggle in. Or the countless other special eventshomecomings, field trips, dateswhich were supposed to be the landmarks of a teenage girls life, and which paled in comparison to most Sunday afternoons spent watching old movies on TV in the living room with her mom.

Either she never learned, or experience had not managed to squeeze the hope and excitement out of her.

It didnt matter.

She was full of radiant expectations, and it didnt matter to her at all that from where she sat looking down at the earth from the window of that plane, the darkness spreading out behind her and the darkness spread out ahead of her looked very much the same.
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Anne



MICHELLE TOMPKINS WAS my best friend. My oldest friend. My first. How could I have made any friends before her? Wed met in day care when we were three years old.

Truly, we hadnt ever even really met.

Like my mother, or my grandmother, or the idea of juice and the postal service and green grass, Michelle Tompkins was always just there, from the very beginninga small girl in a blue dress in the corner of my eye. The two of us were standing in line with many other very small children, waiting to have our pictures taken, and every one of us was wearing a little sticker badge that said IM #1! From somewhere behind us a scratchy tape played a song I loved:


I had a little nut tree, nothing could it bear, but a silver nutmeg, and a golden pear

Michelles ponytail was secured with a blue scrunchy that matched her dress.

I looked at her badge and, although I couldnt read yet, I knew what it meant, and I thought to myself, This little girl is #1.

Id forgotten, somehow, that I too was wearing a sticker that said IM #1! It wouldnt have mattered at that moment though, because Michelle seemed, clearly to me, to be the first, best girl.



We didnt know it yet, but we had a lot in common. Mothers who worked and worried too much. Bad habitsnail-biting, hair-twirling. We both lived on busy streets and werent allowed to play in our front yards because our mothers thought we could be kidnapped, or that some teenage boy might jump the curb, speeding in his car with bad brakes, and run us over on our own stoops.

The other kids got cookies in plastic sandwich bags for their snacks. We got carrot sticks, pomegranate seeds, or lightly salted edamame. We loved cats. Michelle and her mother had four of them. My father was allergic, so my mother collected cat pillows, cat magnets.

But, unlike me, Michelle had no father.

My father was a sperm, shed say. My mother picked him because he had blue-green eyes and was a cello player. He cost a thousand bucks. Quite a bargain, huh?

Here, shed open her arms wide, to indicate herselfVoil!as if she were some nerdy kids successful science fair experiment.

But she would tell you seriously, too, that if you ever decided to have a kid by choosing your own sperm from a catalog at a sperm bank, it would be better if you werent as open with your kid about it as Michelles mother had been with her.

You can never shake it, she said. Every man you see, you think, maybe thats my sperm. I mean, father. Its like the whole worlds full of sperms, walking around, crossing the street, buying burgers at McDonalds. She should have told me that shed had a one-night stand, and he was dead.

But Michelles mother had a policy of being open about everything.

Shed talk and talk about things she thought kids should be talked to about until there was nothing left to say on any subject. Nothing left to the imagination at all. Menstruation. Oral sex. Drugs. Body image. Personal hygiene.

And, because she was a speech therapist, her enunciation when she talked about these things was so crisp it was as if every consonant that came out of her mouth were made of steel. You couldnt pretend you hadnt heard what shed saideven when, over gyros at Georges Coney Island, you desperately hoped she hadnt just said the word clitoris.

Good morning, girls, shed say when she dropped Michelle off at school, depositing her from the backseat of her Saab into our circle of friends at Earhart Elementary, or Weintraub Middle, or, finally, Glendale High.

Good morning, Ms. Tompkins, wed say.

You know to call me Roberta, shed tell us, but we never could.

Roberta Tompkins looked like Janis Joplin might have looked if shed gotten her act together. Gotten a teaching certificate. Moved to a suburb. Lived to be fifty. Become a single mother. She wore a lot of purple, and fat beads from Guatemala. Sweaters from Perusweaters so heavy that just to look at them would make you itch. She was attractive enough, but so solid and blunt that you could sort of see why it was easier for her to make a baby with a sperm, and a syringe, than with a man, in a bed.

Because this was Michelles mother, it seemed that Michelles sperm must have been the quiet, circumspect type, because Michelle was mostly both of these things. And he must have been small, because, unlike her mother, Michelle was delicate. Not just thinher bones, it seemed, were flutey. Her skeleton seemed to be made as much of air and marrow as the more solid stuff of bone. Most of my bracelets could wrap around her wrist two times, and still thered be some slack. She sang, and Mr. Brecht, the choir director, hauled her out for every special occasion and set her in front of the student body or the parents gathered in the auditorium, for a solo.

When she sang, Michelle grew taller, like a candle flame surging upward when a window opens. A soprano, her high notes were so clear and bright you had to squint when she hit them. Her high notes would slap the smirks off even the most cynical boys in the school. Babies would stop crying. Mothers would shed tears.

But when the music stopped, she was just Michelle Tompkins again. Pretty enough, but not a girl boys turned around to watch wiggle down the hall. Shed had a couple of boyfriends, but theyd all broken up with her (gently) when flashier girls came along. Usually Michelle just accepted this gracefullytwo days of silence followed by one day of sighing and pushing her lunch away from her at the table in the cafeteria, and then she was just Michelle again.

Only Dave Ebert broke her heart.

He was a tenor in the choir, and wed all told her we thought he was gay before they started dating. (His fingernails, Terri said, are the dead giveaway. He polishes them, Michelle.) When he dumped her for Barb Schmidt after Christmas vacation we all told Michelle it was because he was trying to cover up the fact that he was gay by going out with the girl with the biggest boobs in the school.

But it was two weeks before I heard Michelle laugh out loud again, and even after that, the quiet trailed around her like a gown for months.

Were going to get you a new guy in Cancn, Id said. A college guy. Michelle had seemed happy about it. Shed bought a silver metallic tankini with her waitressing money. It made her breasts look bigger, we both agreed. Id given her a pair of beaded sandals with three-inch heels that were too small for me. In that suit, wearing those sandals, Michelle looked like an entirely different girl from the one who sang in the choir at Glendale High. She was ready to be a different girl, to be with a different kind of boy, at least for the week.

This is going to be the party that starts our new lives, Id said, and Michelle had agreedalthough wed also both agreed that we wouldnt just party. Wed see the sights. Wed snorkel. Wed bring some books to the beach.

Michelles mother had made us read up on the Yucatn Peninsula after we booked the plane tickets and hotel. She said it was shameful, going to a place like that with such a rich history, and not appreciating it. It was so typically Americanoverrunning and ruining these idyllic places without knowing anything about them. Michelles mother had been in the Peace Corps. For her own spring break, her senior year in high school, shed gone to Appalachia to help build houses and dig wells.

At first, we were blas about it (Michelles mothers lectures had a way of turning us blas about things we might otherwise have cared about), but then she got our attention with a picture she downloaded off the internet:

That pyramidtemple, ziggurat, whatever you would call it. Two thousand years old. All that massive, ascending, white stone under a pale blue sky.

At the top of it, the article said, they used to slash the throats of their sacrifices, then open up their chests and pull out their beating hearts, hold them up to their godQuetzalcoatl, a hideous feathered serpent who lived on human fleshuntil the steps ran red with blood.

Apparently at the center of the pyramid there was an altar on which they burned the victims hearts. You could squeeze through a passageway and see it.

Wow, wed said, leaning over Michelles mothers shoulder, peering into her computer screen.

Its called the Castle of the Plumed Serpent, she said, tapping the picture. And, even on a computer screen, photographed, miniaturized, made of nothing but pixels and light, those ruins looked enormous and mysterious and beautifula place on earth you might step into and find yourself in another world.

Awesome, we both saidthe word we used and loved so much, a word that could be applied as easily to a two-thousand-year-old pyramid, in a jungle, where an ancient civilization had sacrificed virgins, as to a nice pink shade of lipgloss. But, in this case, what Michelles mother was showing us really was awesome.

Yes, she said. It is awesome, girls. Life isnt all about swimming pools and nightclubs. If youre willing to be awed, there are awesome things in this world.
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Michelle



WHEN MICHELLES MOTHER had dropped the three girls off at the airport, it was sleeting. But, before theyd left the house, theyd checked The Weather Channel. In Cancn, it said, the temperature was ninety-two degrees, and they had to think hard about what to wear for a car trip through sleet and slush, thirty-two degreesthe low, stone, cold gray of March in Illinois, and the old Saabs heater only a vague rattling attempt at warmthending in that tropical heat.

Sitting on the couch, listening to the sleet tick against the windows, waiting for Michelles mother to say it was time to go, it seemed impossible that somewhere there were balmy breezes, colorful birds in leafy trees, a blue sky, the smell of ocean in the air, and that they could possibly travel to it in an evening. That they could step out of a plane in five hours and find themselves wrapped in it.

So, they decided to layer.

Michelle put on a tank top under a thin white sweater, tights under her short khaki skirt. Terri put on a pale green sleeveless cotton dress, and a black sweater. Black tights, too. Anne had on a string bikini beneath her sweatshirt and jeans. In the Saab they wore their down jackets but shrugged them off when Michelles mother pulled up to the curb under the sign for their airline. They sprinted as quickly as they could from the curb to the automatic doors, pulling their wheeled luggage behind them while the uniformed baggage handlers, in their heavy coats, hands shoved deep into their pockets, cheered them on. Spring break! Whoo-hooo!

But as soon as Michelle got inside, she remembered that shed forgotten to kiss her mother good-bye. She turned, and looked, and saw her mother still sitting at the curb, waiting behind the wheel of her car, knowing that Michelle would come back.

She did.


This time, as she ran through the winter air it clawed straight through the thin sleeves of her sweater. A slow burn on her arms. She yanked open the door, leaned over the passenger side, and said, I love you, Mom, and kissed her mothers cheek, which was soft and warm and smelled of her Saabs heaterdust, time, her entire childhood, hundreds and hundreds of gentle miles traveled safely around Glendale, Illinois.

I love you, too, baby, her mother said. Be good. Be safe. There was a watery sheen in her eyes.

Dont worry too much, Mom, Michelle said.

Her mother said, Let me worry, but you take care of yourself.

I will, Michelle said, and closed the door between them.


Michelles mother was not like her friends mothers. She knew about spring break. What could happen. What did. Shed watched the 20/20 show about kids in Daytona. Girls getting drunk, passing out in hot tubs. Oral sex in public places. Alcohol poisoning. Kids falling off balconies. Unlike her friends mothers, Michelles didnt just shrug it off as the behavior of other peoples kids. Shed sat down with Michelle and said, I have to be able to trust you, Shell. Its all I have. My only other option is to lock you up, and eventually youd get out, and thats no way to live and learn about the world. So, Im trusting you.

That talk, sitting on the edge of Michelles bed the week before spring break, surrounded by stuffed animals (what would she do with them when she left for college?), with the light from her window pouring whitely all over the eyelet comforter and the roses on the throw rug on her floorit was as if her mother had given her a little set of wings. A set of wings shed sewn over the years for her only daughterinvisible, delicate, intended to attach somewhere behind her back, where she couldnt see them but could use them if she needed them.

It was, Michelle knew, her mothers love for her.

Right, Shell? I can trust you? Right?

Yes, Mom, Michelle had said without any of the usual sarcasm or rolling of her eyes.

She understood what her mother was giving her, and took it.



Now there is a bit of turbulence, a half second during which Michelles heart seems to sail out of her before snapping back into place, and then the plane levels, steadiesa slow needle passing through a dense piece of black cloth. Beside her, Anne is doing the crossword puzzle in the in-flight magazine. The flight attendant walks
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