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  THE HARVEST CHILD


  Two months ago I was doing volunteer work at a refugee camp in Somalia. I’ve done quite a bit of that—going where lives were so bleak, so devastated, no one but a handful could stand to witness it—since I retired from the army. Lieutenant colonel. World War II, Korea, Viet Nam. I suppose if I’d paid more attention to soldiering and less to sight-seeing disaster areas I’d have done much better than lieutenant colonel. But I stumbled across a harvest child in each of those places. The last one in Somalia.


  I had just gotten off the phone with the United Nations people again. Trying to get food, seeds, anything we needed. We were getting practically nothing; the U.N. had really dropped the ball on that one. None of the refugees had received food rations in two days, and we had no idea when the next truck would arrive. The starving were lying in huts made of thornbush branches, animal skins, and rotten pieces of cloth. No blankets, and only two small hand-dug wells to provide water for 76,000 people. We soon discovered that the two wells were contaminated.


  The mothers’ breasts were no longer giving milk. The children’s bellies were swollen, their eyes more vacant than the worst cases of shellshock I witnessed in my military years. So many unable even to cry, the encroaching starvation a slow, silent death.


  The Somalis have an age-old tradition of caring for kinspeople; they will take any number of refugees in, despite the devastating cost to themselves. It was frustrating, watching the armies of starving continue to pour into land already virtually depleted of resources. I understood why the Somalis were doing it, perhaps more than most; my own people back in the Midwest would have done much the same. But that made it all the more painful for me.


  There wouldn’t be a harvest that year; I had thought about that a great deal the past few days. A terrible drought, almost no rain in nearly five years. Overgrazing, indiscriminate cutting of trees, intertribal war, wind and water erosion: it all aided the desert as it slowly took over more and more of the crop and grazing land. I had seen it happen before; the burning dust brought with it an indescribable chill.


  I was walking toward a new group of arrivals, mostly old men and women, when she stepped out of the crowd: dark liquid eyes, glistening hair, mouth and cheeks that added up to the look which promised so much: green crops in the ground, flowing streams, corn, barley, wheat. A harvest child. She brought me back to the Kansas of my childhood—1934; I was nine years old. And just for a moment she brought back the dust storms that seemed a mile high, that swallowed the horizon and turned the sun rust-colored at noon, that made you afraid you’d be buried in your sleep. So you woke up every few hours from nightmares of suffocation, bothering your mother too many times with it. But one night when you awakened it had grown still outside, the wind gone off somewhere. Everyone else asleep. That was the night she came.


  We’d spent most of the day indoors. In my daddy’s house, the house my daddy and grandpa built with their own hands, when grandpa was still alive. Straightening nails and wiring up the rafters with bailing wire. A real roughshod affair; I can still remember the lopsided corners and the way the boards met off-angle in places, as if the wind had thrown them there and by some natural process they’d just grown together. I loved that house, even back then. It showed where my daddy’s hands had been. My daddy who couldn’t touch me, hold me, any of us really, or say more than an occasional kind word.


  You couldn’t even see to the edge of the front yard for the blinding dust. One of my uncles was due to come in that day but we really didn’t expect him; we’d heard they were having to plow several feet of dust drift off the roads to clear them. We’d had to wear goggles over our eyes and handkerchiefs over our mouths and noses the past few days to walk outside at all. Even then the mucus in your nose dried out so bad it formed a rock-hard crust that burned your skin. When you could smell the dust it smelled burnt. “Hell,” my daddy would say, and we all knew he meant that was where we were. It didn’t seem much like we were in Kansas anymore.


  That day had been especially bad, I remember. The wind howled like some big thing lost out there in the dust. Cornstalks hit the side of the house like bones. I’ll never forget the way the corn had died: brown spreading from the tips down a dead vein in the center of each leaf, spreading ’til it bronzed the plant completely, the dry stalks leaning in the direction of the wind. When the winds started picking up the soil they took the corn with it.


  The dust seemed more persistent in getting into the house this time. Mama was frantic. Usually you could keep most of it out by stuffing sheets and rags against the door frame and the windowsill. Even then a bit of it would slip in and gradually build up in the air, so that a fine layer covered all the furniture and you were always having to brush it off your clothes. Mama had to keep a cloth over the food. But this night the wind blew the rags out of the cracks and chinks and the dust just poured through. Mama ran around crying, trying to stuff the rags back in. Daddy made us put our handkerchiefs up over our faces, said it wasn’t healthy to breathe that air.


  Things calmed down some after supper. And Grandma told us another one of her stories before bed. Mama didn’t approve of her tales, because Grandma believed things a good Christian woman just did not believe. She’d listen to anybody’s tales and repeat half of ’em, Mama always said to my daddy. But Grandma was my daddy’s mama, so Mama never could say too much. When Grandma was telling her stories my mama would just sit in her rocker and knit. And frown.


  “Won’t be a harvest this year, I’m afeared,” Grandma was saying. “Guess it’ll be a good time for the good Lord to give somebody a harvest child.”


  “What’s a harvest child?” I asked my grandma. I didn’t say too much back then, which is why Grandma looked up at me in surprise.


  “Why that’s a gift, youngun, usually a girl. She’d be a sister for you boys.” My brother Jack made a face and she laughed. “The Lord—or whatever does sech things—”. She looked at my mama quickly. Mama just frowned some more and kept rocking. “He gives it to you, to make up for the lost harvest, and just maybe to help bring the harvest back to you someday, all things willing.”


  “Some gift,” my daddy said. “Just givin’ you ’nother mouth-to feed.”


  After we went to bed I thought about that a long time. I’d always wanted a sister, and I knew Jack did, too, although we were both too embarrassed to admit it. There had always seemed something missing in the house, something out of whack. I always figured that somehow a sister would put things right again. Not somebody to take care of, really, but a special friend. Somebody to talk to in a way you couldn’t talk to your daddy or your brother or other male kin, even your mother, I guess. I just knew things would be better with a sister around.


  When I woke up I stared all around the little house. I couldn’t figure what had disturbed me. Everybody else was asleep. And so still—I suddenly realized the wind had stopped blowing. No more whistling or shaking. And the way the windows glowed, all silver. I could tell that the moon had come out from behind the giant dust clouds.


  But then there was a tapping, and I nearly jumped out of bed. I listened hard. Maybe it had just been a tumbleweed blowing against the door. But there it was again, and I knew this time it had to be a knock.


  I got up out of bed and padded to the front door, trying not to wake up anybody else. I turned the knob and pulled.


  Her face and shoulders were dark, shadowed, as if they were covered with the brown dust. But her hair … golden, like it was glowing on its own, moving on its own like the way the wheat heads seemed to sometimes even when there wasn’t any wind. The color was like wheat heads, too, I realized, so gold and full and ripe, just before harvest time.


  My grandma was suddenly there beside me, pulling the little girl in. That’s what she was, I could see as she passed me so quietly. About eleven years old, same age as Jack.


  Soon the whole household was up and surrounding her, wondering who she was and where she’d come from. But she couldn’t seem to remember any of that. My mama took to her, and held her, but it was hard to tell if that was helping any. “Poor baby,” my mama kept crooning. “Lost out in the storm.”


  My grandma stood back and looked at her. “Harvest child … ” she whispered.


  Mama looked up at her sharply and no one else said a word. Then we all gathered around the newcomer again, just looking at her. Daddy scratched his head, it seemed like the whole time.


  After a while I caught sight of my grandma standing by the window, looking out. I went over to her. She was rubbing her hands, making them look raw.


  “What’s the matter, Grandma?” I said.


  She looked down at me a little funny. Then she tried to smile, but not doing it too well. “A harvest child means many things, child. Most of ’em good.” She gripped my shoulder. “But sometimes that means there’s a lot more bad got to come first.”


  She didn’t know her name, so we called her Amanda. That was Daddy’s youngest sister who died of the croup when he was just a boy. Mama looked at him funny when he came up with the name; that was an unusual thing for him to do, taking that kind of interest. I guess it surprised us all.


  There was a time at first, the first month I guess, when Amanda kept pretty much to herself, staying close to Mama and keeping out of the way of the rest of us. Not that she was afraid; more like she was shy. Except with my grandma. I do think she was a little afraid of my grandma. I’m not sure why, but she was even quieter than usual when Grandma was around, keeping behind Mama’s skirts and staring at the old woman like a cautious little animal. Of course, that made things even worse between Mama and Grandma. Mama seemed sure that Grandma meant our new sister harm, although even she didn’t know why. I never thought that about Grandma. It seemed to me she was just a little nervous about Amanda, as if she didn’t know what was going to happen because of Amanda, and that scared her.


  That changed a little. Amanda started bringing Grandma fresh-picked flowers, putting them in a vase by her bed, and making such a smile as I’ve never seen. Even Grandma, for all her nervousness around the child, had to laugh when she saw that smile. Funny thing was, none of us had seen blooming flowers under that dust for some time. We couldn’t figure out where she was finding them.


  After a while, though, Amanda started acting Just like any other little girl her age, laughing and playing with dolls and chasing the hens and chattering away the whole time about all kinds of nonsense. It was hard to believe she hadn’t always been with us. She even had fights with my brother Jack like most sisters and brothers do. Catcalling and crying and both of them running to Mama, who just shooed them out the door again.


  I couldn’t tell any difference at first between her and any other girl. Except that she was my friend.


  First time I knew that was when she took the blame for something I’d done. Daddy used to take the things his boys did pretty seriously, with very little humor. He really expected us to be men. With times so hard he seemed to think that was necessary; there just wasn’t enough easy time to indulge a childhood. He expected us to grow up fast. “Only way you boys are gonna survive is to be men jes’ quick as you can,” is fee way he used to say it, but not looking at us, That’s how we knew something was bothering him; he’d always looked at us.


  I’d been playing around the root cellar. I knew I wasn’t supposed to be there, but I liked it so much down there—it was so dark, and cooler than anywhere else around. You could pretend it was a cave, or an Egyptian tomb. I daydreamed a lot down in that old cellar. It was harder to daydream out in the open air; everything was so flat, it used to seem that your daydreams and fancies had nothing to hold on to. The wind just picked them up and blew them away, left them crumpled on the ground, covered with a fine layer of dust.


  I’d found a sack with a few potatoes in it. Dried out a little, but not too bad. The eyes were already long as little garden snakes; I figured Mama had just forgotten about them. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking. I picked up one and stared at it. And thought I recognized a face. From some storybook or dream, maybe. Without thinking I pulled Grandpa’s old pocketknife out of my pants and started carving into the potato, trying to uncover the face that was hiding there. Sharp, crooked nose and high cheekbones and slash of a mouth framed by long mouth-lines. After a while the potato looked like some sort of witch or evil goddess, the eyes making long snakes for hair, wriggling in a disgusting way as I put in the finishing touches: cleft chin and wrinkled neck.


  I stared at her. I vaguely remembered a woman like her in one of the school books, turning people to stone with just a look. Only with her gritty feel, the way the leftover peel made streaks in her face and hair. I figured she probably turned people into dust. Like the itinerant preacher who passed through occasionally used to say, “Dust unto dust.” That was her. She could turn you, your brothers and your sisters, your whole world into dust with just one look. You had to be careful. Had to watch out. Or she’d turn on you.


  That night my mama came into the house carrying this sack of potatoes. I wanted to run out; I didn’t know what to do. She started to cry, pulling out the ruined potato. Daddy went over and grabbed it out of her hand, then turned and looked at me.


  At the time I wasn’t sure why everybody looked so upset over one potato. I guessed it was because we had so little left, even one potato meant more hardship. And then realizing they were upset over just one little potato made them even more upset. Because it told them just how bad off we were.


  Amanda stepped up to Daddy and said, “I did it.” She didn’t even have to look at me. She knew. I listened to Daddy whipping her out past the barn that night with a feeling I’d never had before. Like I was almost devastated with guilt, but that there was something happy about the feeling, too. I never knew if she cried when he whipped her; I couldn’t hear her and I couldn’t ask Daddy. I was too embarrassed to ask her.


  The next day Amanda came home from playing out in the dust with her arms full of potatoes. She wouldn’t say where she got them, just that she’d found them in the dust. Daddy and Mama didn’t know what to believe. They knew it couldn’t have happened the way she told it, but they couldn’t come up with a better explanation either. No one lived close enough to us for her to have stolen them. So they finally just took them, and Mama cooked them a few at a time, although I think it always bothered her the way we got them.


  The next few years things were hard. Us kids knew, although Mama and Daddy would never say we didn’t have any money, or that we didn’t have enough food. We just didn’t talk about it. So I guess in a way we were a little protected from it, and for the most part played and went to school the same as we always had.


  Except some of our friends had to go away. We were lucky; we owned the land and house. A lot of the other families were tenant farmers, and the big land companies decided tenant farming didn’t pay in a drought and started kicking people off the land they’d farmed for years, that they had kin buried in.


  The land companies sent giant earth movers and tractors to knock the old houses down and plow up everything including the front yards. They planted cotton: green and dry. Daddy said it would ruin the land; the big land companies were just trying to get the most out of it before they sold it to somebody else.


  So a lot of our friends had to leave, going to California and other places. That next school year there was just a handful of us left.


  Amanda did well in school, although she was still pretty quiet. She still brought vegetables and other things home from playing, and one time a new shawl for Mama. Daddy and Mama had given up asking her about it a long time ago. And always bringing Grandma fresh-picked flowers, even when they weren’t in season, even when there weren’t any flowers to be had anywhere, the dust having killed them all. Amanda still brought them, giving them to Grandma with a smile.


  Grandma asked where she got them, sometimes, shaking her head when Amanda said she couldn’t remember.


  Of course, Daddy didn’t care to ask much of anything by that time. That’s when he’d first started drinking. Sometimes he even dragged Jack along to a neighbor’s place to drink. To have somebody to help carry him home, I guess. No matter what, he insisted on passing out and sleeping in his own bed, not at a saloon or somebody’s place miles away. Mama and Grandma kept saying that was bad for Jack, that the boy would get to be just like him, but he didn’t seem to listen.


  I wasn’t growing up to be like Daddy, or Jack, I realized. I used to be like Jack, I know, used to like all the same things: hunting and fishing and scaring the livestock every chance we had. We spent most of our time together. That changed pretty quickly. I started spending a lot of time with Amanda: talking to her, listening to her. Soon I spent all my time with her. Jack stayed with Daddy.


  “You gotta be careful,” she said to me one day. We’d been about a mile from the house, on a little rise, one of the few places around there that hadn’t changed much the past few years; it was still green as ever.


  “Careful of what?” I said. She talked … abstractly, a great deal of the time. Like she was telling a riddle. I didn’t like it all the time.


  “Of your anger …” She brushed grass and seeds off her dress.


  “Anger? I ain’t angry!” I felt anxious. “You know I most never lose my temper!”


  “We all have anger,” she said in a quiet voice. “Even me. You’ve seen lots of folk angry around here, haven’t you?”


  I nodded. There were a lot of bitter people. First they got pushed off their land, then for them to get to California and other places they had to sell most of what they owned. And there were always people around to take advantage, offering them far less than what their belongings were Worth, just because the people were desperate. I saw one man shoot his horse rather than sell it for far less than what it was worth. The two men had just been standing there with the horse in front of the house, arguing, when the poor farmer went into the house, came back with a shotgun, and stopping on the porch took aim and shot his own horse. I’d never seen anybody as mad as that other fellow, standing there looking down at the fine piece of horseflesh he’d intended to buy.


  Mirrors and pictures and good pieces of furniture passed down from grandparents to parents to children, valuable pieces brought over from the old country, cherished items once owned by dead relatives—I saw them stacked up in people’s yards and burned, burned in anger because they couldn’t bear to sell them for such shamefully low amounts. Kids’ toys and mama’s best linen, daddy’s tools and grandpa’s cedar chest. Anger striking the match. Smoldering. That was the scariest thing about it all: they were all so angry, but quiet about it. Lots of them never said a word. Just lit the match and stepped back, staring blank-eyed and pale.


  They left their old houses to the wind and stray animals—birds and mice and skinny dogs and cats. Jack used to go out and break windows, tear down boards, wreck anything he could get his hands on. A lot of our school friends did the same. Jack more than anybody else, though. He’d just spend hours tearing up a place. It worried Mama and Grandma. I don’t know how Daddy felt.


  I felt strange about it. For some reason I thought Amanda understood what Jack was up to.


  I did have the anger, deep down, but I knew Amanda was changing that. With her there, there just seemed to be less reason to be angry.


  One night a year later Jack came home from town by himself. Pale and angry and trying not to cry. “Daddy’s hole up down the saloon! They can’t get him to leave!”


  We all went down, even Grandma. All the men were standing in the street, quiet. No one said a word. They all stared at the saloon. A few young boys ran around the street bumping into people, but nobody really paid them any attention. I listened carefully. I could hear Daddy inside the saloon, screaming, busting things up. Amanda was sitting on an old log, her hands folded. She seemed to be waiting.


  Nobody would go in. When Grandma tried, it took three men to stop her.


  Suddenly, we all saw Amanda walking up the sidewalk toward the saloon. Mama began screaming. A couple of the men tried to catch her, but before they could reach the door she had walked in.


  It was quiet for just a minute. Then I could hear my daddy yelling again. “Get away from me! Who asked you to come anyway?” Then I could hear things breaking up in there again. What if he hurt her? I’d never forgive him …


  Then we heard him scream. “Get away from me, witch!”


  And a shot. My mama began moaning to herself.


  It seemed like a long time, but then Amanda walked out alone.


  No one said anything. Except my grandma. I can still hear her whisper, so low it was almost as if she hadn’t intended to say anything and a little breeze just came and picked her thoughts up out of her head and turned them into words. “Harvest child … ” Those were the words; I do remember.


  No one doubted Daddy’d killed himself. Lots of people said they’d seen it coming for a long time. My grandma never replied, except one time to say, “It was time. Time for the harvest,” but she was tired, so nobody paid much attention.


  Mama never would talk about it, so I don’t know what she thought.


  Things changed after that. Jack settled down some, enough that we stopped thinking he’d turn out like Daddy. He started doing better in school. And he fell in love with Amanda.


  He had the right, I know; she wasn’t really our sister. And I’d never thought about her romantically myself; she was my friend. Although I never saw her encourage him, she didn’t seem to want to stop him, either. I couldn’t blame him—she’d grown into a beautiful young woman, her hair even more golden than when she’d first come to us.


  But I still felt it wasn’t right. No good would come of it. And I knew Grandma felt the same way. When she looked at the two of them, it was with sadness.


  There’s something else, too, I realized at the time, although I couldn’t quite think it out. My mind seemed to clamp shut when the idea was only halfway in focus. Jack was better without Daddy. Mama and me were, too. We all were. I still hate to think that, but it’s true.


  Things were getting better all over the Midwest by that time. It was 1940. The government had started a grass-seeding program back in ’35 that was showing good results; a good deal of erosion cover had been replaced. Farmers had started using a three-year rotation of wheat and sorghum and a fallow year. There was increased contour plowing, terracing, and strip-cropping. You could see shelter belts of trees on the horizon now, planted to break the high winds. A lot of politicians were saying that the dust bowl years would never happen again.


  And old neighbors were returning from California. They were coming home.


  I’d noticed that Amanda had grown restless the last few months before school that year. She was seventeen; it’d be her last. But it wasn’t the same kind of hurry-up-to-be-grownup I saw in Jack. It was as if she were waiting, and not too happy about what she was waiting for. And each time a storm came up she seemed anxious, sharp with the rest of the family for the first time I could remember. She’d spend long hours out on that little rise where she’d warned me about anger, just staring off into the distance. She looked sad, as if something were ending. I couldn’t sleep most nights thinking about her, the way she was acting, and when I’d get up at night to use the bathroom I’d see her sitting out on the porch, looking toward the moon, watching, waiting.


  Grandma seemed to be waiting, too. “Things are lookin’ better,” she’d say, talking about the way the land was now, and the old neighbors coming back, and all the things the government was doing for us. Then she’d stare off into the distance, just like Amanda, waiting.


  Tornado season begins around March in Kansas. The old-timers say you can usually tell a few hours before one hits; the livestock seem restless, people’s tempers flare, and the whole countryside seems to hold its breath.


  That year the waiting seemed to drag on forever. I thought Jack and I were going to kill each other before school was out, always snapping at each other and quarreling over every little thing. Grandma had to separate us several times when we got into it at home. She was looking more and more worried herself; she and Mama weren’t even speaking that spring.


  Amanda wasn’t paying too much attention to Jack anymore, or me either for that matter. We’d both try to talk to her, but she usually wouldn’t reply, just sit there staring at the dark fingers of cloud reaching down, raking the earth. Fake tornadoes, I used to call them. Those clouds looked a little like tornadoes to a youngster I suppose; they just didn’t spin. I used to imagine they did that for protective camouflage, so that airplanes wouldn’t fly into them and tear them apart. Self-preservation—back then I figured everything must value that.


  Amanda had changed Jack all right. Despite our quarrels, I could tell he really cared about things. He had grown. He was sprouting new things just about all the time. Maybe that’s why she didn’t pay as much attention to him anymore, or to the rest of us; her work was done.


  It was almost time for school to let out that day when the first twister hit. What strikes me the most now that I look back on it is how pretty it had seemed at that first sighting, like a giant gray feather off in the distance, one of those plumes The Three Musketeers might have worn in the book I’d read in school the year before. I said that to Jack and he frowned, poked me, and said it looked just like a big old tree in a heavy rain. One of the girls said it was like spigot water when dust got in the pipe, kind of muddy gray.


  We all stood at the windows watching it jump over Thompson’s barn and climb over the little rise separating the Thompson place from the school. We watched it coming closer and closer. Some of the kids were getting nervous. The teacher was from back east—our old teacher had stayed out in California with the rest of her family—and I don’t think she had ever seen a tornado before. She stood there staring like the rest of us. Some of us recognized the danger, I guess, but we’d been seeing twisters all our lives; they were like old, friendly landmarks. You never really thought about one attacking you. That always happened to other folks.


  Then I noticed Amanda.


  I have never seen, before or since, such a look. She seemed to be straining upwards on her feet. A tenseness in her back; for a second I was afraid it was going to snap. But the odd thing about it, despite her painful appearance, I was convinced that she was almost thrilled with the approach of the tornado.


  “There’s another one!” Bobby Collins shouted, and I remember, clearly, the shrill panic in his voice.


  Kids scrambled away from the windows and started for the stairs that led to the shelter beneath the school. The teacher shouted, urging them to safety, but they didn’t have to be told. I think I may have been the only one who heard her.


  “Another one! Three!” Jack yelled, and I thought my brother was going to cry.


  Jack and I started down the stairs behind the others. Two of the tornadoes were almost at the school house. Then I remembered Amanda. “Jack!” I shouted, almost sobbing, and twisted back around, away from his hand.


  Amanda had opened the door, and was walking slowly outside.


  Jack must have turned around right after me, because he was shouldering past, then running toward the open door.


  I’m not sure I’ll ever know why I did it, if I was afraid Jack was too late and he’d just get himself killed going out there, or if I sensed Amanda was finally going home, her work completed, and we had no right to stop her. Sometimes I wonder, God forbid, if maybe I just wasn’t a little scared of Amanda, and the way she had changed things in our lives, all of our lives. I do know it broke my heart, what I did. I leapt after Jack and grabbed him, held him away from the door, held him away from Amanda, then I knocked us both under the large oak table as the twister thundered past.


  My brother finally forgave me. I think maybe after a few years he realized what Amanda was, and understood why I’d done what I’d done. He sent me a painting of a young girl harvesting wheat one year, right about the same time Amanda had disappeared. Her hair golden, a distant look in her eyes.


  Everybody said she’d been killed, but no one ever found a body.


  I searched all over the Somali refugee camp for the beautiful young black girl, that harvest child. But like my Amanda, I never saw her again. I figured there would be other chances, though. Besides, I now knew the bad times would eventually pass for these people, as they had for my own. It made the work a bit easier, the suffering a little more bearable to watch.


  My grandma died in that storm. They found her in bed, looking out the window. They figured her old heart couldn’t handle all the excitement.


  But she was smiling. And there were newly picked flowers in a vase on her bedtable.


  I think about Grandma a lot these days, now that I’m getting older, wondering what she saw, if it was anything like what I saw while I was pulling Jack away from the school house door. Out in the swirling dust, a young golden-haired girl lifting up her arms.


  And three tornadoes bending down, surprisingly gently, to lift her.


  When I’m older, Amanda, just a bit older. Bring me fresh-picked flowers. Come smile at me.


  THE ARTIST AND HIS MOTHER


  The young artist Pak never knew his father, and yet he knew his father’s advice. His mother told him during idle moments—of which there always seemed far too many—when he was most likely to listen.


  “Your father used to say that ‘History is the dream of Change,’” she told him one day as they were gathering wood for the fire. The nights were cold in the Kaegonal Mountains, which was the winter name for the Kumgang, when it was solemn and old with ice. They never seemed to have enough wood to warm even a hut as small as theirs.


  “I thought you said he believed that ‘Change was the Nightmare of History,’” Pak replied.


  “He said that also.”


  “Very well,” he responded, once again suspecting that his father, and his mother, were both frauds. One thing he had learned over the years, however, was that when his mother repeated some bit of wisdom his father supposedly had imparted, that statement usually reflected her own obsessive concerns, and “change” had always been at the top of her list.


  The major change in her own life occurred when she traveled from her small but busy village to this remote realm, the most beautiful in all of Korea. Hers had also been a journey from a pregnant young woman surrounded by neighbors who always knew better to a tired, single mother attempting to care for a young child prone to every sickness real or imagined. It could not have been an easy transformation. But then, “Transformation has never been easy,” according to his father, as filtered through his mother’s throaty sing-song.


  “Even then I knew you would one day be an artist,” his mother spoke proudly. “And as your father always said, ‘An artist must live in a fluid landscape.’”


  Far too fluid, I’m afraid, Pak thought bitterly, for even as he struggled to capture one adequately-rendered view of these mountains on his poor bits of scroll they suddenly changed, lines and textures blurred, hues blending and bleeding into some other color, the quality of light rapidly shifting, until all the world hid behind a new face and the mountains went by some other name. Kumgang became the Pongrae mountains in summer, birds drifting out of the mists and singing their way through clouds of green, then with the autumn the clouds caught fire, and scarlet and yellow rained down everywhere, and the locals called these mountains Pungak, then Kaegonal in winter, until the flowers were in bloom again, their heads exploding into fragrant clouds, and then it was the Diamond mountains as far as one could see, sparkling with color, spring in the Kumgang.


  And what did his mother (and his father, obscured somewhere in the years and travels behind her, as if she were the puppet and he the hidden master) have to offer him as solace for his difficulties? Transformation has never been easy. For anyone unfortunate enough to be involved, apparently. Was it normal for people filled with so much wisdom to be so unwise?


  His mother had always thought him a great artist, even before he took up the brush, even when he argued with her that he was not. Strangely, however, her foolish hope made him exert himself all the more, thinking that if he worked long enough at it he would finally prove her wrong, confirming his own suspicion that he was well-entrenched in mediocrity.


  He took the raw inks she gave him and he added his own colors taken from roots and flowers, the small puddles of urine stolen from wandering tigers, the bowel movements collected from domesticated hares, the oils extracted from fruit and animal flesh. He spent long hours mixing and concentrating, matching these hues to the world he saw around him, attempting in fact to go further, to create colors from somewhere beyond this all-too-often disappointing world. But the colors he made from these found ingredients had no predictability, and often changed daily following application: fading, shifting, darkening, transforming.


  “Change is good,” his mother said, nodding approvingly as colors ran, as colors drifted and died or faded into stale perfume. “‘The world is always changing,’ is what your father would say.”


  “You might even say it’s the dream of history,” Pak replied, sneering.


  His mother stared at him. “Sometimes I have no idea what you are talking about,” she said.


  Pak lost his temper but rather than descend into some disrespectful rant he went off to sleep among the trees, a dangerous thing, what with the tigers prowling about for the one who had stolen from them. But it had become his habit of late—his mother complained incessantly that she never saw him anymore.


  It was not that he thought his art was completely without merit, he simply knew that he did not quite comprehend its worth, so how was he to make others understand? His mother was no help—he could not trust her.


  And so it was that, despite the dangers involved, during the summer months, when the mountain was known as Pongrae, the artist Pak grew accustomed to sleeping away from the small hut he had shared with his mother all his life. He was now, after all, a young man, and deserving of his own place in the world. Some day he would build his own dwelling, with walls and roof like no other, but for now he knew his mother would feel gravely insulted by such a thing. Bad enough that he slept away and that she hardly saw him, but to replace the dwelling she had worked so hard to build would have been too much. Pak knew his mother well, although he did not understand her. Perhaps she was art. What was it his father used to say? “The best artists make of themselves a masterpiece.” What a load of horse dung. The few artists Pak had heard stories about had been miserable failures as human beings, attempting to live in a world of normal people. Perhaps Pak would be unlucky enough to be everything his mother had hoped for.


  So until he felt free to construct his own dwelling Pak had to be content with walls made out of pine and ginko, chestnut and the golden rain tree. His roof was the mountain mists, and birds flew through his open windows whenever they chose, with no objection from him.


  He continued to paint, attempting to put any doubts as to the endurance of his materials out of his mind. And after a time he came to appreciate the transience and the unpredictability of the images he had labored over for so long. The world was always changing, indeed. A tree trunk carefully rendered would lose its freshness after a day or two, and in less than a week the bark would begin to peel and the leaves to fall. Pak had very little control over such changes, and eventually came to prize his lack of control. What good was an object frozen on paper in any case? It was simply a lie—nothing lasts forever, and nor should it. Pak began to lose interest in the careful and false rendering of objects. He soon realized that what he was really interested in was change, and so he began his quest to capture change itself.


  Each day Pak would explore the woods looking for both objects and creatures on their way to being something else: pupae about to become Blue Admiral, or Painted Lady butterflies, rock fracturing into gravel, fawn developing into deer, fallen logs rotting into soil. He was constantly changing the formulae of his paints in an attempt to come up with the mixtures which would develop or deteriorate at a rate reminiscent of his models. Some particular browns might fade over time, but others, depending on the subject matter, should darken. Some animals changed their coloration according to the season—his depiction of them should do the same. Ailing hedgehogs should lose their spines. Old hares should gray, their hides should wither, and their flesh should dissolve.


  Pak became convinced that if he could only find the right combinations of pigments and binders such effects as a painted caterpillar transforming unaided into a beautiful butterfly should be possible.


  Perhaps his true ambition lay not in painting but in alchemy. At the very least his style had evolved into a mix of ancient apothecary, scholarship, painting, and calligraphy. Whatever his subject matter—whether it be a bird such as the Tiger Shrike or Willow Tit, a chestnut or nutmeg tree, a tiger lily, weasel, or raccoon dog—his task became not simply to render, like some cook or butcher, but to observe and chronicle, to write down and create the passage of time as embodied in these beautiful things.


  Pak knew he must be on the right track for his mother had gradually grown speechless as far as his art was concerned. And consequently if his invisible father had any relevant advice it remained unvoiced.


  None of these developments in his technique made Pak a great artist, of course. If anything, he suspected they signaled the opposite. Great technique does not guarantee great artistry. And if he were to ever impart his own humble morsels of wisdom to his own son, one might be something on the order of “Great art requires a great subject.” The things he painted certainly interested him, and fostered a certain technical excitement, but none inspired within him a focused passion. He had not yet found his true subject. In that regard he felt like the eager young lover without a proper partner.


  At the beginning of his third summer prowling the woods for subject matter the artist Pak encountered a silver fox. Perhaps “encountered” is an exaggeration, for at first he saw this fox only at some distance. He could see very few details in its figure at first, and although he had the unaccountable perception that it was a fox, he thought it actually might be a hare, or perhaps some grounded bird struggling to launch itself again, or even a small child, a girl perhaps, mistaking its luxurious tail for her unfettered hair.


  The next time he saw it, in fact, he was sure this was a young woman. He was at a closer distance, only a few tree-spans away, and the figure was much too large to be any fox he had ever seen, and yet from the way it moved, a swirling dance beneath the chestnut limbs, and its silvery gray and white color, he was sure it was the same creature he had seen before. But still, he could not imagine what she would be doing here. He had seen only the occasional wood cutter or hunter in all the years they had lived in this isolated portion of the mountains, and she appeared to be too young, too delicate, to live here without family.


  Pak had only a few paints in his bag—concocted from recently found ingredients, no brushes, and no silk or paper to hold an image. But he found a good vantage point to sit and watch the young woman’s dance, mesmerized by the invisible arcs she carved in the air with hand and movement and sweep of hair. Finally unable to sit still and watch without making some sort of representation of what he was seeing, Pak grabbed the bottom of his chogori (which he had always thought too long for mountain maneuvering anyway) and ripped away a large section which he spread on the ground before him. Then he found what stones and twigs he could that might make an interesting stroke, lathered each with pigment and spit, and began to paint, glancing up at the young woman for reference now and then, but soon forgetting the real woman entirely, so preoccupied he became with capturing the unreality of her dance on this ragged bit of his shirt.


  Very soon, to his dismay, Pak discovered that his crude implements had led him awry, and what had appeared on his cloth was no woman, nor fox either, as far as he could tell. The body was ill-proportioned for anything human or animal, spine bending through impossible curves, eyes spreading outside the confines of skull, tail spreading and multiplying into a forest of swaying tails.


  He looked up in time to see the woman’s—or the fox’s—figure disappear behind a thick trunk, only the great tail exposed, swishing the air. Its silver color had thinned unexpectedly, taking on a transparent appearance, reminiscent of some clear-fleshed fishes he had once seen, whose internal organs were easily detectable. This gave an unfocussed and blurry aspect to the tail, so that as it moved Pak imagined the fox had three tails, or five, or seven or nine. He had heard of foxes of many tails, but he had never believed this could be true, because what function could there be in multiple tails?


  He looked back at his painting, and then picked up its edges, held it against the light. As the colors dried he could see the ghostly but definite imprint of dozens of tails, their outlines pressed into the fibers.


  “You are a great artist,” came the soft voice behind him.


  Pak turned around. A young woman with dazzling silver and brilliant white hair gazed down at him. Her eyes were large and liquid, emphasizing the width of her head, and how it narrowed rapidly to her mouth and chin. She wrinkled her nose, as if not entirely pleased by his smell. Tentatively she leaned down and laid her hand inside his. It felt small, and bony, and he felt alarmed at how sharp her fingernails felt against his skin, particularly as they moved back and forth, up and down nervously, as if writing messages into his palm.


  The following summer Pak and his new bride appeared outside the hut of Pak’s mother. On their backs were strapped dozens of scrolls containing Pak’s art. Some of these scrolls were silk, traded for paintings in some distant towns, and some were on hides taken from the small animals his bride would bring him at the end of a day. Some were also on scrolls of a special paper Pak’s bride had taught him how to make. All contained paintings Pak had made of other parts of these mountains—twisted rocks resembling great crowds of people (as the painting changed in differing conditions of light and moisture, heat and cold, the people moved, and plays were performed); tall hillsides drizzled with yellow kenari blossoms, azaleas, purple bells, and China asters; distant coasts where the foothills had walked into the sea and drowned, whose waves crashed and foamed in slow motion as the paints depicting them continued their mysterious, alchemical journeys.


  But the most important painting, as far as Pak was concerned, was the one he now held in his hand: a portrait of his mother, her flesh gradually blending into the texture of the silk scroll, features becoming fragile, angular, resembling something he was sure he had seen before but could not quite retrieve from the agitated kettle of his thoughts, her hair fraying and rotting, her eyes dark and hard and small like those of some small, trapped animal.


  Pak had not laid eyes on his mother since he met his new bride. He seriously regretted this, but what could he do about that now? “What genius can find the good in regret?” his father might have asked, if his father had ever said anything at all, which Pak had doubted for some time.


  When his mother appeared in the opening of the hut Pak did not recognize her, she had changed so, but when he looked down at his painting he saw that these images were identical. The small animal eyes stared up at him, a barely contained fire suddenly alive in their centers. The mouth in his painting spat, and a faint mist of pinkish color spread across the lower part of the image. Her visage appeared sick, and angry. “My son the great artist, at last you have come back to me,” the painting said to him. “But who is this woman?”


  Pak hastily threw the painting to the ground and looked hopefully at his mother. Her lips appeared bloody, and a faint spray of blood had discolored her pale and narrow neck.


  “She is … my wife,” he stammered. “Your daughter- in-law.”


  His mother walked slowly around his bride, sniffing. “What is her name?”


  “I am. Orphaned,” his bride replied. “You may call me what you wish.” She appeared cautious, but not offended.


  His mother stood close to her, peering up at her mouth. “I am sure. Do you drink tea?”


  “Sometimes,” his bride said, swaying.


  “Then come inside. As Pak’s father used to say, ‘You never know someone until you drink tea with them!’”


  Pak started to object to this foolish and fraudulent quotation, but his mother had already disappeared inside.


  The three of them sat quietly on the mat, watching each other, waiting for the tea to cool. Pak found himself preoccupied with the look of the old place. He could not believe he and his mother had been able to live together in a place so small, and he wondered if she had somehow made the hut smaller while he was gone, to a size more suitable for a single resident. The walls were thinner, the colors paler it seemed, as if the hut were like one of his paintings, and so tied to the image of his mother that it failed in pace with her decline.


  “Ready, drink!” his mother commanded, picking up her own tea cup and pulling it to her lips, her eyes hovering above the rim like two suspended flies.


  Pak took his own cup and drank greedily. It had been a very long time since he’d tasted his mother’s good, sweet tea. He glanced over at his bride, who was proceeding more carefully. She had only gotten so far as lifting the cup before her slender and angular face.


  “Drink, daughter-in-law,” his mother growled softly. Pak looked over at her, startled, his stomach fluttering as he watched his mother’s tongue reach out and lick the rim.


  Pak turned to his bride, who at last began to drink, her longish, pale tongue dipping into the tea as if it were a finger testing temperature, then licking, flicking, lapping the warm liquid like a dog.


  The sounds of his mother’s own loud smacking and lapping and accompanying snarls snapped his attention back to her. She slurped the tea, bronze liquid splashing her face, splashing everywhere as with her bouncing dark eyes she watched his bride drinking her own tea even more loudly, matching his mother disgusting slurp for slurp. Pak felt his own tea lapping back up into his throat, a sour tide he could but barely contain.


  “Enough!” his mother finally cried, standing and throwing her cup at her daughter-in-law, whose head ducked the hurtling object easily, pulling into her shoulders and to the side with smooth, animal-like grace. “She is no human girl!” his mother shouted, “but kumiho, the nine-tailed fox!”


  Pak stood and wrapped his arms around his mother’s flailing form, pulling her away from his bride. He tried not to hold her too tightly, because he could feel the fragility of her tiny bones, the crispness of her thin flesh, through the poor garment she wore. He turned to tell his bride to leave the hut until he could better control the situation, but all he saw was the trailing fur, the translucent delicacy of her multiple silver tails, as she escaped his childhood home.


  Almost immediately his mother slumped into inactivity, as if sleep, or something more drastic, had overtaken her. Pak turned her around gently and examined her face. Her eyelids floated up off her milky eyes and her lips turned into the weakest of smiles. “Your father would have told you, if he could have,” she whispered. “Never marry a fox. They are always trouble.”


  “Be still, Mother,” Pak said, “or I will drop you.” And he laid her down gently on the mat.


  Pak’s mother slept for hours, and while she slept Pak used that time to pick up around the dwelling (although other than a few broken pieces of cup there was very little to pick up—his mother appeared to have rid herself of most of her possessions) and to sweep (although the floor mats were worn so thin he discovered that for the most part he was sweeping ground), and to sort, and examine the paintings he had made since he had left this place.


  At first he thought he should chase after his bride and apologize. He could not be sure what he had seen, and he had seen so very little. And wasn’t it a husband’s duty to stand beside his wife? He knew very little about kumiho, but he had heard that they were at least a thousand years old and that they ate human hearts and even stole their souls. Anyone who had seen his beautiful bride would know that she could not possibly be such a creature. Anyone, that is, except his mother, who could not be happy unless she controlled every aspect of his life. Even his grand adventure of painting, his “great” art—that had been what she wanted. It had nothing to do with him! He would never paint again—then she would see who was in control!


  But after Pak studied all the paintings he had made since leaving here he found not one depicting his beautiful bride. It was impossible—she had been his great subject! But there were a great many paintings, almost too many to count, of a beautiful silver fox with tails uncountable, fading in and out of the grain of the paper, its eyes watching him, its teeth so sharp.


  Pak sat for many days with his paintings spread all around, inside this place of his childhood, as his mother slept on. Sometimes her breathing was loud, and sometimes so shallow it almost wasn’t there. And sometimes between her breaths the walls of this hut vanished, and the roof went away, and Pak sat alone with his paintings under the deep black and the shimmering stars.


  “Son,” she finally whispered. “Have you forgotten me? Simply forget me and I will go away.”


  Pak crawled over and leaned over her shadow. All he could see were her milky eyes. “But I do not wish to forget you,” he replied.


  “Well,” she said, and sighed. “If you insist.”


  “But I have a question or two, if I may.”


  The eyes, unanchored by a face, blinked. “But I am an old woman,” she said. “I have forgotten so many answers.”


  “Only two questions, no more. That’s all I ask.”


  The eyes blinked again. “If you insist.”


  “When we were drinking tea, my bride—she lapped her tea like an animal. But so did you.”


  “That is not a question. Put your thought into its proper form,” she admonished.


  “Mother, are you a fox?”


  “No,” she said, and yet her teeth and tongue came floating up out of shadow, decidedly bestial, suspiciously foxlike. “Not at the present time,” she continued.


  “Mother, please.”


  “I was a fox for a thousand years, perhaps more, it was so long ago. I was quite content as a fox and had no ambition to become a human being, and yet this is what occurred. Sometimes it happens that way—we cannot always control our destinies, my son. I did not want to be a human woman, but a human woman I became. I made the best of it. I arranged to have a child, and I raised a great artist. Do not argue with me! It is not for the artists to call themselves great—that is for other people to decide. Your father might have told you that, if he’d only been able.”


  “But mother, you were a fox, and yet you cast out my bride for that same condition?”


  “Foxes are like people, my son. Everyone is different. I had no desire to be human. But the kumiho? It is a ruthless creature. It must eat a human heart to survive. It uses trickery to lure naïve young men such as you. It takes your heart, and then when it is done, it spits it out. Eventually, if it is clever enough, it becomes fully human. It consumes its husband until he is nothing. You are lucky to have escaped intact.”


  “Not so intact, mother. I may never love again.”


  The lips pursed, and then made a sad sound, almost a sob. “Then your heart is damaged. I am sorry, child. But still, you have your painting.”


  “I would ask about my father, now.”


  “You have had your two questions—that was our bargain.”


  “You have withheld so much. Do I not have the right?”


  The lips came together firmly, but after a few moments they softened. “Very well. What of your father?” “Did he really say all those things you’ve told me? Why did he leave us?”


  “He might have said them, if he were any kind of father, any kind of man. But he always kept his mouth shut—he was stingy with his words, except when he wanted to berate me for some small error, and then there was no end to his words. He gave me all of his lust and none of his thoughts. And here I had given him this opportunity to father one of Korea’s great artists! And on top of that, he slept with other women. He thought that if he did not speak, he could not give himself away. But I still had much of the fox still in me. I could smell these other women on him.”


  “So what did you do, Mother?”


  “So many questions! As I said, I still had much of the fox still in me. So I ate his tongue!”


  They continued in this way through the evening, Pak asking the questions he had always wanted answers for, his mother—or what was left of her—speaking as honestly as she was capable.


  By morning she was gone, and her image had faded from all his many portraits of her.


  Pak’s travels took him beyond the mountains, and eventually to every part of Korea. He never thought of himself as a great artist, but he painted many pictures, including one of his mother as a fox in the afterlife, and one of the father he had never seen. He took these portraits with him wherever he went, even though his parents always argued when he put them together in his bag. But he still never regretted having painted his father a tongue. For “a tongue is but a poor flap of skin, but on its back it carries the world,” as his father would advise him, again and again and again.


  ANCIENT GRASS


  Annie had a special relationship with the old people of the neighborhood.


  If Annie had written a story about herself, that’s the way she would have begun it. But those were her mother’s thoughts, not hers. Several times when she’d gone off to visit the Clawsons, or the Smythes, or the Gordons, she’d overheard her mother say to some neighbor woman, “Annie has a special relationship with the old people of the neighborhood.” Her mother would say it slowly, like it meant something special, and the neighbor woman—a different one each time—would nod with a serious look on her face. Annie guessed the statement must be true, otherwise her mother wouldn’t have said it. Annie didn’t think she knew herself very well; she didn’t really believe that any kid could know themselves very well. She needed to have her mother tell her who she was and what she was like.


  But Annie, all to herself, never thought about “special relationships.” She thought a little about “old,” but mostly it just confused her. Little by little the old people in the neighborhood were disappearing. Her mother and her mother’s friends talked about death and nursing homes, but the old people weren’t their friends, and the families of the old people lived in cities far away. So those times when Annie went to visit some older friend and the house was empty, or boarded up, her mother never could explain to her what had happened.


  “Old people die, honey,” she’d say. “I’m sorry, but it just happens.” But it always happened so quickly, and she’d never seen them sick. Or sometimes Annie’s mother would tell her that the family must have come and moved the old couple somewhere else, but not once had Annie ever seen a moving van, or even any family visiting, for that matter.


  Most of the old people lived in ancient houses at one end of the street, where it curved into a small rise before dead-ending into the woods that spread out over the hills north of town. No one ever bought the houses of the old people after they’d moved out of them. Annie’s mother said that most of them were in real bad shape. After a while the worst ones were torn down, leaving a big blank space between rows of tall trees, a few scattered piles of boards and bricks, weeds that came up over Annie’s waist.


  “Don’t play in those old empty houses,” her mother always told her. Annie never did. The old people had told her that much, that they were very dangerous, and Annie always believed what the old people said.


  The Gordon house had several of those old empty houses around it, and weedy gaps, and places where the sidewalk was all broken up so that you had to walk in the street.


  When Annie came to the screen door she
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