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In the glass, I can see the man who’s trailing me. I first noticed him a few turns back, his path correlated with mine in the mess of Karachi back alleys. Our reflections mingle in the tailor’s window. He is horse-faced and tall. His palms open and close as he walks. “The security of the veil,” a poster reads, above burqas and hijabs.

Ahead of me, the bus I’d planned to board comes and goes, covered in an ecstasy of pigment and pattern. Every square inch is painted with bright shapes and swirls, intricate and infinite, like a Mardi Gras parade float, a diesel temple to the pleasure of the eye. It has the look of a free thing burdened, a slow-lumbering dragon, weighed down by its own beauty and the commuters that hang from its belly and back. They are my favorite thing about Pakistan, these buses. Against the dust and the smog and the honking of horns, they are startling, like the discovery of a kindred soul behind the otherwise dull face of a stranger.

It won’t delay me long, letting this one lumber by. Another will come through in a few minutes on its way to M. A. Jinnah Road. Better not to give Mr. Ed the impression that I’m trying to lose him. Nothing raises suspicions more than shaking surveillance. It’s what always makes me laugh about the CIA operatives in the movies. All the roof gymnastics and juggling of Glocks. In real life, one chase sequence through a city center and my cover would be blown for life. Better to lull them into a false sense of security. Walk slowly enough for them to keep up. Stop at yellow lights when driving. Give them a good look each time I come and go. In other words, bore them to tears. Then slip out and save the Bond business for when they’ve been left to tranquil sleep.

I can see Mr. Ed fiddling with cooking utensils at a market stall while we wait. It’s not clear which flavor of surveillant he is. First guess is usually the local service—a counterintelligence officer from the government of whatever country I’m in. But in this case, I’m not so sure. Pakistani intelligence operatives are good at what they do. Their surveillance teams are usually six or seven strong, so that they can swap out the guy who’s trailing me every few turns to minimize the chance that I’ll notice. This man seems to be alone. Not only that, but there’s a foreign angle to his face. Despite his traditional dress, the kameez worn long and loose over his trousers, he has the air of central Asia about him. A Kazakh, maybe, or an Uzbek. Most likely, he’s checking me out in preparation for tomorrow’s meeting. Al Qa’ida has had an influx of central Asian recruits of late. Putting newcomers to work as spotters is pretty typical. Gives them a chance to learn the city while the group’s recruiters size them up.

I watch him weave his way through the stalls that line the side of Jodia Bazar. He picks up part of a carburetor and turns it around in his hands. Something about the way he examines it makes me wonder whether maybe he’s of the third variety—an aspiring arms broker who knows I work with Jakab, the Hungarian purveyor of all things Soviet surplus. Of course, there’s always the underwhelming fourth possibility: he’s a plain old would-be predator, eyeing a twenty-eight-year-old American girl traipsing through foreign streets alone. After all, there’s Occam’s razor to consider. The simplest explanation is usually the right one.

Government or goon, any tail is cause to abort an operation. No sense meeting a source or picking up dropped documents with an audience in tow. Even harmless creeps can turn less harmless when they think they’ve witnessed something worth telling. Luckily, I’m not on my way to an operational act. Not until tomorrow. Today is pure reconnaissance.

Jakab told me the intersection of Abdullah Haroon and Sarwar Shaheed. That was all he knew, he said. He wasn’t even supposed to know that. He’d probed his buyers for the info, under the guise of selling them the right bomb for the job. He’d need to understand the target, he told them, to be sure the material would be enough to register on a Geiger counter. Enough to win them the attention they sought.

When the next bus arrives, I board slowly and easily, as if I’m not headed to check out the target of a potential nuclear terror attack. Mr. Ed climbs up top, to sit on the roof. I take a seat in the women’s compartment. Outside, the afternoon is fading into gloaming and the motorbikes begin to turn on their lights. There’s time, amid the crush of evening traffic, to take in the buildings, most of them older than the country itself, monuments to a time when Pakistan and India were one, the plaything of colonists and kings. I feel the kinship of it, being a Yankee. The shrugging off of England’s yoke. I can picture the men and women around me tossing crates of tea into the ocean in their kameezes and shawls. We are rebel lands, they and us. If only all that rebellion didn’t spill quite so much blood.

I can see the intersection emerge from the traffic and the donkey carts, up beyond the faded tarps, strung taut between buildings to lend shelter from the now-set sun. On one side is the National Bank of Pakistan, a reasonable guess at their objective, I suppose. After all, the mullahs cleared the twin towers as legitimate military targets, claiming that America kills Muslims as much by impoverishing the innocent as it does by tank treads on the ground. But the building doesn’t feel right to me. It’s concrete and uninspiring, postwar brutalism at its most scathingly bare. It doesn’t exactly scream Western excess.

I wait until the driver slows and jump back into the dust of the city. Mr. Ed lands softly on the far side of the bus. I cross Abdullah Haroon Road slowly enough for him to follow, and then it dawns on me as I reach the other side. In front of me, set back slightly behind chained gates, is what looks to be a miniature castle, a tiny stone fortress amid the rickshaws and pigeons. It’s the Karachi Press Club, the bastion of free speech and independent journalism, famed home to protest, debate, and the only bar serving alcohol in the country. Dollars to doughnuts, this is their target. Nothing like getting bombed to get you bombed in this town.

From what Jakab said, this attack would be intended as a warning—a shot across the bow of any country where the press flows as free as the booze. Clean up Pakistan first, then turn attention to the infidel. It’s an elegant positioning, but the truth is that it’s a lot easier to plan and execute an attack here than in Times Square. Al Qa’ida’s been working toward a nuclear capability since at least 1992, when Usama bin Laden sent his first envoys to Chechnya in search of fissile material lost in the crumbling Soviet shuffle. But washed-up nukes are elusive, expensive, and highly temperamental. Makes sense they’d aim for a dry run close to home.

That means I’m looking at two scenes simultaneously: first, the potential attack in front of me and, second, the implications for a follow-up attack on U.S. soil. Writers and thinkers from across the world come to speak at the Karachi Press Club, including Americans. A ten-kiloton nuclear weapon would vaporize every building and every person I can see for half a mile. Detonated outside the New York Times building in midtown Manhattan, the same device would incinerate Times Square, Penn Station, Bryant Park, and the New York Public Library, plus countless apartments, bodegas, preschools, and taxicabs in a blast burning hotter than the sun. Because light travels faster than sound, the half million or so people in that first radius would turn to vapor before they even heard a boom. For another half mile in every direction, radiation would kill most people within days. Cancer would ravage their outer neighbors for years yet to come.

Terrorism is a psychological game of escalation. It’s not the last attack that scares people. It’s the next one.

Think it’s frightening to see our embassies hit overseas, as they were in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998? Try watching a fortified battleship blown up on active duty, as our USS Cole was in the Gulf of Aden two years later. Think a strike on our military is scary? How about a mass-casualty attack on our homeland, like the one we watched unfold in horror on a cloudless Tuesday morning the following September.

The question for al Qa’ida since 9/11 has been where to go from there. What could offer more haunting imagery than jetliners plowing into skyscrapers? What could be more destructive than killing three thousand people on a random Tuesday morning? Eventually the only thing left is a mushroom-shaped cloud. Eventually the only viable escalation is a blast so bright, the few surviving witnesses will see its image burned on their retinas for the remainder of their lives.

Mr. Ed is watching a woman walk through the Karachi Press Club gates. Her head is covered with a 1970s Pucci-style scarf. The bottom of her kameez is patched with flowers. The whole look is demure and Islamic with a joyful Partridge Family wink. Beside the gates, a man sells flowers, cut and bunched. He shouts discounted prices at drivers’ windows. On the sidewalk behind him, there’s a sign for a children’s dentist.

I feel the horror of it froth inside me. The evisceration. The hideous, useless waste of potential. I want to run at the horse- faced man, want to rush him and shake him and ask him how he can consider killing a woman who sews flowers onto her clothes. How he can consider killing half a million like her. But for all I know, he’s a run-of-the-mill street stalker. I’ll have my chance tomorrow. One shot to tell al Qa’ida why they shouldn’t detonate a nuclear weapon in a major city center. One opportunity, face-to-face with the group that wants to bring this country to its knees.

Leave the man alone, I figure.

Then he takes out a mobile phone and makes eye contact with me as he dials.
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My dad is like a spreadsheet: logical, data-driven, and capable of crunching as many inputs as he’s given. He’s American, raised in Franklinville, New York, a town so small and insular, he was among only a few kids in his graduating class to go to college. He went to the University of Chicago and became one of the youngest economics professors in its history. By the time my older brother, Ben, and I come along, he’s advising foreign governments on energy policy in every corner of the globe, which means we see him mainly on his way to and from the airport.

In those early days, my mom’s more like an Impressionist painting: beautiful, proper, and destined to someday—though then not yet—slip the rules of form and burst into her own abstract truth. She is the color in our coloring book, the aliveness in our mornings, noons, and nights. She’s English. And like all Brits, she grew up marinated in tradition and protocol. In my earliest memories, she’s still bound by the rules of class that permeate the social circles of English country manors. A wild poet in her youth, her mother reined in her fierce brilliance, taught her the importance of the right habits, the right language, the right education, to flourish in the strange waters of British aristocracy. And in my earliest memories, she still wonders whether to pass those rules along. A gift of love for we children who are her everything. But an artist still at heart, she opts instead to let us be blank canvases, and slowly, bravely, comes to let our color live outside the lines.

My brother has learning differences. Sometimes they mean he doesn’t sense the lines at all. Wildly clever, but challenged in motor skills and speech, he’s mercilessly teased by the banal bullies of our school in Washington, D.C. My mom is determined to mend Ben’s differences for fear others might be cruel, might categorize him as the wrong sort or think of him as different.

Like a Sherpa, determined to get her charge over Everest’s peak, Mom sits patiently with Ben at our little kitchen table, math book open to a sea of numbers he complains won’t sit still on the page. They move about like pixies, he says, and I watch from the cupboard under the sink, in case one flies up in the air where I can see it. I’ve converted the cupboard into a playhouse, with pictures of clouds on the wall made from dried Elmer’s glue. Every so often, my brother gives up feigning understanding when he knows there is none and turns to my hideaway in exhausted despair. I hold up our old terrier Snowy’s paw in a solidarity salute or make our pet hermit crabs chant his name in the air until finally he cracks a big toothy grin and my mother laughs her beautiful laugh and they stop to make popcorn—the kind with the built-in frying pan that swells like a pregnant belly on top of the stove.

On the weekends, Ben and I roam happily around the Smithsonian, just the two of us. Mom drops us off across from Uncle Beazley, the hollow fiberglass triceratops, with horns polished pale by a thousand climbing hands. She synchronizes our watches, gives us solemn instructions about cars and strangers (even if they say they have puppies), and calls out how much she loves us as we bound up the stairs.

We watch the Gilgamesh movie in the Mesopotamia room of the natural history museum. It’s stop-motion animation, with clay characters that jolt as they walk. At the Air and Space, we eat dehydrated ice cream and watch the Man in the Moon talk about history and war and the changes he’s witnessed from his spot in the sky, which, my brother points out, makes the Gilgamesh story seem like one little stripe in a big Neapolitan sundae.

When the weather’s nice, we hang around at the Lincoln Memorial and take turns reciting the Gettysburg Address, wearing traffic cones as top hats. Then five minutes before our synchronized minute hands approach five p.m., we race back to the infinity sculpture and our mom’s waiting car. The underground parking lot’s been closed. To make it harder to plant a bomb, Mom explains.

I start school and learn that Ben differs from other kids in ways I think make him cool and they think make him prey. He walks with a quirky stiffness. “Like a freak,” the bullies sneer. “Like Gilgamesh,” I tell him. On the playground, he spends recess sitting in the shade of a tree, humming strange pieces of music with long gaps of silence in them. The other kids think he has a screw loose, but I know he’s just working his way through whichever symphony my dad’s played on our record player the night before. Humming each instrument’s part from beginning to end. Violin, then clarinet, then kettledrums. He takes music apart the way a tinkerer deconstructs a radio. Can hear how it all fits together in his head.

“Every village needs an idiot,” the bullies laugh.

Every genius is misunderstood.

In the evenings, Mom reads to us. Paddington and The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe and The Wolves of Willoughby Chase. She does all the voices, stopping only when she’s made us laugh or cry so hard she can’t help joining in. Then we all collect ourselves and dive back into the pages, which dance and flicker around us, until finally our pleas for one more chapter run out and we drift to sleep in lands far away from math books and schoolyard bullies. “Never forget,” she tells us softly, “you can travel anywhere, just by closing your eyes.”

When I am seven and Ben is ten, we save up cereal box tops to send away for a cardboard haunted house. It comes in a flat pack and we set it up in our basement, slotting the pieces together until we have our own spooky castle, between the washing machine and the stairs.

The light’s pretty dim down there, filtered through dusty subterranean windows, so we use my plastic glowworm as a lantern, which means leaving him in the sunlit garden every second day to charge. From time to time, Mom comes down to do the washing, but other than that, our kingdom is pretty impervious to the world beyond.

I wear roller skates and my brother builds houses out of Lincoln Logs, dwarfed by our giant cardboard spookhouse. “We have to protect the villagers,” he says. We stage action figures around the cabins and keep Ben’s plastic vampire bat inside the haunted castle, in case maybe it scares them. “Snowy will defend them,” I croon, brushing the old dog’s wiry fur as he sleeps on the floor. Sometimes Ben’s old teddy bear Chester comes down to sit beside him, lumpy and lopsided.

We’re down in that basement one day, fending off spaceship attacks, when my mother pads down the stairs to tell us that Ben’s letter has come. It’s his acceptance to Wicken Park, the English boarding school he’s supposed to attend before Eton.

“What if he doesn’t like it?” I ask. “What if they’re mean to him?” My mother sits down on the bottom step.

“Well, then he can write to tell us,” she says gently. “And we’ll take him away.” She turns to Ben. “The teachers will probably read your letters, though, so we’ll need a code word. One that wouldn’t be used in normal letter writing, so you don’t use it by mistake.”

It’s confusing, why we’re sending Ben somewhere he might need a code word to escape. I don’t even know what Wicken Park looks like, can’t picture the place that’s stealing my brother in my mind. I glance at the cartoon monsters on the side of the spookhouse. One of them has a jagged blank face where the tape’s pulled off the ink. It’s the most frightening.

“What about ‘haunted house’?” I ask.

“Perfect,” Mom says and gives us both a tight squeeze.



—



We treat every day of the hot, sticky summer that follows like numbered jewels, noting every time an activity might be our last—the last time we pick mulberry leaves for Ben’s silkworms in our quest to produce a parachute; the last time we walk the wooden locks across the Georgetown canals, playing brave sailors atop the evil pirates’ plank; the last time we sit in the way back of our parents’ station wagon on our way to the John Brown Wax Museum, with its muskets and its freedom fighters and its hooded hangman’s rope.

In the midst of those last months, my mother’s belly begins to swell like the popcorn frying pan on the stove and our parents tell us we’re going to have a sister.

The news doesn’t really register until we both come down with chicken pox and Mom has to move to a hotel to protect the growing baby. We howl for her, demanding that she read us stories over the phone, then declaring crossly that it isn’t the same. Our dad does his best to distract us. He plays Carl Sagan lectures on the record player. We join in when Carl says “billions” in his magic, echoey voice. But it’s not as much fun the third or fourth time, so he switches it to Billy Crystal and we all shout, “You look marvelous!” even though we’re covered with welts.

When the records run out, Dad breaks out the big guns. He teaches us to make a Mobius strip. Loop a strip of paper into a circle, add a twist in the middle, tape the ends together, and “ta-da,” he says, “you’ve made eternity.” I look at him like he’s crazy, but then he tells me to draw a line along the surface without taking my pen off the paper and it ends up going all the way around, one long, continuous streak that marks both sides, like magic.

“I think it’s probably worth getting chicken pox to learn how to make eternity,” Ben says to me. “Don’t you think?” Then my grandmother arrives to help, and our delicious, stolen sliver of Dad’s attention slips away, like sunlight under a closed cupboard door.

That Fourth of July, Ben and I stand on the crumbling brick wall overlooking the Potomac docks as the fireworks crash-boom through the sky. “Imagine that’s the sound of the British approaching,” Ben says. I close my eyes and imagine hard. An army is coming to kill our family. With every crash, they get closer. I start to cry. And for the first time, I understand that fireworks aren’t always for fun.

The next week, Antonia is born. She’s only a baby, though, and doesn’t make up for the fact that Ben is going to be gone. Mom takes to sleeping under her crib because she cries so much in the night. Then, at summer’s end, she comes with us, in her soft, pink clothes, to deliver Ben to school across the sea.

We drive through the deep of the English countryside to Wicken Park, an imposing stone manor house straight out of a Dickensian movie set. Ben and I stand side by side in the circular drive, watching the other boys arrive with their big trunks and foppish hair. The palm of Ben’s hand is pressed into mine, and I can feel it shaking. The school looks like our cardboard spookhouse. Well, we picked the right code word, I think. But I don’t say that out loud. Instead, I go for “Pretty good kingdom to protect from the pirates!” and he nods with so much courage, it’s hard for me to swallow. Finally, the tears spill out of him.

“Crying like a little girl,” one of the foppish boys crows. “Boo-hoo. Better stay home and play with your sister.” I drop Ben’s hand to protect him from their teasing. Then suddenly he is gone, swept up by the brusque matron and hustled through the doors. I can still feel the warmth of his fear in my palm.

We stand for a while, looking at the windows, in case he should find one and wave, but their panes just reflect the chill of the evening sky.



—



Almost as soon as we get home, the furniture in our house begins to find its way into packing boxes. My dad tells me we’re moving to England, too. Not to the countryside, like Ben, but to London, where he’s going to advise Maggie Thatcher’s government on what to do with the coal industry. I watch through the window as my parents hand Snowy to a couple who pulls up in a VW van. I go downstairs and sit in the spookhouse alone.

When we arrive in London, I claim the top-floor bedroom. It has a sloped ceiling, tucked under the eaves, and a window I take to climbing through, once my mom’s read me a story, kissed my hair, and turned out the lights. I sit there most nights, balanced on the roof shingles, my feet tucked under my nightgown, watching Big Ben strike ten. The clock’s a few blocks away, its giant face hanging in the night like a lost moon among the chimneys. And floating up there with it, I feel both small and vast.

Every month, Ben comes to London for the weekend to see us and we pad around Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament, doing brass rubbings and making up stories about the poets and kings whose graves line the walls like chilly apartments. When we get home, baby Antonia is usually asleep and Mom has left a sign on the door, pleading with us to be as quiet as mice. We never tire of bursting inside, squeaking our loudest rodent impressions and collapsing into gales of laughter.

At the end of each visit, Ben gives me a hug and lets me believe he doesn’t mind going back. I catch glimpses of the sorrow he’s hiding. Little exchanges that end with a look asking me not to push further.

“How’s Chester?”

“He’s not around anymore.”

“What happened to your head?”

“Fell.”

“Who’s your best friend?”

“Matron, I guess.”

I wish he’d use the code word. Then Mom would pull him out and he’d be home and everything would go back to how it was. But he doesn’t. He just gets quieter and taller, and soon even when he’s home, he feels far away.

I start at the American School in St. John’s Wood. There are cool kids there. I’m not one of them. I take refuge in two other outcasts, Lisa and Laura. When the cool girls start a club called the Pink Ladies and won’t let us join, we start our own club, the Cool Cucumbers, and spend recess sweeping the playground to help out the custodian. When it rains, we build robots from discarded cardboard boxes. Peter the Postman is our masterpiece. A mailman robot, as tall as we are, with a locked box in his belly in which to leave secret notes.

Lisa and I get invited to a Pink Ladies sleepover. A girl named Cassie’s birthday. Feeling well out of our depth, we try to act grown-up, then promptly fall asleep. We’re awoken in the middle of the night and put on trial for disturbing Cassie’s mom. Cassie sits on a pile of pillows to act as the judge, and when the kangaroo court is finished, she sentences us to a night in her bedroom closet. We get locked in there together, amid Cassie’s shoes and sparkly sequined dresses, until our mothers come to liberate us in the morning.

Somehow, the camaraderie outweighs the injury and we only grow closer. Laura and I write a dictionary for our own language and mock the cool kids in our new foreign tongue. Lisa shows me how to make a spiderweb of string all over my bedroom and hang bells on it to detect ghosts while we sleep. For three months, we are happy. Then the day after Christmas, my mother sits me down to tell me that Laura is dead. She was killed while flying home with her entire family, grandmother to infant brother, on the Pan Am flight bombed by Libyan terrorists over Lockerbie, Scotland. I am eight.

I fall quiet for long periods. I feel like my head is full of cotton. Feel sleepy and mute and numb. Finally, my dad teaches me to read the London Times. “You have to understand the forces that took her. It will seem less scary if you do.” I think of the faceless monster on the cardboard spookhouse and I know that he is right.

Slowly my world is filled with a new cast of characters. Qaddafi and Thatcher and Reagan and Gorbachev. They sound like exotic fairy-tale people, wizards and witches and woodsmen living in distant magical forests. But their storybook showdowns can spill over into the real world, into my world, and steal my friends from the sky. So I have to pay attention.

By June, I’m transfixed by images of a solitary student, standing his ground in front of a line of Chinese tanks in a place called Tiananmen Square. Tiananmen, the articles note, means Gate of Heavenly Peace. I stare at the pictures for a long time. He does look peaceful. Peaceful and powerful, making all those soldiers stand down.

Other people see the man’s power, too. By November, they’re doing the same thing in Berlin, only this time they’re knocking down a wall. The newspaper says that more than a hundred people have been killed trying to get to the other side of that wall. The first was a woman named Ida, who tried to jump from her apartment window to get to her sister’s house. They’d always lived across from each other. Then overnight, the wall had appeared in the street between them and they hadn’t been allowed to pass. It reminds me of the wall that’s appeared between me and Laura. I root for the protesters as they hack it to pieces from on top of their cars.
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We spend the summers at my mother’s parents’ house in the English countryside—a rambling old mansion with no proper heating, and mice in the cupboards. My grandfather is a British Raj sort of an antique who works in the city and is absent even when he’s home. My grandmother is a onetime athlete, banished to a wheelchair by polio at thirty-five. She’s funny and clever, so clever that she wrote all my grandfather’s papers when they met at the University of Edinburgh, and it gets under her skin when his pretty, young secretaries eye her crumpled legs and reference her in the third person, like a patient with dementia.

“Does she need a blanket?” they ask, when they visit the house to take his dictation.

“No, she does not,” my grandmother replies. “But she could use a gin and tonic.”

My grandparents have adopted a son, Christian, from the Philippines, to keep them company now that their other children are grown. Christian and I are the same age, and my grandmother takes a sportswoman’s delight in setting us against each other in all manner of competitions. Going to collect the mail becomes a grand running race the length of the tree-lined drive. Card games become tests of memory when we’re challenged to recite the last twenty cards that were played, backward or by suit or rearranged into sequential order. Opening Christmas presents gets delayed until we’ve both swum the length of the pool under the ice that’s formed on its surface, diving in one hole and emerging, panicked and breathless, from the other, my grandmother clicking a stopwatch as soon as we roll out onto the cold concrete, panting in the frosty air. Summer vacations are punctuated by day trips, the grown-ups driving and Christian and me running to keep pace with the diesel station wagon as it winds its way toward town.

As often as we can slip away; we bolt to the farthest corners of the grounds, where the gardeners haven’t cleared away the brush and we can play unburdened by the constant observation of the adults. We build worlds in those branches, full of righteous quests and storybook adventure. When it’s raining, we have to resort to hiding places in the house itself, up in the attic mainly, sifting through treasures from my grandfather’s travels. We love the mah-jongg set, with its ivory tiles covered in dragons and symbols. In one corner there’s a desk, with a typewriter and a ham radio. That’s our favorite place. The most sacred place. That’s where we spend wet summer days listening to static the way a gypsy peers at tea leaves, trying with all our might to decipher some distant message from the murk. Sometimes, we catch a word. Sometimes, even a sentence. Then we greedily try to respond, hungry to link hands across the current.

“This is England. Over.”

Static.

“Do you copy? Over.”

Usually more static. But now and then comes a voice from some far-flung corner of the globe.

“England? Hello, England! Pretoria here.” Or São Paulo. Or Mumbai.

We take turns, one of us on the radio dials and one of us typing notes, which we pull out of the typewriter at the end of each session and lay with ceremony on the pile from the days before. We cut out newspaper articles about each place we’ve contacted and tape them to the corresponding sheet. For the first time, I realize that I can actually communicate with the places in my father’s newspapers. For the first time, the storybook characters come within reach. It’s exhilarating to know that the outside world doesn’t just shake us, but we can also shake it. And it’s comforting to know that we’re not alone, especially when the adults call us downstairs and the games begin again.

Who can do the most pull-ups, my grandmother challenges. Who can eat the most sausages? Christian hates sausages. He deposits one after the next in the fireplace behind us as we pretend to wolf them down. Then my grandmother’s eagle eye catches his sleight of hand and she demands that we eat the discarded links in double time, though they’re covered in splinters and ash.

The one time my grandmother lets up is during our afternoon walks, when she shuffles from her regular wheelchair into a gigantic orange motorized version, affectionately called the Buggy. It looks like the space-walk chair astronauts use to maneuver around in the film at the Air and Space Museum. It has a joystick, like a Pac-Man machine, that controls little rubber tires with treads on them, like a moon rover. Every day, after lunchtime drinks and before evening cocktails, the grown-ups gather outside the mudroom for our afternoon walk. My grandmother leads the way, the MC of our parade atop her orange float, and Mom walks beside her, dropping bread for the ducks or pulling flowers from passing branches. Depending on who’s around, my uncles and aunts stroll with them, followed by we children, Ben and Christian and any other straggling cousins, surrounded by a pack of golden retrievers I pretend are lions.

We make our way over fields and along the river, collecting tadpoles in jam jars and giving them to my grandmother to hold. There’s a train that runs along the ridge of the far hill, and we all stop and wave to it in the distance as it passes on its way to London. Sometimes we come across Trevor, the groundskeeper, piling leaves for a bonfire, and Christian and I stand so close we can feel the heat blistering against our cheeks and the smell of woodsmoke hangs in our hair till we get home. My grandmother never makes us run or recite or compete on those walks. In the crisp country air, she is happy. And she lets us be happy, too.



—



Christian and I are up in the attic one day, messing around on the radio, when we realize that downstairs is quiet. Nobody’s called us for hours. It’s tempting to just stay up there, but then again, silence might mean access to ice cream in the forbidden kitchen freezer. We pad down the back steps and find the grown-ups hushed in a semicircle around the television, watching a news report about the White House. Only it’s not the White House in Washington, D.C. It’s a different one. In Moscow. And it’s surrounded by tanks.

The significance sets in. My dad is in Moscow. That’s why everyone’s quiet. Why they’re all squinting at the screen, like they might spot him in the crowd. He’s been working there these last few months, trying to change the law so people can own their own shops.

“Does the government want its shops back?” I ask the adults. They shoo us away, but we plant ourselves in the corner and watch from the floor.

Like all good news media showdowns, this one has heroes and villains. Hero Mikhail Gorbachev is locked in his house while villain Gennady Yanayev tries to steal control. Gorbachev has been giving people rights, and Dad’s been helping him. Yanayev wants to take all those right back. Along with the shops. And the money. And the country.

My mother is trying my dad’s hotel, but the lines aren’t connecting.

From our corner, we watch as Yanayev’s tanks close in on the capitol. The news is spilling into my real world again. Last time that happened, Laura died. I want to shout at the television, run upstairs to send a warning message out on the wire. Anything to change how this is unfolding.

Then suddenly, live on TV, people begin to fill the streets. They wheel out their fruit carts and push empty streetcars into big metal zigzags. They block the path of Yanayev’s tanks. Just like the man in Tiananmen Square. They stand with arms linked for Gorbachev and their shops and their rights and my dad. They hold their ground. And the tanks stand down.

By the time Dad gets home, I’m bursting to hear tales about his heroic fight for freedom. He laughs. “The people are the heroes, my dear. I just sat in my Moscow hotel room. Only hardship I faced was the Soviet toilet paper. We’d better open up that market to Johnson & Johnson.” He smiles. “But seeing as you’re interested, why don’t you come with me sometime?”

It’s an invitation into the pages of the newspaper. My heart is in my cheeks.

“Could I?”

“Why not?” he says. And a year later, when I am twelve, Ben and I set out as unaccompanied minors on Aeroflot, the old Soviet airline, with its winged hammer and sickle emblazoned on the carpeted bulkhead wall. It’s been a long time since we’ve shared an adventure, just the two of us.

When we land in Moscow, it’s raining and gray. Our dad meets us at the gate and takes us through the VIP passport line.

“What do you have to do to be a VIP?” I ask. Dad rubs his fingers together in the international sign for money. Ben’s explained the basics of the Soviet economy to me on the flight over, and bribes don’t seem very shared-hammer-and-sickleish, but the regular line snakes on for hours and I need the bathroom, so I don’t ask any more questions.

It turns out that most of Russia operates the same way. If we want something that’s not available on the supermarket shelves, we head to an expensive hotel restaurant. When we want to be allowed to visit a church, we cough up a donation to the Communist Party. And when we want to skip the line to view Lenin’s body, we pay for the private tour guide.

Lenin seems smaller than I’m expecting, petite and fragile. The opposite of all the giant buildings and heavy Soviet statues. He looks weak and human and beautiful.

“Think he’d be surprised how things turned out?” I ask Ben as we emerge into the drizzly daylight of Red Square. Groups of women walk toward the market streets, hunched against the wet. They look older than they are.

“Maybe it’s not the end
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