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			For Jensen Eli Sikora, the priest to my priestess,

			divine organizer to my goddess of chaos.

		

	
		

		
			“[I]t is the wine that leads me on,

			the wild wine

			that sets the wisest man to sing

			at the top of his lungs,

			laugh like a fool – it drives the

			man to dancing... it even

			tempts him to blurt out stories

			better never told.”

			—Homer, The Odyssey

			“ ‘I rule with cunt power,’ she says, ‘I see with cunt eyes.’ ”

			—Judy Grahn, Eruptions of Inanna: Justice,

			Gender, and Erotic Power

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 1

			In the end, it really was all about a house and a bar-that-wasn’t-a-bar.

			First, the house.

			Our old farmhouse was the only place either of us had ever lived. It was where Barb conducted all her business. And she was tethered to it, every inch crammed with her shit, like a pack-rat pharaoh: All the closets were tight, every drawer stuffed to bursting with old mail, pens, oily napkins, oxidized coins, faded receipts, flyers, crusted-over batteries, and scrolls of illegible notes Barb had scribbled to herself that I doubt even she could decipher. Neat stacks of boxes lined the hallways floor to ceiling like a thick second wall, enclosing the whole building. Bugs scuttled out from underneath. Rodents scratched around in there, sawing and gnawing. Though all the boxes were taped up tight as drums, they weren’t labeled. She wouldn’t have known what was where if she ever went fishing. Instead, she just kept lining them up, month after month, year after year, until the place was holding the mouse-eaten contents of a whole separate house, one built from trash.

			The real valuables—the painkillers and other pills—Barb kept in plastic baggies nested inside giant plastic bins. In the garage, there was a second avocado-green fridge for the cold stuff. She also sold EpiPens and all kinds of expensive medicines, the life-and-death kind.

			

			People came by all day long and late into the night: parents of sick children, grown-up children with sick parents, and panicked partners. But they never came inside, not really. They approached the house mostly by the window above the kitchen sink, like a drive-through. Or they milled around the adjacent back porch, which hung off the house, sagging into the overgrown grass. “The service entrance” Barb called it, though we were the ones providing the service, if you could call it that. Those “served” walked away with plastic baggies tucked under their arms or stuffed inside a backpack. They walked like they wanted to move faster, but their bodies couldn’t do it, as in a dream.

			When the visitors came, I was usually upstairs in my room. The walls were Easter-egg blue. I pretended my bedroom window overlooked the sea, or the closet door opened onto a quiet, snowy forest à la The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, only minus the Christian subtext.

			I wasn’t what you’d call a happy child. I was a spooky kid. I had no friends and a lot of nightmares, some of which came true. Sometimes I dreamed my mother’s boxes were full of scorpions. I’d never seen a real live scorpion before, but my head was full of them all the same. They spilled over the floors and washed up the walls. A wave consumed the stairs and carried them up to my bedroom. I saw myself in my bed. There were scorpions slipping under the door. Wake up! I screamed, but I didn’t have a voice without the body.

			There was another dream, with a tunnel. Pools of blood. It smelled like minerals. That animal dread, wordless panic pumping through me. It was wet down there, the walls were soft. It smelled like death, though they say you can’t smell anything in your dreams. So maybe “dream” is the wrong word. Maybe “vision” would be better. I was looking for someone. And someone was looking for me too.

			I was also not the kind of kid who ran to Mommy when I had a bad dream/vision. First of all, “Mommy” was guarded by a pack of dogs who’d bite me if I startled them. Active bleeding was worse than bad dreams. Second, Barb did not like being woken up in the middle of the night. And doing what Barb expressly did not like was a bad move.

			Instead, I just locked the door and read a book and waited for the sun to come up.

			Sometimes ghosts came by, and that was not a dream or a vision.

			At first, I thought they all came from the cemetery a few streets over from our house. It was sprawling and fenceless. So old some of the grave markers were made of limestone, half dissolved from acid rain. The stones were small, some broken, scattered at uneven intervals. Weeds dragged them down into the earth. No fresh bodies got buried there anymore. I knew some of those graves’ inhabitants, who were too old for visitors, even if I didn’t know their names or what year they died. They observed me running past, tripping through the overgrowth. I lay down among them and “played dead,” which meant keeping my eyes shut and holding my breath. But that didn’t make me one of them. I didn’t really want to die, anyway. I was just lonely.

			Real dead people showed up in my room at night like they were waiting for a show. What a disappointment a little girl in bed must’ve been. Sometimes they were visible, with a part missing, a hand or a foot, other times they couldn’t manifest more than a musty odor. Ghost farts, I called those.

			Some I couldn’t see or smell at all, but I felt them: their flat, imagination-less longing. They were there, but they didn’t know why. They didn’t even know who they were; they were empty vessels. Sometimes they begged for water, though mostly they didn’t talk. The dead are very thirsty, I learned, and restless. I didn’t know how to dismiss them. I just accepted that my room was a very crowded place sometimes. Though, admittedly, it was sometimes hard to sleep with all of them watching me.

			“Go away,” I told them. But they stayed as long as they liked.

			It was clear other people weren’t aware of the dead. Why did I have to be?

			When the naked girl came, though, I sat up and talked to her all night if she wanted to, even on school nights. What did I care? I didn’t even have a bedtime.

			School days meant Barb slapping a piece of bread into the ancient toaster oven, a loaf’s worth of crumbs smoldering like coals. Barb never touched the stove and stored junk in the oven. She was suspicious of the microwave and only used it to zap TV dinners or blow up bags of popcorn with synthetic butter that left a film on your tongue. “Stand back!” she said when it was on. Once, I didn’t press stop before opening the little door and she went nuts.

			“You’re letting all the radiation out!” Her face flushed scarlet, and she almost dropped her cigarette.

			Barb was pink and pasty, prone to rashes, with colorless, squinty eyes. Her fingernails were yellow and horn-like. She tickled tables, walls—any hard surface would do when she was impatient, or when she was having a long think about something. She wore oversized T-shirts with hearts and kitties on them—clothes for a giant child. As I’ve mentioned, a pack of dogs followed her everywhere.

			Whereas I was chubby and brown. Even when I was little, I had thick black eyebrows, more sisters than twins, straining to touch each other across my forehead. Soft black down outlined my face, my neck, shadowed my jaw. Atop my head, thick, springy coils of curls Barb never attempted to straighten, thank goodness. But she did lather my head with a synthetic cream, then let my hair air-dry before combing it into a giant poof. The other kids called me poodle head. I can’t say that wasn’t an accurate assessment.

			School was a harsh landscape. Babylon had no money. Exhausted, irate, or sometimes intoxicated teachers fought for order like a drowning person fought for air. Meanwhile, I did my best to make myself invisible in the back, which was impossible. One day my lunch tray got smacked out of my hands. There was food all over my pants and shoes. The next my backpack got tossed around and all my stuff spilled out. Or worse, much worse.

			Then one day, a boy surprised me at recess. I was deep in a book, a tense adventure. I read for myself but also the naked girl, so I could relay the stories back to her. In a way, she was my one friend. Anyway, he startled me and, instinctively, I smacked him. I was as stunned as he was.

			When Barb found out, she laughed. “That’s my girl.”

			Out of respect, the other kids left me alone for a bit, even if they still snickered. I’d proven myself but also made a spectacle. At least I slapped like a girl, a punch would’ve been received differently.

			All the while, I knew things about the other kids without anyone telling me, things they’d hidden or buried. Like the fears they carried about losing their parents, or their shame. A lot of them were being abused. So I carried those burdens too. One day, it was someone’s handsome teenage brother who got shot. The kid’s grief was so deep, so incomprehensible, he couldn’t even cry. I went to the girls’ room and sat on the toilet seat and cried for him, hugging my little belly.

			I didn’t want to go to school the next day, which was fine. Barb let me stay home anytime I wanted. She ignored me, though, in a very literal sense. She wouldn’t look at me, bumped into me like I wasn’t there, drooly mutts at her heels, stepping on me, wet snouts pointed in my crotch. Her dogs bayed and made a racket all the time. It was hard to tell them apart; I wasn’t sure they all even had names.

			Then, as she inevitably did, Barb’s best friend Lottie came over, leaving even less room for me. The two of them had been friends since high school, though it was hard to imagine either of them had ever been that young. Lottie sported thick oval glasses and a long gray braid down her back. She was stick-thin and wore pajama bottoms as pants because she’d buried three husbands and said that entitled her to do whatever she wanted. She also bred exotic cats that looked like miniature leopards and sold them to rich people she met up with in parking lots and hotel rooms so they wouldn’t see—or smell—where she kept the litters.

			She knew Barb let me stay home if I wanted, but when she saw me on the couch watching cartoons, she still said, “Hey, kid. You sick?” in a voice dripping with mock sympathy. I sighed and rolled my eyes. Then I went up to my room.

			A few times a week, Lottie stayed over. Their mutual cackles interrupted my sleep, mugs of booze coming down hard on the coffee table shrouded in newspaper. Lottie preferred beer, but Barb wouldn’t let her drink anything but Scotch. Barb also didn’t believe in glasses, only coffee mugs: hundreds of them, stacked precariously inside the cabinets, on the counters, all captured on her thrift-store raids. Some featured logos for tire shops and diners, probably long closed, or proclaimed things like “#1 Dad!”

			When Lottie couldn’t come by for some reason, she’d call, sometimes multiple times a day. Barb had an ancient plastic phone hooked to the wall in the kitchen with a long corkscrew cord she’d wind through the house as they prattled on.

			When I met the naked girl, I was alone with Lottie. Barb was probably on a run, and I was still little enough that someone had to watch me, not that Lottie was much of a babysitter. On this particular occasion, she put me in the closet. It was packed with clothes in big piles. There were definitely bugs in there. Lottie told me we were playing hide-and-seek and this was my hiding spot.

			“Stay quiet,” she whispered, like this really was important. Then she closed the door.

			I sat there in the dark with my hands clapped over my mouth, listening to my breath. Something creaked, followed by furtive rustling. I kept still.

			There were eyes in the corner. A rat, I thought. A really big one. I covered my face. I wasn’t there, I was in my bed, under the covers.

			Then, laughter. Very loud and spiky, but confined to my head, like an echo in a teapot. It sounded grown-up but also young.

			Child, what does the axe have to fear?

			“Who’s there?” I whispered.

			The voice laughed again. The closet swam with red light. And then I saw her. She was small and brown, like me, only naked, with breasts, though I still read her as a child. There was something on her head. It looked like horns from an animal.

			Amuse me. Tell me your tales, she said in her weird, grating voice that was gravelly and hoarse, like old machinery.

			

			I was a baby. I didn’t have any stories. So I told her fairy tales, making up the parts I didn’t remember. I got better at it once I could read. The naked girl hissed when I messed up. Otherwise, she closed her eyes and hummed like a fly, like the stories were delicious. A ghost, I thought. She was a very strange ghost, unlike any of the others. She was fully realized, down to her toenails and eyelashes. And I could feel the heat coming off her. She had to be very old, I thought. Ancient. That was why she had such an odd way of talking, why she never used the right words for things. Though no ghost was a good communicator. Many didn’t talk at all. The more traumatic the death, the less coherent the ghost. It didn’t seem fair, but life wasn’t, so why should death be?

			Deep in the closet, warm from the heat of her body, I entertained the naked girl. A dog howled outside the door, but the girl growled and it scrabbled away. Eventually, she fell asleep, then disappeared. The red light went with her. The closet was dark again.

			I finally came out when I heard the TV going. A man on the screen was yelling about sin and sodomy. Lottie liked people who raised their voices on TV, she enjoyed yelling right back at them.

			“Takes one to know one, asshole!” she shouted from the kitchen.

			Then Lottie saw me, jabbed a knife dipped in yellow mustard at me. “What are you doing out here? I haven’t found you yet! Go back and hide!”

			So I went back into the closet. Eventually, I peed my pants, though I disposed of the evidence later, when Barb came home with a deep-dish pizza. We ate in the living room in front of the TV, in a nest of smelly, salivating dogs. The adults chatted as if I couldn’t hear them. When Lottie recounted how she’d tricked me into spending the whole day in the closet so she didn’t have to babysit after all, Barb laughed.

			

			“Did you feed her?” She eyed me, gobbling my pizza.

			“Of course I did,” Lottie lied, frowning. “I’m practically her father.”

			Everything stopped: The TV went silent, no one chewed. The dogs froze, too, all desire for pizza evaporated.

			Then Barb sighed and the TV came back on, a breeze glided in, ferrying smells of cheese and dog fur.

			“You could’ve just let her play in her room, you know.” Barb ate slowly yet sloppily. There was sauce on her shirt.

			Lottie scrunched up her mouth. “Oh.” She didn’t like to be corrected, but there wasn’t much she could do about it that time.

			They ate and watched TV. I didn’t understand any of it. But I remembered.

			The naked girl came back. Except she wasn’t always naked. Sometimes she wore a breastplate so bright it was practically a mirror. That was strange too. She always had breasts, but as I grew, so did she, as if she could make herself just the right size for me.

			She told me stories in turn. They made no sense, but I’d read enough mythology that I wasn’t bothered by that. I didn’t know where her stories came from, though there was something familiar about them. She talked about her sister, who’d killed her a long time ago. So that was how she died, I thought. She called her sister a queen, and maybe she was. People who ruled tiny little kingdoms were always killing each other in stories. The girl said her sister was miserable and had leeches on her head. I laughed. I shouldn’t have. I should’ve been afraid.

			I came back, she said. I arose, stronger, with the power of death. My faithless consort took my place. She was angry. When she was angry, she got bigger, the red light too bright, too hot, her voice too loud to stand.

			

			By the time I was old enough to realize she wasn’t a ghost at all, she was gone.

			[image: ]

			I was nine years old, out of school for Thanksgiving break. My mother called me down from my room and I found a woman who wasn’t Lottie actually sitting at the kitchen table. I was shocked. She had to be someone important for Barb to let her in the house, though she looked ordinary enough: white, big bosomed, with short hair in an outdated do, and cutesy but practical pink ballet flats. A housewife-looking woman, the kind who lived in a nice green suburb, beyond the limits of our town that someone had named Babylon.

			“Shake hands with our guest and say hi,” Barb instructed me.

			The woman stood up and I took her hand. She looked me over like she wasn’t very impressed. Then she sat back down and turned to my mother.

			Barb squinted at me. Her jaw was set, both hands clasped in front of her. I could tell she’d promised this person something, and if I didn’t deliver it, she was going to lose money. I was nervous—there was nothing Barb hated more than losing money.

			“Who is she?” my mother demanded.

			“What? I dunno. I don’t know her,” I sputtered.

			The woman smiled in a patronizing way. Barb sneered in return. Already I was failing. My skin went hot.

			“Where does she live?” Barb tried again.

			“I dunno.”

			“What’s her job?”

			I looked her up and down. “Nothing.”

			

			Barb smirked as the lady shifted angrily in her seat. It was clear it was all right if I hurt this woman, as long as my mother liked it. And she liked it as long as I got the answers right. “What else?”

			I probed a hole in my sock, scratched my foot to buy time. I could see with my mind’s eye the woman receiving guests, guiding them to sit on a big couch shaped like a pink marshmallow. There were photos all over the room of a man with hair growing wild everywhere but his head. “She talks to people, and they give her money for it. But she stays at home all day.”

			The woman stiffened. I noticed her hands: a squared-off French manicure. Her nails looked like candy.

			I’d hit the mark, Barb was pleased. “What does her husband do?”

			I shook my head. He didn’t do anything anymore. He was just there, yet not there, like many people I’d seen. He hovered by a window in her pink house, looking out anxiously at the yard.

			“He worries about his roses.”

			The housewife perked up.

			“Where is he now?” my mother pressed.

			I was still standing beside the table with nothing to hide under, or to occupy my hands. I hadn’t been told to sit down.

			“With the dead.” He was thirsty too.

			The woman inhaled sharply. Then she gathered her purse and walked to the door. Barb got up and followed, opening the door for her, which I’d never seen her do for anyone, not even Lottie. They stood on the porch, smoking and talking in low voices for several minutes before Barb came back, beaming.

			“You did it.”

			I smiled. I didn’t know what I’d just done, but I was glad my mother liked it. How stupid I was.

			

			“Go outside. She wants to talk to you.”

			An adult wanted to talk to me, alone? I thought I’d done well.

			The woman was smoking out on the porch and looking out at the street with an expression like she didn’t care one bit for what she saw.

			“Do you understand what just happened?”

			I had no idea what had just happened. I didn’t understand what I’d learned about this woman, or what it had to do with me. But I nodded anyway.

			She looked at me. Her eyes were a scary blue. Blue as the ocean on a globe. It didn’t seem natural. “Do you know what an augur is?”

			I shook my head.

			“Well, you’re a reader. That’s why you know things other people can’t. Priests used to read entrails, you know.”

			“Oh.” I hadn’t put shoes on, or a coat. My feet burned from the cold. I’d read about priests reading leaves and bird signs, but not entrails.

			“Could you . . . talk to my husband, if you wanted?” She teared up, blinked it away.

			I shrugged. “I dunno.”

			She nodded like she’d expected me to disappoint her. Then she took a drag off her cigarette and blew the smoke at me. I was used to that too.

			“Knowing things about the living, seeing the dead . . . These are different skills. Do you know that?” She didn’t wait for me to answer. “Most can only do one or the other. You have a lot of potential. You could even be a world-crosser, maybe.”

			“What’s that?” For some reason I thought of the naked girl ghost.

			

			The woman looked me over again, and again she seemed dissatisfied. “It means traveling on the spiritual plane. Going places others can’t go, sometimes in your mind.” She frowned. “You have to learn to control it, you know. Or it’ll control you.”

			“How?”

			She made a disgusted face, like I was extremely stupid. I blushed hard.

			“Your power. It’s like playing an instrument, an instrument that plays itself. Do you want to play notes at school, or when you’re asleep?”

			I shook my head. I wanted her to tell me more, but I didn’t know how to ask. While I stood there thinking about it, she finished her cigarette.

			“Tell Barb I left,” she said, and got in her car and drove back to her pink house with the sad dead man pining for his roses. I never saw her again. She wasn’t important to the story, anyway, only what she said.

			When I went back inside, Barb was humming to herself and prancing around the kitchen with a mug full of whisky. I wanted her to feel this way all the time. I was also hopeful that this somehow meant we’d be eating a real turkey that year—Barb hated holidays. My heart sank when she pulled three turkey TV dinners out of the freezer, the third for Lottie. Turkey was the worst flavor.

			After that, I had a part-time job, which eventually became full-time. Every evening after school and all weekend long, I sat at the kitchen table across from more strangers that Barb actually let inside the house, though she made them leave their shoes on the porch and shielded the grimy table with a tapestry of woven plastic bags. Meanwhile, I fiddled with an oracle deck adorned with figures and symbols.

			

			“Optics are important,” Barb said. “People need to believe you’re channeling through something.” Somehow she was an expert on everything.

			The visitors’ sadness smelled like sauerkraut. Emotion-farting away, they smiled down at me like no one could smell it. I didn’t want to look at them or touch their grown-up hands. I tried to bite when they’d pet my hair.

			“How cute she is,” they cooed. They brought me gifts, which Barb stole.

			When I squirmed and cried, she gripped my arm and held me. “You’ll get used to it.”

			And I did, eventually. Over time, I realized the visitors asked questions they didn’t really want the answers to: Yes, that lover loved someone else, too, they “loved” many people; no, that cousin wasn’t coming home—maybe in body, but not spirit. Barb leaned forward, watching, waiting for the moment when their faces pinched. Barb said she loved money best, but I think she might’ve enjoyed breaking people’s hearts even more. But when I gave the visitors good news, they offered me a tip, which pleased Barb too. She snatched up all the money; I never touched it.

			“I told you,” she said, though she never explained what she’d told them about me. “I told you.” She grinned.

			After every reading, she popped popcorn in the treacherous old microwave and smiled while she ate it.

			I was proud that she was proud, even though what I was doing left me feeling soiled. I hated the fug of old memories and sorrows that lingered after each visitor, plus all the stale emotion-farts. But I kept my mouth shut.

			“You’re a good earner.” Barb cracked a smile. Her teeth were all different sizes and colors, like flint corn. “Not as good as pills, though.” She laughed.

			She started calling me “Gold,” a precious, shining nickname. It felt good in my mouth, unlike my real name, Esther, which sounded like mothballs and medicine.

			“You can stay home anytime you want,” Barb told me, encouraging me to ditch school. She wouldn’t ignore me now. But I couldn’t just play in my room all day either. If I was home, I was working.

			And then something changed. Like I’d layered on years overnight. When I was in my room, I was still in the house, with all the same smells and sounds. My toys were just plastic things, taking up space. I dumped them all out my window. Then I looked for another escape: I locked the door, sat on my bed, and read.

			Barb kept a modest library in the house for me, mostly classics: Little Women, The Scarlet Letter, Pride and Prejudice, Moby-Dick. There was a dry history of Babylon too. Maybe she’d bought them used, or someone had given them to her as a gift to decalcify her heart. Wherever they came from, they lived on my bookshelf after I’d read them, where they were safe from the junkyard outside my door.

			I craved some kind of order. Maybe that was why I liked stories so much: They had a predictable structure. I had collections of mythology, tales of petty gods and goddesses, always scheming and half naked, twisted up in sheets in the stylized black-and-white sketches that accompanied their tales. It was a few years before I could keep the Greek pantheon straight, or understood that when a god kidnapped someone, that meant he raped them. This happened on the soaps Barb indulged in as well, except in the myths, it wasn’t always a woman it happened to. And sometimes the god took the form of an animal to do it, hiding their humanlike face behind a mask of unapologetic Nature.

			One collection had lost its cover, but inside were myths from around the world: an Inuit tale where a grandmother had a penis and kept a wife, an Egyptian myth where a god got dismembered and his parts scattered, including his penis. The Akkadian goddess Ishtar traveled to the underworld and was sentenced to death, then got rescued and her husband took her place. The stories were strange. All the penises made me nervous. But many of the tales had seers: people who knew things they had no business knowing. Like me. And everything the seers said came true. Whatever the doomed did to avoid the prophecies only brought them about. They read the signs wrong, took things too literally, then couldn’t see their mistake until it was too late. Nothing much ever happened to the seers, except getting punished or killed. They issued their warnings and prophecies, most of which didn’t make any sense at the time, and that was it. They lived or died. The same people didn’t come back to them, month after month, year after year, to ask about their kids and their boyfriends and job prospects. No one cautioned these seers about their powers.

			Meanwhile, there was always a chosen someone or other, cursed with a fate of importance. They weren’t seers, but they were clever or strong, or both. They had a god, a nymph, or a giant for one of their parents, who watched over them, gave them gifts. I both wanted and didn’t want to be special like that. In the stories, it was better to pass your brief life eating and farming and loving, going about unnoticed.

			The myth of Persephone was one of my favorites, even though everything about it was alarming: gods abducting each other, holding humanity hostage, dwelling in gloom and filth. I read her story over and over, mispronouncing her name to myself. There was something equally vulnerable and tragic about her, how she got swallowed up by the earth when she reached for a flower. It was unlike the other abductions, where a nymph got snatched and nobody cared. Persephone’s mother was so grief-stricken, she was willing to let the whole world die. The only one who’d help her was Hekate, the dark side of the moon, basically the witch among the gods. She loaned Demeter her torch. I couldn’t imagine my own mother responding that way. If I’d disappeared on her, she would’ve been furious. I could never go home.

			Persephone ended up stuck in the underworld for half of each year with her husband/rapist because she ate the fruit of the dead. Women in these stories usually got pregnant right away, but she didn’t have any children. Instead, her mother made a deal, got her back part-time, like shared custody, only with her husband instead of her father. Then the world was green and warm again. She was half darkness, half springtime. She became a goddess.

			Like my sister, the naked girl said. She was in my room with me.

			“Your sister?” Oh, I thought. Her sister was abducted too.

			She never returned from the Great Below.

			The underworld, she meant. Maybe there was an uprising, or a war, and her sister got killed.

			I saw her there but once.

			“Where?”

			She killed me.

			“Right, you told me.”

			But I arose.

			How sad, she thought she was still alive.

			I was convinced she was a ghost, even though she liked to bring thunder with her when she visited, which set the dogs off. She enjoyed provoking them.

			I prefer lions, she said. As if those were the options: a domesticated dog or a lion.

			She was gentler then, before she revealed her intentions. It made it easier to believe she was harmless, just a shade.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 2

			The East Babylon Library wasn’t particularly inviting. The building was drab, with a droopy, washed-out American flag out front. Inside it smelled like pee and beef stew. Grown men slept in the aisles and hogged the ancient computers to hunt for porn. Nevertheless, the place was a treasure trove, full of books just begging to be taken home. I borrowed as many books as I could check out at once and kept them in a stack in my room, in the order I wanted to read them. I always saved the ones I was most interested in for last.

			I went from mythology to poetic epics and sagas. They were full of gods, demigods, and warriors. I liked the warriors best. They never lived that long, but they knew their power, and their purpose was clear. I pored over the Aeneid and the Iliad, the Epic of Gilgamesh. It was all about how much these men loved each other, really.

			Barb scoffed at the classics, as she did anything older than she was. She wouldn’t even touch them, as if she was afraid of them. She didn’t like me going to the library. Or anywhere, really. Barb wanted me home in case someone came for a reading.

			“You’re too young for those.”

			“Too young for what? Too young for words?”

			Barb pinched me and I fought the urge to scratch her back. Another year or two, and I’d be too big for her to get away with this.

			

			I picked up some American history, a few Russian novels I didn’t really understand. I probably would’ve read more widely if I’d befriended the librarians, but they seemed sour to me. Really, they had no authority and all this responsibility. Technically, the library was only supposed to be open three days a week, but they kept it open every day except Sunday. I think maybe they lived there somewhere. But it didn’t occur to me yet to talk to people when it wasn’t absolutely necessary. It wasn’t something Barb could teach me. Or Lottie. Lottie was not what you would call “good with people.”

			My readings took up a lot of Barb’s time, since she observed every single one. Lottie learned to occupy herself in another room during those visits. But if she turned the TV up too loud, Barb marched in and unplugged the thing.

			“She can’t hear herself think!” she hissed, then huffed back into the kitchen.

			Afterward, Lottie sulked, sucking her lips in so far they disappeared. Barb didn’t seem to notice, she hummed to herself as she counted up the day’s earnings.

			So if I wanted to go to the library, Lottie was all for it.

			“Let her go be a nerd if she wants,” she said, and I felt ashamed and insulted, but also glad for the support, even if it was just to get me out of the way.

			To help get me there, Lottie showed up with a rickety electric-blue mountain bike with a flat tire. It was too big for me, but I was excited anyway. A bike was freedom. I could reach the library in half the time.

			Barb came out and scowled. “Why’d you bring her a piece-of-shit bike like that? Why didn’t you get a new tire?”

			Lottie shrugged. “I can patch it up.”

			

			Barb cackled. My heart sank.

			Lottie set the bike down on its side. “I’ll be right back.”

			It was chilly out, but I didn’t want to go sit in the house with my mother, so I stood in the driveway and waited, nose running, hands filling my pockets. When Lottie returned, she had an air pump. She pounded it vigorously for several minutes, cursing the whole time, her face turning into a strawberry. The flat tire looked only marginally better.

			“Get on, let’s ride.”

			I straddled the seat while Lottie held it steady. My toes just barely scraped the ground. I was going to topple over.

			“Ok, pedal to the metal.” Lottie began pushing the bike forward as I braced against the pedals.

			The tires made it two full turns.

			“Hmm.” Lottie crouched down, nudged the wheel with her toe, then stood up and lit a cigarette. She dragged like she’d been weaned too early.

			Barb had already said the bike needed a new tire. Lottie could see she was right, and so could I. But she went on examining it from every angle, poking and prodding it occasionally like she was trying to figure out what killed it. I knew she just didn’t want to pay for a new one.

			I went back inside. Barb was watching TV and eating salted nuts from a can.

			“I told you,” she said as I squeezed through the hall, though she hadn’t said anything to me, only Lottie. Not that it mattered.

			I felt sick from shame. What she meant was that I was different, and it was stupid—embarrassing—for me to try to do normal things like other kids. Other kids didn’t even like me. Of course, that was all very convenient for Barb, with her plans to keep me home.

			“Come watch shows with me.” Her mouth half full. She laughed. I hated her big “hah hahs” and idiotic sitcoms.

			“No.” I pounded my way up the stairs.

			“You should have a girl’s bike, anyway. I’ll get you a girl’s bike!” she called after me. But she wouldn’t really. A dog yipped. “Oh, do you want a kissy? Do you want a kissy?”

			I shut myself up in my room with my books, my little twin bed, and the child’s desk. It was a dollhouse room.

			I picked up the desk, threw it down. It split into pieces.

			Overnight almost, I got bigger. And bigger. My butt, thighs, and stomach all plumped up. I was going
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