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			To Becky Arnold.

			And to George and Laura Heller of Putney, Vermont.

			From whose porch the world unfolded.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The file is in a small maple chest which has served as a lampstand for years, in the corner of my library. The chest is my mother’s. Hayley. I remember that there are other keepsakes in the dove-jointed box: a deed to the cabin in Vermont; a hair ribbon and silk corsage from somebody’s wedding, not hers; a tin of surf wax; a fountain pen; a simple green jade bracelet. A short scroll with the ink brush figure of a heron in bamboo and Chinese calligraphy in the corner.

			That I could have forgotten the file, or ignored it, or delayed reading it for two decades. That I did not open the chest in all that time, that I was not willing.

			Open the chest.

			I lift off the lamp and carry the box to my desk and untape the key from the bottom and fit it into the wrought-iron keyhole. Why now? Because four days ago I found out that I was ten weeks pregnant—father known but at this point immaterial.

			A daughter, I’m sure.

			And somehow I feel that she would want to know who her grandmother was. And I feel, too, that in seeing what there is to see I might find my footing in a lineage that would ground me, that might whisper, “These are your people. Hard-boned and just, except to themselves. Who could never accept the wonder of their own magic.”

			But I also know that what I see could sear beyond hope of recovery.

			

			*

			The January blizzard shakes the panes in the French doors and drifts snow on the patio and against the low stone wall. Only midafternoon, but already going to a stormy dusk. I take a breath and turn the key and lift the top.

			Not Pandora’s box exactly, but an opening on a world I had preferred to keep closed. And there, beneath everything, under all the mementos like a false bottom, lies the manila file. I work it up one side of the box and let the other things slide gently back into place. I set it on the green blotter.

			There is no title, no scrawl in Hayley’s erratic hand, cursive so heedless and jumpy it’s hard to believe that even she could read it. No writing, only the blank beige of the file folder in which I see the flat sands of a desert.

			Do I wish that? That the file will contain nothing but the grains of lost time? Maybe. That I could handle. But beauty, as transmuted through the heart of my mother, may be too much to bear. And I know, I know, that inside this folder, from the first sheet to the last, there will be a devastating dose of the stuff. Because Hayley was, I found out years after it was too late to acknowledge in her company, one of the greatest English translators of the Tang dynasty, of the Chinese mountain poets and particularly of the princess Li Xue, who lived in western Sichuan in the beginning of the eighth century and was a contemporary of Li Po.

			How can paper age so, inside a wooden box? The manila feels fragile in my fingers as I lift the edge and fold it back and see on top, on notebook paper with faded lines, the very first poem.

			The Orchard

			Tonight the scent of apple blossoms

			and the murmur of the brook

			slip through the open window

			the way we once heard ten strings.

			Our daughter sleeps despite the racket in my heart.

			When you rode off, we were practically children.

			I counted the months by the moon,

			filled out like her, like a loom fan.

			Every evening I stood at the gate.

			The wind came from the west, but never brought news of you.

			Now our daughter is five and we are far from the capital.

			I pray that the war has left you unscathed,

			that you simply decided you no longer love me.

			Death is permanent.

			This way, one day you might have a change of heart,

			and someone could tell you where to find us

			in the blue hills above the river at Xinxiang.

			Oh, God. Only the first. I slide the papers forward and breathe. I can see it, how she might order the work: Li Xue had left over five hundred poems and Hayley had selected thirty—will her translations be chosen for moments in time, to mirror in some way our own lives?

		

	
		
			One

			My mother was a back-to-the-lander. She had had this idea: to move with me, her six-year-old, to a cabin in a defunct orchard a few miles from a large river in Vermont. “Defunct” meaning that the trees had gone untended for years, had grown twisted and rangy, had yielded to waist-high orchard grass, young spruce and poplar, birch, maple. Or they had died and toppled, been lightning-struck and broken by the errant twisters that touched down, strangely, in these hills every few years.

			The pond at the bottom of the orchard, brook-fed, had halfway silted in, but still held enough water to support the visits of giant beavers who seemed to me as big as bears and much meaner. In the stack of children’s books Hayley brought with us there were Winnie the Pooh and Corduroy, and the bears were always nice.

			The cabin was thirty-one and a half feet long and seventeen feet seven inches deep. I know because I now live in it half the time and I just took a tape to the outside walls. This seems to me to be an eccentric pairing of dimensions, but I suppose that the size of the logs dictated the length of the walls. In any event it was small, even for the two of us and Bear, our Bernese mountain mutt. This was Hayley’s delusion of pedigree. To me he looked more like a combination of a beagle and a not-so-great Dane, with a lot of fur thrown in, errantly, for good measure. He was a happy mess, appearance-wise.

			Hayley had been, at a very young age, an associate professor and a towering translator. Why did she give it all up to move here? Well, she gave part of it up: She never stopped working on her translations. I think in some way she was emulating the life of her subjects—the exile to the mountains, sometimes self-imposed, of the Tang dynasty poets. There was something they had all been seeking, and I think she was looking for it too.

			Childhood memories are subject to constant revision, and so I have mostly vague and gauzy recollections of our move, punctuated by images and events that are far more crisp, even cinematic. I remember, for instance, the night the woodstove caught the roof on fire, and there is a certain pungency of resin-rich boards and scorched steel sheeting that still seems to linger in the recesses of my sinuses. At bonfires, when planks of construction scrap are thrown on, I find myself beginning to hyperventilate. Not exactly Proust’s madeleine. Another vivid memory is the time I caught my first fish in the pond. This fish, which had to be a brook trout and could not have been more than six or seven inches long, looms in my mind like a plesiosaur. The fight to bring him in, which I conducted masterfully under the screaming instruction of my excited mother, lives in my memory with the grandeur of The Old Man and the Sea. Such is the wonder of youth, that the world is essentially malleable, that small events can be made big and large events made to disappear.

			Hayley—Mom—was a woman of letters, an organic gardener, an artist, an ethical consumer, and thus prone to bouts, seasons, even eras, of delusion. This seems a harsh judgment, much harsher than is necessary, and probably wrong. What I mean is that she brought us, Bear and me, to this bucolic, decaying, ramshackle setting to make a new life close to nature; that nature was one leg of the stool, and self-sufficiency and beauty the others. This was a place where her little daughter and her dog would grow under the domain of the constellations, the fresh winds of the new seasons, and ripening apples and falling leaves and swelling brooks and thawing ice and phalanxes of migrating geese barking out of the high dark and and and…

			Well, it was beautiful. It is. I can stand on my front porch and concur and thank her.

			

			*

			She thought she would revive the orchard. There were plenty of apples. They had been ripening and falling on their own for decades. The wildness had somehow concentrated their sweetness. I suppose it was because so many of the branches had died—prey to insects and disease—that the ones that were left and still bore fruit were in some way more distilled. Each ripe apple from these gnarled elders was a gift of deliciousness. I remember that. And I can still find a half-feral survivor, an impossibly twisted hybrid at the edge of what field remains, and bite through the ruddy skin with the same surprise and pleasure I did when I was seven.

			The problem is that to make an orchard economically viable, one needs to produce a certain number of apples per tree, so that picking becomes efficient, and one needs pickers and pruners. But the pickers will shun you when they take one look at your sparse and ancient relics, as they know that they can harvest bumper crops just down the road.

			And so, if you are a young, earnest back-to-the-lander with a tiny, as yet nonjudgmental daughter and a dog, you are relegated by your own impulsiveness to harvesting these trees on your own. And the bushels of spotted fruit which cost you so much scratched skin and backache and sunburn, and exhaust you entirely, and bring you nearly—sometimes not so nearly—to tears as you load them into the back of your balking mule of a pickup—these baskets fetch you, from the indulgent if tight-lipped buyer at the co-op, just enough money to pay for your gas and for new sneakers for your growing daughter. This buyer, by the way, was named Bill—Bill the Buyer, we called him—and he turned out to be a very sweet castaway whose family had all been killed in Croatia, and who informed us that our discolored, sometimes scabbed apples were “noncompliant” but “happily sweet.”

			So after that first fall, Hayley had to devise another plan. She was very good with a chainsaw and had cut enough dead apple trees to keep us in fragrant firewood for the next two winters. And as the blizzards raged and the icicles extended their glass fingers from the eaves and the forest behind the cabin creaked, the three of us gathered around the plank table in the middle of our one superheated room and put our heads together to figure out how we were going to make a living.

			I must have turned seven, as my birthday is in January. I remember more than anything the grown-up feeling of putting fist under chin or against forehead while we pondered our future, while we brainstormed and strategized. I also remember the morning Hayley dressed me in my Monday Best, as she called it, and took me down to some big brick building in Brattleboro where a man with one eye that looked at the ceiling asked me a bunch of questions and gave Hayley a stack of notebooks, some heavy textbooks, and a calendar. He was the homeschooling superintendent, and he kept patting the corner of his mouth and one nostril with a handkerchief, and I later wrote a story called “Leaky Man” starring him. He shook Hayley’s hand, patted me on the head, gave me a grape Tootsie Pop, and walked us to the door of his office, where he seemed very glad to get rid of us. Funny what you recall.

		

	
		
			Two

			This story begins in earnest the morning Rose Lattimore walked up the orchard track. It was mud season, mid-March, also sugaring time, when the nights freeze and the trees creak like old hinges, but then the days thaw, the brooks rush, the snow melts, and the sap runs in the maple trees. Like our neighbors, we tapped our maples. We endeavored to collect the faintly sweet-tasting water in hanging buckets, the old way. All our neighbors used plastic tubing which ran from tree to tree in awful webs.

			Hayley kept the door and all the windows open and the woodstove roaring and boiled down the sap in a giant canning pot. Not quite the way our neighbors did it, with their dedicated sugarhouses and vast boiling pans, but it seemed to work. After what seemed to me years of strenuous gathering, we wrung about twenty gallons of ambrosia-like syrup out of the maples around the orchard. I wonder now if the reward for all of this wasn’t supposed to be the work itself, but I am also cognizant of the fact that I had one pair of overalls and only two pairs of shoes: black-and-yellow fireman’s boots with big looping hand-pulls and patches of glue that looked like spilled egg whites, and one pair of Keds that I despised because they were pink. And so one afternoon when Hayley was hammering together a crude chicken coop, I used a black magic marker to turn them into what I imagined were the paws of a tiger. I thought one could do anything on striped feet.

			This one morning in late March, the woodstove was popping, the door was open, the nuthatches were wheezing. I was sitting below the porch steps on Bear, who often consented to be chair, backrest, pillow, ottoman, and, today, throne. I was Aud, Queen of the Vikings. I was seated before my ancestral lands and pulling on Bear’s ear and asking him, as my chief warrior, Ragnar, where we should invade next, when I saw a flash of red down by the pond, at the bottom of the four-wheel-drive track that served as our long driveway.

			I was only seven, but I could read like a wizard, and Hayley and I had been tearing through The Curse of Andvari’s Ring together. Certain words like eviscerate I always needed help with, but I appreciated, after the halting effort, how the word tumbled out like so many guts. I usually didn’t like being a girl so much—unlike me and Hayley, they seemed in stories to spend too much time inside castles, brushing their hair—but when we read about Gunnhild and Aud, I saw the possibilities in being a forthright and cruel queen.

			Through the leafless trees, that first flash of red. A fleeting tatter of color lost again in the branches like the flight of a cardinal. Then it reappeared as a scarf—rose, not red—appended to a long purplish cardigan atop which bobbed a head of wild blond curls that spilled to broad shoulders and framed, I saw as she came closer, a red-cheeked face and hexagonal rimless glasses.

			Bear and I fell silent. She saw us and waved and I waved back, twisting my hand like a queen. We didn’t have a TV, but now I spent a day a week down at the elementary school in the village so that—as Hayley said, tying the waist bow on my only dress and patting me down—I didn’t grow up like Tarzan. This was a poor rhetorical feint, as I couldn’t think of anything better than growing up like Tarzan. Anyway, I had seen the marriage of Princess Diana and Prince Charles on the classroom TV and I knew how queens waved.

			The lady responded with more enthusiasm. In fact, she stopped dead and waved with both arms, like a castaway to a passing ship. Bear and I glanced at each other. I could feel him stirring beneath me and hear his tail whisking the grass and I thumped his big head and commanded, “Stay!”

			She came on. When she got abreast of our old truck she stopped and said, “Does he bite?”

			“Definitely,” I said.

			“He doesn’t look mean.”

			“He’s not mean, he just bites.”

			“I see.”

			The lady was of indeterminate age. She seemed both much older and much younger than Hayley. Her eyes were a mischievous glancing blue.

			“Well,” she said. “Requesting permission to speak to the queen.”

			My hand reached up and felt the gold cardboard crown we had made yesterday in first grade. It was a stupid crown, nothing like a Viking queen’s, but still. Bear couldn’t restrain himself any longer and stood up and upended me. I scrambled to my feet.

			“Are you from Brattleboro?” I said. Brattleboro was the seat of all officialdom.

			“Westminster West,” she said.

			“Oh.”

			Bear was prancing in place and whining with excitement and trying not to jump on the lady. I thumped him on the head and said, “Bear, sit!” He sat. She stuck out her hand, which was too much for him. He squirmed and covered her fingers with slobber.

			“Rosie,” she said.

			“Oh,” I said. “Bear, quit!”

			“What’s your name?”

			“Frith.”

			“Frith!” Her voice rang like the brass bell that hung on the porch and that Hayley struck to call me to dinner. She had very white, even teeth. I wondered if she was in the movies. Nobody had ever said my name with such delight. It kind of floated up between us, then flew away into the trees. “Like in The Snow Goose,” she said.

			“Yep.”

			I was charmed, I admit it. “You want to speak to Hayley?” I said.

			“Okay.”

			“Moooooommmmm!” I screamed.

			

			*

			Rosie was a weaver who actually made a decent living at her craft. Or art. Once when we were fishing with chicken gizzards and bobbers (lame), she told me that the only difference between art and craft, or art and conversation, or art and humming—or even fishing—is the maker’s connection to God. I had no idea what she was talking about, but that line has stuck with me all my life. I am not a religious person, but I think she was onto something. Rosie often said odd things at odd times, which now seem freighted with some kind of genius, or foresight.

			On that bright morning, with visible steam pouring out of the windows, she put one slender hand against the doorframe and yelled “Knock, knock!” and thus began what I think of as the third chapter of our lives, the first two being my arrival on the planet and Hayley and me moving to the orchard.

			

			*

			Rosie had heard of us through her friend Ivy Darrow, who ran the next orchard down the hill, toward the river. A real orchard, with farm trucks painted with a logo of apple-cheeked maidens spilling red and green apples from bushel baskets while the Vermont hills turned purple behind them. The bushel baskets that caused Hayley so much distress to fill. Hayley, I thought, whenever I saw those trucks rumble by, didn’t look a thing like those maidens, and I wondered if it was a character flaw. The hills did look like our own distant hills going blue in the evening, and I appreciated that some of the apples in the picture were green, like our own apples, and this verisimilitude strengthened my conviction that there was something seriously awry with our operation.

			Rosie had gone to school with Ivy since they were around seven, my age. And one evening, drinking gin and tonics on Ivy’s porch, Ivy said, “I have new neighbors. In Gray’s old cabin.”

			“Hippies, I bet,” Rosie said, which was a bit unfair, a bit calling the kettle black.

			“Sort of. She was a professor, apparently. In something like translation. Has a book, sort of a classic.”

			“She?”

			“It’s just the woman, Hayley, and her daughter. Who is little. Super nice. They don’t have a phone, of course, so I told them they’re welcome to give my number out to family and use mine for emergencies.”

			Rosie said later that the notion of an author of any stripe living right next door was just too tempting. She was wrestling at the time with her own identity as an artist, so a translator of Chinese poetry, and therefore herself a poet of sorts, was maybe an irresistible draw.

			What she saw when she half entered the cabin cannot have been inspiring. Hayley’s head was in the scalding steam over the five-gallon pot as she tried to fish a hydrometer out of what she hoped was nearly bona fide syrup. The hydrometer measured density, and it was like a little buoy thermometer you floated in the hot sap. When the red line on the tube rose even with the surface of the liquid, you had syrup. That’s when she usually yelled, “Eureka!” Hayley’s head was wrapped in a rag to keep her hair out of the pan, and she was shirtless—why get a shirt soaked with steam? Her bra policy was inconsistent, and she would never deign to own a bikini when one clearly was meant to swim in one’s birthday suit, so today her breasts were bare. She wore a long skirt patched with what looked like tear sheets from a Marvel comic but were actually patches cut from a child’s Superwoman bed ruffle that Tina at the thrift store had given her for free the last time we were there. Hayley did not look like an associate professor. She looked like a witch at her kettle.

			How she kept her face from burning in the steam, I don’t know. “Fuck!” she yelped as she dropped the hydrometer back in the pot, and then she picked up a rag and lifted the heavy vessel off the range and set it on the plank floor.

			This was pretty much how all our living-off-the-land endeavors played out.

			Mom blew a strand of stray hair out of her face and then sneezed—turning away from the bucket of precious nectar at her feet—and when she sneezed I saw with acute embarrassment that her boobs bounced. In moments of vulnerability, I thought of her as Mom. But those moments always scared me, and so I liked her much better as Hayley. When she turned back, she realized that she had a visitor. She grabbed a torn towel off the back of a wooden chair and covered herself and, holding the towel together in front with one hand, said, “Excuse me, Jesus.”

			“Gesundheit,” Rosie said.

			“Thanks.”

			There was an awkward face-off, and then Hayley said, “Who the fuck are you?”

			

			*

			Rosie, to her credit, laughed. An honest laugh that seemed to clear the steam from the room and make Hayley look less like a witch.

			“I the fuck am Rosie.” She stuck out her hand, which Hayley uncertainly took.

			“Are you from child welfare?”

			“God, no. Nor the IRS. Nor Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms. I don’t think I would have gotten past the child or the dog.”

			“Harmless. The dog, I mean.”

			“He doesn’t bite?”

			“He barely chews his food.” Hayley saw me behind the woman’s skirts. “She, the little whippet behind you—well, the jury’s out. Just a sec.” Hayley turned and snatched a T-shirt off the same chair and slipped it over her head. “Let’s sit outside,” she said. “The bench is in the sun.”

			It was one of those early spring days that are cold in the shade and warm in the sun. Sun in Vermont is not the same threat it is in, say, Colorado, or Chihuahua, and is usually welcome. The bench was scooched to the front edge of the little porch, where it could catch every ray. We all sat on it, Rosie in the middle. That’s when I realized how tall our visitor was, and how strong. When you have been sitting next to one woman your whole life, you get used to the topography. It’s like living all your days at the skirt of a certain mountain. So when you are suddenly beside another mountain that is much taller and more formidable, well. It startled me. I looked up at Rosie and noticed the breadth of her shoulders, the strength in her hands. I leaned out and looked at Mom, the top of whose head came to about Rosie’s jawline. Hayley was no slouch. Once she wiped the tears from her eyes, she could grit her teeth and heft a bushel of apples as well as any woman.

			But I knew immediately, sitting next to Rosie and feeling the sun’s heat radiate off her mohair sweater and smelling the fragrance of another adult woman, that this apparition would not grit her teeth when she swung a bushel basket. She would whistle without breaking a note.

			“Hmm,” Rosie said, though about what I wasn’t sure. “I remember this orchard when the Darrows still ran it.”

			“We still pick,” Hayley said. “A few of the trees.”

			“The apples are noncompliant,” I said.

			Rosie laughed. “The best things often are,” she said.

			“You want a beer?” Mom said.

			“Sure.”

			Hayley got up and brought out two cans of Catamount and one of A&W root beer. I heard three sharp sighs as the three tabs were pulled back, and then we all drank in silence in the sun. If anyone thought it odd that Rosie seemed to be here for no stated reason, no one said anything. Sitting in a row on the bench, drinking our beers, seemed suddenly to be as good as it gets. I swung my legs and for once didn’t feel the need to cause havoc or be somewhere else in my imagination. Finally Rosie said, “Ivy tells me you’re a translator. Or so trained.”

			Or so trained. Lovely.

			Mom choked. She put her fist up and coughed into it. “Wrong way,” she gasped. She pounded her breastbone. “Translator, whew.”

			“No?” Rosie said.

			“I have translated. Seems like another life.” Which wasn’t exactly true. I saw Hayley at night when I was supposed to be asleep, sitting at the table with the lantern and writing in her notebook.

			Rosie waited. “The poetry of the Tang,” Hayley said. “Even published a volume. But.”

			“But,” Rosie repeated.

			We all blinked into the sunlight and tipped back our cans and looked out into the leafless orchard where the last patches of snow were melting into the runnels of the tire tracks, the shoots of green grass, the mud. The two buts seemed to encompass and embrace the old apple trees, the hills beyond, the garble of the brook, the dropping two-note song of a chickadee. It was not like
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