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    This whole act’s immutably decreed. ‘Twas rehearsed by thee and me a billion years before this ocean rolled. Fool! I am the Fates’ lieutenant; I act under orders. 
 
    Aye, toil we how we may, we all sleep at last on the field. 
 
    For whatever is truly wondrous and fearful in man, never yet was put into words or books. And the drawing near of Death, which alike levels all, alike impresses all with a last revelation, which only an author from the dead could adequately tell. 
 
    There is no folly of the beasts of the earth which is not infinitely outdone by the madness of men. 
 
    …That one most perilous and long voyage ended, only begins a second; and second ended, only begins a third; and so on for ever and for aye. Such is the endlessness, yea, the intolerableness of all earthly effort. 
 
    Herman Melville 
 
    Moby-Dick 
 
      
 
    That is not dead which can eternal lie, 
 
    And with strange aeons, even death may die. 
 
    H.P. Lovecraft 
 
    “The Nameless City” 
 
      
 
    I have seen the eternal Footman hold my coat, and snicker. 
 
    T.S. Eliot  
 
    ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ 
 
      
 
    We’re all gonna be dirt in the ground. 
 
    Tom Waits 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    She performed her own Cesarean section. 
 
    With a scalpel she removed from the tote bag beside her naked knees in the beach sand, she cut a horizontal line three inches up from her groin, along her bloated belly. The whitening of her thumb- and forefinger-nail told of the considerable pressure she used to sink the inconspicuously sharp instrument. Starting from the left, a continuous curtain of blood seeped out from the lengthening wound, which was eight inches when finished. 
 
    There was less blood than you might expect. What amply burst out instead was yellow fat, which mixed with what blood there was, creating a passing illusion of fire slipping out of her belly and into the night. 
 
       Biting her lip as sweat streamed down her face from her black hairline, she put a finger from her left hand and the blade tip in her right both into the Pfannenstiel incision and she pushed in her finger while running the blade back and forth within the incision, slowly sinking deeper to cut through the deeper fat, which she flicked out into the sand below her, where the fiery blobs amassed and steamed in the cool night.  
 
     Once she removed enough fat, she extended her neck and spread apart the lips of the wound with thumb and forefinger and then she spotted the fascia, bloodily and creamily incandescent underneath the light of the moon. She sliced another horizontal line into the fascia, then spread it apart, muscles straining as she forced herself to remain steady on her shaking knees. 
 
    Pushing two fingers of her left hand in deeper, she slipped through the muscles, which she then spread wider so as to bring in the scalpel. With a third finger, she felt the thin rubber of the peritoneum, slick and sticky with blood. 
 
    She hesitated more with this layer, perhaps feeling the accordion of her bowels just below that thin membrane. She may have been thinking to wait a little while more, to get her courage up, but she saw the blood leaking out of her and it gave her haste and no doubt it was this haste that led her to push in the blade tip too deeply, piercing one of her bowels, which was the greatest pain she had yet felt and which drew more blood than there should have been, and her eyes widened and she froze momentarily, maybe wondering what this meant, perhaps thinking to stop now and head for the hospital, but perhaps she knew she would not make it. 
 
    So she retracted the blade from the overzealous piercing and moved it higher upon the peritoneum, drawing the blade vertically this time. She only cut it open a little and was able to spread it more without tearing, though at this point it wouldn’t much matter. 
 
    The next layer was called the retroperitoneum. She made a few hesitant shallow cuts into this, then pulled it apart the rest of the way and she gasped at the sudden gush of amniotic fluid, which washed away the blood as well as the scalpel from her hand, and she was frozen again, feeling her womb still leaking, but then she was back and she reached in both hands to her uterus and grasped the head and it might have reminded her of sugar cookie dough at Christmas and she gently pulled while contracting her stomach muscles, pushing it out, and veins strained out of her temples and she gritted her teeth and closed her eyes and pulled and pushed and then she felt the head slip through the incisions and heard its watery wailing and she pulled it the rest of the way out and it was a girl and she was a mess, like some kind of grotesque Halloween ornament. 
 
     She stared at the babe for longer than they would have at the hospital. There was no joy nor relief. Instead she looked at the child with the eyes of an art dealer inspecting a supposed original. 
 
     The babe opened her eyes and they stared into another pair that were her same green. 
 
     The mother nodded, flicking off the grime from the baby’s face, then she put the babe’s flat wide nose that may yet sharpen and shrivel, much like her mother’s, into her mouth and the mother sucked out the fluid and the blood from the babe’s nostrils and spat it out into the sand. 
 
     Then she got the scalpel and cut the umbilical cord at both ends. The air was heavy with winter and snow, which didn’t fall here but farther inland, coating the forest floor and the roofs of the distant beach houses. And there was the smell of blood and the smell of molded cheese—not properly molded cheese, such as Cornish Yarg, but a kind that has been left out under the sun and moon for too many of their cycles. 
 
     The mother was pale and sweaty and her breathing ragged. From the tote bag, she attached a laminated wristband to the babe’s wrist and there was a phone number on it. Then she got out several fleece blankets and she swaddled the bawling babe in these burrito-like. Then she got out a battery-operated space heater. With this and the babe held to her bare breasts, though not to suckle, she moved away from the shoreline, which was rather calm and dark under the moon-grayed clouds. She laid the blanketed babe among some rocks, digging a slight depression for her to lie in, then turned on the heater to medium and propped it up between two small rocks several feet away from the babe but still blowing on her. 
 
     Then, not bothering to hold her bizarrely gaping wounds, which trailed blood and fluid behind her, she went back to the shoreline, putting herself against the bow of a moored motorboat. Her bare feet sinking in the damp sand, she strained and suddenly the boat slipped back into the water. Once far enough out, she retrieved her tote bag, then waded weakly out into the saltwater, whose slow tide washed into her body and bore away her blood and placenta, as it would with the trail of blood and fluid on the land when the tide was higher, and she hauled herself aboard. 
 
     The engine of the rusted green craft came alive with one yank and she might have been thankful for that. It was a herculean effort for her to turn the outdrive, so that the boat’s bow turned seaward, then the engine roared like an old dog too fat and lazy to do anything else, a shadow of its former ferocity, as she pivoted the motor down and propelled the boat forward, soon losing the crying of the infant. 
 
     The expansive coast little more than a speck now, she stopped. She was almost over. She reached into the deck and lifted out a red plastic jerrycan sloshing full of gasoline. She unscrewed it and poured it out all over her naked body and she hissed as it got into and burned her most mysterious parts now made bare to the world. Then she got a pink plastic lighter that was probably some Bic knockoff and her eyes briefly glanced up to the cloudy starless scantily moonlighted darkness above before she closed them, bit her lip, and struck the lighter. 
 
     She died before she was fully burned up, before the boat caught fire and the engine and gas tank exploded, before the boat broke apart, some parts sinking, others floating. She was all ash by that time, swallowed up into the world. 
 
      
 
    Cordorubias Tendler came home late that night and found his 34-week-pregnant wife, Lourdes, was not home. That was not odd. She had been spending more and more time at the lab in recent months, which was probably why they worked so well together: A reporter’s and a scientist’s hours are rarely constrained to nine to five. 
 
     Cordo worked at The Seattle Times and he had been covering the Chipotle E. coli outbreak recently and had routinely been coming home at—Jesus, 2:30. Lourdes said she didn’t mind, made her feel less guilty about working late too—doing whatever it was she was doing. 
 
     They rarely talked about their work—particularly since the baby and everything had come on the scene—but even before that, they had never really talked about work, perhaps for the reason that the other would not understand. Cordo would not understand her talking about controls, cultures, processes, physiological functions and Lourdes would not understand him talking about nut graffs, leading questions, A.P. style, hard deadlines. 
 
     But that had not ever stopped them from talking—clearly, to marry, they must have shared some interests. Those included… 
 
     Oh well. Too late to get into all that now. 
 
     He took off his navy blue cardigan and deposited it on the couch in the living room—where it would probably be the topic of one of Lourdes’ nesting admonitions to keep this place clean over coffee and not-quite-made-from-scratch blueberry muffins in the sunlit morning—as well as his blue and brown leather satchel before heading through their unlighted 2,000-square-foot three-bedroom two-bath house in Everett, a suburb of Seattle.  
 
     They’d moved out here from a freak sideshow apartment in the city a year after getting married a few years ago. They’d gotten this house for under $300,000, so thank God for yes-men mortgage brokers. 
 
     Maybe he thought about the average square footage of the American house today, whereas in ‘80s and ‘90s it had surely been smaller. He might have thought back to reruns of Roseanne, a then-modern family, and might have tried to imagine the house and compare it to his. Was it bigger? Didn’t the Conners’ have an upstairs? This house didn’t, so did that mean they were worse off than the Conners? 
 
     In the bedroom with the made queen-sized bed and the light of the moon—the same moon shining upon a woman on a beach as she eviscerated herself just then—and the thick hedge outside the window, he opened his nightstand drawer and removed a circular pill container, labeled for each day of the week. He opened today’s—yesterday’s, rather—and swallowed them, four, dry. 
 
     Sertraline, 50 milligrams. He’d recently upped to 200 milligrams a day after not being able to fall asleep a couple of nights in a row. 
 
     He took out his phone, set the alarm for seven a.m., texted, “I love you, wake me up when you get home babe” to Lourdes, sent it off, plugged the phone into the wall charger and set it on the nightstand, then undressed, lay down, and went to sleep. 
 
     He could not have known Lourdes’ phone lay dark and dead in her own bedside drawer. 
 
      
 
    Six a.m. on the forested coastline was another world. The wind was salty and aromatic with the winter chill and pine. The needles crunched under your feet and sometimes you stepped on a ball of clumped dirt and other detritus that popped like a Christmas ornament from spending the night on the chilly forest floor. You could see your breath in the beam from your headlight headband. 
 
     Two young intrepid—is that redundant?—hikers, perhaps on break from college, warm in their three layers, woolen beanies, gloves, and plastirubber boots were headed south along a trail in the pine forest. Their cheeks were ruddy and their noses sniffley and they had coffee breath and warm bellies full of doughnuts from their drive over from Sequim when they heard the baby’s cries. 
 
     They might have at first taken it to be some sort of fowl or starving animal but when they looked at each other, they both thought the same thing and were horrified. They raced farther south, following the cries, and eventually came down onto the beach. They headed up shore and found the baby in the blankets amid the rocks and space heater. She was red in the face and snotty but otherwise all right. 
 
     The hikers tried calling the police but there was no service out here. So, taking off their shell jackets and putting them around her, they hiked back up to the scenic overview stop where they’d left their Jeep and there they had service. The one who called was frantic and the operator could hear the baby wailing and the operator told the hiker it was good she was crying, she was healthy. The operator instructed them to take the baby to the nearest hospital, which was in Forks, officers will meet you there. 
 
      
 
    Cordo wakened before his alarm went off by the smell of brewed coffee. Perhaps he thought, in his pre-waking consciousness, wherein anything is possible and nothing is at all absurd, that meant Lourdes was home and up before him for once. But then he probably remembered he’d bought a coffee machine that could be programed to brew at a specific time, as a result of those rare instances when Lourdes had gotten up before him and forgotten to turn on the old pot. 
 
     He lay rubbing his eyes, then looked beside him. The bed sheets were in a tangle—he moved around like a WWE wrestler at night, Lourdes told him—and there was nothing but dissipating sleepiness in his face until he looked across the room at the dresser, where Lourdes had her jewelry box and religiously put her purse beside it when she came home. Then he noticed the bathroom was dark and there was no lingering scent of Lourdes’ shampoo or conditioner or her jasmine moisturizer nor her lavender perfume. 
 
     He called for her and heard his echo. He got out of bed and went through the house and could find no evidence she’d been home. Then he found her purse in a kitchen table chair. He looked through it, then called out for her again. 
 
     Back in the bedroom, he called her but it went straight to voicemail. Was she already in the lab? He went to his contacts, found Tom Liking, Lourdes’ lab partner at the university. He answered after three rings with the sound of no-coffee-yet in his voice. Was Lourdes there? No, he was still at home and hadn’t seen her since yesterday around five p.m., I don’t know where she is, I don’t either, I’ll call around, call you back, OK, thanks. 
 
     They hung up and Cordo stood in the middle of the kitchen, unsure. He looked at the time: 6:51. He turned off his phone alarm, called her office at the university, no answer, called some other graduate assistants who had offices around hers, one reported to Cordo that Lourdes’ office was locked. 
 
     Cordo got some coffee, poured milk in it and stirred, then sat down at the kitchen table, leg jiggling and likely thinking horrible thoughts. 
 
     At 7:32 he called Everett police, my pregnant wife has cancer and she didn’t come home last night, yes I’ve called everyone who might know where she is, she’s not at her office. They took a description and said they would send it out through the metro area.  
 
     Three minutes after he hung up, an unknown number called, he answered: Lourdes? 
 
     “Good morning, sir, this is the Forks Police Department…” 
 
      
 
    They told him they currently had a baby with his phone number on her wrist at a hospital here in Forks, could you come out here, sir? A baby? A baby. Is Lourdes there, did she go into labor? Lourdes is my wife, is she there? 
 
     “Sir, can you please come out here and we can discuss this further?” 
 
     Cordo went out to his car and sped to Forks. 
 
      
 
    They’d met in Cordo’s last year at UW. He’d been a journalism major who needed eight to nine credits of lab sciences. He’d taken astronomy as a freshman on recommendation from his father when he was pre-teen. His father had taken the same astronomy class at the same university in 1976 and emphasized how ridiculously easy it had been and so Cordo had taken it some 40 years later—and barely passed. 
 
     So he’d put off his second and final lab science until his senior year. He searched around for a genuinely easy class and on recommendation from a friend, he signed up for Horticulture 101. He’d found it no easier and would have dropped it and taken another lab science the next semester had it not been for the hot graduate assistant, whom providence had seen fit to teach his lab, who had no ring on her finger. 
 
     While the professor droned on about Brassicaceae, dicots, cotyledons, and loam, Cordo looked across the auditorium at the pretty black-haired woman sitting with the other GAs—including Tom—who sat in the front row. She diligently took notes on things she probably already knew backward and forward and she chuckled at all the professor’s terrible agriculture and horticulture jokes—how are husbands like lawn mowers? They’re hard to get started, they emit horrible smells, and half the time they don’t work. 
 
     So yes, he’d stayed in the class and done fairly well, passed with a B, mostly thanks to his frequent asking for clarification from the hot GA, who quickly learned his name and smiled whenever she saw him, and from being in her office so much and small-talking in between her lessons on concepts, he gradually learned she was studying ways to introduce asexual reproduction into money crops—corn, cotton, alfalfa, potatoes. 
 
     It was during these times, when Cordo sat in a chair beside her at her desk, he first caught the scent of her toiletries, saw how her long black hair shone like black suede, her skin pale as a vampire’s, dimples in her cheeks when she smiled patiently at him as he tried to grasp the difference between monocots and dicots. 
 
     He asked her out after the semester was over. He went to her office in the little corridor for GA offices. She’d had an officemate back then, another Ph.D. candidate in plant sciences, but he had not been there when Cordo went in. She was poring over papers, grading, wearing odd circular spectacles—not glasses, spectacles, that’s how old they were, predating the hipster era of interest—and she gazed over the rims with her Amazonian green eyes and hair loose around her shoulders and she smirked, perhaps long ago discerning his crush on her. 
 
     “Hi Cordo. What can I do for you?” she sat back, crossing her arms. 
 
     He took a deep breath—he hadn’t been on sertraline then and perhaps in retrospect, such a feat as asking someone out made him awe at his younger self—and he could hear the shaking in his own voice. 
 
     “Do you drink coffee?” 
 
     “Not habitually,” she smiled. “I’ve had it.” 
 
     He shrugged. 
 
     “Would you care to have coffee with me?” 
 
     Lourdes swiveled her chair around, pushing back her grin. 
 
     “We’re really not supposed to drink coffee with students.” 
 
     “Iced tea then.” 
 
     She laughed. 
 
     “That either.” 
 
     “The semester’s over though.” 
 
     “Almost. Still have to put in grades.” 
 
     “Afterward then.”  
 
     She hesitated. 
 
     “Look,” he said, taking a business card from his pocket—CORDORUBIAS TENDLER, MANAGING EDITOR, THE DAILY, his office and cell phone, work email—and put it on her desk, “I’ll leave this here. If you find you ever need a coffee fix or a doughnut fix or a falafel fix, call me. I’m 21, so we can also go get some nonthreatening mimosas if you’d like.” 
 
     “I get to work early and stay late.” 
 
     “Mimosas at midnight then.” 
 
     She snickered. 
 
     “I prefer red wine.” 
 
     “OK, wine is fine.” 
 
     She smiled. 
 
     “Just think about it, OK?” 
 
     “I will.” 
 
     Cordo smiled, left. Lourdes went back to grading. After a moment she looked over at the business card. 
 
     A week later, after final grades had been submitted, she texted him. 
 
     They met at a coffee shop near the university during winter break. They both had French roast. 
 
     “I like strong dark coffee,” Cordo said as they prepped their coffees at the sideboard. 
 
     “I like anything French.” 
 
     They sat at a table almost too small to hold their two large cups, which Cordo had paid for. They both sat back easily. 
 
     “That have anything to do with your name?” 
 
     Lourdes took a small sip, winced at the heat when it singed her lips and tongue tip. Then she grimaced at the taste. 
 
     “Too strong?” 
 
     Lourdes nodded, still holding the coffee in her palette. Seeing no reprieve, she swallowed as though it were a shot of cough syrup. Cordo chuckled, took her cup. 
 
     “I’ll put in more cream and sugar.” 
 
     “I told you I’m not a coffee person.” 
 
     When he got back, Lourdes drank and quickly nodded. 
 
     “Much better, thank you.” 
 
     “My pleasure.” 
 
     “Where were we?” 
 
     “Your name.” 
 
     “Right, good memory. So you know the town Lourdes in France?” 
 
     “Yeah.” 
 
     “How?” 
 
     “I read. Pick up on little things here and there.” 
 
     “That’s good,” Lourdes said. “My mom went there for junior year abroad, loved it and the culture and everything. And she was a good Catholic, so when I appeared, she saw an opportunity to indulge and stay reverent.” 
 
     “Clever woman. Did she speak French?” 
 
     “Oh yes. Loved it, that was her major. Taught it to me growing up.” 
 
     “Vraiment?” 
 
     Lourdes’ eyebrows rose, then she smiled. 
 
     “Toi aussi?” 
 
     “Oui, oui.” 
 
     “Comment—pourquoi?” 
 
     “J’aime Frasier.” 
 
     “Frasier, oui. Alors pourquoi n’es-tu pas en train d’étudier la psychologie?” 
 
     “Parce que je ne veux pas aller á troisiéme cycle.” 
 
     Lourdes chuckled. 
 
     “Oui, c’est une doleur. Tu suivais des cours de français á l’université?” 
 
     “Oui.” 
 
     “Tu parles bien.” 
 
     “Merci, toi aussi.” 
 
     Then they sat looking and grinning at each other. 
 
     “So what about your name?”  
 
     “What about it?” 
 
     “It’s a little unusual. Cordorubias?” 
 
     “My dad’s idea. He said he was a sophomore in high school and he woke up one morning and had that name in his head. Said it followed him. When my mom got pregnant, he told her he wanted to name me that if I turned out to be a boy. Mom was against it at first but eventually she came around.” 
 
     “I like it.” 
 
     “So do I. One of those names that completely stumps elementary school bullies.” 
 
     Lourdes chuckled. 
 
     “Tu es trés séduisant.” 
 
     “Et tu es trés belle.” 
 
     Lourdes looked at him softly, lips held thinly together. 
 
     “You’re quite unusual, aren’t you?” 
 
     Cordo smiled. 
 
     “Yeah. Probably I am. But I think you are too.” 
 
     Lourdes took a sip of her milky sugar with a splash of coffee in it. 
 
     “So what do you want this to be?” 
 
     Cordo sat forward, elbows on the table, chin in palm. 
 
     “I don’t date.” 
 
     Lourdes was confused. 
 
     “So…” 
 
     “I don’t date. But I want to. You, specifically.” 
 
     “You’re very straightforward.” 
 
     “I wasn’t always.” 
 
     “What changed you?” 
 
     “A pretty girl.” 
 
     They both cracked up. Then Lourdes leaned over the table, both arms folded. Their faces were up close. 
 
     “So. You wanna do this again?” she asked. 
 
     “No. Dinner next time.” 
 
     Lourdes studied his face: unshaved stubble, which would probably never grow into a full beard or mustache, the slight sheen of oil in his T-zone, the blackheads in the pores of his nose, the smile wrinkles at both his lips and eyes, the curly soft brown hair lightly touching his forehead. 
 
     “And after dinner?” she asked. 
 
     “Maybe a movie.” 
 
     “And after that?” 
 
     “Share a glass of red downtown.” 
 
     “And after that?”  
 
     “I take you back to your place. It’ll be after midnight, so of course I walk you to your door.” 
 
     “And after that?” 
 
     “Your eyes will tell me if a goodnight kiss is permissible.” 
 
     “And after that?” 
 
     Cordo studied her face: the soft straight black hair hiding her ears, her Granny Smith eyes, one slightly crooked front tooth, lipstick-less unchapped pink lips. 
 
     “Up to you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    So they went on their first date the next night and it was all very lovely and chaste. They talked about small things over dinner: how he’d gotten interested in journalism after working on his high school newspaper, which class he’d been relegated to after the creative writing class he’d originally signed up for failed to form. Now he aimed to be a reporter for The Times while secretly he felt he had a novel hidden in him. 
 
     At her apartment he kissed her goodnight and almost instantly got an erection. 
 
     Their next outing was for pins and beers at a bowling alley, followed by dine-in pizza. 
 
     Then came Cordo’s introduction to Tom, whom Lourdes called her best friend and who was also gay but those two facts have nothing to do with each other. Cordo and Tom shook hands in Tom’s office across from Lourdes’ and soon fell into talking about how great David Foster Wallace was, how it had nearly killed them both when he had died. 
 
     Cordo held Lourdes’ hand as they left the lab and headed into the parking lot. 
 
     “You told me you hated David Foster Wallace,” Lourdes said. 
 
     “I do. But I wanted Tom to like me.” 
 
      
 
    Next they went to a used bookstore—Cordo’s favorite. They made out in the literary fiction aisle, amid the lonely gazes of dusty Faulkners, Rands, Steinbecks, Styrons, Rushdies, and Hemingways, the lattermost of whom Lourdes soon heard all about, how Cordo all but built a temple in Papa’s honor. Lourdes followed him by the hand into the religion and philosophy aisle for him to examine several books on Hinduism. 
 
     “My journalism teacher in high school got me interested in Eastern religions,” he told her. 
 
    “You practice any?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Atheist?” 
 
    “Such an ugly word. But maybe. Or agnostic. You?” 
 
    “Atheist. Used to be Catholic.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
     She shrugged. 
 
    “I became a scientist.” 
 
    Cordo put up a book, picked out another. 
 
    “You believe in reincarnation?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think it’s interesting. Pretty much every religion and philosophical system has some version of it. I think there must be something universal to it.” 
 
     He put that book up too, got out another, showed it to her. 
 
     “I do believe in karma. Maybe that obligates me to believe in reincarnation. I don’t know. I don’t think you can cherrypick.” 
 
     “What’s interesting about it to you?” 
 
     Cordo put away the book, held her hand again, continuing down the aisle. 
 
     “I don’t know. The possibilities maybe? Hinduism believes the spirit, the jiva, can reincarnate for several reasons, one of them being to finish something important, called sādhanā. What if Hemingway had come back to finish The Garden of Eden properly or Scott Fitzgerald and The Love of the Last Tycoon?” 
 
     They turned out of the aisle, passed by the drama aisle. 
 
     “But then the Hindus also believe jiva can be reincarnated in order to suffer for things they did in past lives. That scares me.” 
 
     “Why?” 
 
     “Mistakes. Everyone makes them and sometimes they can lead to bad things. You don’t want to think about people you love suffering, especially after they’re dead. And according to Hinduism, some jivas can just go through life after life of suffering without ever gaining peace, moksha.” 
 
     “That’s bleak.” 
 
     “Thus my personality.” 
 
     Lourdes chuckled. 
 
     “What do you believe in, darkness?” he asked her. 
 
     She shrugged. 
 
     “I guess. I more think of it as like going to sleep or going back to the way things were before we were born. No one remembers anything from before they were born, so why wouldn’t we go back to that?” 
 
     “Makes sense.” 
 
     They turned down another aisle—gardening. They wandered slowly. Lourdes took down a coffee table book of U.S. flora. As she flipped through, she named each of the plants she saw. 
 
     “What made you want to become a botanist?” 
 
     “My dad.” 
 
     “He was one?” 
 
     “No, he was a lawyer, is a lawyer. But growing up he kept a garden, big garden with sunflowers and gingko trees and lavender and jasmine, beautiful. Used to work on it together in the early morning, mist all in the air, in our pajamas.” 
 
     Cordo watched her face as she thought about the past. 
 
     “Where is your dad?” 
 
     She stiffened, shut the book, put it up. 
 
     “I don’t know. He remarried when I was 12, I didn’t get along with her, lived with Mom’s brother in Wyoming until he died, then I came back here.” 
 
     “When’s the last time you saw him?” 
 
     She thought. 
 
     “Seven years ago? We bumped into each other on the street, had lunch. Didn’t go well.” 
 
     “I’m sorry.” 
 
     She shrugged. 
 
     “We’re better this way.” 
 
     She picked out the same book, opened it again. 
 
     “What about your mom?” Cordo asked. 
 
     Lourdes smiled. 
 
     “I think one sad story per date is enough.” 
 
     “So you’ll tell me on the next one?” 
 
     “There’s going to be a next one?” 
 
     “Isn’t there?” 
 
     She smiled. 
 
     “You like that book?” he asked. 
 
     “Yeah, I do,” she flipped through slowly. 
 
     Cordo took it from her, headed up to the cash register, ignoring her feeble protests, and bought it for her. 
 
     Their next date he made dinner for her at his apartment. As he was boiling brown rice and broccoli in saucepans while the oven baked two chicken breasts, seasoned with black pepper and olive oil and wrapped in aluminum foil, she examined his large bookshelf beside the front door. The top had Hemingway and Hinduism books while the lower had CD cases. 
 
     “So ‘90s,” she remarked. 
 
     “Call me luddite.” 
 
     She examined the CDs. 
 
     “You have a lot of Tom Waits.” 
 
     “You know him?” 
 
     “Never heard of him.” 
 
     “He’s simultaneously the creepiest, most depressing, most romantic singer of all time.” 
 
     “That’s quite a claim.” 
 
     He came over, got a case, put it into his laptop, connected it to his TV. 
 
     “Listen,” as he went back to stir the rice and broccoli. 
 
     Mule Variations started. 
 
     “So your mother,” Cordo said as they ate dinner and drank red wine at the kitchen table Cordo had gotten at Goodwill for $15. 
 
     “Ah shit, has that bill come due?” she asked. 
 
     “I’m afraid so.” 
 
     Lourdes half-smirked, shifted her rice around her plate, glanced up. 
 
     “Breast cancer. I was eight.” 
 
     Cordo looked at her move around her rice more. 
 
     “You remember much about her?” 
 
     “Yeah. The French. The way she laughed. Way she looked at my dad.” 
 
     She looked up at him. 
 
     “Is that good?” she asked. 
 
     “I think so.” 
 
     They went back to eating. 
 
     “What about your parents?” she asked. 
 
     “One sad story per date, remember?” 
 
     “Each.” 
 
     “Oh.” 
 
     He exhaled. 
 
     “Dad died in a car accident when I was 16. Mom killed herself a year later.” 
 
     She said nothing. They looked across the table into each other’s eyes. 
 
     “Do you know that song ‘We’ve Got Tonight’ by Bob Seger?” Cordo asked. 
 
     Lourdes shook her head. 
 
     “Brilliant song,” Cordo went on. “Love song, at one point he says, ‘I know your plans don’t include me.’ But I’m wondering if yours do.” 
 
     After a moment she set her fork down and leaned forward in her chair. 
 
     After dinner they sat listening to The Black Rider on the couch and drinking the rest of the red wine. Lourdes had her head on his shoulder, his arm around her waist. They fell in love during “I’ll Shoot the Moon.” When the album was done, Lourdes stood, took his hand, and pulled him up. Then she led him into his bedroom, unplugging the computer from the TV and silencing the apartment. 
 
     They made love, slow, considerate, touching, looking. She smelled sweet with sweat. He cupped her cheek and saw her green irises in the dark. 
 
     Afterward, anesthetically drifting, he told her it was his first time. She told him it was hers too. She’d been worth it. So had he. 
 
     After he graduated they moved in together and three months later, after completing a summer internship with The Times and being offered a full-time position, which he accepted, Cordo proposed one morning in bed and the next day, they wedded at the courthouse with Tom as a witness. 
 
     Cordo was 22, Lourdes 25. 
 
      
 
    So that had all led to this: Cordo standing in front of the glass looking into the strange hospital’s nursery as a strange nurse told him which of the babies within was his—the little bald baby girl in the third row—and his wife missing, an APB out for her, a call in from someone in Bremerton who owned a boat that was currently missing, a detective later grilling Cordo as to his whereabouts the night before, corroborations from his editor and other writers, phone calls, Tom coming into his house after Cordo had been released from the police station, hugging him. 
 
     The hospital took a sample of the inside of Cordo’s cheek, as well as a sample from Lourdes’ hair from her hairbrush in the bathroom, and a swab of the babe’s inside cheek, all to be sent off to the mythical lab and two days later the tests results came in: the baby was Lourdes’ daughter but Cordo was not a match as father. 
 
      
 
    People love a good murder mystery, hence the successes of Agatha Christie, Gillian Flynn, although the obscurity of Patricia Highsmith remains a mystery in and of itself. 
 
     So passionate is this love that people will often try to turn something confounding into something sinister, thereby casting everyone remotely involved in a bright crimson light. 
 
     The media picked up on Lourdes’ disappearance, the only clues: a missing motorboat and a two-week-old baby, verified as Lourdes’, found on the beach. The Coast Guard patrolled the waters and trolled for sunken motorboats and Lourdes’ face was sent to every port, harbor, and dock along the coast all the way down to Santa Cruz. 
 
     The Times ran a missing person story, not mentioning the individual’s relation to a Times writer. The A.P. picked up on that story and sent it along the wire to every other media in the country, acolytes of Bill O’Reilley, Ann Coulter, Nancy Grace, Rush Limbaugh, Glenn Beck finding a Scott Peterson-esque string and running with it, motive be damned, that can come later. 
 
     Cordo was granted custody of the baby, as he was Lourdes’ next-of-kin. He named her Amelia. His editor gave him time off with pay as calls starting pouring into the office from hecklers and rubberneckers. Cordo sat on his couch in his—their—house with the babe in her bassinet out of reach and he watched the news, saw Lourdes’ picture, then his own, his name below, the newspaperman’s worst dream: to see his name in the headline rather than in the byline. 
 
     The beach on which Amelia had been found was sprayed with luminol, which revealed traces of blood but which traces were too damaged by the tide to yield any accurate DNA results. The luminol provided, however, a pattern to the blood traces. From the area of the most concentration in the middle of the beach, there was a lesser trail leading up to circle of rocks in which Amelia had been found safe and sound, then another trail parallel to the first going back to the area of high concentration, from which a third trail projected westward until the tide became too strong for the luminol to be effective. 
 
     Everett police sprayed Cordo’s house and car and Seattle police did the same to Tom’s but found no traces. They were both separately interviewed by Seattle detectives—no, she had no other male friends they knew about—nor any friends, for that matter. 
 
     “What about her work with Titus?” one of the detectives asked Cordo. 
 
     “With who?” 
 
     “Titus Pharmaceuticals,” the other detective put in. 
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “I…don’t know about that. Who told you that?” 
 
     “Tom Liking.” 
 
     Cordo was speechless. 
 
     “I don’t know about that.” 
 
     “Why wouldn’t your wife tell you about working for Titus?” 
 
     “I don’t know…Have you talked to anyone there?” 
 
     “We’re pursuing all possible leads.” 
 
     This was the authorities’ last attempt to try to make this a crime of passion instead of a simple missing person case. Once the pressure from the police eased off, Tom and Cordo were once again allowed to see each other. 
 
     “They asked about my relationship with Lourdes,” Tom said. “When I told them I was gay, they asked about your and my relationship, asked for the names and numbers of former lovers to provide character descriptions. Took a swab of my cheek.” 
 
     Cordo, sleep-deprived from Amelia, who rarely slept, the more to cry and scream, and constantly hungover nowadays, watched him cynically. 
 
     “Did you have a lawyer?” he asked. 
 
     Tom shook his head. 
 
     “I don’t need one.” 
 
     Cordo ran his hands through his hair. 
 
     “What was she doing with Titus?” 
 
     Tom took a moment to register this question. 
 
     “They gave her lab space. When she was applying for graduate school, she applied for a bunch of scholarships and grants. Titus liked what her research was about and so gave her a hefty grant on the condition that she come work for them part-time. You know about their history?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “They got busted back in the ‘80s, I think, for fraud and insider trading and all that shit. She said they weren’t thrilled when she married a journalist, so they made her sign a confidentiality agreement.” 
 
    Cordo mulled over this. 
 
     “What’s going on, Cordo?” 
 
     He took a deep breath, put his hands together in front of his mouth. 
 
     “My DNA doesn’t match Amelia’s. But Lourdes’ does.” 
 
     Tom took a second to digest this. Cordo peered over at him. 
 
     “Did you and my wife…?” 
 
     Cordo stopped, curled lips unpeeling, shoulders decompressing. 
 
     “Lourdes was a good woman,” Tom said. 
 
     Cordo looked down, cried silently for a moment. Then he wiped his face. 
 
     “A mistake. In the lab.” 
 
     Cordo cleared his throat and Tom tried to grasp the yarn. 
 
     “Insufficient specimen or…contaminated culture. Happens all the time in labs.” 
 
     Tom slowly nodded. 
 
     “Yes, it does.” 
 
     Tom’s DNA test came back with a negative paternity match. 
 
      
 
    Cordo called Titus the next day and asked to speak with someone who had known Lourdes. His call was subsequently dropped, as were his others. 
 
     So he drove to the corporate headquarters, which was near the Space Needle, and asked to speak with anyone on the directory—people who had titles with ‘director’ and ‘manager’ and ‘coordinator’ and ‘officer’ and ‘chief’ in them. 
 
     The receptionist directed him to sit in the waiting area, which had wood and leather individual seats and a table of Fortune, Forbes, and Discover magazines. 
 
     He waited for more than an hour in the empty waiting area, which remained empty the entire time. At last the receptionist came in and told him all the executives were out of the office indefinitely and asked him to call later on to make an appointment. 
 
     Cordo left in anger and called the next day. And the next. And every day after that and often went back down to the corporate office to try to find someone. 
 
     He was rebuffed each time: All the executives were never in their offices. 
 
      
 
    Apart from his haunting of Titus, Cordo, as well as Tom, in search parties combed the forests and the coast. 
 
     After a fruitless week, the medical investigator’s report came out, declaring Lourdes dead in absentia.  
 
    The examiner had examined the baby’s umbilical stump, found it had been cut smoothly, as with a scalpel.  
 
    “This leads me to the conclusion that Mrs. Tendler delivered her child by a self-performed C-section in the 34th week of pregnancy. As no traces of prepatory or in-progress drugs or transfused blood were found in a culture of the baby’s blood, this leads me to the conclusion that Mrs. Tendler had no anesthesia, no antibiotics, no painkillers, no blood transfusions, and potentially no way to mend the incisions. It is my belief she died of blood loss and/or infection,” the report stated. 
 
     Which left only the question of how the missing motorboat came into play? Or were police just trying to draw a connection between the two? But there was also still the question of where Lourdes’ body was. 
 
     Protracted legalities and media speculation, which had been promoting a love triangle or conspiracy between Lourdes, Cordo, and Tom—how did Amelia fit into it all? (Her unverified paternity was never released to the public.)—ever since the coroner’s deductions had been announced by police: Is there any evidence that perhaps Tom and Cordo are secret gay lovers and used the unwitting Lourdes in order to get a child for themselves before killing her? the media asked police, or maybe Cordo killed Lourdes for getting pregnant by Tom but saved the baby and is trying to implicate Tom as the murderer? 
 
     Only one reporter asked about the missing motorboat connection—the oft-overlooked detail—and asked police if it wasn’t possible that Lourdes had delivered the baby herself with no conspiracy, then driven out to sea in the boat and sunk herself?  
 
     Police were interested by this idea but asked why she would do such a thing. 
 
     No answers. 
 
      
 
    Tom stayed with Cordo and Amelia as often as he could, many times taking the couch to sleep on. He played with the baby, whose crying and screaming did not lessen as she got older, and as Tom bounced her up and down on his knee, Cordo sat behind him on the couch and glared at the baby’s face, cluelessly gazing around the living room.  
 
    Cordo had never cried in front of another man until the night after Lourdes was declared dead and he did it a lot after that, the baby on her back looking dumbly at Tom comforting Cordo through the wooden spindles of her crib. 
 
     Cordo eventually received a letter from Lourdes’ life insurance company, which was ordering its own investigation into her death, so you’ll not immediately receive any benefits as her beneficiary. 
 
     The paper gave him a year off, six months with pay, if things haven’t been worked out with the insurance company by then, let us know. 
 
     Tom did not allow Cordo to watch the media, which had turned its attention to the why, we know who, what, when, where, and how, all that’s left is the why? 
 
     The speculation became more abstract. Morbid depression or temporary psychosis, psychologists and psychiatrists and cancer survivors said, was the only logical explanation as to why Lourdes would have so complicatedly and horribly ended her life. 
 
     Why had she spared the baby? Perhaps it was her last sane act. 
 
     Or perhaps her and Cordo’s marriage had been crumbling—had one of them been having an affair with Tom or with someone yet to be known? 
 
      
 
    Tom’s presence at the house grew more sporadic, obligating Cordo more and more to change Amelia, bathe her, feed her, burp her, rock her, moisturize her, all as the books in his office bookshelf had told him. The books said nothing about what to do in such cases as nonstop crying and screaming, like a plague it was. He sang Leonard Cohen to her, perhaps Waits was too painful. Whenever he started crying, he went to her, eardrums be damned. 
 
     His doctor gave him a prescription for fluoxetine, told him to lessen his dosages of sertraline to 150 milligrams, then 100, then 50, then half a tablet over the next several weeks until he ran out, then take the fluoxetine exclusively. He also told Cordo to get back into therapy, which Cordo had quit after Lourdes’ diagnosis, as soon as possible. 
 
     Some nights he sat on the couch rocking the miserable Amelia in her bassinet, wondering perhaps how she could cry for so long and not tire herself out. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t been planned, as far as you can plan such things. Life has no sense of decency, no timing etiquette. 
 
     He’d always worn a condom and Lourdes had been on birth control. Somewhere along the line, they had decided against having kids, at least until Lourdes got her doctorate and Cordo was an editor, making more money. 
 
     But things hadn’t worked out that way—nothing had now. The first time he had not worn a condom because she wanted to really feel him—and it was an altogether otherworldly feeling and he’d had to change his rhythm to make it last and she put her arms around his neck and pulled his face down into her mess of hair and whispered into his ear cum inside me—she’d gotten pregnant. 
 
     When the vomiting and cravings and mood swings showed, she took a pregnancy test but you know those goddamn things give false positives all the time. 
 
     So they’d gone to the doctor for a blood test, you are indeed pregnant, Mrs. Tendler, and before either could ask how that was possible, the doctor went on, using that dreaded word that has virtually only negative connotations. 
 
     “There is another abnormality with your blood, Mrs. Tendler.” 
 
     He ordered a full-body MRI and found the tumor in her right breast, not big enough to protrude and be felt. In addition there was a second mass in her brain. 
 
     Metastasis, stage IV. Doom, level E4M2, Nightmare! mode. 
 
     There was of course chemo and radiation but those would subject the fetus to genetic damage, possibly resulting in birth defects or a miscarriage altogether. Then, if Lourdes survived long enough to deliver, the baby would have a 50/50 chance of developing cancer itself. 
 
     Cordo wanted an abortion. They fought bitterly. Once a Catholic, Lourdes said. She had her first seizure immediately after saying that. She went wood plank-stiff and fell backward like a chopped-down tree, smacking the carpet of the living room in their recently purchased home. Then she started convulsing, back arching and her head whipping so that it looked as though her neck would surely break and her eyes rolled all the way back in their sockets—she looked possessed. 
 
     Finally Cordo regained his wits and he was down beside her. He turned her onto her side as drool started out of her lips, teeth clenched tightly together, and she continued shaking while he rubbed her shoulder and watched the time on his phone. 
 
     After a minute the seizure was over and Lourdes’ teary eyes slowly opened and he said her name quietly several times and it took her a moment to respond. He picked her up and carried her into bed, where she fell asleep with him beside her. 
 
     So no abortion, no chemo, no radiation. Since there was only one site of metastasis thus far, the doctor gave her 13 months. 
 
     She’d taken a little less than nine. In the beginning she had obliged Cordo and stayed home and he used all his sick days to be with her as often as he could and when he ran out of sick days, he did his interviews, got his quotes, got pictures, and went home and wrote up the articles with Lourdes asleep beside him on the couch. His editor had understood when Cordo finally had to explain why he was never around the office anymore. 
 
     “You always get your stuff in on time, that’s good enough for me.” 
 
     Lourdes had headaches, which quickly evolved into migraines. She said it felt like there were razor blades in her brain and she held both sides of her head and squeezed as she cried and this pressure provided only minimal relief for a short time. Cordo ran hot showers for her and he held her, sat with her on the tiled shower floor, both naked, until the hot water was gone. The migraines grew only more frequent. 
 
     Personality changes were another perk of the brain tumor. Irrational anger, spontaneous screaming, slapping the walls. Then hallucinations and delusions, accusing Cordo of cheating, “You know with who!” 
 
     There were days when Lourdes could only speak French, others when she would just grumble-talk. Every day she cried. She vomited constantly. She was often dizzy, stumbling around. The pain in her head throbbed unendingly. She talked about how she could feel the tumor. In later spells she soliloquized about how there were parasitic larvae in the tumors, incubating, and at the end of the pregnancy, they would come streaming out of her vagina, it wasn’t actually a baby in her stomach, the tumor, the bugs are tricking me so I won’t do the radiation and kill them! 
 
     Her anger peaked during these delusional fits and she tried to bash her head into the drywall, perhaps to kill herself, perhaps to kill the imaginary larvae, perhaps both, perhaps only to knock herself out, but Cordo restrained her. 
 
     At night sometimes she would awaken and talk, in French or in English, as though she were in a living dream. 
 
     “Je l’ai fait,” she said over and over again as she gazed up at the dark ceiling. 
 
     Cordo, who never fully went to sleep anymore, turned over to face her. 
 
     “Qu’est-ce que tu as fait?” 
 
     It always took her a while. 
 
     “J’ai fais la premiére partie. Elle doit faire la reste.” 
 
     Cordo tried to get more from her but it never came, so finally he just stayed awake with her until she fell back asleep. 
 
     After two months of this, Lourdes started talking about getting back into the lab. 
 
     “What if you have a seizure?” Cordo asked her pragmatically. 
 
     “Tom will be there. I have to get back, I’m losing my fucking mind!” 
 
     But Cordo was unsure. So they asked the doctor. 
 
     “Keeping up with your pre-diagnosis activities as much as possible could be healthy, both physically and mentally, for both you and the baby. You’ll want to avoid chemicals and any sort of radiation but short of that, it could be very beneficial for you, Mrs. Tendler.” 
 
     So the next day she went back. Cordo drove her to the university and walked her to the lab in the Life Sciences Complex, wherein Tom was unpacking a new carbon dioxide generator. He smiled grandly at them both and hugged them and Lourdes looked happier than Cordo had seen her in a long time. 
 
     Cordo told them to call him at any time, then he kissed Lourdes, rubbed her extended stomach, and headed out. 
 
     Tom drove her back to Everett around midnight. Cordo was already home, waiting up for her, George Foreman grill ready to make them both grilled cheeses. They sat at the wooden kitchen table while they ate and she told him about her day, uneventful but so good to be back, there was so much she had to get back into. She told him she wanted to take her own car the next day. 
 
     “The doctor said you shouldn’t drive.” 
 
     “He also said I need to keep living my life as usual.” 
 
     Cordo dropped his shoulders. 
 
     “You wanna take your own car so you can stay later.” 
 
     “Yes. Cordo, I’m so behind with my classes, my students, my research! Do you know there are four other grad students doing work similar to mine? I need to catch up.” 
 
     Cordo watched her silently. 
 
     “You’ll have to remember to eat.” 
 
     “I will, I promise.” 
 
     “No chemicals, no radiation, don’t stay outside too much, air conditioning, heating, drink water—not out of the lab faucets—” 
 
     “Cordo, I swear I’ll be all right.” 
 
     He sighed. 
 
     “All right.” 
 
     The next day, before she left, he packed her a lunch box with as much food as could fit, along with an icepack. He told her if she felt dizzy or nauseous while driving to pull over, I’ll come get you. 
 
     “I’ll be all right.” 
 
     They kissed and he rubbed her stomach and she left. 
 
     Improvement was immediate. The headaches significantly lessened, both in frequency and severity. Her depression lifted, she started eating more and gaining a little weight. The hallucinations and delusions also lessened. When they did come, they were of relatively benign things—that she could hear worms in the soil underneath the house or that Tom was sleeping with their department head, who was married to a woman. 
 
     She came home late each night and kissed Cordo where he lay asleep in their bed and he awakened and turned to face her and put his hand on her growing belly, soon feeling minute kicks under the layers of clothes and skin. 
 
     Lourdes, Cordo, and Tom started going out together again, to eat cheap pizza and see movies at the dollar theater. 
 
     Cordo and Lourdes went on walks together around their neighborhood when it wasn’t rainy and Cordo talked about how they should get a dog—a boxer and call him Dempsey—and Lourdes told him they should have gotten a dog before getting pregnant and Cordo said we can get one now and they can grow up together and Lourdes smiled and said how are we going to look after two living things? 
 
     Sometimes Cordo caught Lourdes caressing her belly and if she didn’t notice him, he watched her, her face: There was no sign of the glowing or the contentment or the happiness said to appear in other pregnant women’s. That is not to say there was fear and loathing either. Rather, there was a kind of indifference, sort of like waiting for your car’s oil to be changed. He never said anything about this to her though. 
 
     Cordo got on the sertraline during the fourth month. A few days before this, he came home and tried to watch Frasier but stopped after a few minutes. He sat forward, covered his face, and proceeded to weep. This lasted 10 minutes, then he went into the kitchen and got the bottle of whiskey he kept in the fridge, which along with some 7-Up he kept on hand to occasionally make himself a 7&7. But there was no room for soda this time. He poured a coffee mug half-full of whiskey and drank most of it right there in the kitchen. Then he refilled. 
 
     He passed out on the couch and when Lourdes got home, she awakened him and led him bumbling down the dark hall to bed. 
 
     In the consecutive nights, he tried not to drink but found he could not sleep. He flipped over a dozen times, disturbing Lourdes aplenty, and he could not be tricked into slumber by his usual insomnia stopper—sandwiching his head between pillows. So he drank and indeed slept. 
 
     By the end of the first full week of going into work with a hangover, his editor told him he looked like shit after the morning meeting. Cordo said he had a cold and probably wanted to kick his own ass for falling into this cliché shit. His editor told him to go home but instead he went to the nearby walk-in clinic. 
 
     How long had it been since his last checkup? When did Kitchen Nightmares premiere? 
 
     He told the doctor about the insomnia, the increased drinking, the cancer, the pregnancy, his mom’s and dad’s death, unwanted intrusive upsetting thoughts, the OCD—the way he couldn’t drive or how Lourdes couldn’t drive without him fearing a tire would blow or the tank would run dry, the teeth brushing, the flossing, the showering two or three times a day, how he couldn’t let the sink be full of dishes, had to clean them on the spot, the hand washing, the vacuuming up any debris whose color contrasted that of the carpet so that he couldn’t focus on anything else, Lourdes was gonna have a seizure in the lab and fall and crack her skull or dump acid all over herself or the baby would come out deformed or retarded or die in its crib the second they took it home and then what—the cancer, the chemo, the radiation, it would be too late and for what, what had they put it off for, for a fucking faulty kid and Lourdes would fucking die and they should have had the goddamn abortion! 
 
     He was quiet, hiding his face from the doctor and drying his eyes. He sniveled. 
 
     “Every day I wake up and hope she’ll have a miscarriage…That little sonofabitch will wrap the umbilical around its neck.” 
 
     He saw the doctor look at him flabbergasted. He wrote Cordo’s prescription and recommended him to a psychiatrist. 
 
     He never told Lourdes about the pills, the drinking, or any of that unpleasant stuff. 
 
     One night late in the seventh month, Cordo was wakened by Lourdes talking. He turned over and found her sitting up against the headboard. She was pale and sweaty and had a haunted look in her face he had seen before, in delusional fugues. This was her first in a long time. 
 
     He sat up beside her. 
 
     “What’s wrong, babe?” 
 
     Her voice was grave, dry. 
 
     “What if it doesn’t work?” 
 
     “What?” 
 
     She touched her stomach. 
 
     “What if I’m wrong about everything?” 
 
     She thought about the implications of whatever she was talking about. 
 
     “Or just one thing?” 
 
     She looked at him and started crying. 
 
     “What if there’s only darkness?” 
 
     As she shook Cordo held her. 
 
     “Or people stuffed into dark holes unable to get out and we’re crawling all over each other in piss and shit and blood and vomit and there’s crying and screaming for all eternity…Jesus Christ, what if I’m wrong?” 
 
     Cordo hugged her tightly, hiding her face, until her fugue led her back to sleep. Cordo stayed up all night trying to make sense of it all. 
 
      
 
    And now just over nine months. Cordo, a widower and single father at 25. He’d been given four years. Four years of morning breath and morning sex. Of plunging each other’s clogged toilets. Of reading in bed at night together. Of Thanksgiving and Christmas meals together. Of popping each other’s blackheads. Of the smell of her hair after a shower. 
 
     What did he have in return? 
 
     A little human wrapped in a bag of its own waste, who cried all night and all day, a doctor telling him it was just colic and don’t be so alarmed, put her under a ceiling fan or run the vacuum around her or walk around with her but none of these proved effective and Amelia was still crying well into her second month and he was taking heavy doses of fluoxetine every day. He scoured the internet and Amelia cried during drives around the neighborhood in her car seat and she cried during warm baths and Beethoven nocturnes. 
 
     He took her to the pediatrician, who ruled out any possibility of Amelia’s crying being anything more than very persistent colic and sent them home. 
 
     By month five Amelia’s siege against him had not weakened. She slept only long enough to rebuild her strength spent in the last barren stretch of crying, so he never slept more than two hours in a row. He started looking around for nannies, who took care of Amelia for a few hours while Cordo went to a park or bench along a pier or a cheap movie theater with soda-sticky floors and the smell of butter and mold in the padded cushioned walls from the ‘70s and he slept a few stolen hours and was wakened by a theater employee come in to clean up after the movie was over and Cordo left but snuck down the hall to look in through another door’s window slot and saw the previews were just starting and so he snuck in and took the first seat after coming up the ramp and went promptly back to sleep. 
 
     None of the nannies stayed on for longer than a week, most quit after three or four days. Sure, some of them were recent grads in early childhood education or family sciences and perhaps had not anticipated a live baby would be so different from the sack of flour they took care of for a month back in high school or from the premies at the hospital they had often gone to hold and interact with as part of their internship. But some were also experienced, very Mrs. Doubtfire, who knew all the secrets, like as not frowned upon by the modern medical community but just good enough for the Tratham children back in 1971. 
 
     When none of their homespun remedies—which, as far as Cordo could tell, never entailed alcohol—worked, they realized their futility and quit. By near the end of the sixth month, Cordo had gone through 17 nannies. 
 
     One day he was sitting on the couch and softly rocking Amelia in her cradle as she cried and when it had no effect after several minutes, he stopped and told her to shut up but she couldn’t have heard him over her crying, so he said it again and again and again and he stood up and bent over her and yelled at her to shut up and she only cried more and he screamed at her and he must have realized he could not win, for he ran out to the foggy backyard and the day was gray and drizzling and he slammed shut the door behind him and grabbed the glass porch table and hurled it over the railing and it shattered in the grass, aluminum frame bending pleasingly, and he snapped his head to the chiming of the tin wind bells hanging from the gutters and he tore these off and whipped them into the forest far beyond his back wall and he did the same to the hypnotizing bronze mobile and the birdfeeders and squirrel feeders and after this was done, he was rasping and sweating and he saw the flowerbed down beside the deck, under the kitchen window—Lourdes’ garden. It was fully packed with roses and orchids and sunflowers and lilies and poppies all flowered for the summer and he jumped over the railing and knelt at the flower bed and nearly dove in to start tearing out the plants but he stopped himself. 
 
     His red eyes watched the dew stream down the perfect petals and bulbs and stems and drip off in little droplets and he started to cry. 
 
      
 
    He went back to work without a stable nanny but rather a slew of intermittent ones. Some quit right when he got home, others while he was still at work—having the decency to text or more infrequently call to tell him I’ve left your baby in its crib, I quit—and he blew through interviews or halted in the middle of transcribing a recording to rush home to be with Amelia. 
 
     He learned to work outside on the porch (after buying a new table) and he went in on the stroke of every hour for more coffee and he checked in on her—fine but still crying—before going back out, taking naps out in the grass in order to stay up all night. 
 
     These methods sustained him for another month, then he ravaged the internet again for causes of prolonged colic, which proved unhelpful and sent him flying into the emergency room demanding every test and examination be conducted. 
 
     At the end of eight hours, the doctors found no signs of infection, acid reflux, or any other digestive malady—common culprits of infant distress—her nervous system was as developed as it should be, her heart rhythm was good, do you burp her after feeding? Take her for walks in her stroller? Give her a pacifier? 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
     The doctor recommended some over-the-counter simethicone and reducing her feeding portions. 
 
     Of course these didn’t help. Neither did lactase drops. 
 
     One Saturday eight months after Amelia had been born, Tom came over and he and Cordo drank beer on the back porch with the baby monitor between them. Cordo turned it up and let Tom listen to Amelia’s wailing for a few seconds, then turned it low again. 
 
     “Every day, every night. Doctors can’t find anything wrong with her. Maybe I’m talking to the wrong people—I should consult a fuckin’ priest.” 
 
     Tom smiled but there was no humor in Cordo’s face as he glared at the baby monitor. 
 
     “I know it’s tempting to think something’s wrong but there’s really not,” Tom said. “All babies get colic, some longer than others. And when Amelia grows up to be rich and famous with a voice like Nina Simone, you’ll be thankful.” 
 
     Cordo took a sip of beer. 
 
     “I don’t deserve this.” 
 
     Tom watched him. 
 
     “What? What is this?” 
 
     “This. This is hell.” 
 
     “You drama queen.” 
 
     Cordo shut his eyes, held his head. 
 
     “I wanna kill myself.” 
 
     Tom set down his beer. 
 
     “Don’t even joke about that.” 
 
     “Well I’m not fucking joking. My fucking wife did it, why can’t I?” 
 
     Cordo ground his teeth at Tom. 
 
     “Because she needs you.” 
 
     “Then why’s she trying to drive me fucking insane?” 
 
     Tom said nothing. Cordo read the beer label. 
 
     “God, why’d she fucking do this to me?” 
 
     Tom watched him. 
 
     “So you have a heavier load than most parents. So fucking what? She’s your daughter, you just gonna pussyfoot out of it?” 
 
     Cordo sneered, sat back. 
 
     “Fuck you, Tom.” 
 
     “Fuck me? Well that’s fine, Cordo, fuck you too. In fact let’s just lay it all out, I don’t fucking like you.” 
 
     “Then why are you fucking here?” 
 
     “Because you fucking need me.” 
 
     “I don’t fucking need you.” 
 
     “Oh yeah, buddy, you fucking do.” 
 
     “You think you have to stay my friend out of some sort of allegiance to Lourdes? Well fuck her too, I don’t need your goddamn pity.” 
 
     “You don’t have my pity, you have my sympathy. Which is why I won’t pat your arm and say, ‘Hang in there, pal.’ You’re talking heavy-fucking-shit reality, so I’m gonna hit you with some: You kill yourself, Amelia’ll be a fucking orphan.” 
 
     “Just like Lourdes and I were.” 
 
     “And didn’t you two turn out so fucking perfect.” 
 
     “Fuck you, Tom.” 
 
     “Fuck you, Cordo. Let me hit you with this: If Lourdes hadn’t wanted her, she would have had the abortion. But she didn’t.” 
 
     Cordo glared at him. 
 
     “Then why’d she fuckin’ kill—” 
 
     “I don’t know, I don’t know why she did what she did. But Amelia would not be here if she had not wanted her.” 
 
     Cordo was silent. After a moment Tom stood with the baby monitor and he put a hand on Cordo’s shoulder and squeezed a little. 
 
     “You finish your little pity party out here,” he chuckled, “then go to sleep. I’ll take care of her tonight.” 
 
      
 
    For the next few days after he got home from work, Cordo went into the attic crawlspace above his walk-in closet. He had the baby monitor in his back pocket as he tossed through deteriorating cardboard boxes marked varyingly BOOKS, CLOTHES, DISHES, MOM’S STUFF, DAD’S STUFF. He spent the equivalent of several hours, interrupted by going down to check on Amelia, up here searching through a box marked PHOTOS. These were arranged in leather books, frames, as well as loose—old white-framed Polaroids that give the ‘80s a perpetual hazy orange filter. Finally he found a framed picture of a tall skinny woman remarkably like Lourdes. She was standing in a black one-piece in front of a lake and held a little girl in an orange one-piece on her hip. The little girl was maybe five but looked much like Amelia. 
 
     Cordo sat against the cobwebby wall of the attic and stared at this picture. 
 
     He hung it over Amelia’s crib in the nursery and looked at it often while walking with her around the room during the sleepless nights. 
 
     In the ninth month, Amelia started walking. He was out with her in the sunny backyard and she had stopped crying for the time as he held up her arms and she took tentative steps and then he released her, perhaps on a whim, and she continued through the grass, walking as though she had poop in her diaper (which she didn’t—Cordo had just changed her) to Lourdes’ garden, which was in hibernation for the winter, and she fell onto her butt in the soil. 
 
     In the 10th month, he took her to the pediatrician, who referred him to a sleep clinic with a specialist in infant sleep disorders. Cordo slept in the lobby for the overnight study, during which Amelia fell asleep and reawakened every hour or two to resume her crying, wires all over her head and torso, the doctor watching data forming on her computer behind the one-way mirror. 
 
     At eight a.m. the doctor wakened Cordo and showed him the results and gave him her diagnosis: She’d run an electroencephalography or EEG, which had recorded a tremendous amount of beta brain waves, meaning a higher level of intense brain activity than in other babies, possibly a precursor to obsessive-compulsive disorder but hey, I’m no psychiatrist. 
 
     She recommended a prescription for promethazine, which Amelia’s pediatrician, after reading the specialist’s report, uneasily wrote out. 
 
     Right after getting home from the pharmacy, Cordo gave Amelia an eighth of a milliliter of the syrup by a metered plastic eyedropper. She scowled at the taste as she cried and Cordo sat beside her crib and waited. In 30 minutes she was sound asleep. 
 
     When Cordo awakened her to feed her, she did not resume crying, so drowsy was she, and went back to sleep after being burped. 
 
     Now he was able to hire a nanny who stayed on. Her name was Margaret, a 62-year-old gray-haired woman from the Midwest. She followed Cordo’s instructions for administering the syrup and never did Amelia cry except for Margaret to change her diaper. 
 
     Amelia’s first birthday was not a festive event. She cried for most of it until Cordo gave her promethazine and then she slept while he and Tom and Margaret ate chocolate ice cream and a cake large enough to feed a pool party. 
 
     On Lourdes’ birthday Amelia slept while Cordo drank whiskey out on the back porch and listened to “I’ll Shoot the Moon” on his phone—the first he’d listened to Waits since she’d died and which he then only listened to on her birthday. Tom came over later in the evening when Cordo was drunk and he and Cordo watched a few episodes of The Sopranos. 
 
     At 13 months old, Amelia said her first word: Drummond. It was during a fit of crying and had been spoken mewlingly but somehow Cordo had heard it and looked it up: an NBA player, a blogger, and a town in Michigan, none of which he’d ever spoken of his in his life, so who the hell knew how Amelia had gotten that word into her mind. But he quickly let it go as she started picking up more words and he started speaking to her in French. 
 
     At 16 months old, Lourdes’ life insurance policy finally came through, giving Cordo a much-needed influx of cash to make up for all the debt incurred by the nanny search. The insurance company’s own investigation had yielded no new information apparently and Cordo probably imagined some executive in the 100th floor of a skyscraper weeping as he signed off on the approval forms to give Cordo the payout. 
 
     Amelia picked up on both English and French quickly, even the past and future tenses. She was growing black hair, Lourdes’ hair, which Cordo likely could not look upon without being reminded of her.  
 
     At 18 months she easily picked up potty-training, understanding from the first demonstration she had to wipe from front to back. 
 
     At two years old, the pediatrician took her off promethazine and advised a one-week trial period to see how Amelia slept off of it. She developed night terrors, from which Cordo struggled to wake her in the night as she screamed and thrashed in her little bed in her room, upgraded from a nursery with flowery wallpaper, stuffed animals, popup books, a pink dresser, pink window curtains, flowery bed sheets. 
 
     The first episode, on the first night of her being off promethazine, started roughly an hour after she’d fallen asleep and lasted a couple of minutes, after which she went quiet, never having awakened. 
 
     Cordo sat in a pink rocking chair beside her bed and recomposed himself. Her screaming had been terrible, worse than when she’d been a baby, and had frightened him out of work mode in the kitchen to bolt in here. 
 
     Now she lay as though nothing unusual had happened. Cordo took a deep breath and shook as he stood and left. An hour later, after he’d finished six more paragraphs of an article, Amelia started screaming again and she continued to do so every hour on the hour. 
 
     The next day Amelia remembered nothing from the night. Cordo immediately took her to the doctor, who urged patience and did not prescribe any more medication, give it a full week. 
 
     But by the next night, Cordo resorted to giving Amelia an antihistamine hidden in some gelatin at dinner. The pill only served to put her to sleep sooner, she still awakened in fright. 
 
     The next morning he asked her if she had dreams. She said no. He asked if she ever felt afraid at night. She said no—hesitantly. 
 
     That night he slept with her and when she awakened, he bolted upright and hugged her and said her name soothingly but it did not lessen her terror. 
 
     He went back to the doctor the next day and broke down in tears while explaining to him everything that was going on, Amelia sitting obliviously on the examination table, rocking slightly, crinkling the table’s paper sheet, as she hummed a tune that Cordo would have recognized as “Ol’ 55” if her vocal chords had been more mature and had his mind not been otherwise occupied. 
 
     The doctor smiled at her to assure her Cordo’s crying was nothing to be alarmed at. He told her to stay here while he and Cordo went out into the hall and into a corner. They spoke confidentially. 
 
     “What antidepressant are you on?” 
 
     Cordo told him. The doctor then wrote him a prescription for trazodone, it can be dangerous with fluoxetine but it’s the best for treating depression as well as sedating you. 
 
     “Sedating me?” 
 
     “Yes. These night terrors your daughter has are obviously not troubling her. If they were there are psychological treatments. But as of now, the only adverse side effect they’re having is on you. So you take the trazodone right before bed, Amelia’s night terrors won’t disturb you.” 
 
     Cordo was obviously suspicious but took the prescription. 
 
     “When will she stop?” 
 
     “Most kids grow out of them. If they’re not gone by the time she’s four, we’ll reconsider the pharmaceutical route for her.” 
 
     Cordo got the prescription filled and took it that night. An hour later he was asleep and if Amelia had night terrors at all, he didn’t hear them. 
 
     Then everything went smoothly for a while. Amelia did not remember if she ever had the terrors and Cordo was never wakened by them and as she showed no sign of disturbance or lack of sleep, the issue faded into the background.  
 
    Amelia picked up on reading and writing in French and English quickly, likely because Cordo pushed them on her, reading aloud Hemingway and Flaubert at night before bed and singing Jim Croce and Georges Brassens. But she also picked up on math with ease, due in no part to Cordo whatsoever. She blazed through the numerical problems in her learner books, her reading ability enabling her to go at her own pace. 
 
     One night Cordo ordered pizza for dinner. Before the doorbell rang, he did the math on his phone, then, perhaps seeing a rare opportunity to contribute to Amelia’s mathematical education, he asked her if she knew how to do percentages as she sat at the kitchen table coloring in a drawing book of plants—no doubt bought by Lourdes with the express purpose of recruiting her early as a botanist—with their common names under them (and had Cordo known, he would have seen how she colored each plant correctly—no red stems or purple leaves but green, orange poppies, red roses, white jasmine, purple lavender, pink rhododendrons, though how she knew what colors these should have been was a puzzle). 
 
     “Do you know what 15 percent of $20.95 is?” Cordo asked her. 
 
     Amelia thought for a moment and Cordo perhaps was just getting ready to give her instructions as to how to solve it when she answered: 
 
     “Three decimal one four two five.” 
 
     Cordo looked down and saw that exact figure on his phone’s calculator. He stared at the back of her head. 
 
     “How did you do that?” 
 
     Amelia shrugged, not turning around. 
 
     “It’s easy.” 
 
      
 
    Shortly before she turned four, Cordo turned on his voice recorder, which he used to record interviews, and left it in the top drawer of Amelia’s dresser before she went to bed. Then he took his trazodone and slept the night through and in the morning, he listened to the recording, an hour into which he heard Amelia’s familiar nocturnal sobbing and screaming. 
 
     He continued to record every night leading up to her fourth birthday and every night she screamed. He played one such recording for her doctor. 
 
     Amelia was outside in the lobby reading The Hobbit while other kids were playing with building blocks. 
 
     The doctor tapped a pen on his palm as he sat casually reclining behind his desk. 
 
     “So what do you want to do?” he asked Cordo. 
 
     Cordo sat forward in his chair, shoulders taut.  
 
     “She doesn’t remember anything. Doesn’t have bad dreams, she says.” 
 
     “So what’s the problem?”  
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “I don’t know. If she doesn’t have a problem and I don’t have a problem anymore, does a problem really exist?” 
 
     “You’re getting into philosophy now—not my specialty.” 
 
     Cordo did not respond with a smile, as was the intended reaction. 
 
     “Or am I just taking the easy way out?”  
 
     The doctor shrugged. 
 
     Difficultly, Cordo requested they start Amelia again on some medication. As no go-to medication for night terrors exists, the doctor said, the next best thing would be to try to decrease her brain activity during sleep. There are a number of medications we can use, it’ll be a timely process, as most aren’t effective until five to six weeks after use. We’ll start her out with selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, which are used to treat ADHD and various nervous disorders. If the SSRIs don’t work after, say, three months, we’ll move onto another class of drug. 
 
     The doctor took out his prescription pad. 
 
     “You sure about this? She may still grow out of them.” 
 
     Cordo glanced at the family picture on the doctor’s desk. 
 
     “Would you just let your kids panic all night and not do anything about it?” 
 
     The doctor didn’t respond, only nodded a little. He prescribed Amelia sertraline. 
 
     “It may be best if you don’t take the trazodone for a while, until you know how she’ll respond to it.” 
 
     Cordo took a deep breath. 
 
     “Better get ready to enter back into the shit storm, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Two weeks after Cordo started Amelia on the sertraline, given her with a cup of water right before bed, explaining these will help you sleep better, I sleep fine Daddy, I know but take them anyway—two weeks of not taking the trazodone and being wakened by Amelia’s piercing cries a half-dozen times each night, only for her not to remember anything the next morning, and Cordo regained that haggard drug-addict appearance that had drawn such concern from his social circle, he did not sleep, did not even try now without the sedative—two weeks later he saw the first sign of the medication’s effects on his daughter. 
 
     They were eating dinner one night, not talking, as they usually did not. Amelia ate with a knife and fork, cutting her own food. 
 
     “What happened to my mother, Daddy?” 
 
     Cordo chewed slowly as he looked over at her. She went on eating and cutting, glancing at him. 
 
     “Your mother?” 
 
     Amelia nodded. 
 
     Cordo sat back, perhaps wondering how he would tell her about Lourdes. It was the first time she’d asked about her. 
 
     “She’s not around anymore.” 
 
     “Is that a picture of her as a baby above my bed?” 
 
     Cordo hesitated. 
 
     “Yes. With her mother.” 
 
     “She looks a lot like me.” 
 
     Cordo nodded. Yes, there was a striking resemblance between Amelia and young Lourdes. The black hair, the dimples, the narrow nose. 
 
     He set his fork down. 
 
     “Do you wanna see other pictures of your mom?” 
 
     Amelia wiped some spaghetti sauce from her mouth. 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
     He took her hand and led her into his bedroom, into his closet. He unfolded the stepladder leaning up against the shelves of shoes and folded pants and underwear and socks, set it up underneath the crawlspace door, got upon it, and pushed open the door. He took down tote bags and suitcases and trash bags, set them in the carpet, then took them onto his bed, where he and Amelia sat and opened the bags and found the loose pictures, the photo albums, the frames. 
 
     They were all of Cordo and Lourdes’ time together—she’d had none from when she was younger, since she was a baby. 
 
     Cordo and Amelia looked through all of the pictures for more than an hour. 
 
     “She’s beautiful,” Amelia remarked. 
 
     “Yes, she was.” 
 
     “Why don’t you put some of these up around the house?” 
 
     Cordo’s hands paused. He thought about this, nodded. Then he started telling Amelia where each of the pictures was from: We spent a weekend on Bainbridge Island together, this is from lunch on my first day working full-time for The Times, Kubota Gardens on a rainy day—yeah, it’s really pretty, sure we can go some time—a Mariners game with Tom (which, he didn’t tell her, they’d snuck shooters of Fireball and Jäger into and gotten drunk and had to take trains back to Cordo and Lourdes’ apartment, where they had gotten even drunker and watched The Rocky Horror Picture Show multiple times before passing out). 
 
     “You look in love,” Amelia said. 
 
     Cordo smiled. 
 
     “We were.” 
 
     “Why did she kill herself?” 
 
     Cordo was silent. Then angrily: 
 
     “How…Did you find something on the internet, did Ms. Margaret say something to you?” 
 
     “No.” 
 
     “How do you know about…?” 
 
     “I had a dream.” 
 
     Cordo took a moment to let his anger evaporate. 
 
     “A dream.” 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
     Cordo swallowed. 
 
     “What about?” 
 
     “A woman killed herself.”  
 
     She pointed to Lourdes. Cordo clenched his fists. 
 
     “How?” 
 
     “She cut open her stomach and took me out and then got in a boat and went out into the ocean and set herself on fire and sank the boat.” 
 
     Cordo looked pale, sick, but Amelia was unmoved, peaceful. His lower lip quivered and Cordo stood and went into his bathroom and closed the door and was in there for a while and Amelia heard him blow his nose a few times as she kept flipping through the pictures. She looked in other bags and found various items that could only have been Lourdes’—hairbrushes, makeup, perfume, hair curler, straightener, clothes, shoes. 
 
     Cordo came back out and sat beside her again. Amelia saw his eyes were red. 
 
     “Why did she do it?” she asked softly. 
 
     Cordo sniveled mucously, shook his head. 
 
     “Nobody knows.” 
 
     Amelia looked back down at the pictures. 
 
     “She had cancer.”  
 
     There were no photos of her time after being diagnosed—she’d refused to be photographed then. Cordo shook his head in mystification. 
 
     “How do you know that?” 
 
     “She told me.” 
 
     “…How?” 
 
     “I hear her voice in my head.” 
 
     Amelia looked innocent and yet shrewd. 
 
     “Do you know about death?” he asked. 
 
     Amelia nodded. 
 
     “How?”  
 
     “Books.” 
 
     Cordo half-smiled. 
 
     “What is death?” 
 
     “When the mind stops thinking, the heart stops beating, the blood stops flowing, and cells stop dividing.” 
 
     Cordo nodded. 
 
     “I guess that’s true.” 
 
     “Why do people believe in God?” 
 
     Cordo took a deep breath. 
 
     “I don’t know. They’re afraid of death?” 
 
     “Mom didn’t believe in God.” 
 
     “…No.” 
 
     “Do you?” 
 
     “…I don’t know. Who do you think God is?” 
 
     “An imaginary friend.” 
 
     Cordo chuckled airily. 
 
     “You want me to put pictures of Mom around the house?” 
 
     Amelia nodded. 
 
     So he did. 
 
      
 
    After these two weeks, Amelia had occasional nights that she would sleep straight through but she also continued to have night terrors, though considerably fewer. She also reported continued dreams, which her pediatrician told Cordo was good, was improvement. He could, however, not provide any clarification as to the nature of the dreams, which mostly consisted of Lourdes “sitting in a big room with other people listening to an old man on a stage talk about plants” or “looking at glass tubes with small leaves and water in them” or “crying and holding me in her stomach.” 
 
     “It may be her mind is making up narratives to go along with the image of her mother as a scientist,” the pediatrician told Cordo alone in his office. “The dreams she describes are rather general and vague.” 
 
     “What about the voice she’s says told her about Lourdes’ cancer?” 
 
     “Maybe she heard you talk about it in passing at some point. Maybe that little voice is an imaginary friend.” 
 
     “What about how she describes Lourdes dying? Nobody ever said she set a boat on fire.” 
 
     The doctor thought. 
 
     “Could mean a subconscious projection of Lourdes going to Hell. Don’t Catholics believe suicide is an unforgivable sin?” 
 
     “I don’t know. And that’s another thing—how can she know so much at her age? God and death and all?” 
 
     “She sounds like a particularly perceptive little girl. You may want to have her tested before she starts school.” 
 
     Cordo looked into the wall. 
 
     “She frightens me sometimes.” 
 
     The doctor nodded. 
 
     “I’d imagine.” 
 
      
 
    Amelia started sleeping through the night more often and then in the second week of the third month she was on sertraline, she went a full week without night terrors, only dreams, which she related to a fully rested Cordo the next morning, always vaguely about Lourdes. 
 
     One day Cordo got home and Margaret met him in a frenzy and told him how she’d taken Amelia with her to the supermarket earlier in the day and as they’d been walking around, Amelia had bent over like she had a tummy ache and Margaret stopped and rubbed her back and asked her what was wrong and Amelia then held her head between her hands and squeezed and then she screamed the most horrible scream you ever heard and started crying and people all around were looking around I was just mortified and I picked her up and ran outside with her and put her in the car and tried to find out what was wrong but she just kept crying for more than an hour and she couldn’t say anything for a while. Then when she could, she said she didn’t know, she just heard screaming and whispering all around, screaming like dying, she described. 
 
     He told Margaret to go on home, then went into Amelia’s room and talked to her about the afternoon.  
 
     “What was the whispering saying?” he asked. 
 
     “I don’t know. I couldn’t hear it very well.” 
 
     Cordo nodded. 
 
     “Maybe you should go to sleep.” 
 
     Amelia nodded. Cordo gave her a sertraline and left. She slept peacefully. 
 
      
 
    Two more days, two more episodes, Margaret reported, worse and worse. 
 
     “Could it be a brain tumor?” Cordo asked her pediatrician. “It sounds like she’s hallucinating.” 
 
     “Doubtful. She recognizes the thoughts are in her mind rather than in the real world. It sounds more like intrusive thoughts. If I remember right, the sleep doctor predicted she would have OCD?” 
 
     “Yeah.” 
 
     “Amelia’s panic seems to have shifted into her waking hours, so the cause of her panic has also shifted into her conscious brain. She’ll have better memories of everything now. I think it’s a good time to start therapy, get to the root of her anxiety.” 
 
     He wrote a name and number down for Cordo and gave him the slip of paper. He looked at it a moment. 
 
     “Can we cat-scan her? Just to be sure.” 
 
     The doctor agreed. Amelia’s body had no tumors. 
 
      
 
    So Cordo took her to therapy once a week. He sat outside in the waiting area while Amelia and the psychologist talked in her office for an hour. 
 
     At first it was only once a week. Then, as Amelia started having day terrors more frequently—incoherent screaming and whispering—the psychologist upped her visits to two, then three times a week and then Cordo had to enlist Margaret to help take her. 
 
     After the sessions Cordo gave Amelia his keys to go wait out in the car while he and the psychologist talked or she talked to Margaret, who then conveyed the session notes to Cordo. Amelia’s thoughts, the psychologist said, revolved almost solely on her mother and if not on her, then around plants. 
 
     “She described to me a recent compulsion to look through a book of plants, trying to memorize their names. She said she felt like if she didn’t, something awful would happen.” 
 
      
 
    Amelia remained on sertraline for two more months, until she reached a plateau, where she had day terrors several times a week, though she slept peacefully at night. Cordo kept her in therapy and her pediatrician put her on paroxetine instead, which kept her asleep at night but which did nothing to ease her day terrors, even after three months. Nor did fluvoxamine or escitalopram. 
 
     Cordo declined to enroll her in kindergarten, on recommendation from her pediatrician, for reasons of her advanced mental capacity, as well as for her psychological trouble. 
 
     As the therapy and drugs continued to prove ineffective at treating all of Amelia’s issues, the pediatrician eventually prescribed fluoxetine, which Cordo was back on now since quitting the trazodone. He made sure Amelia took her pill in the mornings with breakfast while he took his at night before bed. 
 
     He and Margaret soon observed fewer day terrors and after four more months, her panics lessened to once every few weeks. 
 
     The pediatrician recommended she enroll in school then, though she ought take a series of standardized tests to determine which grade she should be enrolled in. 
 
     Amelia agreed and Cordo brought her into the doctor’s office and left. She took an hour to complete the tests, which were administered by a child psychologist, and the results of the tests came in the next day: Her calculated IQ was 191. 
 
     The pediatrician and psychologist consulted with Cordo in the doctor’s office, just the three of them. The two professionals speculated Amelia would succeed academically in college courses. 
 
     “The issue there though is how she’ll respond to that environment,” the psychologist said. “She’s hardly interacted with children her own age.” 
 
     That’s when the pediatrician recommended a service dog. 
 
     Both Cordo and the psychologist were intrigued by this notion and the psychologist ran down the list of services a service dog could render. 
 
     “She has always wanted a dog,” Cordo said. 
 
     The psychologist was sure Amelia would qualify for one. 
 
     “Is college something Amelia would be interested in right now?” the pediatrician asked. 
 
     Cordo couldn’t say off the top of his head, so Amelia was brought in from the waiting room. She sat beside Cordo, who held her hand and squeezed a little too tightly, perhaps giving Amelia the impression something bad was about to happen. 
 
     The pediatrician told her everything and then the three men waited for her to respond. 
 
     “So I would just skip elementary, middle, and high schools?” she asked. 
 
     “There are a few more tests you would have to take to satisfy the school boards, as well as to enroll in a university, but if that’s what you want, you should have no difficulty in doing so,” the psychologist said. 
 
     “Remember, it isn’t something you have to do, sweetheart,” Cordo reminded her. “You can start elementary school and see how it goes. If you decide later you want to—” 
 
     “I’d like to go to college. No sense in wasting time.” 
 
     The psychologist glanced at Cordo. 
 
     “What do you mean, ‘wasting time,’ sweetheart?” Cordo asked. 
 
     She looked around, then out the window at the drizzly afternoon. 
 
     “I don’t know.” 
 
     “Are you hearing the whispering right now, Amelia?” the psychologist asked. 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
     “What’s it saying?” 
 
     “That…we have to do as much as possible…as soon as possible.” 
 
     “Who’s ‘we’?” 
 
     “My mother.” 
 
     “How can you know?” 
 
     “It told me it’s her.” 
 
     The three men watched her strangely. 
 
     “I’d like to start college,” Amelia said. “Is that OK?” 
 
     The men looked between themselves, concurred. 
 
     “We’ll start the process,” the pediatrician said. “Let you know when to take those other tests.” 
 
     “Any idea which university you’d like to go to?” the psychologist asked. 
 
     “University of Washington – Seattle.” 
 
     “Mom’s alma mater,” Cordo said. 
 
     The psychologist nodded. 
 
      
 
    The testing and enrollment process took all of the fall. 
 
    One night Cordo and Tom were in the backyard drinking beer while Amelia was in her room, undoubtedly reading something about plants or science, as was her preferred pastime as she got older. 
 
    “Do you think it’s a good idea?” Cordo asked. 
 
    “It’s not my decision.” 
 
    “You’re her godfather, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    Tom shrugged. 
 
    “I think she would quickly realize how out of place she would be in lower 
 
    grades,” he replied. 
 
    Cordo nodded. 
 
      
 
    By January, before the start of the spring semester, Amelia was enrolled at UW as a freshman and a declared plant-biology major. 
 
     In November Amelia had been selected from a waitlist at a dog-training center near the Canadian border and Cordo took her to get her service dog. It was a two-year-old Great Dane named Hester. She weighed 150 pounds and stood nearly six feet tall when she stood. 
 
     There was visible concern on Cordo’s face when Amelia stood beside the dog but the trainer assured him Hester was docile and had never bitten nor trampled anyone. 
 
     “Can she protect Amelia? From…people?” 
 
     “If anyone has the B-A-L-L-S to try anything when they see her with Hester, Hester could tackle them like Richard Sherman.” 
 
     Cordo smiled. 
 
     “Good.” 
 
     He watched Amelia stroke Hester’s head as she sat on her haunches and stood almost half a foot taller than Amelia. 
 
     “You like her?” Cordo asked. 
 
     “She’s gorgeous.” 
 
     “She is at that,” the trainer said. 
 
     He then gave Amelia a brief rundown on how to command Hester and gave her a small blue book should she need a refresher. 
 
      
 
    Cordo went with Amelia to the campus the day before classes started and helped her find each of the buildings and rooms for her classes. Hester walked closely by her side and Amelia held onto the nylon handle on the top of Hester’s service vest. 
 
     Appropriately, many of her classes were in the Life Sciences Complex. They found Tom in the lab and he hugged both Cordo and Amelia, who addressed him as Uncle Tom, and Tom rubbed Hester’s ears and Amelia introduced her to him and after some more talk, Tom led them to his upstairs office. 
 
     “If you ever need me or need a quiet place, come find me,” he told Amelia. “I’m either here or in the lab. Do you have a cell phone?” 
 
     “We’re going after this,” Cordo said. 
 
     “Your daddy will give you my number, call me anytime. OK, sweetheart?” 
 
     Amelia nodded. Tom kissed her forehead, then she, Hester, and Cordo left. 
 
      
 
    The arrangement was for Margaret to take Amelia to school in the morning and Margaret would hang around campus or nearby off campus until Amelia was finished in the evening. 
 
     Cordo, however, took her on her first day. He didn’t hold her hand as he stiffly walked beside her and Hester to the chemistry building, her hand on Hester’s vest. 
 
     At the building’s front steps, Cordo knelt in front of her and asked if she were nervous. 
 
     “No. I’m excited.” 
 
     She looked it too. Cordo nodded. He told her to stay with Hester and call me, Uncle Tom, or Margaret for anything and gave her $20, which she put in her pocket, and kissed her forehead. He watched the little girl ascend the stairs, her small mint-colored backpack nearly empty, Hester carrying the majority of her textbooks on her vest’s sides. Amelia opened the door and entered among the crowd inside and after looking around with sweat on his upper lip, Cordo left. 
 
      
 
    Things went quietly for a little while. Cordo was offered the position of features editor and he took it and now worked harder but for fewer and more consistent hours and was home typically by seven or eight at night. 
 
     Amelia came home excited about what she was learning and whenever Cordo checked her grades, they were all As. 
 
     Then one day in late February, an intern from the university casually remarked to Cordo on a story he’d read on The Daily’s website. 
 
     “It was about a girl named Amelia Tendler and I wondered, ‘Is she related to Cordo?’” 
 
     When Cordo was back in his office, he looked up the story. 
 
      
 
    ‘Seven-year-old Amelia Tendler walks into the classroom with one hand clasping the handle on her service dog Hester’s vest. She claims a seat in the front row, where she is surrounded by other college students at least a foot taller and 12 years older than her. 
 
     “I’m a plant biology major,” she says. 
 
     This class is organic chemistry, a prerequisite of her major. She is not taking any common core classes. 
 
     “I tested out of them,” she says. 
 
     With an IQ of 191, Amelia was able to skip elementary, middle and high school. She says she does not know “consciously” how she is able to, for example, calculate the atomic mass of radium but says she thinks it has something to do with her mother. 
 
     Lourdes Tendler (née Esterbrook) was formerly a graduate student at UW in the Environmental Sciences lab. Most notably, seven years ago she was the object of an intense manhunt spanning the Washington, Oregon and even northern California coasts. 
 
     Pregnant at the time of her disappearance, a child later identified as Tendler’s and subsequently named Amelia was found just west of Seattle on a beach near Forks. Lourdes was never found and was subsequently pronounced dead in absentia. 
 
     Amelia says she has felt an intrinsic need since she was younger to carry on her mother’s work, though when asked what this work entailed, Amelia said she was unsure. 
 
     “I’ve just started looking through her published articles dealing with diplospory, apospory, and adventitious embryony,” she says. “Once I understand better what she was doing, I’ll be able to aim my research better.” 
 
     Amelia’s advanced grasp of material is not limited to only sciences. She is also fluent in French and, when she has time, enjoys reading Michael Crichton “to debunk the pseudoscience he uses to advance his plots,” as well as John Steinbeck “for his picturesque descriptions of flora and landscapes…’” 
 
      
 
    Cordo tore himself away from his computer screen, fists clenched. 
 
    The next morning he met The Daily’s editor, the article’s writer, and the dean of students in The Daily’s office. 
 
     They sat at a table in the office’s common area, where computers were arranged, though currently unoccupied. Three sat on one side, Cordo on the other. 
 
     “So I’m extremely irritated that my daughter was the subject of an article,” Cordo said. 
 
     “Why?” asked the editor. 
 
     “Because she’s seven years old and if you’ve taken journalism 101, you’d know minors should be accompanied by an adult guardian when talking to the press.” 
 
     “Skyler talked to me about it,” the editor said. “I told him if she was in his class and a full-time student here, then she was fair game.” 
 
     Cordo ground his teeth. 
 
     “Fair game? You sound like a fucking sex offender.” 
 
     The dean sat forward, clearing his throat. 
 
     “Let’s not use escalating language, please. Is it true that Amelia is a full-time student here?” 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
     “And is it true that she consented to come here, precluding lower levels of education?” 
 
     “…Yes.” 
 
     “It sounds to me that she’s able to make informed decisions on her own,” the editor said. 
 
     “Why are you upset, Mr. Tendler?” Skyler, the writer, said. “There was nothing controversial or muckraking in the article.” 
 
     “Because she is seven years old and she doesn’t know better than to talk to you, she is a child, she doesn’t need her name in the headlines, she—” 
 
     “She seemed perfectly happy when I asked to interview her,” Skyler said. “We talked for two hours, she gave me more info than I could have hoped for, she wasn’t shy.” 
 
     “Of course not, she’s a child, children love talking about themselves, combine that with her intelligence, she could drone on for hours but that doesn’t make it right—” 
 
     “Mr. Tendler, what do you want out of this?” the editor asked. 
 
     “I want you to stay the fuck away from my daughter.” 
 
     “I can’t say that’ll happen,” the editor said. “If she does something newsworthy, we’d be obligated to cover it.” 
 
     Cordo glared at the editor, seeing the self-righteous assurance that comes to all journalists convinced their cause is right and constitutionally protected. He looked to the dean then. 
 
     “I’m sorry, Mr. Tendler. The administration has next to no say in how The Daily is run. So far as I can tell, no laws have been violated. There’s nothing to do.” 
 
     Cordo looked between the editor and Skyler. 
 
     “In the professional world, you’d both be fucking fired and blacklisted.” 
 
     He stood, pushed his seat in. 
 
     “Enjoy working for TMZ, cocksuckers!” 
 
     He left. 
 
      
 
    That night after he got home from work, he talked to Amelia, who was sitting on her bed in her pink and teddy-bear-decorated room reading a statistics book, Hester curled up in the floor beside her. 
 
     “If anyone comes up to you, you don’t have to talk to them,” he said. 
 
     “I know I didn’t have to talk to him.” 
 
     “So why did you?” 
 
     “I thought it was a good idea.” 
 
     “For what?” 
 
     “I don’t know. The voice told me to.” 
 
     “Not with the voices in the head again, please.” 
 
     “I’m sorry you don’t like that explanation but it’s the only one I have.” 
 
     “Have you been taking your medication?” 
 
     “Of course, Dad, have you?” 
 
     “I don’t want you talking to them, to…” 
 
     “To whom, Dad? To anyone?” 
 
     “I didn’t say that.” 
 
     “But if you had your druthers and you were with me all day like Hester, that’s what you’d do.” 
 
     “Amelia, you’re seven years old.” 
 
     “And next year it’ll be, ‘Amelia, you’re eight years old,’ then nine years old, it’ll never stop.” 
 
     “Of course not, I’m your father.” 
 
     “And I’m not the typical seven year old, Dad.” 
 
     “Nobody knows that better than I do, sweetheart.” 
 
     “You’re overprotective.” 
 
     “So what if I am? Nothing about your life has given me any reason to relax, it’s always been one crisis after another.” 
 
     “Maybe the crises are over and it’s time to decompress a little.” 
 
     “Amelia, I know these kind of people, they can be exploitative, take advantage of you.” 
 
     “Really, of me? If they were as cunning journalists as you fear, wouldn’t they be at Northwestern, Columbia, Missouri instead of UW? And I certainly could have gotten into other universities, do you think I’d be here instead of Harvard or MIT if I didn’t feel I had to be here?” 
 
     “Why, for me?” 
 
     “No, not for you. To satisfy the voice.” 
 
     “If you were as smart as you think you are, you would know that voice in your head is your subconscious, it knows you want attention, so it tells you to talk to the newspaper, that you’re afraid of the world, so it tells you to stay at home.” 
 
     “I assure you it’s not my subconscious and I’m not afraid nor do I crave attention.” 
 
     “Then why does it talk to you?” 
 
     “I don’t know.” 
 
     Cordo groaned. Amelia was stoic. Hester had lifted up her head, perturbed. For a minute there was only her breathing filling the air. 
 
     “Think you’re so goddamn smart—don’t talk to them again!”  
 
     Cordo left the room in a rage. 
 
     “I will if I have to.” 
 
      
 
    Days later Tom visited in the evening. Amelia let him in and told him Cordo was outside. He found Cordo sitting down in the grass of the backyard in a camping chair. He had a red plastic cup of red wine and was smoking a five-inch curved briarwood pipe as he read Moby-Dick by the light from the porch. He turned his head as he heard Tom coming down the porch steps, bringing one of the table chairs with him. 
 
     “You having a nervous breakdown?” Tom asked as he sat the chair in front of Cordo. 
 
     Cordo smiled. 
 
     “I wish. My daughter might give me a break then.” 
 
     “Uh-oh. What happened?” 
 
     Cordo summarized the fight, ending with, “She thinks I’m overprotective.” 
 
     “And you disagree,” Tom smirked a little. 
 
     Cordo looked away, took a drag of his pipe, exhaled. 
 
     “What the fuck are you smoking?” 
 
     “Chamomile tea leaves.” 
 
     “Oh fuck you.” 
 
     “It’s healthier than tobacco.” 
 
     “You know weed’s legal here?” 
 
     “I’m a father, I can’t get high.” 
 
     “So you smoke tea leaves, you ball-less hipster.” 
 
     “Got more balls than those E-cig pussies.” 
 
     “I guess that’s true.” 
 
     Cordo smoked more while Tom took a sip from his wine. 
 
     “Everything I’d prepared for, been told, learned…it all goes against…” 
 
     Tom tried to follow. Cordo shook his head, blinking rapidly. 
 
     “I thought she’d need me longer, more than just for paying tuition.” 
 
     Tom nodded. 
 
     “Mind you, I don’t have kids but I would think a lot of parents might envy you. You’re able to just sidestep a lot of the tribulations with raising a kid.” 
 
     “I’m also gonna miss a lot of stuff.” 
 
     “Sure. But this is the hand you’ve been dealt.” 
 
     “Have to make the best of it.” 
 
     “Right.” 
 
     “How?” 
 
     Tom thought. 
 
     “I’m not saying you drop her, leave her to her own devices, but at least take some steps back, let both of you breathe more.” 
 
     Cordo smirked. 
 
     “I was never good at breathing. Had to be intubated when I was born.” 
 
     Tom smirked too. 
 
     “You could start dating again.” 
 
     Cordo was quiet. 
 
     “It’s been seven years,” Tom went on. 
 
     “Don’t I know it.” 
 
     Cordo’s fists were tight. 
 
     “I’d tell her the same thing,” Tom said. 
 
     Cordo nodded, eyes shimmering, not blinking now. 
 
     “She wouldn’t have listened.” 
 
     “She was stubborn,” Tom said. “Doesn’t mean you have to be.” 
 
     Eventually they moved onto different topics. Tom soon told Cordo he’d started seeing someone and Tom said it could get serious, he wasn’t sure. Keep me posted, Cordo said, love to meet him. Tom smiled. 
 
      
 
    It was started by the local press, picked up from The Daily and then blown up: the seven-year-old genius at UW. 
 
     The Herald in Everett, The Stranger in Seattle, The Weekly, couple other small publications, then the A.P. 
 
     Amelia talked to reporters from the larger ones and the small ones borrowed quotes. TV stations tried to talk to her as well but she, perhaps to Cordo’s delight, declined, saying she found TV reporters infinitely more corrupt than their print counterparts. That didn’t stop the TV stations. They ran packages with interviews from classmates, professors, and even some of Amelia’s former nannies. These were also used in the written stories and after the A.P. story, Amelia went national.  
 
     Of course without a picture, the story would have been hearsay. So, perhaps using The Daily’s reasoning, these outlets started running Amelia’s picture from the original story, her and Hester walking on campus, taken by Skyler the writer. 
 
     Cordo talked to The Times’ retained lawyer in regard to grounds on which to found lawsuits against all these outlets but was told such cases would never get very far, as Amelia had consented to all the interviews and pictures. 
 
     “No judge is likely to bite that a girl with a 191 IQ is unable to make informed decisions, seven years old or not,” the lawyer said. 
 
     So that was that. The Times was nearly the only publication that didn’t feature even a blurb about what a Nevada paper called “a child prodigy,” a psychologically incorrect term but nonetheless widely adopted. And Cordo was berated with phone calls and emails from reporters, viewers, readers, hecklers, and society’s abundant weirdos calling to inquire about everything: 
 
     “What was Amelia like as a baby?” 
 
     “What really happened with Lourdes?” 
 
     “Was Amelia conceived by in vitro?” 
 
     “Did she listen to classical music in the womb?” 
 
     And there was nothing he could do except ignore it all. 
 
      
 
    Predictably, all the hullabaloo over Amelia died out about a week after it started—people went back to focusing on reality TV stars and shitty “musicians” who’ve never known a song without an equalizer and Autotune and couldn’t write their own lyrics to save their genitals from mutilation. 
 
     Cordo regained much of his lost peace. Then a little more than a month after the Amelia craze, businesses, companies, corporations, and conglomerates started contacting him through his office at The Times. They asked to meet with Cordo and Amelia if he’d approve, to discuss “Amelia’s future” and how they could help her and Cordo. 
 
     Cordo made appointments with representatives and they met at Cordo’s office or one of the plethoric coffeeshops downtown, even on a pleasurable voyage on the Seattle-Bainbridge Island ferry. 
 
     In short they discussed Amelia’s interests, both current and long term, her affinities, skills, what careers she might be interested in. They proposed making arrangements for the reps’ employers to pay Amelia’s way through school, both under- and graduate, in exchange for a written commitment to later on come do research on our behalves. Additionally, they offered Cordo compensation as well and any other benefits you think would be appropriate, Mr. Tendler. 
 
     One of these meetings was with a Mr. Carter from Titus Pharmaceuticals. Titus was a 50-year-old publicly owned chemical and pharmaceutical corporation that did more than $10 billion in business a year. 
 
     Cordo and Carter walked along a paved nature path heavy with vegetation on either side. 
 
     “Titus is familiar with your late wife’s work, Mr. Tendler, through reading of her articles in botany and plant biology journals. Quite a brilliant woman.” 
 
     “Really? I thought Titus would have been familiar with my late wife’s work because she worked for them.” 
 
     Carter was unmistakably caught off guard by this. 
 
     “I don’t know about that,” he said. 
 
     “Yeah, during the investigation after my wife’s disappearance, it came to light apparently they—you—had given her a grant for graduate school so she would do research for you.” 
 
     “Then you know how generous we can be.” 
 
     “No, actually, I don’t, she didn’t tell me anything about it.” 
 
     “Well I assure you we can be very generous. Does your daughter intend to continue Lourdes’ research?” 
 
     “That’s what she’s said but she and I don’t talk much about it.” 
 
     “The research your wife was involved in has great economic potential. Everyone involved could stand to make quite a bit of money.” 
 
     “Before you start on your whole bit, I might as well tell you we’re going to reject any offers made to us.” 
 
     “Why’s that?” 
 
     “Are you familiar with Titus’ history?” 
 
     “I believe so.” 
 
     “Well I wasn’t until I found out—after the fact—that my wife had worked for them. Then I did some digging, found out how Titus was under investigation about 20 years ago by the SEC, which resulted in the CEO and CFO being arrested for accounting fraud and insider trading. This in turn led to Titus getting kicked off the NYSE.” 
 
     “We’ve since gotten onto the NASDAQ.” 
 
     “Yes, you finally wore them down after 10 litigious years, in which Titus was fodder for the media.” 
 
     “I miss your point, Mr. Tendler.” 
 
     “I greatly admire Titus’ tenacity in rising from the dead—the pink sheets, then the OCTBB, to get onto the NASDAQ—but here’s what I see coming in the near future: As dark pools continue to absorb much of the world’s equities volume, Titus will want to move into bigger markets, will try to get back onto the NYSE. Despite their listing guidelines being quite similar to the NASDAQ’s, you’ll be rejected pursuant to a rule under Section 8 of their listing manual, goes something like, ‘Any condition that makes listing on the NYSE inadvisable.’ You’ll sue and it may take even longer than 10 years for the courts to come to a decision, during which time national media, including myself, would be obligated to cover every development. Hundreds of thousands, possibly millions of dollars will be invested by both sides, it’ll become a prominent court case, likely with a controversial conclusion at last. So, for reasons of conflict of interest, we must say thank you but no thank you to Titus.” 
 
     “Perhaps we could arrange for you a better-compensated position in our public-relations department.” 
 
     “I like my job.” 
 
     “I see. Mr. Tendler, this would be a wonderful opportunity for your daughter.” 
 
     “Indeed it would be, which is why I agreed to meet with Amazon, with Starbucks, several others. With Titus, however, I only agreed because I wanted to see if anyone actually worked for them. Because after my wife disappeared, I tried to talk to anyone at Titus who might have known her, had contact with her. For six months I tried. And never got any answer. And I don’t know what I wanted to ask them. I haven’t come up with anything since then. So now I know. Titus does have people working for them—thieves and cowards.” 
 
     Carter was speechless. 
 
     “Once Amelia’s 18 she can make her own decisions. Until then I must decline on her part.” 
 
     Carter was silent for a moment. 
 
     “Then I suppose that’s all. I’m sorry we couldn’t come to an agreement.” 
 
     “As I am.”  
 
     They shook hands, then departed down separate paths in the park. 
 
      
 
    Tom brought his boyfriend, Mark, to meet and have dinner with Cordo and Amelia on a Friday night during Amelia’s spring break. As they were making introductions in the front entrance, Tom introduced Mark as his “friend.” 
 
     “Dad said he was your boyfriend,” Amelia contradicted. 
 
     The three adults were still and silent. 
 
     “Your dad was right,” Tom said. 
 
     “So why did you only call him your friend?” 
 
     Tom smiled. Cordo put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
     “Sweet—” 
 
     “Because I forgot not to treat you like a child, Amelia.” 
 
     Amelia nodded. 
 
     “You don’t need to tiptoe around me,” she said. “I understand homosexuality, at least as far as its social aspects are concerned. Biological and/or psychological causes are still mysteries, as they are to the rest of society.” 
 
     The three men were silent again, Cordo starting to perspire. Mark chuckled, blushing. 
 
     “Lovely to meet you, Amelia,” he said. “Tom talks about you as though you were his own daughter.” 
 
     “When he talks about you, it’s like a parent gushing over how wonderful his or her child is. I’m fairly certain he’s in love with you.” 
 
     Tom stood frozen, Cordo stifled laughter, and Mark blushed more. 
 
     “Thank you, Amelia,” Cordo said, pulling her off into the living room toward the kitchen “Let’s move on.” 
 
     As they four moved in farther, Mark smiled privately to Tom and squeezed his arm. 
 
     Throughout dinner Cordo and Amelia asked Mark about his job as a social worker and how he and Tom had met—through a student of Tom’s, for whom Mark was making adoption arrangements, who had invited them both to her wedding. 
 
     After talking for a while after dinner, Amelia excused herself to go back to studying. 
 
     “What are you studying?” Mark asked before she made it out of the kitchen. 
 
     “Latin and modern Swedish.” 
 
     “Oh.” 
 
     “Why?” Tom asked. 
 
     “To read Linnaeus’ works in their original languages.” 
 
     “Of course.” 
 
     Then she was gone to her room, door closed. Cordo retrieved then a bottle of Cognac from a kitchen cupboard, poured for himself and Mark but Tom was driving. 
 
     “She’s a sweet girl. Very adult,” Mark said. 
 
     “Too adult,” Cordo said. 
 
     “More adult than adult,” Tom added. 
 
     “Has she ever been tested for autism?” 
 
     “She’s been tested for everything,” Cordo said. “Her diagnosis is: She’s too damn smart.” 
 
     “Could be worse, I guess.” 
 
     “I guess,” Cordo said. “It’s no picnic though. Can’t talk to her about her interests because I can’t understand them.” 
 
     “I don’t think you have to,” Tom said. “Just listen.” 
 
     Cordo shrugged. 
 
     “It’ll get better,” Mark said. “Her IQ may be higher than everyone else’s but her emotional intelligence is still a child’s. She’ll grow out of it.” 
 
     “Let’s hope,” Cordo said. 
 
     They were quiet a moment, sipping. Mark looked into the living room and spotted a framed picture of Lourdes. 
 
     “That her mother?” he asked. 
 
     “Yeah.” 
 
     Mark looked at it longer, though Tom and Cordo didn’t—they knew what Lourdes looked like. 
 
     “There’s an amazing resemblance,” Mark said. 
 
     “Between Amelia and Lourdes?” Tom asked. 
 
     “Yeah.” 
 
     Cordo and Tom idly nodded, the way you would after hearing for too long how smart someone else’s child is. Then they both looked up at each other, wondered. 
 
    Cordo looked over at the same picture but it was too dark in the living room and he wasn’t wearing his glasses, so he went over and got it and brought it back to the table and the three of them leaned over. 
 
     “Yeah, look,” Mark said, “the dimples are there, the black hair, the eyes, the crooked front tooth.” 
 
     “Jesus,” Tom said, amazed. 
 
     Mark sat back and then so too did Tom and while they idly remarked on the matter, Cordo replaced the picture, then came back to the table. He and Tom caught each other’s incredulous eyes for a moment, then Cordo switched the conversation. 
 
     After they left with hugs from Cordo and Amelia, Cordo went back to the picture standing upon the entertainment center in the living room and sat on the couch looking at it more closely. 
 
     Scanning for more similarities: the mole beside the left eye, the thin pale lips, the thin sharp chin. 
 
     There really was quite a resemblance…more like a… 
 
     Cordo swallowed, then cleared his throat, replaced the picture, went to clean up the cleaned-up kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Some weeks later Cordo went into his bedroom one night and shut and locked the door, Amelia already gone off for the night, though she always stayed up until well past midnight each night, reading and writing. 
 
     He opened his underwear drawer and removed a small stack of pictures, all of Lourdes naked and posing or in lingerie and posing or in the middle of sucking his dick. He’d printed all of these from his own computer and printer, which was the only way he’d gotten Lourdes to agree to have them taken. He turned off the ceiling light, turned on the bedside reading lamp, got naked, and lay in bed and started masturbating. 
 
     Cordo had had no sex since Lourdes died but had masturbated almost daily, sometimes more than once, first to porn on his laptop but that soon stopped working for him, so then he’d gone searching for these pictures in the crawlspace and had used them ever since. 
 
     As he usually did, he laid out the half-dozen pictures in a fan formation on his bed and got some lube out of his nightstand drawer and started. He typically came within three or four minutes after, eyes leaping from picture to picture—Lourdes rubbing her clitoris, licking her nipple, her tongue on the underside of his dick—his breath getting heavier, faster as he sat upon one elbow and seconds before he spurted, he fell onto his back and his toes clenched and his neck arched upward while he buried his back deeper into the mattress and he would groan as his fist and the lube made frictive squishing sounds and then he ejaculated and stifled his relieved exasperated gasping before cleaning up. 
 
     But this time it was different. In such an act, one does not keep track of time, in fact loses any notion of time except in regards to how long a particular clip may run, which is not an accurate timekeeper. But Cordo had some sense that this time it took longer than usual. 
 
     He took a deep breath and tried to focus more on the pictures but soon the arm he leaned upon was numb and he had to lie down flat and rest. 
 
     He looked at the time on the bedside table: 9:44. 
 
     When had he started? How long was it taking? 
 
     At 9:51 he started again, using the pictures, but at 10:17 he had to stop again, face incandescent with sweat, as were his gray sheets soaked dark. 
 
     He waited until 10:22, trying to decide if he would try again. He decided not to, replaced the lube and pictures, and lay on his side in bed, not falling asleep until an hour later. 
 
     The next day he texted Tom to ask if he wanted to get lunch. They met at a Greek place near the university. Cordo had a lamb gyro and Tom moussaka. 
 
     “Remember not too long ago, you suggested I start dating again?” Cordo asked in the middle of the meal. 
 
     “Ah the motive. Sure I do.” 
 
     “All right. How would I do that?” 
 
     Tom chuckled. 
 
     “You find someone you could see yourself having sex with and ask them to coffee.” 
 
     “OK but I meant…How, where?” 
 
     “Is there someone at work?” 
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “Yeah, in the advertising department.” 
 
     “Has she shown interest?” 
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “Maybe. I think so.” 
 
     “So ask her out.” 
 
     “But she kinda works for me, doesn’t she?” 
 
     “Is the newspaper kept alive by stories or by advertising?” 
 
     “…So I work for her. Isn’t that a big no-no?” 
 
     “Depends on how much you like her, I guess. The other option I see is you sign up for dating websites.” 
 
     “Ah shit.” 
 
     “What?” 
 
     “I don’t wanna do that.” 
 
     “I think that’s how most single parents meet these days. There’s really no taboo or stigma anymore.” 
 
     “Not in my mind.” 
 
     “Well maybe you oughta get over yourself. You wanna be alone forever?” 
 
     “Fuck.” 
 
     They ate for a minute in silence. 
 
     “So at what point do I introduce Amelia?” 
 
     Tom thought. 
 
     “I think once a relationship becomes serious.” 
 
     “What’s serious?” 
 
     Tom smiled. 
 
     “I suppose sex would be a good indicator of seriousness. Sex and…you know, whether you could propose or not.” 
 
     Cordo nodded, then lowered his head. 
 
     “Fuck, I thought I was done with all this, I was never good at this shit.” 
 
     “I think that’s one of the reasons Lourdes liked you.” 
 
     Cordo smiled. 
 
      
 
    So Cordo signed up for two dating websites and scanned the profiles of several women before messaging one. They exchanged messages for an hour and set a date for that Friday evening after Cordo arranged for Margaret to stay late. 
 
     They met at the restaurant, an Italian place on Cordo’s recommendation. Even though it was a Friday, the place was quiet and Cordo found her sitting in a corner booth in a beautiful black dress with her brunette hair curled and down on her shoulders. They shook hands and smiled nervously, ordering a bottle of cabernet, then descending into talks about how they’d never done this before, how embarrassed they’d both been to sign up for the website, to message each other. They talked about previous relationships—she’d been engaged before but never married, her fiancé had broken it off last year rather suddenly, I’m sorry, oh well, he was a few years younger, I guess he just wasn’t ready, what about you? I was married and my wife died, I’m sorry, from what? Breast cancer, I’m very sorry, my grandmother died from that several years ago, I understand how bad it is, yeah, do you have children? Yeah, a daughter, she’s eight, her name’s Millie. 
 
     After they got the wine, they clinked their glasses and toasted to new beginnings. The date went well, very genial, but at the end, as Cordo walked her to her car, they both agreed there were no sparks. They wished each other good luck, hugged, and parted ways. 
 
     Such went Cordo’s dates for the next three months, never getting past a single dinner and never getting nor giving even a kiss. 
 
     “Not going so well,” Cordo told Tom as they sat on a bench looking upon the spouting of Drumheller Fountain in the bright of a summer day, the campus quiet but windy, the flora around the fountain waving in the breeze, as did Tom’s and Cordo’s hair. 
 
     “How come?” 
 
     Cordo shrugged. 
 
     “It’s all very superficial, everything we talk about. Everything I say I’ve told all the other women, just as they’ve told everything they say to me to other men. Nothing unique or special.” 
 
     “Maybe you have to work up to that.” 
 
     “With Lourdes it—” 
 
     “No, don’t do that.” 
 
     “What?” 
 
     “Compare these women to Lourdes.” 
 
     “I’m not.” 
 
     “You are. And if you’re gonna do that, you’re wasting your money on the websites and these women because none of them can hold a candle to Lourdes, not in your mind and not in reality.” 
 
     “All right, so what the fuck do I do?” 
 
     “Judge these women on their own merits. None of them are gonna replace Lourdes but that doesn’t mean you can’t fall in love with them, that they aren’t as good as she was.” 
 
     Cordo sat forward and rubbed his lips. 
 
     “Lourdes is gone,” Tom said. “You’ll never have what you had with her again.” 
 
     Cordo shut his eyes, turned away. Tom sat forward, put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
     “But you can still have something special, significant, meaningful with someone else,” Tom said. “And be happy again.” 
 
     Cordo wiped his eyes, nodded. 
 
      
 
    So Cordo kept dating and by the end of the month had kissed a woman goodnight. The relationship lost steam two dates after but Cordo evenly moved on. 
 
     As Amelia entered her second year of college, Cordo had found no occasion yet to tell her about his dating. 
 
     The only episode during this period worth noting was one day in the beginning of September, when Cordo came home one evening and was told by Margaret, who had come home while Amelia was in class in order to do some cleaning, parking in the garage, that she had overheard a great noise coming from outside the kitchen window, which looked out upon the backyard as well as the side of the house, where the trash bin was kept. Pulling open the curtain, Margaret said, she’d seen a man in black clothes and “hat,” though this was almost surely a beanie, furrowing through the trash bags in the bin, intently searching for something. 
 
     “He saw me open the curtains and bolted down the street right away,” Margaret told a dumbfounded Cordo. “And then I called the police, told them what happened, they sent a patrolman over to search the area, took a description from me.” 
 
     “Was he homeless, do you think?” 
 
     “Didn’t look it. Looked like he was searching for something specific.” 
 
     So thereafter Cordo brought the trash bin into the garage. 
 
      
 
    In October one of the dating websites brought Cordo into contact with a redhead named Lila who was properly named Delilah but who had shortened her name in order to scorn those who had tried to flirt with her by singing “Hey There Delilah” when she was younger. 
 
     “Lila’s also a concept in Hinduism,” Cordo told her during their first date at a seafood restaurant one night on Mercer Island. “Means ‘play,’ describes everything in the universe, ultimate reality.” 
 
     Lila nodded, smiled. 
 
     “I know nothing about any of that,” she said. 
 
     “I don’t know why you would,” Cordo said, also smiling. “I know a lot of pointless things.” 
 
     “I don’t know if I would call it pointless,” Lila replied. “There’s certainly a point. Things like that are what make individuality.”  
 
     Cordo smiled more. 
 
     “Indeed.” 
 
     Lila was an OBGYN nurse at Seattle Children’s Hospital. She had worked there since straight out of nursing school at UW. She had had a daughter with her college sweetheart-turned-mongrel ex-husband, who had cheated on her for five of their 10 years together before she found him out. The divorce had been finalized last year and they now shared joint custody of six-year-old Rachel, who spent a week at each parent’s house. 
 
     Cordo told her about Amelia—Millie—about Lourdes, sidestepping the nastier details, and told her about his work. 
 
     After dinner and on the ferry ride back across Puget Sound, they held hands in a corner window seat looking out at the water while drinking hot chocolate out of Styrofoam cups. 
 
     “I really like you,” he told her. 
 
     She smiled. 
 
     “You don’t really know me yet.” 
 
     “Maybe not. But I think you’re the kind of person who listens to her own music rather than just listening to whatever’s on the Top 20.” 
 
     She chuckled. 
 
     “Is that important?” 
 
     “To me it is.” 
 
     She smiled after staring at him for a half-second. Then she nestled in closer to him. 
 
     Once back ashore they made concrete plans for their next date—a picnic next Friday afternoon at Golden Gardens, weather permitting, when Rachel would be with John and Lila had the day off while Cordo would take a half-day. 
 
     In the harbor parking lot, Cordo walked Lila to her car and after the requisite hesitation, he kissed her and it was a good kiss. They both fell into it as though swan-diving into a pool of warm chamomile tea and they lazily but lithely backstroked in it for a few minutes resembling hours. 
 
     They smiled at each other when it was done and then said goodbye. 
 
      
 
    At dinner the next evening, Hester eating kibble from her bowl beside her seat, Amelia talked of applying for the Washington Research Foundation Fellowships, which were for $6,000 and typically given to undergrads in advanced stages of research. 
 
     “But the application deadline is in February, so I think I can really develop my current research and narrow my aims in order to get it.” 
 
     Cordo nodded as he chewed chicken. 
 
     “What is your research on?” he asked.  
 
     “The effect asexually reproducing rootstocks have when grafted onto sexual scions and vise-versa. How does the soil affect the grafted plants or the agent used to hold the two together? What minerals could be added or subtracted from the soil to help? I’m trying to see if asexual reproduction can be transferred across genera, then eventually families and orders.” 
 
     Cordo absently nodded. 
 
     “Sounds time consuming.” 
 
     “It is.” 
 
     “Where are you doing this?” 
 
     “The Botany Lab at school.” 
 
     “They just let you do that there?” 
 
     “More or less. I spend time with Tom there and when no one’s around, I do my experiments.” 
 
     “Experiments?” 
 
     Amelia rolled her eyes. 
 
     “I’m not using chemicals, at least not yet. Currently I’m splicing several members of the Boechera genus—Sicklepod, Tulare, Last Chance, and Drummond’s Rockcress—after those have been completed, I’ll—” 
 
     Cordo raised his head. 
 
     “What—Drummond?” 
 
     Amelia stopped, thought. 
 
     “Yes, Drummond’s Rockcress, it’s a pervasive mustard flower. They abound on campus.” 
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “That was your first word—Drummond.” 
 
     Amelia again knew not how to respond. 
 
     “Well anyway if I can get the fellowship and become a legitimate researcher in the lab, it’ll make everything far less complicated. I’ll…” 
 
     She went on but Cordo tuned out, thought more even as he gazed at her and dissected his chicken. 
 
      
 
    Though their romance was proceeding nicely, both Cordo and Lila agreed not to introduce each other to their families and children yet, so they spent Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s apart, though surely texting and talking at night on the phone in private. Because of work and Lila going to see family in Sacramento, she and Cordo did not see each other again until after the new year. 
 
     Tom and Mark had Thanksgiving with Cordo and Amelia and announced they were moving in together. They went to see Mark’s and Tom’s families at Christmas, to Olympia, then to Tacoma. And with Margaret gone to Eugene for the holidays, Cordo and Amelia were left alone together—with Hester of course. 
 
     They tried watching the 24-hour A Christmas Story marathon but halfway through the first viewing, Amelia declared it stupid and went to her room, closing the door. Cordo rolled his eyes and got a bottle of wine, his eyes glancing at the brightly lighted iridescent Christmas tree in the living room, under which lay Amelia’s presents, perhaps wondering why the fuck he tried. 
 
     He watched in dread as she opened these presents on Christmas morning, pretending to record the mirthless episode as she tore off the wrappings as though she were weakened by hypoglycemia and found gifts she’d been expecting because she’d asked for them—a sketchbook to draw “plant specimens” in, various seeds such as Venus flytraps, lavender, and jasmine, a desk lamp that could nourish plants with its light—and other gifts she hadn’t asked for, which Cordo had improvised, hoping for the best—ornate ceramic pots, a flowery phone case, a pair of leather gardening gloves, a black straw gardening hat that resembled the most matronly headgear a housewife ever wore but also seemed somehow very Holly Golightly. 
 
     “Thanks,” she said, throwing away all the shredded wrapping paper, then collecting her things and vanishing into her room with Hester beside her. 
 
     Cordo chuckled, shook his head. He texted Lila and Tom a blank-faced emoji with a revolver pointed at its temple. 
 
      
 
    So he must have been relieved when Lila got back into town. They made a date for Friday night and after dinner, they walked along the waterfront with yachts and sailboats in the harbor beside them and the bay sloshing against the hulls while ahead in the distance, the lights made the city look as though it belonged in Tron, the Great Wheel lazily oscillating to the great vocal delight of its riders. 
 
     “I’m fairly certain she hates me,” he told her as he walked with his hands in his pockets. 
 
     “She’s only 10.” 
 
     “And in college majoring in misopatery.” 
 
     “Misopatery?” 
 
     “Hatred of father.” 
 
     Lila chuckled. 
 
     “When did you stop hating your parents?” he asked. 
 
     She thought. 
 
     “Maybe 18 or 19. When I moved to college.” 
 
     “Well I’m fucked. I won’t survive another eight years of this.” 
 
     She laughed again. 
 
     “Sometimes I wish I just had a normal daughter. I’d be less fucking clueless. But no, I have Bobbi Fischer.” 
 
     “He was a boy.” 
 
     “Bobbi with an ‘I’.” 
 
     “And I don’t think he was a child genius, just a chess prodigy.” 
 
     Cordo looked testily at her. 
 
     “You’re her father, she loves you. She probably just has a lot to deal with—stress. She’s a 10 year old in college, how often does that happen?” 
 
     “Maybe it was a bad idea.” 
 
     “If her own father doesn’t know how to interact with her, how can you expect other children and overworked underpaid elementary school teachers to? At least in college, she can govern herself.” 
 
     Cordo chewed his bottom lip. 
 
     “I don’t know. I’ve thought all this to death a million times.” 
 
     “So it’s time to stop. If she needs help, I think she’d be smart enough to come to you.” 
 
     Cordo nodded. They kept walking in silence and separation for a moment. Then Lila put her arm through his, which was cocked in an ‘O’ shape as he still had his hands in his pockets. She walked close enough for him to smell her coconut shampoo and feel the warmth of her body beneath her cardigan. 
 
     “How long’s it been since we saw each other?” she asked, her fog-breath illuminated by the lamps lining the harbor path. “Don’t you wanna touch me?” 
 
     Cordo looked ahead, kept his hands stashed away. 
 
     “Yeah I do.” 
 
     He looked at her and she at him as they continued walking but slower, ponderously. 
 
     “I’ve been dying to touch you.” 
 
     They came to a stop, turned fully to each other. 
 
     “So…” she said, one eye alight, the other dark. 
 
     Cordo took his hands out of his pockets and put his arms around her waist inside her cardigan, ran his hand up her spine, pulled her in, kissed her. She grabbed his neck with her warm hands, her fingers stroking the back of his ears and flicking strands of hair. 
 
     Cordo drove them to Lila’s house in Redmond after he’d called Tom asking if, for the sake of his having sex for the first time in a decade, he would stay the night with Amelia and Tom ribbingly agreed and wished him luck. 
 
     It wasn’t like a movie, they didn’t burst through the front door with their faces inseparable as they rent off their clothes and blindly stumbled to the nearest surface. 
 
     Instead, Cordo sensibly parked in her driveway and the motion-sensing light came on, the result of the house getting randomly egged several times last year, Lila told him. 
 
     They got out and Lila led the way to her front door. Her house was a one-story green affair, a dark wooden front door and one-car garage. Inside was a house under the command of an effeminate woman with good affordable taste, the kind of décor that would not be and was not noticeably destroyed by the inevitable carelessness of a young child. The floors were pale pink ceramic tile with cheap throw rugs all over, along with a large blue cuks shag rug in front of the TV in the living room—Rachel’s preferred seat. 
 
     “Before and after she takes a bath, she likes to roll all around naked on it,” Lila said. “And after she goes to bed, I do too.” 
 
     Cordo smiled. He sat on the taupe-colored suede couch with Victorian embellishments on its cherrywood frame and fat tasseled pillows while Lila went into the kitchen to get some wine. 
 
     “I’ve had this bottle since three Christmases ago,” she said, handing him a stem glass of red and sitting close to him. “Waiting for a good occasion.” 
 
     “Then I’m glad I came over.” 
 
     “So am I.” 
 
     They tapped their glasses and sipped in the ensuing ringing, gazing at each other over the rims. They talked for another half-hour until they finished their wine. Then Cordo put both of their glasses, empty except for those tiny inextricable burgundy puddles in the stem depressions within the glasses, on the natural crystalline agate coasters with velvet pads underneath, so as not to damage the acacia coffee table. Then he took Lila in his arms and kissed her as deeply as he could without breaking her nose and teeth. Their breath was the bittersweet taste of cabernet. He half-pushed her and she half-fell back onto the armrest and he held the back of her neck as they made out for perhaps five minutes. Then Lila stood and took his hand and led him down the hallway lined with pictures of Rachel and Lila and her parents to her bedroom. The light revealed the queen-sized bed with an aquamarine spread and cedarwood head- and footboards. She kissed him at her bedside and then pushed him down onto it before she turned off the light, then went into her darkened bathroom, holding up a one-minute finger to him as she turned on the light and closed the door. In the glow from beyond the door, Cordo got undressed, hearing the faucet running. He pulled the sheets away from the top of the bed and sat on the edge naked and waited with shoulders tense. 
 
     A few minutes later, Lila came out with the light already off and Cordo was blind in the blackness for a moment, sensing her only by the smell of her perfume and shampoo and sweat and musk—a primordially arousing fish smell—emanating from her vagina. Then by degrees his eyes adjusted and could discern the pale figure of Lila in the curtained moonlight, slowly walking toward him with full strong legs elbow-jointed by a pubic mound of dirty blonde hair and she had the round hips that come with childbirthing and a slight paunch in the belly and breasts neither too large nor too small, her aereolae large but nearly indiscernible for how pale they were. Her hair looked like tongues of flame swaying around her collarbone and shoulders as she came to him, kissing him standing while he remained sitting. Then she pushed him back and straddled his sides. He could feel her wetness slide up from his navel as she kissed her way up his body. 
 
     He grabbed her butt, which had little goosebumps on it, and hoisted them both farther across the bed and she started kissing down his cheek, neck, chest, stomach, waist, and finally his penis and testicles. 
 
     The blowjob was as good as could be done on someone who hadn’t had one in years. Cordo flinched repeatedly during the few minutes until he stopped her and pulled her back up to him, her lips wet with her own saliva. They made out some more before he flipped her over and made his way down her body to her vagina. He dragged his tongue through her short coarse pubic hair and then delved into the top of her slit, uncovering her clitoris quickly and flicking it with vacillating darts of his tongue, an exercise for which there is no analogy. She immediately started groaning, writhing, gripping the bed sheets, legs buckling and closing, Cordo pushing them apart and holding them down at the insides of her soft shaved ankles. 
 
     He stayed at her clitoris until she came 10 minutes later, supplementing his tongue with two fingers stroking her labia minora, alternately sticking his middle finger inside, turning his hand palm-up, then moving the inserted finger in a “come here” way, massaging a strangely silky-sandpapery part of her internal anatomy. 
 
     Her marvelous body was agleam with sweat and she was catching her breath after she was done and Cordo came up and she kissed him and tasted her own bitter natural lubrication and cum. After several more intimate moments of making out wrapped in each other’s arms, she spun on top of Cordo and took hold of his branch-like penis and stroked it smoothly up and down with one hand while with her other she reached behind to the nightstand but she reached too far back and blindly knocked over the pastel blue lamp with a cream shade. She caught it before it rolled off the table but had to lurch to do so, pulling Cordo’s penis longer than it was meant to, and he sat up in urgency at the sensation and after Lila had righted the lamp, they laughed and then kissed some more. 
 
     Then she pushed him back down, gave the crown of his penis a quick popping suck, then pulled open the nightstand drawer and removed a condom wrapper and a bottle of lubricant. She tore open the wrapper and put it on Cordo, sliding it down with her mouth. Then she squeezed out a glob of lube and lathered up the studded latex, as well as herself. She got upon her haunches and positioned Cordo’s penis with her entrance, then slowly pushed down. They both held their breath and closed their eyes as they sank into each other and when completed, they looked at one another and Cordo pulled her down and kissed her as he started thrusting up into her. She gasped sharply as though in pain. 
 
     “Are you OK?” he asked. 
 
     “Yeah, fine, keep going.” 
 
     He did. She lowered her face beside his head as he thrust longer and harder, she licked his ear, the lobe and the cartilage. He shivered and groaned and she asked if he liked that and he said yeah and she kept doing it. 
 
     After so long he flipped over and continued in missionary. He cradled her head against his forearm and went slow and deep while staring into her eyes. He buried his face in her hair and wrapped one arm around her side and to her back and with the other grasped her butt near her perineum and pulled her into him more with each thrust, entombing himself more in her warmth and wetness with each stroke, and they were both sweating and breathing hard and there was the whisper of the latex along with the squelching of Lila’s and Cordo’s lubricant mixed with sweat and the soft slapping of Cordo’s testicles against Lila’s anus but the bed and the headboard were solid, silent, and thank God for that and Lila was moaning, interchangeably whispering, “Oh yeah,” into his ear and grabbing his back, squeezing his butt, pulling him deeper, and Cordo stopped for a second, turned himself a little so that he lay just off-center of Lila, and continued, going suddenly faster and prompting Lila to moan more and whisper more emphatically, “Oh fuck” and he went faster, thrusting harder to where it may have actually hurt her but she wouldn’t tell him to stop and he was now perched upon his toes and forearms while she had her arms around his neck and legs around his waist like a koala and he went on for another two minutes before he stopped and collapsed breathless and exhausted still atop her. 
 
     “Did you?” 
 
     Rasping. 
 
     “No.”  
 
     She held him and he held her as his penis went flaccid and fell out of her and then he rolled onto his back and pulled off the unfilled condom. She took it to throw away as she went into the bathroom to clean herself and when she came back out, she lay beside him with her head on her hand while he had his arm draped across his eyes and was breathing deeply, the way you do before crying. 
 
     She rubbed his chest as though applying ointment. 
 
     “Was it not good?” 
 
     Cordo dropped his arm and looked at her and her features were soft in the dimness but he could see her in all her beauty and tenderness.  
 
     “No. It was incredible.” 
 
     She half-smiled but retained the other half. 
 
     “What happened?” 
 
     He took a wary breath. 
 
     “I really like you. I don’t wanna fuck things up. Scare you.” 
 
     She rubbed his chest harder, a masseuse trying to work out the kinks in the deep tissue. 
 
     “You won’t.” 
 
     He was silent a moment. Then he told her about the fluoxetine, how it causes anorgasmia, the inability to have an orgasm. She asked why he was on it. So he told her about the OCD, the general anxiety, how he’d been on trazodone and sertraline in the past. Then he told her about Amelia’s night terrors, working back to her birth, then finally told her about Lourdes. As he told her everything, Lila’s face brightened with memory and she told him how she vaguely remembered hearing on the news everything he was talking about. At the end of all the stories, he wept for five minutes and she hugged him and kissed his temple. Then he told her the stuff about his parents. 
 
     “My father was the love of my mom’s life. After he died she didn’t know what the fuck to do with herself. She fell into a God-awful depression, bounced around on antidepressants, drank a lot. I was in high school, she was hard to live with, I spent more and more time with friends. Near the end of my senior year, I came home and she was dead in bed. Had taken a bottle of Vicodin with a bottle of wine.” 
 
     Lila listened quietly. Cordo sighed. 
 
     “This is the most depressed I’ve ever been, what about you?” 
 
     She smiled. There was nothing left to say. So they moved onto different topics and saw the sun rise. Then Cordo said he should get going and she walked him out to his car. 
 
     The morning was chill and gray. She had on a Seahawks sweatshirt and sweatpants. Before he left he asked if she wanted to keep going with this thing. 
 
     “Of course I do.” 
 
     He smiled, then hugged her. They kissed before Cordo left. 
 
      
 
    After consulting Amelia’s pediatrician, Cordo started taking the fluoxetine at night. If he and Lila spent the night together, he took it after sex. Thus he started cumming again. The first orgasm was mind shattering, as though he were shooting out his whole nervous system from his urethra. Lila’s self-confidence visibly grew. 
 
     Cordo introduced Lila to Tom and Mark, who had moved in together at the start of the new year, in March. They went to lunch together and thoroughly enjoyed each other. Then Lila introduced Cordo to her sister and a friend, Michelle, whom she’d met in college, on separate occasions. Lila soon told him he had their approval and Cordo reciprocated with Tom’s. 
 
     They first said, “I love you” in April. They’d both just finished a round of day sex in Lila’s bed. Lying side by side in the radiant light coming through the window, he turned to her as she lay drowsing and told her. She calmly opened her eyes, turned her head, and said it to him. They smiled and kissed. 
 
     “I guess it’s time to bring the kids into the picture,” Lila said during their next date. 
 
     Cordo nodded. 
 
     “Who first?” she asked. 
 
     Cordo glanced up as he cut his steak, chuckled. 
 
     “It’s gonna happen, Tendler,” Lila said, smiling. “Sooner or later.” 
 
     “How much later?” 
 
     “Stop it,” she slapped his wrist playfully. “I feel guilty we’ve been keeping each other from them, we have to.” 
 
     Cordo groaned. 
 
     “OK. Rachel first.” 
 
     “All right. Come to dinner Sunday?” 
 
     “Sure.” 
 
     “OK. Amelia?” 
 
     Cordo thought, tapped his fingers. He rubbed his forehead, whispered, “Fuck.” 
 
     “What are you afraid is gonna happen?” 
 
     “I…I don’t know. You don’t know her.” 
 
     “I know she’s your daughter and you love her.” 
 
     “Sometimes.” 
 
     “Stop it, you do. And I love you and I need to meet her.” 
 
     Cordo slumped his head on his hand. 
 
     “I love you,” he said. 
 
     She stroked his arm. 
 
     “Next Friday?” he suggested. “Dinner at home?” 
 
     “That’ll work.” 
 
      
 
    The dinner with Rachel went well. She was now seven and more or less understood the concept of dating, at least to the extent that when a man and a woman like each other, they go to each other’s house. She avowed, however, she would never go to a boy’s home, as she would never like boys. 
 
     Cordo made her laugh with the kind of corny jokes Amelia would have scoffed at and as the night went on, Cordo gained even more energy, as though he were a plant and Rachel’s laughter sunlight. After dinner they watched several episodes of Spongebob Squarepants as they ate the dessert of rocky-road ice cream. Rachel was flabbergasted by Cordo’s knowledge of Spongebob, the dialogue, the jokes, the opening song. 
 
     “Do you watch this with Amelia?” Lila asked. 
 
     Cordo snickered. 
 
     “Amelia would never stoop to watching something so plebeian. No, I watch it by myself—I love Spongebob.” 
 
     Rachel laughed, perhaps thinking he was joking. She went to bed at nine, hugging and kissing her mom and hugging Cordo before bolting down the hallway with Lila’s, “Brush your teeth!” chasing after her. 
 
     “She’s very affectionate,” Cordo commented. “Even with strangers.” 
 
     “Yeah. Counselor says it’s a nervous response to the divorce—a perceived halving in affection received results in a doubling of the affection given. Could get her in trouble in high school but for now I’m not complaining.” 
 
     Cordo laughed. 
 
     “Well don’t expect anything like that from Amelia the Ice Queen.” 
 
     “I’m sure she and I will develop our own rapport.” 
 
     “That’s a nice thought.” 
 
      
 
    That Wednesday Cordo told Amelia about the dinner on Friday night with Lila.  
 
     “You’re dating her?” she asked placidly over the dinner table, beside which Hester lay. 
 
     “Yes. And it’s rather serious.” 
 
     Amelia ate and thought. 
 
     “I would’ve told you sooner—” 
 
     “But you wanted to make sure it would last, I know, I understand, Dad, it’s fine.” 
 
     Cordo reared back in his seat, wood creaking. 
 
     “It is?” 
 
     “Of course. You’re an adult and I have the faculties, if not the anatomy, of one, you don’t need my permission or to worry about…whatever you’d worry about.” 
 
     He looked as though he’d just seen someone get hit by a semi-truck. 
 
     “Actually I’m glad you’ll have someone else in your life. Now that Tom’s living with Mark, they’ll surely start talking about marriage, maybe moving, perhaps outside the state, maybe children. And I won’t be home as much starting in the summer.” 
 
     Cordo was processing all this, so he was a moment in asking why? 
 
     “I was given the fellowship. I begin work after school lets out.” 
 
     This with no arrogance, only the serenity of a mystic prophesying. 
 
     “When did you find out?” Cordo asked. 
 
     “A few days ago, Friday, I think.” 
 
     “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
     “That was the night you had Margaret babysit while you ‘worked late’ and the next morning I wanted to go to the university library. We were busy and I just forgot.” 
 
     “Sweetheart, I wanna know stuff like that. You shoulda called me or texted me right when you found out.” 
 
     “I’m sorry, I just didn’t think to.” 
 
     “Well neither here nor there, congratulations, baby!” 
 
     “Thanks.” 
 
     He got up and kissed her forehead. 
 
     “How do you wanna celebrate? I’m thinking a party.” 
 
     “No, definitely not.” 
 
     “Why not? I’ve never thrown a party before, it’ll be a new experience.” 
 
     “I don’t have any friends.” 
 
     “So what? We’ll have an open bar, everyone and their guinea pig’ll show up.” 
 
     Amelia smirked.  
 
     “No, so—OK, we’ll have Tom and Mark—duh—then Lila and her daughter, Rachel, she’s seven and in the first grade, you’ll hate her.” 
 
     Amelia snickered. 
 
     “Then we can invite some of the people who are going to be working with you—the lead investigator? Other people who are gonna be in the lab? I know people do that sometimes, right?” 
 
     “I guess. But really, Dad, I don’t want to do that.” 
 
     “All right, well if I’m honest with myself, I don’t either. People are exhausting. All right, but at least this weekend you and I’ll go to the arboretum, deal?” 
 
     “Deal.” 
 
     “And tonight I’ll make brownies.” 
 
     He got up and proceeded into the kitchen. 
 
     “Use the glass pan, not the broiler this time.” 
 
     “You’re never gonna let me live that down.” 
 
     “I had to listen to you for three days while you soaked and scrubbed it out.” 
 
     “All right.” 
 
     He came back to the table for a second. 
 
     “Just to be clear: You’re fine with Lila and meeting her this Friday?” 
 
     She hesitated ever so briefly. 
 
     “Yes, Dad.” 
 
     He smiled at her. 
 
     “Great. I’m really proud of you, all right?” 
 
     She nodded, smiling. He went to the oven. 
 
      
 
    The dinner started well, better than Cordo probably could have hoped for. He sat on the sideline while Lila and Amelia engaged each other in conversation like two long-lost girlfriends rendezvousing for appletinis. Lila asked about Amelia’s research and understood more about it than Cordo could, so Amelia talked about it more in-depth, using words such as megasporangium, nucellus, integuement, megagametophyte, archegonia, and so on. 
 
     Then later Amelia asked Lila about her work as a nurse, which had started as an emergency-room nurse, where she cared for patients ranging from those who came in with minor asthma complaints to third-degree burn victims. Then she had graduated to gynecology and obstetrics, as well as neonatal. 
 
     “What does that involve, NT screening, PAPP-A, hCG measuring, amniocentesis?” 
 
     Lila was a little shocked. 
 
     “Yeah, among other things.” 
 
     “Do you do genetic counseling as well?” 
 
     “Uh, sometimes, if a doctor isn’t available.” 
 
     “What’s genetic counseling?” Cordo asked. 
 
     “If a pregnant woman’s fetus tests positive for certain genetic disorders, such as Patau or Down or Edwards syndrome, they’re advised of the implications and can choose to abort or carry to term,” Amelia said. 
 
     “Right,” Lila said, taking a sip of water. 
 
     “Well that’s not pleasant,” Cordo said. 
 
     “How many times have you had to advise?” Amelia asked. 
 
     “No, let’s not talk about this,” Cordo said. 
 
     “Why? Is anyone uncomfortable?” 
 
     “I am,” Cordo said. 
 
     “Why?” 
 
     Cordo chuckled, glanced at Lila. 
 
     “Because—” 
 
     “Lila, are you uncomfortable?” Amelia asked. 
 
     Lila thought, took a deep breath. 
 
     “No. And I’ve had to do it dozens of times.” 
 
     “For what disorders?” 
 
     “Mostly Down. Also spina bifida.” 
 
     “What’s the ratio of mothers who opt to abort and those who choose to carry?” 
 
     “Oh my…” Cordo muttered. 
 
     “Um…I guess one to four or five.” 
 
     “Really? Why is that?” 
 
     “I don’t know. Guilt maybe. They don’t like the idea of abortion.” 
 
     “The tests aren’t 100-percent accurate, correct?” 
 
     “In the first trimester. But if a woman tests positive in both the first and second trimester, it’s usually 100 percent.” 
 
     “But you must tell the mothers there’s a margin of error, small as it may be.” 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
     “So they cling to the hope that you’re wrong. That’s why they go to term. And how many times are you actually wrong?” 
 
     “…None that I can remember.” 
 
     “So. The futility of hope against the tyranny of science.” 
 
     “Is it wrong to hope?” Lila asked tersely. 
 
     “Is it right to bring faulty people into the world?” 
 
     “Amelia, don’t say—” Cordo began. 
 
     “It doesn’t make them lesser in the eyes of the parents.” 
 
     “Of course it does, the children will be objects of pity for all their lives in the eyes of their parents, who will also be pitied in the eyes of society. No one would ever wish for a child with a genetic disorder.” 
 
     “But for some parents, there’s no other choice.” 
 
     “Of course there is. Abort and start over.” 
 
     “What if the next child has a disorder too?” 
 
     “Then try again. Genetics are a crapshoot, eventually they’ll get the right combination.” 
 
     “Most parents aren’t and can’t be that pugnacious. It’s their child, no matter what.” 
 
     “Do you know why society pities those parents with children with genetic disorders? Because they have tougher lives than normal parents. Do you know why parents pity their children when they have genetic disorders?” 
 
     “Because they have tougher lives?” 
 
     “No. The parents pity themselves because whatever reborn elements of themselves are in their children are tainted. They despair at the realization of their own finite existences. Once they’re dead whatever vestige of them that’s in their children is hopelessly lost in the darkness of retardation or whatever other flaw the child was born with. The parents are truly dead then. Might as well have never existed in the first place.” 
 
     All three were silent. Cordo ran his finger along the rim of his water glass. 
 
     “So what’s the answer?” Lila asked stiffly. “Don’t procreate?” 
 
     Amelia thought. 
 
     “No. But what if there were a way to treat defective genes in the parents before they passed them on? Or even in the embryo itself?” 
 
     “Gene therapy.” 
 
     “And stem cells.” 
 
     Lila nodded. 
 
     “These are very ambitious ideas you have,” Lila said. “But in the meantime, parents will have to go on doing what they’ve been doing.” 
 
     Amelia nodded, thought. 
 
     “If Rachel had had an extra chromosome,” she said, “would you have aborted or carried?” 
 
     “Amelia!” Cordo scorned. 
 
     Amelia kept her eyes on Lila, waited. Lila kept her lips from snarling. 
 
     “I would have had her.” 
 
     Amelia nodded, returned to eating. Cordo aggressively changed the topic. 
 
     As Cordo walked Lila out to her car later that night, he asked if she wanted to break up. 
 
     “Of course not! You gave me plenty of warning.” 
 
     “Oh that was the worst goddamn dinner. I’m so sorry.” 
 
     “Don’t be. She’s just flaunting her intelligence, challenge authority. Pretty routine for an 11 year old.” 
 
     “Wanna switch kids?” 
 
     Lila laughed again. 
 
     “Not on your life.” 
 
     She opened her car door and Cordo held it open. 
 
     “I love you,” she said. 
 
     “I love you too.” 
 
     They kissed and hugged and then she left. Back in the house, Cordo saw Amelia’s door was closed and it was dark beyond. He groaned and headed into the kitchen and poured himself some brandy to go sit out on the fragrant back porch. 
 
      
 
    Amelia finished out the school year with straight As and started working in the botany lab, of which Tom was head, the week before school let out. Cordo opened a bank account for her and deposited the fellowship money for her, as well as the numerous scholarships and grants she would receive in the near future. 
 
     Sometimes Tom brought her home, other times Margaret did—late, always after Cordo got back at around eight. Her mood drastically improved. Though she had nothing but curses and epithets for her lab mates, excluding Tom, she was ecstatic that she now had wider access to materials, microscopes, chemicals, so on. 
 
     In June Cordo and Lila started talking about introducing Amelia and Rachel to each other, which for long they had avoided discussing. 
 
     Cordo had the same misgivings he’d had before introducing Lila, who was also apprehensive. But they both agreed it was not practical not to introduce the two girls, considering the seriousness of the relationship and their joint desire for the relationship to progress. 
 
     “What’s Amelia’s favorite place?” Lila asked over coffee across the street from The Times office. 
 
     “The lab.” 
 
     “Besides?” 
 
     “The arboretum.” 
 
     “Of course.” 
 
     “Rachel’s?” 
 
     “The beach, the fish market, the arcade.” 
 
     They thought. 
 
     “What are we really afraid of?” Lila asked. “Is Amelia physically dangerous?” 
 
     Cordo shrugged. 
 
     “No. But the shit she talks about…could fuck Rachel up.” 
 
     “So what, she’s already in therapy, just pile it on.” 
 
     Cordo laughed. 
 
     “Let’s go to the arboretum,” Lila decided. “Rachel’s never been. She and Amelia can go around and Amelia can fill up her head with plant shit.” 
 
     “She won’t mind?” 
 
     “She doesn’t really have any friends, might be my fault, I don’t know. But I bet she’d love to hang out with an older girl.” 
 
     Cordo nodded, drank coffee. 
 
     “You ever feel like a bad parent?” he asked. 
 
     “Every goddamn day.” 
 
     “Me too.” 
 
     They cheered their coffee cups. 
 
      
 
     The arboretum was a success. After some begging by Cordo to get Amelia to take time off from the lab, along with some convincing that she could fill Rachel’s head with plant trivia and turn her into Amelia’s own little Igor, Amelia acquiesced. 
 
     Rachel immediately fell in love with Hester and asked Amelia if she could pet her. Amelia permitted her to coldly, then as Cordo watched she seemed to infer that Rachel was no threat or enemy and thereafter she was friendly toward the younger girl. They stayed with Cordo and Lila for a while, walking along the paths under the trees and between the bushes, until they came to the Japanese garden. Cordo gave them some admittance money and Lila told them to stay together as the two girls hurried up to the gate, Amelia and Hester trying to walk but being forced to run by Rachel’s excitement. 
 
     Cordo and Lila watched them until they passed through the gate, then they went on, talking in the sunshine. 
 
     When they ran into each other an hour later, Rachel talked nonstop about how pretty the garden was and how she would want her wedding to be held there someday. 
 
     “What wedding?” Cordo asked. “I thought you didn’t like boys.” 
 
     Rachel laughed. 
 
     “It doesn’t have to be a b—” Amelia began but Cordo put a hand on her shoulder and gently squeezed, dissuading her from finishing while Cordo held down his laughter. 
 
     “I don’t,” Rachel said. “But in case, like, anyone ever forced me, like said, ‘Get married or else,’ I’d want it there.” 
 
     Cordo and Lila laughed. They continued through the gardens, Rachel stroking Hester’s head while Amelia talked to her about botany, horticulture, and plant biology.  
 
      
 
    The rest of the summer was filled with such play dates, as well as private dates for Cordo and Lila. 
 
     In July Tom proposed to Mark, who said yes, and a week later they had a small engagement party at Mark’s house in Bellevue. Cordo, Lila, Amelia, Rachel, Margaret, and Hester went.  
 
     “We’re trying to get everything in order for a November wedding but both our families are scattered throughout the country,” Mark said. “We might have to postpone for a while.” 
 
     “I knew it was gonna be a shitshow,” Tom said. 
 
     “But we agreed both our mothers’ hearts wouldn’t stand it if we eloped and we have aunts and grandmothers who’d be pissed.” 
 
     “Well what’s important is that it happened,” Lila said as she held a glass of white wine. “Everything will fall into place eventually. There’s no rush—have you read that Huffington Post article—” 
 
     “Boo!” Cordo put in. 
 
     “—about why couples should be engaged for longer than a year?” 
 
     “No,” Tom said. 
 
     “I’ll find it and send it to you,” Lila said. 
 
     They kept on and were the last to leave the house that night. 
 
      
 
    A week later at work, Cordo got a call from the security company that managed his house’s alarm system, informing him the alarm had been on for the last 30 seconds, do you need the police called? Yes, right away. 
 
     After he hung up, Cordo rushed down to his car and hurried home. 
 
     The house had been broken into from the kitchen window at the side. The glass had been broken in probably by a hammer or rock. What was perhaps strangest, however, was that nothing in the house seemed to be missing nor out of place from that morning before Cordo had left. 
 
     “Probably some dumbass kid broke in, set off the alarm, scared the piss outta him, so he ran off,” the police officer there speculated, following Cordo throughout the house as he looked in the subtle hiding spaces. 
 
     Lourdes’ jewelry was still in a cardboard shoebox in the floor of his closet, his grandfather’s old coin collection, worth about $2,000, was still between his mattress and box spring, as his grandfather had advised him as a child. 
 
     “Don’t trust banks,” he’d said to young Cordo. “They routinely fail, it’s cyclical.” 
 
     He checked the medicine cabinets in both bathrooms and found his and Amelia’s prescriptions in place. 
 
     “Anything missing, Mr. Tendler?” the officer asked for the umpteenth time. 
 
     They were in the guest bathroom and Cordo was looking at the orange pill bottle of Amelia’s fluoxetine. The bottle was nearly full. The label said it had one refill before August 2—next week. 
 
     “Mr. Tendler?” the officer asked again. 
 
     “No, no, I think everything’s fine. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    When Margaret brought Amelia home that night, Cordo didn’t tell anyone about the alarm episode but instead asked Amelia if she had stopped taking her medication. She said yes without hesitation. 
 
     “How come?” 
 
     “I didn’t want to be on them anymore.” 
 
     “Why?” 
 
     He followed her to the backyard door, which she opened to let Hester out to the bathroom, and then into the kitchen, where she made herself a sandwich. 
 
     “I wasn’t hearing the voice anymore. The dreams were gone.” 
 
     “That was the point—get rid of your panic attacks and terrors and anxiety and everything.” 
 
     “And I haven’t had any since I’ve been off the pills. I’ve outgrown them.” 
 
     “But you’re hearing the voice again, having the dreams?” 
 
     “Yes. But they don’t overwhelm me like they did when I was young.” 
 
     “Why do you want them?” 
 
     Amelia shrugged. 
 
     “They’re important.” 
 
     “How?” 
 
     “…It’s hard to explain. When I’m taking a test, it tells me the answers. When I’m in the lab, it gives me suggestions on what to do.” 
 
     Cordo thought about this. 
 
     “But if you did fine when you were off them, when you didn’t hear—” 
 
     “Dad, I told you, it’s hard to explain. The important thing is I’m doing fine without the pills. I don’t want to be on them anymore.” 
 
     Cordo didn’t know what else to say, so he went into the living room and sat down to watch TV. 
 
      
 
    In August Cordo began looking for a ring. He hadn’t proposed to Lourdes with one—they’d gotten them after and it had been relatively easy, as Lourdes hadn’t been much of a jewelry-wearer. 
 
     But Cordo had more difficulty in finding a ring for Lila, so he invited Tom to help and they scoured the city’s jewelers. 
 
     “The problem is her ex-husband’s parents were rich, so he proposed with like a $50,000 ring,” Cordo told Tom as they looked through display cases. 
 
     “So anything you get her will pale in comparison.” 
 
     “Exactly.” 
 
     They looked at round, oval, marquise, asscher, trilliant, emerald, cushion, baguette, princess, pear, radiant, and heart diamonds before Cordo wondered if she even wanted a diamond. Then there were the colors, the bands, the settings, the clarities, and the carats to worry about. 
 
     “How did you decide on what ring to get Mark?” 
 
     “I didn’t really have to worry about it. People tend to look strangely at men wearing diamonds. We’re just gonna wear silver bands.” 
 
     “Yet another reason I wish I were gay.” 
 
     “You don’t have any family heirlooms? Any rings your great-grandmother got through the Holocaust with?” 
 
     “I wish. All my family are from Switzerland.” 
 
     “Neutral bastards.” 
 
     The more they looked, the more disheartened Cordo became. 
 
     “What are you looking for exactly?” 
 
     “Something I fall in love with immediately because I know she’ll fall in love with it immediately.” 
 
     As they headed into the third weekend of looking, Cordo’s attitude toward the idea of a ring soured. 
 
     “It’s really cliché and impersonal, isn’t it? And why do we give diamonds? Because some slave driver in South Africa said they’re forever? It’s just hardened carbon, no different from a pumice stone. I might as well get her that—it’s cheaper and, hey, perk, she’d have silky-smooth feet.” 
 
     “You’re losing your mind.” 
 
     “I just wanna propose with something she’ll love forever. I want that feeling that Niles and Chandler had, they saw rings and immediately knew, ‘That’s the ring!’” 
 
     “Niles is from—” 
 
     “Frasier.” 
 
     “Of course, I was always more of a Friends man.” 
 
     At the end of the third weekend, they had some beers, still having found no satisfactory bauble. 
 
     “So fuck the diamond. In fact fuck the ring,” Tom said. 
 
   
  
 

  Cordo thought about this as he drank. 
 
     “Fuck the ring?” 
 
     “Fuck the ring. So you can’t best the ex-husband’s $50,000 ring. So you do something totally different—something nobody’s ever done.” 
 
     “So there’s no precedent.” 
 
     “Exactly. You be the fucking George Washington of engagement traditions.” 
 
     “OK. How?” 
 
     “You know her better than I do.” 
 
     Cordo thought for a moment. Then he slowly started spelling out his plan. 
 
      
 
    In mid-September Cordo asked Lila to come away with him for the weekend but she couldn’t until the first of November. Then Tom and Mark volunteered to babysit Amelia and Rachel and in private, Tom gave Cordo a hug and wished him luck. 
 
     Cordo drove them half an hour north to Willows Lodge, near green Woodinville. It was a drizzly afternoon and after checking in, they took one of the lodge’s vans to the numerous wineries in the area and got drunk on samples, then went back to the lodge and made love in their room for two hours. Then they went to dinner at the lodge’s restaurant, the Barking Frog, and afterward walked around in the lodge’s herb garden, through which a picturesque brook cut and a bronze head sat on the bank with its tongue sticking out. 
 
     They walked amid the fragrances of herbs beneath the moon and stars and she might have expected him to propose then but he didn’t. It was still drizzling but not enough to dampen the occasion. They found a cylinder-roofed stone hut and huddled inside it for a while and kissed. 
 
     Then they went back to their room and sat in front of their burning stone-trimmed fireplace to dry and warm up. They made love twice more before falling asleep. 
 
     The next day was dark but not drizzly. After breakfast and getting ready, Cordo put a bottle of red wine and a blanket in a tote bag and he and Lila went outside to the Sammamish River. Their running shoes, which had never known either of them to run, crunched in the dewy grass and rocky dirt as they headed downhill to the asphalt trail beside the river and then followed it southward.  
 
     They went on for a half-hour, Cordo repeatedly taking deep breaths, rolling his shoulders, and clenching and unclenching his fists. Then they found a nice grassy spot on the bank and Cordo spread out the blanket and they lay on it on their elbows, watching the current and the little animals on the other bank as they shuffled between stems and shrubs. 
 
     “You know it took me seven years to start dating again,” Cordo said. 
 
     Lila looked at him. Her red hair was straight, lying on her shoulders, an orange river frozen in place yet malleable. 
 
     “Tom suggested internet dating,” he said. “I thought it was the dumbest most pathetic thing, like officially surrendering.” 
 
     Lila chuckled empathetically. 
 
     “But since I met you, I’m terribly glad I did it.” 
 
     He stroked her hand. 
 
     “Me too,” she said. 
 
     Cordo cleared his throat. 
 
     “The time I’ve spent with you and Rachel, it’s all been the best time of my life in a long time…” 
 
     He reached into the tote bag and Lila reared up in preparation. 
 
     “…and I want us all to…” 
 
     He chuckled as tears dripped down from his eyes. 
 
     “…be a family.” 
 
     He brought out a little wooden box and opened it: Inside was black velvet padding protecting an egg-shaped pendant in a radiant golden frame. 
 
     Lila was a bit surprised at the object. Cordo told her to take a closer look. 
 
     “Do you know what a cameo is?” 
 
     She nodded as she leaned in, then after a second she gasped. 
 
     “It’s Rachel,” she said. 
 
     Cordo nodded, watching Lila as she examined the raised chiseled profile of Rachel on the marble-seeming face of the pendant. The layers of her hair, the shape of her nose and chin, her ear were all there, captured in white against a chestnut background. 
 
     “I found this picture on your phone,” Cordo said. “I sent it to a carver in Greece. It’s made out of sardonyx shell in a 14-carat white-gold setting—to go with your pale skin tone.” 
 
     Lila hadn’t touched it yet, looked at it with tears in her eyes. 
 
     “It’s amazing.” 
 
     Cordo took her hand. 
 
     “Will you marry me?” 
 
     “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    They declined having an engagement party, opting instead for a soirée intime at Cordo’s house with Tom, Mark, Margaret, Amelia, Rachel, Michelle, and Rebecca, Lila’s sister. 
 
     When asked when they were having the wedding, they said maybe in July, as everyone at the lodge had said the local lavender would be in full bloom and they could have their wedding at the Lavender Farm. The fact that purple was Lila’s favorite color was pure serendipity. 
 
     “Is eight months enough time?” Mark asked. 
 
     “Yeah, it’s only gonna be about 20 people,” Lila said. 
 
     “What about you guys?” Cordo asked. “We haven’t gotten an RSVP, so is it safe to say you’ve had to postpone?” 
 
     “Yes,” Tom said. “We couldn’t do it this month because the gluten-free caterer was previously booked for an Alaskan cruise and my cousins and their children will explode if they have gluten and no one else apparently has mastered the art of cooking without it. And we can’t do it next month because Mark’s grandmother doesn’t wanna travel at Christmas and New Year’s. Can’t do it in January because all the kids go back to school, can’t do it during spring break ‘cause all the little bastards have different spring breaks.” 
 
     “So now we’re shooting for summer,” Mark concluded. 
 
      
 
    For Amelia’s birthday she, Cordo, Lila, Tom, Mark, Rachel, Hester, and Margaret hiked Mount. Rainier and listened to Amelia lecture them on the flora with all the authority of a tenured professor. 
 
     At the start of the new semester, she applied for several grants and scholarships offered by various private and nonprofit foundations and by individuals vetted by the university and by mid-February, she was informed she had been selected for most of them and her funding totaled a little more than $15,000. After Cordo could foresee no impending conflicts of interest, he allowed her to accept the money. 
 
     Cordo and Lila discussed the issue of whether they should move in together into one of their houses or buy a new house altogether. 
 
     Lila ruled out moving into her house, which she’d shared with her ex and which, for her, still carried the poison of their marriage in the air, like mold in the walls, termites in the floorboards. 
 
     Cordo said there were no negative feelings for him in this house but wondered if Lila and Rachel would be comfortable here, considering… 
 
     “Rachel doesn’t know about…Lourdes,” Lila said. “And as for me…you had a happy marriage…it was obviously good enough for Amelia to prosper.” 
 
     Considering Amelia’s college costs and Cordo’s own student-loan debts, both of which he was tactfully dealing with in the long run, as well as Lila’s debts from her divorce and student loans, they agreed Lila and Rachel would move into Cordo’s house, convert his office into another bedroom, and would move in no more than three years to someplace bigger. 
 
     And this eventually led to another topic. 
 
     “Do you want more children?” Lila asked him one night in March, after she’d moved in, and they sat in Cordo’s papasan chair for two in front of the crackling fireplace. 
 
     “Not on my own,” he said. “It’s too hard.” 
 
     “But with me?” she asked, stroking his arm as it hung around her neck. 
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
     “Me too.” 
 
     She kissed his wrist. 
 
      
 
    Everything and everyone finally aligned for Tom and Mark, who married in June at Belle Gardens in Deer Park, near Spokane. 
 
     People started arriving at noon. Valets provided by the owners of the grounds parked the cars of the cousins from Texas, the aunts and uncles from Colorado, the grandparents from Florida and North Carolina, friends from Oregon, Seattle, and California. 
 
     The gardens’ epicenter was the two-story white Victorian house at the top of the asphalt driveway off a desolate backwoods road. 
 
     In the top floor of this house, Mark and his groomsmen—his brother and people from school and work—got ready while in a cottage across the driveway, Tom and Cordo got ready, Tom nervously talking. 
 
     “You know what I’ve been thinking about a lot lately?” he asked as he fastidiously examined himself in a mirror. 
 
     Cordo looked at him in the mirror, shook his head. 
 
     “Have you ever met anyone from Delaware?”  
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “Nope.” 
 
     “Have you ever known of any celebrity from Delaware?” 
 
     “Nope.” 
 
     “Exactly. I don’t think Delaware has any people. I think at some point, the federal government said, ‘Oh shit, it’s been a long time since we heard anything from Delaware,’ and when they went to look, it was empty.” 
 
     “Like the Roanoke Colony.” 
 
     “Yes. And the government was like, ‘People’ll lose their shit if they hear about this,’ and then someone else said, ‘What’re we gonna do?’ and someone else was like, ‘Let’s not do anything, see if people notice,’ and no one has yet! It’s like the Area 51 of states.” 
 
     “Area 52.” 
 
     Tom laughed. He turned around, took a deep shuddering breath. 
 
     “He’s the one, right? The right one?” 
 
     Cordo chuckled. 
 
     “Is he?” 
 
     Tom nodded. 
 
     “I think so.” 
 
     Cordo cocked his head. 
 
     “You think?” 
 
     Tom shook his head, turned back to the mirror, wiped his palms on his blue suit pants. 
 
     “No, no, he is. Just…” 
 
     Cordo watched him. 
 
     “How do you feel about him?” Cordo asked. 
 
     “I love him.” 
 
     “Can you imagine life without him?” 
 
     “…Yes.” 
 
     Cordo cringed. 
 
     “But it’d be worse,” Tom said. 
 
     Cordo nodded. 
 
     “I can’t…” Tom paused. “I couldn’t bear coming home without him being there…I couldn’t bear him being somewhere else without me…Every night after work, my heart swells with…excitement…love.” 
 
     He was steadier. He took a breath. Cordo rubbed his shoulders as though he were preparing a prizefighter, adjusted the white gardenia on Tom’s lapel. 
 
      
 
    A gazebo stood south of the house and around this had close to 100 white wooden folding chairs been set up with an aisle in the middle, which led up to the steps of the gazebo, wherein Cordo stood with a leather-bound notebook in which he’d written his script. Mark’s groomsmen stood on the steps of the gazebo while Amelia stood on the opposite topmost step.  
 
     The band, which a friend of Mark’s had recommended and which had come from Olympia, were set up beside the gazebo on a wooden stage in the grass. They started acoustically, playing Neil Young’s “Harvest Moon.” With the first lyrics, Tom and Mark came down from the house and stood at the top of the aisle, which was lined with large white vases of flowers handpicked by Tom. 
 
     The audience turned and stood and watched Tom and Mark, arm in arm, come down the aisle. 
 
     Cordo looked at Lila and Rachel in the audience, in the third row of Tom’s side, and smiled at her. 
 
     At the bottom of the aisle, four couples—two on each side, Tom’s and Mark’s parents and grandparents—stood and hugged and kissed the couple and wiped away their tears. Then Tom and Mark headed up the steps into the gazebo, strewn with floriculture. 
 
     “Thank you, everyone, for coming out to this wonderful event, the marriage of Mark Evans and Tom Liking,” Cordo began. “We’re all here today because of love. ‘There are as many kinds of love as there are hearts.’ We’re here today to celebrate the love that has made Tom and Mark decide to spend the rest of their lives together. This is no light decision and should not be made as such. Life is as often a maelstrom as it is peaceful. In both cases we all need a good companion, someone who will wait for you if you should fall behind. Someone who won’t let go of your hand should you lose everything, should you fall from grace. It may be that the gulfs will wash you down. It may be you shall touch the Happy Isles. In either case you will have each other. Be each other’s North, South, East, and West, each other’s working week and Sunday rest.” 
 
     Cordo gave them each one of the two silver bands in his pocket and instructed them to say their vows as they put the rings on each other and they both respectively cried during the recitations. 
 
     Then Cordo asked each if he took the other as his partner for as long as they both should live? Then by the power vested in me by the State of Washington, I pronounce you married. 
 
     Tom and Mark kissed and the audience raucously applauded as the band resumed “Harvest Moon.” 
 
     The reception took place in the courtyard behind the house, where there was a prominent stone fountain trickling and where also tables with white linens had been previously situated, as well as a large dance floor in the middle of the courtyard, a stage set up with the band’s electric equipment, and a pillared tent with tables of covered food and drink and ice fountains and an open bar. 
 
     Family members and friends—including Amelia—gave brief speeches after everyone had gotten food and then they cut the cake and Tom and Mark mashed the chocolate into each other’s face, then the band played from both a prepared playlist and also took requests: “Rosalita (Come Out Tonight),” “Don’t Bring Me Down,” “Slow Ride,” “Don’t Stop Believin’,” “Livin’ on a Prayer,” “Stairway to Heaven,” “Whole Lotta Love,” “Uptown Funk,” “Bang Bang,” “Kickstart My Heart,” “Love You ‘Till the End,” “Bohemian Rhapsody,” “Snow (Hey Oh),” “Bad Case of Loving You (Doctor, Doctor),” “Addicted to Love,” “Simply Irresistible,” “Gimme All Your Lovin’,” “So Happy Together,” “Join Together,” “Baba O’Reilly,” “You Really Got a Hold on Me,” “Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da,” “Surfin’ Safari,” “Surfin’ USA,” “Surfer Girl,” “Do You Wanna Dance,” “Help Me, Rhonda,” “California Girls,” “Barbara Ann,” “Wouldn’t It Be Nice,” “Kokomo,” “Black Betty,” “The Wonder of You,” “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown,” “You Don’t Mess Around With Jim,” “I Love Rock N’ Roll,” “Carry On Wayward Son,” Rock and Roll All Nite,” “Keep On Rockin’ in the Free World,” Leonard Cohen’s “Closing Time,” and others. 
 
     When night came on, the strings of white lights strewn about the house and the tent and the trees and bushes came on to illuminate the night like a million torch-carrying fairies. 
 
     Cordo danced with Lila in the languorous melody of “Surfer Girl” and whispered, “I love you” and she said it back and kissed him. 
 
     They and Rachel and even Amelia danced like idiots during “Uptown Funk” and Cordo and Tom drunkenly sang along to “Baba O’Reilly” with silver serving spoon-microphones held to their mouths, singing with all the intensity as though they were on stage before more than four million people in Copacabana, Rio de Janeiro, on New Year’s Eve 1994. 
 
     The party stopped at midnight. The drunk were driven by the sober to the hotels whereat Tom and Mark had made reservations. Tom and Mark were driven in a limo to Spokane International to fly to their week-in-Madrid honeymoon. Life remained paused until morning. 
 
      
 
    In May Lila’s mother in Minneapolis was hospitalized after falling and a case of severe vomiting. She was diagnosed with vertigo and Lila went to take care of her for a few weeks.  
 
     As neither Cordo nor Lila could take the time off to go to Minneapolis and drive her to Seattle nor could she fly nor did any relatives live anywhere near her, Tom and Lila’s wedding was postponed until Lila’s mother could travel. 
 
     But by August the dizzy spells were just as frequent and severe, though no psychological nor neurological causes could be found, and Cordo and Lila were faced with the possibility of postponing indefinitely. 
 
     “What if we got married there?” Cordo asked. 
 
     Lila thought about it and eventually scowled. 
 
     “There’s a reason I left,” she said. “Have you ever been to the Midwest?” 
 
     “No.” 
 
     “Exactly.” 
 
     Cordo laughed as they sat on the couch in his living room. They were quiet for a moment. 
 
     “Then again,” Lila said. “There is a town south of Minneapolis.” 
 
     “Yeah?” 
 
     “It’s called New Ulm, it’s where my mom was born. There’s a stunning chapel there, part of the seminary there. There’s an incredible organ in there, we’d probably only be able to do gospel music.” 
 
     “They wouldn’t even let us do ‘Christmas Card from a Hooker in Minneapolis?’” 
 
     “No, probably not.” 
 
     “Oh well. I love gospel music though—old gospel music. Everything written these days is garbage.” 
 
     “Agreed,” Lila said. “We could probably get them to agree to ‘In the Sweet By and By.’” 
 
     “I love that one!” 
 
     “Me too! So when should we plan it?” 
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “January? After New Year’s but before school starts up again? That way everyone can have Christmas with their families and get ready mentally for the trip.” 
 
     “It’ll be a lot of driving for everyone.” 
 
     “And we could go in December to spend Christmas with your mom,” Cordo went on. “Get a head start on all the preparations.” 
 
     “You’d be OK with that?” Lila asked. “Would Amelia?” 
 
     “I’m sure I could convince her. Will this chapel, will they let Tom and Mark…?” 
 
     Lila thought. 
 
     “Damn it, they better,” she said. “We’re paying for Christ’s sake.”  
 
     Cordo laughed. 
 
     “You’re the best,” he said, kissing her. 
 
     “You are.” 
 
      
 
    So they planned the wedding for the first Saturday in January and it seemed to work for everybody.  
 
     Shortly after the start of school, Cordo met Amelia in the ground floor of the Husky Union Building for lunch. He asked her if she would mind going to New Ulm before Christmas and staying until after the wedding and she had no problem with it, saying she had been making excellent progress in her research and all her benefactors and supervisors would be pleased. 
 
     They talked then of Amelia’s plans in terms of the future: She wanted to get more grants and scholarships and then apply to the university’s graduate biology program in the spring. 
 
     “You sound like your mother,” Cordo said. 
 
     Amelia nodded and they went silent and Cordo might have regretted the remark.  
 
     “Are you OK with…Lila?” he asked. 
 
     Amelia looked up. 
 
     “Yeah, of course. Why?” 
 
     Cordo shook his head. 
 
     “I don’t know. Your mom hated her own stepmother, it’s what ruined her relationship with her dad…” 
 
     Amelia watched strangely. 
 
     “If you don’t want me to marry Lila, I won’t.” 
 
     Amelia didn’t know what to say. 
 
     “No, Dad, I…see how happy she makes you. And I like her. I really do…I want you to marry her.” 
 
     Cordo smiled and Amelia’s strange countenance turned to one of happiness. Cordo reached across the table and squeezed her hand. 
 
     “I love you, sweetheart.” 
 
     “…I love you too.” 
 
      
 
    By the middle of November, everything had been arranged for the wedding and the honeymoon—a week in Budapest. 
 
     Cordo, Lila, Rachel, Amelia and Margaret had Thanksgiving together and then a week later was Amelia’s 13th birthday. 
 
     Cordo had to work later than he wanted that day, so he called Lila, who was already home with Amelia and Rachel, and told her he would be home around eight and he’d made reservations for them and Mark and Tom at a French restaurant at nine.  
 
    They both said I love you before hanging up. 
 
    Lila’s car was in the driveway when he got home—nothing unusual about that. He parked beside it and headed in through the garage. 
 
    Amelia and Rachel were sitting at the kitchen table doing homework while Lila was putting the finishing touches of icing on Amelia’s cake. They were all dressed. 
 
    They all said hi to Cordo and Cordo kissed Lila on the lips under Amelia’s hard gaze. Then he told them he’d be right back and went to change. 
 
    He was perhaps 10 minutes in changing into a pair of black pants and a blue collared shirt and Oxford shoes. He took two aspirin, sprayed on some cologne Lila had gotten him for his birthday a year ago and which he’d only used a handful of times up to now. After making sure his eyebrows were straight, he headed back into the kitchen. 
 
    “Who’s ready for some delicious—” 
 
     As he made the turn into the kitchen, the first thing he saw was the previously pristine-looking cake lying in the middle of the floorboards in a splattered shambles, the glass platter it had been on shattered. When he looked up, he saw Lila’s face was red—both from anger and crying, blue veins bulging out of her temples—as she grabbed Rachel’s hand and pulled her out of her seat at the table. 
 
     Amelia sat stoically, not watching as mother and daughter stormed past Cordo, Lila tearing off the cameo pendant from around her neck and hurling it to the floor, obliterating it, and she and Rachel hurried out of the house with Cordo in a fugue, sure none of this was truly happening. 
 
     But the thunderous slamming of the front door wakened him. He caught eyes with Amelia, who looked unremorsefully at him. 
 
     “What the hell did you—” 
 
     But then he heard Lila’s car grindingly start and he must have felt electrified or set afire, for he ran through the house and out to the driveway, just in time to see Lila’s car swerve out of his neighborhood and speed away. 
 
     He stood in the motion-sensing light of the driveway with his breath coming out as fog. 
 
     He never heard from or saw her again. 
 
     He stayed there for some time, he didn’t keep track, calling her and leaving voicemails. Eventually his calls went straight to voicemail. 
 
     When he went back in, Amelia had scooped up the cake mess and the cameo and platter shards and thrown them away and was wiping the floor with a rag and disinfectant. 
 
     “What’d you say to her?” Cordo asked as she had her back to him. 
 
     She stood and turned. 
 
     “I said nothing.” 
 
     “You’re lying, what did you say?” 
 
     “Nothing.” 
 
     “Fine, what did you fucking do, did you destroy the cake on purpose?” 
 
     “She did that.” 
 
     “Why, what did you fucking say?” 
 
     Amelia scowled at him. 
 
     “I asked if you were sure about me marrying her, you said you were fine.” 
 
     “And I am! Maybe she just doesn’t want to.” 
 
     “You’re fucking lying, what did you say?” 
 
     “Nothing!” 
 
     “I’m not trying to replace your mother, I’m just—” 
 
     “Do you really think I’m so banal? Give me some credit to be a little more mentally advanced than that.” 
 
     “Then why did she leave?” 
 
     “I don’t know.” 
 
     Cordo kept his eyes glued to her, glowering. 
 
     “Goddamn it.” 
 
     He went out onto the back porch, slammed the door shut, stood in the dark grass. 
 
      
 
    Tom found out about the end of the engagement the next day, through Amelia, and he brought her home that night to see how Cordo was doing. 
 
     He’d spent the day, and would for the next week, trying to call Lila, though he never got anything but her voicemail, until that filled up, then he got nothing, none of his emails were returned and eventually they bounced back to him. Several times he drove out to her former house in Redmond, which had gone on the market after she’d moved into his house and which had yet to sell, and pulling up to the mailbox at the dark curb, he saw still the ‘For Sale’ sign in the front yard and all the windows still black. 
 
     He stared up at the façade, perhaps hoping to even see a ghost inhabiting. But there was nothing. He went home. 
 
    He finally gave up after coming home from work one day and finding all of Lila’s and Rachel’s things gone, Lila’s house key left on the kitchen table. He sat against the wall of the dark room that had been Rachel’s and cried. 
 
    Tom helped him cancel everything and figure out what couldn’t be refunded, which amounted to a lot. Tom also tried to extract from Amelia what had been Lila’s reasoning for storming out that night but she maintained she did not know, that Lila had gone into a spontaneous rage and left. 
 
    Tom spent quite a bit of time with Cordo and Amelia that week and had he not, father and daughter would not have spoken to each other. They didn’t even for his presence but at least there was some conversation because he was there.  
 
    Tom’s presence at Cordo’s house inevitably lessened and by January, their living situations were back to normal, though Cordo and Amelia still did not speak to each other more than was absolutely necessary. 
 
    Cordo started coming home early from work, day after day, to get a jumpstart on drinking and watching episodes of Frasier. 
 
    One night after he’d been able to stumble into bed and fall asleep, he was wakened some time in the darkness by a singularly pleasant feeling. He rolled his head, eyes still heavily closed, head swimming in confusion. Was this a dream? No, surely he’d been drunk enough not to dream. 
 
    With Olympian effort he raised his eyelids and saw only moonlit distortion out of his eyes while the beautiful feeling continued to resuscitate him. He blinked and groaned, perhaps feeling as though he were someone trying to inform his surgeon the anesthesia hadn’t taken. 
 
    The blurriness started to evaporate like rain streaks on a window shield and then he made out a black blob hovering over him, tilting forward and back—in sync with the apexes of the pleasant feeling. 
 
    Cordo heaved out his breath, taking in the feeling for a few strokes, closing his eyes and perhaps imagining he were on a boat and the pleasant feeling and the shadow with its back-and-forth rhythm were the propulsion. Then he opened his eyes and made out the contours of a woman’s body in the shade: slight paunch of the pale-skinned belly, small breasts—what some might call mosquito bites—long flowing hair—what color? 
 
    He rolled his head and groaned more. Was it Lila? Had she come back? 
 
    With his eyes still closed, he grabbed the woman’s butt and took hold of what little was there, to push her down deeper onto his erect penis and then lift her up all the way to the tip before burying himself deep again. 
 
    He felt a chill on his scrotum and penis each lift, realizing then he wasn’t wearing a condom and so was coated in the woman’s excretions. 
 
     He gasped at this, still with his eyes closed: Lila and he had never had sex without a condom—they had been holding off until they had room for a third child. And the only person with whom he’d ever had sex without a condom was… 
 
     As though injected with adrenaline, he tore open his eyes, threw up his hands into the cavern of dark hair above him, found hot sweaty skin, held onto the face, tossed back the hair. 
 
     “Lourdes!” 
 
     And he saw her face—yes, yes, dear God it was her, she bit her bottom lip the same way, moaned the same way, her breasts swayed the same way, her hands on his ribs were the same, everything— 
 
     “I’m gonna cum—” 
 
     “Do it, baby, cum for me!” 
 
     But that voice wasn’t hers, why wasn’t that her voice, oh fuck— 
 
     He threw the woman off onto the bed just as the semen started bursting out of him but he didn’t feel the glorious crush of orgasm as he scrambled out of bed like some lone surviving soldier from the trenches. The semen jettisoned wildly all over his darkly carpeted floor as he landed on both feet but he was still drunk and his knees didn’t lock, so he tumbled, colliding with the wall beside his closet, and he sank down, holding the back of his battered boozy head, catching just a sidelong glance of the shadowy miniature Lourdes dashing out of his room into the dark hall. 
 
     But he couldn’t pursue her, he couldn’t even stand now if there were a clattering rattlesnake beside him. He slung back his head and let the swirling darkness overtake him again. 
 
      
 
    In the morning he awakened late. He was dressed in pajamas, back in bed, with the worst headache of his life. He lay on his stomach for a while, trying to get his thoughts in order, surely trying to reckon the reality of last night. He looked over the bedside, at the carpet: There were no semen stains. 
 
     So that was it. 
 
     At least it should have been. 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the office had known he was engaged and many of them had received RSVPs. So of course everyone knew about the breakup. 
 
     His editor tried to express sympathy, which Cordo accepted with the same roboticism he’d accepted sympathy for Lourdes’ death, his parents’ deaths. Then, as his quantity and quality of work diminished progressively, his editor expressed concern, wondered whether he needed some time off. 
 
     Cordo dismissed the thought, promised he’d get back up to speed. That afternoon he called and scheduled an appointment with a psychologist for the upcoming Thursday. 
 
     Whether this appointment would have done him any good is up for speculation as he never made it. On Wednesday Amelia told him she was pregnant. 
 
      
 
    Cordo was drinking a stout on the couch and watching Frasier when Amelia came into the house after being dropped off by Tom and she asked if they could talk. She stood across the coffee table from him, arms crossed. She wasn’t ashamed or trying to avoid his gaze. She was bold, as though this were something she’d done purely to prove to him she could. 
 
     After Cordo regained the ability to speak, his voice was thick but he wasn’t drunk. 
 
     “How could you possibly know?” 
 
     “I got my first period in October,” she said. “I haven’t had it since December and I’m now a week late this month.” 
 
     Cordo was expressionless. He might have thought to ask her how she knew about periods when even he, at 38, was still a little mystified by them but then realized that was a stupid thing to wonder. 
 
     Finally he asked her who the father was. She only lowered an eye at him. 
 
     That shut him up for the rest of the night. 
 
     The next day Cordo took her to a doctor—not her pediatrician—and told her the situation. The doctor took Amelia into an examination room while Cordo remained out in the waiting room, leg jiggling. 
 
     A half-hour later the doctor brought Cordo into the room and told him she couldn’t confirm the pregnancy, as an ultrasound hadn’t detected a fetus. 
 
     “If she is pregnant, she’s less than five weeks,” the doctor said. 
 
     She additionally said she had taken a sample of Amelia’s blood to be tested. The results, which would be in in two days, would give a definitive answer. 
 
     After this the doctor asked Amelia to go out to the waiting room and asked Cordo to her office. She closed the door and they sat across the desk from each other. 
 
     “Does Amelia have any male friends, Mr. Tendler?” 
 
     He shook his head. 
 
     “Not that I know of,” he said. “She works in the lab at—” 
 
     “Yes, I’m aware of her extraordinary circumstances.” 
 
     “Yeah. So she works with some guys probably. One of them has to be the father.” 
 
     “I asked her. She adamantly denies it.” 
 
     “She’s refusing to name him, I know.” 
 
     “Why?” 
 
     “To protect him. Obviously. Whoever it is is going to prison.” 
 
     “You’re presuming the father is an adult.” 
 
     “She’s surrounded by 18 year olds and older.” 
 
     “She also spends a lot of time with her lab’s director, Tom Liking.” 
 
     Cordo held back from responding immediately. 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
     “Have you ever noticed anything…odd between your daughter and him? Or his husband?” 
 
     “…No.” 
 
     The doctor nodded. 
 
     “There’s also you.” 
 
     Cordo squeezed his fists. 
 
     “This is part of my job, Mr. Tendler. Would you submit to a paternity test?” 
 
     Cordo looked as though he wanted to jump the desk and maul her. He slapped his knee and stood and spat on her Turkish carpet underneath her desk. 
 
     “There’s your fucking sample.” 
 
     He left. 
 
     Two days later Amelia’s blood results came back: She was pregnant. 
 
     Tom was dumbfounded. He fared no better in finding out who the father was. 
 
     “Are you going to do the test?” he asked Cordo. 
 
     “Of course I’m gonna do the fucking test. I’m not gonna let them think I fucking rape my daughter. They can’t do it until she’s 13 weeks though.” 
 
     By the next week, however, Cordo received a letter from the Washington State Department of Social and Health Services that the matter had been reported to them and Child Protective Services had opened an investigation. He called the doctor he’d taken Amelia to but she didn’t answer. He called her over and over until she finally picked up and then he berated and damned her and once she’d broken through his thick tapestry of hate, she vehemently assured him she had not been the one to notify CPS, had been waiting until after he’d done the paternity test, said that she was prohibited from doing so otherwise, anything done before a paternity test was strictly speculation and a violation of patient’s rights. 
 
     After he hung up, he called Tom but he didn’t answer. It was past noon, Tom ought be having lunch and would have his cell phone. He called several more times but Tom never picked up, so on the last time he left a voicemail, rapidly explained the situation, saying he needed to know from Mark if he needed a lawyer. 
 
     Later that night, as Cordo was pacing the living room, Amelia called him, asking him to pick her up. 
 
     “Where’s Tom?” 
 
     “Drunk.” 
 
      
 
    He drove to the university and parked outside the Botany building. Tom’s door had a ‘Tom Liking, Ph.D.—Assistant Professor’ plaque on it and it was locked but light was coming out around it. Cordo knocked and Amelia opened. Tom was prostrate on his couch, Hester on the floor below him. Cordo tried wakening him but quickly recognized the profundity of Tom’s inebriation. 
 
     He put an arm over his neck and walked Tom out to the car. He drove them to his house and put Tom to sleep on the couch. 
 
     In the morning Cordo asked Margaret to take Amelia to school. Tom was up with a bitch of a hangover. Cordo brought him black coffee and sat beside him on the couch. 
 
     “I got a letter from Child Protective Services,” Cordo said, sipping lightly. 
 
     “I know…” 
 
     Cordo looked at him. Tom started crying. 
 
     “Mark’s the one who notified them.” 
 
     Tom didn’t see how furious Cordo’s face became. 
 
     “He asked me if that was something I could forgive,” Tom went on. 
 
     He looked over at Cordo, still fuming. Tom shook his head. 
 
      
 
    So Tom and Mark filed for divorce. It went uncontested and everything was filed before the end of January. From there it would take 90 days for the divorce to go through. 
 
     Mark kept the house in Bellevue and Tom moved in with Cordo and Amelia until he could find somewhere else to live. 
 
     A social worker came to Cordo’s house and inspected it, looked through his computer history, photo files, physical photo albums, found nothing. Cordo watched her resentfully. After this she separately questioned Cordo, Tom, and Amelia. In his session she asked Cordo about Lourdes, her death, what impact it had had on Amelia. Then she asked about Amelia’s childhood, I understand she was an especially difficult baby. Cordo responded with nothing but the truth: He’d religiously taken her to the pediatrician and followed his advice on what to do and what not to do. Yes, he’d lost his temper many times with her but was never abusive in any sense. Then she asked about Lila. 
 
     “Yeah, we were engaged.” 
 
     “What happened?” 
 
     Cordo sighed. 
 
     “Amelia said something to her. Scared her off.” 
 
     “What did she say?” 
 
     “I don’t know. Neither she nor Lila ever said.” 
 
     He glared at the social worker, extrapolating the conclusions she was making. 
 
     “Ms. Drapas had a daughter a little younger than Amelia.” 
 
     “Yes, Rachel.” 
 
     Silence between them. Cordo understood what she was doing, sat like a marble statue, unmovable. 
 
     “What would Ms. Drapas say if we were to call her, tell her about this investigation?” 
 
     “I don’t give a shit what she would say. But if you ever get a hold of her, you tell her what I went through with my wife—the cancer, watching her wither away with no hope of getting better so that our daughter could be born, only to then have whatever little time I had left with her cut short by her fucking eviscerating herself—hurt a hell of a lot less than what Lila did—disappearing from the face of the fucking planet!” 
 
      
 
    Tom and Cordo consulted defense lawyers, who advised them that this matter—particularly with the impending paternity testing of all the males in Tom’s lab, which would happen in the beginning of March, approximately Amelia’s 13th week—would attract a lot of attention and bringing lawyers into the situation would only attract more. 
 
     Tom and Cordo discussed it and both agreed there was no need for lawyers on their parts just yet.  
 
     “Have you talked to Amelia about…going to a clinic?” Tom asked him. 
 
     Cordo dropped his shoulders. 
 
     “She’d have to wait until after the paternity test but she can do it up to 26 weeks,” Tom said. 
 
     “Jesus fucking Christ,” Cordo muttered. “No, I haven’t. I’ll do it tonight.” 
 
     He did and Amelia resolutely dismissed the idea. 
 
      
 
    Soon Tom found a house in Arlington, north of Seattle, made an offer, got it, and moved in. 
 
     In March the paternity test was conducted. The males in Tom’s lab were given the option of whether to provide saliva samples that may help in the prosecuting of a case dealing with child molestation resulting in pregnancy. All the males, including Tom and Cordo, confidently gave samples and these were tested against an amniotic fluid sample taken from Amelia’s uterus. 
 
     In a week the results came back: all negative. 
 
      
 
    The investigation broadened: the lab mates’ brothers, sisters’ boyfriends, fathers, even uncles and grandfathers and cousins and nephews. 
 
     Police and CPS investigators got Amelia’s class schedule for fall and spring and the names of everyone in each class—students, professor, and GAs. They presented themselves in these classes or contacted each student in the previous semester’s classes and inquired about getting saliva samples. Some obliged to help the investigation, others declined, citing civil rights violations and demanding warrants, which were soon plentifully obtained. 
 
     All these tests turned up negative as well. Then everything went into standstill. 
 
      
 
    Local news eventually got wind of all the DNA sample taking going on at the university and ran brief packages on it, with interviews from those who had volunteered and those who had declined until court ordered. No names were revealed and the issue soon became one of whether the police and CPS investigators had overstepped their bounds and what were civil rights regarding DNA sample taking anyhow? Interest soon waned. 
 
     Cordo wanted to withdraw Amelia from the university but she refused. 
 
     “You might be embarrassed for me to be seen like this but I’m not.” 
 
     After more arguing with an increasingly hungover Cordo, Amelia stayed in school. 
 
      
 
    Amelia’s OBGYN estimated she was due on October 16. First trimester tests showed a healthy fetus. Amelia decided she would name it Camille, certain it would be a girl. 
 
     As the summer approached, Cordo saw less and less of Tom. The divorce had gone through. When they did spend time together, they either didn’t talk or talked so superficially as to induce suicide. One of them always cried and soon they must have jointly subconsciously decided to do this separately and so they did. 
 
     One day in late April, Cordo ran out of fluoxetine and though he had a refill, he threw the bottle away and he did not call his doctor. He went a full week without the medication, perhaps expecting to go into seizures, madness, even die. But the only things he noticed were brief bouts of intense irritability—“Where the fuck are my keys? Where the fuck are my glasses? It’s ‘it’s,’ not ‘its!’” Or maybe he experienced more than that but such actions and thoughts and feelings had been untouched by fluoxetine for a while, so he no longer differentiated happy optimistic thoughts—did he ever have those anymore? Or were they as distant in his past as all his potential as a father, husband, man, writer?—and his nihilistic fatalistic thoughts. And perhaps these four categories coalesced in his serotonin-lacking alcohol-rattled life-ravaged brain as to become all the same thing or perhaps the inversions of each other and that paradoxically gave him happiness, a perverse hope. 
 
      
 
    At the start of May, he asked Tom to babysit Amelia for a weekend while Cordo attended the Washington Newspaper Publishers Association’s annual convention in Spokane, where hopefully The Times and Cordo’s features section would reap a lot of awards. 
 
     Tom agreed without question. 
 
     He’d asked Tom to do this in the past but not consistently and perhaps that’s why Tom did not remember the WNPA Awards were held in October every year in Everett. 
 
      
 
    Cordo came home early that Friday—or right on time, as the case was getting—with two bottles of whiskey in plastic grocery bags. It was five p.m. when he started. 
 
     He watched his favorite Frasier episodes—“Author, Author,” “Ham Radio,” “Are You Being Served?” and “Merry Christmas, Mrs. Moskowitz.” He drank the first bottle of whiskey while doing this, drinking with intent. 
 
     Then he staggered, second unopened bottle in hand, into the guest bathroom, opened the medicine cabinet, and took out all the bottles he found—antihistamines, painkillers, sleeping pills, all over-the-counter, as well as Amelia’s full bottle of fluoxetine—then he went into the master bathroom and got more OTC pills from that medicine cabinet. 
 
     He threw these on his bed and then teetered over to his dresser, where his old college stereo was. He’d preloaded it and now turned it on, put track eight on a loop: Tom Waits’ “Kentucky Avenue.” 
 
     He opened his bedside drawer and drew out a wood-framed picture of Lourdes. She’d had cancer at this point, so Cordo had had to furtively take the picture while she worked at her garden, swollen stomach below her as she troweled the soil. She’d known her bleak prognosis at this point but in the instant of the picture, she’d found some fleeting reason to smile. 
 
     He lay up against the headboard, pill bottles rattling all around him like maracas. He sat up looking at the picture for a long time, soon weeping. Then he opened the whiskey and threw away the cap. He picked up a random pill bottle and emptied it into his hand—about 30. He almost threw them into his mouth but hesitated, then did. He chewed, breaking them up, then he swallowed them with one big gulp of fire. 
 
     He got another bottle—more than the last, 50? 80?—took them all, got the fluoxetine—90, on the label—took them. 
 
     After his seventh bottle, with at least nine remaining, he was lethargic, couldn’t lift up the three-quarters empty whiskey bottle anymore. It may have been the alcohol, it may have been the pills—could he be digesting them so soon? 
 
     He let the whiskey fall off his stomach, spill out onto the bed. 
 
     So this was it. 
 
     He looked at the picture of Lourdes, which he’d propped up beside him. Darkness appeared at the rim of his vision—or had it always been there and he’d just been too blind to notice? 
 
     He kept looking at the picture, listening to the song, as the darkness grew. 
 
      
 
    Invisible waves crashing in the blackness, the feeling in the stomach as you’re dropped from the pinnacle of a drop tower, only to then brake to a halt before hitting the very bottom and start rising again, twisting, knotting, lurching, like some groundhog darting through the digestive system, never coming out completely. Pain—in the head, in the neck, electricity, stabbing, like being in an iron maiden, then the feeling before a great bout of diarrhea, passing out, outside the body, levitating— 
 
      
 
    “Come on, you fucker!” 
 
     Tom held Cordo’s head tightly in one hand while his other was crammed down Cordo’s gullet, pushing down with four fingers and flicking his uvula. Cordo was gagging vilely, mouth trying to clamp shut, teeth digging into Tom’s flesh. 
 
     “Don’t you fucking fight me, you piece of shit!” 
 
     He grabbed Cordo’s forehead, pulled back, opening his mouth lest his neck break, in the process pulling open his eyes: He lay on his stomach in the floor of his bedroom and beneath his face was already a prodigious pool of whiskey and pills he’d vomited but Tom did not ease up, made him vomit again and then a third time 
 
     The fourth time was pure bile, the color of decay. 
 
     “That’s it, that’s the stuff, beautiful!” Tom gasped, breathless. 
 
     He dropped Cordo’s face in the huge puddle and then dropped himself onto the bed, catching his breath and wiping away the sweat from his face. 
 
     Cordo reeled in the foul floor, coughing and gagging, still drunk. 
 
     Tom swept both hands across the bed, flung off all the pill bottles and empty whiskey bottle, which shattered against Cordo’s dresser. 
 
     “What the fuck is wrong with you?” 
 
     Cordo flipped over, sat up against the wall, wiping the vomit residue from his face but it was still all over his shirtfront. 
 
     “What the fuck are you doing here?” he demanded of Tom. 
 
     “I cam to steal some groceries from you, Amelia is in the car outside.” 
 
     They glared at each other, vomit smell heavy in the air. 
 
     “So this is how you were planning on going, Mrs. Tendler? Why, because things are hard?” 
 
     “You should have let me go.” 
 
     “No, you don’t get off that easily, Amelia doesn’t deserve it. You think you would have bought your innocence with this? It would have only made you look guilty.” 
 
     “I am guilty!” 
 
     Tom watched Cordo tearfully try to hide his face. 
 
     “That’s bullshit. I know you.” 
 
     “Something fucking happened!” 
 
     “What?” 
 
     Cordo shook his head, lip trembling as he tried to think. 
 
     “I woke up one night and…she was on me…” 
 
     “Who?” 
 
     “I don’t…I thought it was Lourdes but…it was so real.” 
 
     Tom firmed his jaw. 
 
     “The paternity test came back negative.” 
 
     “I know but…” 
 
     Cordo covered his face. 
 
     “It was a dream,” Tom said staunchly. “A fucking dream.” 
 
     “Then who’s the fucking father?” 
 
     Tom had no answer. 
 
     “Maybe it doesn’t matter,” he finally said. “We would have noticed if she’d been raped, which means it was consensual. She may only be 13 but she’s wiser than most who are legal. She wanted to do it. And if she doesn’t see fit to have the father in the picture, maybe that’s for the best.” 
 
     Cordo ran his hands through his hair, sighed sadly. 
 
     “God, what would Lourdes say?” 
 
     Tom thought. 
 
     “I don’t know.” 
 
     That was it. Cordo changed, brushed his teeth, then went out with Tom to his car. Cordo and Amelia, in the front seat, caught each other’s eyes but said nothing as he got in behind her. Tom drove them to his house in Arlington, where Cordo and Amelia stayed for a while. Cordo called into the office the next morning, saying he needed some time off. 
 
      
 
    Tom removed all the drugs—prescription and over-the-counter—from his house, as well as all the alcohol, despite Cordo’s oath not to try again. 
 
     Cordo let Margaret know the change in their living arrangement but said they would need her again when Amelia’s baby was born. Margaret was excited for that. 
 
     Cordo and Amelia slept in separate rooms upstairs, Tom’s room downstairs off the living room. For the first few days at Tom’s, Cordo slept straight through, being there alone. He soon made it out to the kitchen and made some coffee. In a few more days, he went out onto the back porch and sat out in the grass under the rain. The breaths he took out there might have felt like the first real breaths he’d taken in a long time. 
 
     He called his doctor to get more pills. He had stopped taking the fluoxetine, he said, wanted to go back on sertraline. The doctor agreed, wrote him a prescription, recommended a psychologist, with whom Cordo met once a week, in the beginning taking a bus to Everett to get his car and then going into Seattle. 
 
     One night at the start of summer, he and Tom were drinking tea on the couch, Amelia already upstairs. They’d been talking about the sessions, how Cordo was feeling, yes he’d told the psychologist about the attempt, told him no he wasn’t considering another attempt. After so much of this, they were quiet. 
 
     “I never should have been a father,” Cordo eventually said. 
 
     “Don’t say that.” 
 
     “It’s true.” 
 
     “It’s not. If Lourdes was destined to be a mother, then you were destined to be a father.” 
 
     “Maybe it was a mistake she and I ever met.” 
 
     “You don’t mean that.” 
 
     “I’d have been spared all the pain.” 
 
     “And all the pleasure. Would you really wanna change that?” 
 
     Cordo rubbed his temples. 
 
     “You should do something that gives you pleasure. Something to focus your mind on.” 
 
     “Like what?”  
 
     Tom shrugged. Cordo drank his tea. 
 
     “I used to write,” Cordo said. 
 
     “Fiction?” 
 
     “Yeah.” 
 
     “Really?” 
 
     “All journalists are failed novelists. Right after I met Lourdes, I started something. Wrote it really fast. She was…my muse.” 
 
     “You ever do anything with it?” 
 
     Cordo shook his head. 
 
     “No, got swamped with work.” 
 
     “Maybe you should take it up again—fiction writing.” 
 
     “It did give me pleasure. And escape.” 
 
     “From what?” 
 
     Cordo smirked. 
 
     “Life. Loneliness. Before Lourdes the last person I dated was a girl in sophomore year of high school.” 
 
     “Five years you didn’t date?” 
 
     “No. Didn’t have friends either. All I did was write.” 
 
     Tom was quiet. 
 
     “Then I saw Lourdes…” Cordo went on, “…a parting of black fucking clouds.” 
 
     Tom smiled. 
 
     “What attracted you to her?” 
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “A lot of things. I guess…you could tell she had had bad things happen in her life, a lot of sadness. But she still managed to be…happy, optimistic. She was so ambitious, energetic. I’ve never been able to be that way.” 
 
     Tom nodded. Cordo sighed. 
 
     “I’m sorry about Mark,” Cordo added. 
 
     “Me too. But…” 
 
     He didn’t know but what. 
 
     “What did he say?” Cordo asked. “After everything?” 
 
     Tom looked down, smiled. 
 
     “He asked me…if I was in love with you.” 
 
     Cordo raised his eyebrows. 
 
     “Not a bad question. Are you?” 
 
     Tom sighed, looked up, spoke softly, faltering, wavering. 
 
     “If I thought there was any chance…yes.” 
 
     Cordo smiled. 
 
     “I used to think about it a lot—whether I was,” Cordo said. “Thought about it so much at one point, I just got sick of it, said, ‘Fuck it, I’m asexual until further notice.’” 
 
     “You must have watched porn though.” 
 
     “Sure—gay and straight.” 
 
     Tom was surprised at this. 
 
     “OK, so bring in Kinsey’s scale. You’re sexually attracted to both but you obviously only perceive any meaningful emotional relationship with women.” 
 
     Cordo thought, shook his head. 
 
     “You can’t be picky about love. At least I can’t. I don’t know why I’ve only pursued women…But if there’s somebody who cares about you, gives a shit that you’re alive, and you feel the same way, it doesn’t fucking matter what gender they are.” 
 
     Tom smiled, nodded. 
 
     “Did you ever experiment?” he asked. 
 
     Cordo chuckled. 
 
     “Not really. Did you with women?” 
 
     “Yeah. That’s what made me know for sure.” 
 
     “Yeah. I made out with a guy at a party in college. We were drunk.” 
 
     “Was he gay?” 
 
     “Yeah.” 
 
     “And?” 
 
     “Just made out. Wasn’t different from with a woman.” 
 
     Tom smiled toothily. 
 
     “You ever think about doing it again?” he asked. 
 
     Cordo smiled back at him. 
 
     “Yeah.” 
 
     “What’s stopped you?” 
 
     “…Maybe I don’t mean what I say. I don’t wanna lead someone on if I can’t commit.” 
 
     “Maybe someone’s not looking for commitment.” 
 
     “So what is someone looking for?” Cordo asked. 
 
     Tom took a deep shuddering breath. 
 
     “We’ve got tonight,” he said. 
 
     Neither breathed for a moment. Then Cordo took Tom’s mug of tea from where he held it on his knee and placed both mugs on the coffee table. He slid slowly in the dark closer to Tom on the couch and they fell into a gentle kiss—which quickly tightened and intensified. Their lips nervously trembled but stayed locked. 
 
     Tom put his hands to Cordo’s neck and Cordo caressed Tom’s side and stroked his hair. 
 
     They did this for a few minutes. Then they slowly parted and Tom skimmed Cordo’s cheek with his palm. Then he stood, taking Cordo’s hand, and Cordo stood. He followed into Tom’s bedroom. 
 
     He faintly shut and locked the door, then he and Tom were back in each other’s arms and to each other’s lips beside the bed. Tom was four years older but Cordo was four or five inches taller. 
 
     As though peeling the petals from a rose, they removed each other’s clothes. When they were out of their shirts, Cordo’s courage faltered and Tom sensed this, brought his hands up from Cordo’s zipper and instead grabbed his waist and lowered his face to Cordo’s chest, kissing amid the curly underbrush of black hair. 
 
     Cordo swallowed, looking up at the ceiling. The blood pumping through his carotid artery felt as though it were going to burst. 
 
     Tom kissed down his stomach and Cordo’s legs wobbled. Tom eased him back and sat him down on the messy bed, going up to kiss him again, cupping his face, and Cordo was back in the moment. He wrapped his arms around Tom’s back, feeling the contorting muscles and shoulder blades and the intense warmth. 
 
     He kissed Tom’s neck, going up behind his ear, and Tom moaned into Cordo’s ear. Cordo fell back, taking Tom on top of him, and they continued kissing as they moved to the center of the bed. Then Tom moved swiftly down Cordo’s body, pulled down his jeans and boxers and put Cordo’s already-hard penis in his mouth. 
 
     Cordo groaned, writhed, swimming in that familiar feeling of drunkenness while completely sober. Tom took him all the way down, pulled on his scrotum. After minutes Cordo stopped him. Tom sat up, as did Cordo, kissing again, then Cordo went down Tom’s chest of dirty blond hair, kissed his nipples, felt Tom’s rapid heartbeat against his forehead, looking like some woebegone soul clinging to a holy effigy. 
 
     As though performing a wrestling move, Cordo flipped Tom onto his back and got on top of him all at once. His hands went to pull down Tom’s pants but froze in midair, started shaking. 
 
     Tom unbuttoned and unzipped himself and then Cordo could move again. He pulled down Tom’s pants and underwear and his erect penis sprung out. It was about Cordo’s size, circumcised.  
 
     Cordo grabbed it around the base, like a lead pipe wrapped in Play-Doh, so hot it felt as though it should be exuding smoke. Cordo lowered his face to it, feeling Tom’s warmth radiate up into his face like a pot of hot water exhaling steam to open the pores before a makeover. Cordo smelled him—antibacterial soap and sweat and the musk of masculinity, testosterone. 
 
     He looked up and saw Tom looking down his body at him anxiously, almost desperately. 
 
     Cordo opened his mouth and Tom’s head fell back as he felt the heat of Cordo’s breath strike his frenulum and then Cordo took him in, lips closing delicately over the head. Tom groaned. 
 
     Cordo pulled his lips up and down just on the head, swiping his tongue against the underside with all the apprehension of the first time you ever licked a nine-volt battery to see if it would actually shock you. 
 
     He heard Tom breathing meditatively. Tom put his hands on Cordo’s shoulders and rubbed them, found Cordo’s other hand lying beside them on the bed. He took this and pulled it up to his neck, opening the hand and placing it over his throat, and Cordo got the idea and clutched his hand a little, applying just enough pressure to make breathing a bit difficult for Tom, who groaned even deeper. 
 
     Tom put one hand, then the other on Cordo’s head, took handfuls of his hair. Then he gently pushed down Cordo’s head. Cordo resisted for only a second, realizing what was happening, then went farther down Tom’s penis, past the circumcision scar where he gagged and pulled up an inch. 
 
     He caught his breath, went down again, opening his throat more, focusing. His tongue circled all around it like the sword of Damocles, going up and down faster. 
 
     He grabbed Tom’s scrotum, squeezed and pulled, and Tom’s hands started pushing his head down faster, as though he were dribbling Cordo’s head, faster and faster and Cordo’s neck and shoulders and jaw were aching but the slick warmth of Tom’s penis between his lips was magnetic, it tingled every nerve ending in Cordo’s own body, his own penis erect, though he’d not touched it all night, and Tom’s breathing got light and rapid like machine gunfire and he fought back, groaning as though in agony but in truth it was pleasure, for fear of making too much noise, so he pulled Cordo’s mouth off of him and pulled Cordo’s face, chin glistening, up to him and they kissed as though that were the only thing keeping them both alive and corporeal. Tom lay back, both arms around Cordo’s neck, bringing him down on top, and after some more kissing, their erections swinging over each other like fencing foils striking and bending around each other, or perhaps even better like two snakes in a strange aerial-ground mating dance, Tom turned over onto his stomach. 
 
     “There’s some lube in the nightstand.” 
 
     Cordo didn’t move, thinking. 
 
     “Are you OK?” Tom asked. 
 
     Cordo nodded stiffly. Tom sat up, touched his cheek. 
 
     “Do you want to?” 
 
     Cordo forced down the shaking in his core, nodded. 
 
     “Yeah,” he kissed Tom, who rolled back over, and Cordo kissed the back of his neck while he reached into the nightstand drawer and got out a bottle of lube and a new pack of condoms. 
 
     As he was struggling with tearing off the box’s plastic wrap, Tom looked up at it and pushed Cordo’s hand back to the nightstand. 
 
     “No, not you.” 
 
     Cordo dropped the unopened box back in the drawer, opened the lube, coated his penis and Tom’s anus with it. 
 
     “Do I just…?” Cordo asked. 
 
     “Go slow.” 
 
     Tom got upon his knees, arching his back, and Cordo lined up behind him with the head of his penis at Tom’s opening and then pushed in. Tom gasped with each inch Cordo gained inside of him and Cordo closed his eyes and breathed rhythmically, else the warmth and viscosity and singular tightness make him cum too soon. 
 
     He soon had all of himself inside Tom and Cordo grabbed onto Tom’s hips, pulled him close, then withdrew centimeter by centimeter. Just before the head plopped out wetly, Cordo plunged back inside fully and Tom cried out. 
 
     Cordo bent over him, beside his ear: 
 
     “Are you OK?” 
 
     “Yeah,” quiet chuckling. “Wasn’t expecting that. Keep goin’.” 
 
     Cordo worked in and almost out of Tom a few more times, then Tom shiveringly put his face down in the bed, his spine sloping from his arched butt. With his hands back around Tom’s hips, Cordo started thrusting regularly, at first fast but the slap of their flesh was like a giant alarm, so he changed the rhythm so that he thrust just as fast but pulled back right before their thighs could meet and create a ruckus, their scrotums swung like beige pendulums, hitting each other in their crotches, where sweat dripped amid the scraggly hair coating their skin. 
 
     Cordo’s hair flew all over his face and stuck sweatily to it and he pushed Tom down evenly upon the bed and changed his position so that when he thrust, his penis curved into Tom like a pipe cleaner and Tom buried his face in the sheets to project his loudening groans into the mattress. 
 
     “I’m gonna cum!” Cordo gasped. 
 
     “Inside me!” 
 
     He did, his body convulsing with each expulsion of semen, and he pulled out and fell on top of Tom, kissing his protruding shoulder blades, wetting his lips with Tom’s sweat. 
 
     Tom was breathing heavily, head spinning. 
 
     “Do me,” Cordo whispered. 
 
     Tom looked over his shoulder at him, saw Cordo’s exhausted but lustful face. They kissed over Tom’s shoulder and then Cordo moved onto his stomach on the bed but Tom caught his hips and turned him over onto his back. They watched each other with nervous excitement as Tom got the lube, applied some to his finger, worked it into Cordo’s anus while Tom masturbated, keeping his erection—sparkling with precum—hard. 
 
     Once he had a finger inside Cordo, he slipped it in and out many times, then put in a second finger, watching Cordo’s face as he explored deeper and stretched him. Cordo bit his bottom lip and let the feeling surge through him like a spell. 
 
     After 10 minutes Tom judged Cordo was sufficiently stretched. He got upon the bed again, put Cordo’s legs around his waist. Cordo pulled back his now-flaccid penis and scrotum so Tom could see as he inserted himself into Cordo, going even slower than Cordo had. 
 
     When the head was just inside, Tom leaned over, resting on his forearms on the bed, looking Cordo in his fearfully open eyes, he wasn’t breathing, turning red in the moonlight. 
 
     “Breathe,” Tom instructed, “breathe and relax.” 
 
     He didn’t force himself deeper. He inhaled, exhaled again and again until Cordo obeyed him, in, out, in, out and his muscles relaxed and Tom felt the wall of tissue recede and so he continued inward. 
 
     “Keep breathing.” 
 
     Cordo did, though his legs tightened around Tom’s waist like a lobster cracker and seeing the pain not easing on his face, Tom got more lube and started masturbating Cordo. Then his pain was tempered with pleasure, Tom’s fist tantalizingly sliding up and down Cordo’s soon-erect-again penis with sticky-slick noises and Tom was able to go all the way in now. 
 
     “I’m in.” 
 
     “Really?” Cordo asked dreamily, then felt Tom’s scrotum touching his buttocks.  
 
     Tom pulled out, like pulling a spoon out of a bowl of cake mix, pushed back in, like pressing down the filter on a French press—carefully, for the best outcome. 
 
     “Are you OK?” Tom asked, still stroking Cordo, who was nearly delirious with pleasure. 
 
     “Yeah, don’t stop.” 
 
     Tom didn’t. He kept thrusting and stroking as though he were some carnival performer with a niche-talent and as he went faster, Cordo was driven crazier until he threw off Tom’s hand from his penis, which then wobbled like a buoy in a turbulent ocean. 
 
     “Harder.” 
 
     Tom bent over Cordo now, using one hand to hold him under the butt for leverage, the other to caress the back of his head, and then Tom nestled down beside Cordo’s neck and thrust madly, precisely, and Cordo’s face tightened in agony and ecstasy. He uttered hoarse groans, wrapping his legs and arms around Tom and putting his mouth tightly against his shoulder, alternately biting and kissing to stifle himself. 
 
     Tom made himself last, feeling the undulations of Cordo’s pleasure in his body, Cordo’s breath down Tom’s back, Cordo’s fingernails scraping the flesh of his butt. 
 
     “Make me cum!” Cordo hissed. 
 
     Tom raised himself up, continued thrusting while resuming his stimulation of Cordo’s hard penis, still maintaining his speed, stroking faster and Cordo lasted only seconds. He gasped as it neared—louder, closer-louder, closer— 
 
     “Oh fuck!” 
 
     Tom’s frenzied stroking of Cordo’s swollen purple organ unleashed a flurry of semen blasting up onto the wall behind the bed, the bed pillows, Cordo’s own face. 
 
     As the semen kept flying, Cordo lost more control of himself, of his orgasm, and Tom clamped a hand over Cordo’s mouth to shut him up, at the same time reaching orgasm himself, feeling Cordo’s anal ring tightening and loosening around his pistoning penis more times than you could count. He ejaculated inside Cordo with a violent grunt in place of guttural yelling and praises to the heavens, sweaty body still thrusting long after he’d stopped cumming, as though he were some automaton whose mainframe had gone haywire. 
 
     He pulled out and leaned over Cordo to lick his semen from where it had hit Cordo’s lips. Then Tom collapsed on Cordo, both thoroughly exasperated, and Cordo put his arms around Tom, hugged him closely, smelling his hair. 
 
     “I love you,” Cordo whispered. 
 
     Tom listened to Cordo’s heart slowing, rubbed Cordo’s stomach. 
 
     “I love you.” 
 
     They lay refracting, the sweat and semen creeping down their inner legs onto the bed sheets, which were soaked in sweat already. Then they both smelled it at the same time. They sat up, saw the shit stain Cordo had made on the bed—not terrible but there nonetheless. 
 
     “Fuck,” Cordo muttered. 
 
     Tom got out of bed and then so did Cordo, turning red. Tom removed the sheets. 
 
     “I’m sorry—” 
 
     “Don’t be,” Tom said, smiling. “Comes with the territory.” 
 
     He threw the soiled sheets into the hamper in the closet, then took Cordo’s hand to lead him into the bathroom, where he started the shower. They were silent as they both got in, got wet, and started washing themselves. 
 
     Then, after Cordo’s butt and Tom’s penis were clean, they stood still in front of each other, appraising the other’s body. They might have both been trying to conceive of something to say but there was nothing. They smiled at each other and fell into more electric kissing. They slept separately that night, Cordo sneaking past Amelia’s lighted bedroom door to get to his own. 
 
      
 
    He and Tom talked about it the next night after he and Amelia got back from the university and Amelia went upstairs to her room. 
 
     Tom and Cordo went out onto the front porch with coffee and sat in the misty glow from the garage light. 
 
     “Did you mean what you said…at the end?” Cordo asked. 
 
     Tom smiled bashfully. 
 
     “Yeah…Yeah. Did you?” 
 
     “Yeah.” 
 
     They sipped their coffee. 
 
     “Maybe I couldn’t see striking up a lasting relationship with a random guy, let alone spontaneously hooking up with one,” Cordo said. “But with you…I could. Spend the rest of my life with you.” 
 
     Tom chuckled. 
 
     “Is that too much?” Cordo asked. 
 
     Tom shook his head. 
 
     “No. I just can’t believe this is happening.” 
 
     “Is it?” 
 
     Tom nodded, smiling. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    Thus began a good period in Cordo’s and Tom’s life, one of the better in recent memory. 
 
     They decided not to tell Amelia, although that didn’t mean she wouldn’t know, you know how perceptive she is. If she knew anything was different between them, though, she didn’t say, focusing on her work at the lab and reading up on how to care for her soon-to-be-born. 
 
     Cordo decided he would not go back to work until after the baby was born. That gave him six months. He and Tom discussed their living situation and agreed it was too soon to move in together, though Tom said he thought Cordo and Amelia should continue to stay with him for a while, to make sure everything was OK and would stay that way when they went back home. 
 
     Cordo’s days were his own. He walked around the town and soon became recognized by his repeated appearances and was waved to and he waved back. 
 
     He found the Stillaguamish River to the north of town, followed it east, then south. He did this every day, trekking farther and farther each time. One day he broke off into the hilly forest on one bank, wandered around in complete unpanicked disorientation, then happened upon a small lake with a paved road on its opposite bank. There was a bench and an old cold barbecue stove down on this side. He sat down and looked at the water’s surface rippling in the light summer evening breeze. He followed the road back to Tom’s. 
 
     Espying a perfect writing ground, Cordo soon brought along with him a notebook and a pen to this lake and spent hours writing at the bench on his knee. He could have driven here, with a fold-up table and maybe a comfortable camping chair, but he didn’t, chose to walk here spartanly. 
 
     One day after returning from the lake, Tom and Amelia still three more hours at the lab, Cordo found a voicemail on his cell phone, which he intently left behind always. He listened: 
 
     “Mr. Tendler, Greg Carter, Titus Pharmaceuticals. I got your number from your office, they said you were on an extended vacation. I’m calling to ask if you remember our meeting several years ago, I made you an unofficial offer to come work for Titus. I’m calling now with an official offer. Please give me a call so we can discuss it.” 
 
     Cordo hung up, tried to process this. He went into his bedroom, to his laptop, looked up Titus. 
 
     The first headline was from three days ago, a Times story: ‘Titus Pharm files for U.S. Supreme Court audience.’ 
 
     He skimmed the story: Titus, after exhausting its appeals and losing lawsuits in lower courts in the 30 years since their delisting from the New York Stock Exchange, was filing for a writ certiorari in the hopes of getting the U.S. Supreme Court to hear their case and hopefully order the Securities and Exchange Commission to write a recommendation to the NYSE that Titus be listed once more. 
 
     He scoffed with dry humor, blocked Carter’s number, and let the matter vanish from his brain. 
 
      
 
    Second trimester tests boded well for the baby. 
 
     “Do you want to know the sex?” the ultrasound technician asked as she scanned Amelia’s jellied belly, Cordo sitting beside the examination table as they all three watched the monitor, which you could mistake for a black-and-white storm monitor in any other environment. 
 
     “It’s a girl,” Amelia said. 
 
     The technician looked at her, as though she were going to say, “Actually, it’s…” but then she paused. 
 
     “That’s right…” 
 
     Cordo smiled, looking at the monitor more closely, then glanced at Amelia, who looked at him as though he’d just told a humorless joke. 
 
      
 
    In August Amelia started attending Lamaze classes. Cordo went with her and as they sat in the floor, Cordo behind her as she leaned back against him, he caught the suspicious glances of more than a few mothers, fathers, and the instructor and he knew what they were thinking and he scowled at them. 
 
      
 
    Amelia started school later that month. She’d worked in the lab all summer and had received four grants for a total of $20,000. Despite Cordo’s and Tom’s and even her OBGYN’s recommendations she wait until after the baby’s birth to return to school and work, there wasn’t much to indicate she felt at all overwhelmed or stressed. 
 
     Shortly before she started her last year of undergraduate work, she and Cordo and Hester moved back to Everett. Tom helped them move. 
 
     Outside the house looked fine. The first sign of something amiss was when they entered: The alarm didn’t sound. 
 
     Cordo nor Tom noticed this. It was Amelia who alerted them to the silent air. Cordo checked the alarm keypad: It was black. As they neared the kitchen, they smell the stench of rot. The fridge and freezer were dark, warm, the food spoiled, moldy, leaking. 
 
     Amelia stayed back on Cordo’s order. He and Tom entered the living room again coughing and Cordo went into the garage and checked the circuit breaker: All the toggles were off. 
 
     Cordo sighed warily, turned them all on. The alarm started its countdown suddenly. He went back inside, lights on in the kitchen and down the hallway and living room now, just as he remembered seeing it last. He input the code and shut off the alarm as Tom and Amelia watched him. 
 
     “Check for anything missing,” he instructed them. 
 
     Amelia headed for her bedroom while Cordo and Tom went into the master. Cordo stopped upon entering, looked around. It might have felt different, alien, but was it really? 
 
     The vomit was still in the floor, dried and stinking, the shattered whiskey bottle shards, empty pill bottles, the pills themselves…but Lourdes’ picture was missing. 
 
     Cordo looked around the room, saw the walk-in closet light was on. It hadn’t been the last time he was here. He went in, saw the picture lying on its face on a shelf of books. He looked up, saw the crawlspace entrance—shut—directly above. 
 
     He unfolded the stepladder, opened the crawlspace: All the bags of pictures and Lourdes’ effects seemed to be there. But he still took them all down, handing them to Tom, who emptied them onto the bed.  
 
     Rummaging through, Cordo found all the jewelry was there. He pondered this, looking over all the items. Then he stopped. 
 
     “Her hairbrush,” he said more to himself than to Tom. 
 
     There was no hairbrush on the bed. They went into the hallway and met Amelia. 
 
     “Anything missing?” Cordo asked. 
 
     “My hairbrush.” 
 
      
 
    Camille Lourdes Tendler was born on October 13. She weighed 8.6 pounds and was perfectly healthy. Cordo had been in the delivery room with Amelia, who had given birth with none of the agony and effort of women in films and television but rather with an unsettling equanimity, and he was with her now once Camille was cleaned and put in a pink blanket and brought to her mother’s arms. 
 
     Cordo watched Amelia’s face, perhaps expecting a smile, tears, something cliché but true. But in Amelia’s face there was only fascination, even awe, as though disbelieving she, her body, was capable of such creation. 
 
     She passed her over to Cordo not long after and he cradled Camille dearly, stroking her face with his finger, smiling with his own awe, cooing at her. 
 
     “She’s beautiful,” he said. 
 
     Amelia didn’t reply. Cordo gazed into Camille’s heavy-lidded weary eyes. 
 
     “I suppose you’ll want to make Tom the godfather,” Amelia said. 
 
     Cordo looked up. 
 
     “She’s your daughter, baby.” 
 
     Scrutiny of Cordo now from Amelia, as she must look through a microscope lens. 
 
     “You’re fucking, aren’t you?” she asked. 
 
     Cordo looked up at her as though she’d just unveiled a pistol. 
 
     “We are…in a relationship.” 
 
     “Couldn’t make it work with women, so you’ll give the other sex a shot.” 
 
     Cordo ground his teeth, held Camille closer to himself. 
 
     “What is wrong with you?” he asked in a whisper. “You’re so goddamn smart, why can’t you figure it out that I’m just…trying to have a life…get over your mother…” 
 
     He used one hand to wipe his eyes. Amelia scoffed. 
 
     “You’ll never get over her.” 
 
     “I will never stop loving her but I have to get past her…I don’t wanna be alone all my life.” 
 
     Showing the first readable emotion in her face, Amelia glowered at him. 
 
     “Fuck you,” she spat. 
 
     Cordo stared at her with wide eyes, then slowly chuckled. He stood and went out with Camille. 
 
     Later, he and Tom looked at Camille through the nursery window. Cordo’s face showed the swelling of prolonged crying but he was dry now. 
 
     “God help me if she turns out like Amelia,” he muttered. 
 
     Tom stroked his shoulder.  
 
     Camille’s birth certificate never received a father’s name. 
 
      
 
    From the moment they took Camille home, she cried. Cordo might have had confidence bordering on arrogance in his abilities to withstand and assuage her—perhaps Amelia really hadn’t been so difficult when she was young—but he soon found the tricks that hadn’t worked with her—talking with her around the house, putting her in her cradle on top of the washer and dryer, playing quiet classical music—also failed to calm Camille and she didn’t tire of crying and screaming, stayed up long into the night. 
 
     And so that long-lost beaten-down feeling resurfaced in Cordo but Amelia did not seem to mind Camille’s wailing. She grew exhausted from the lack of sleep, sure, but didn’t become irritable, anxious, despondent as did Cordo, perhaps making him wonder whether he were especially sensitive to the littlest disturbance. 
 
     But that couldn’t be the case, for invariably when Tom came over, he himself always appeared exhausted at some point or asked for some aspirin or got a beer. So was it really Cordo or was Amelia just especially patient? 
 
     After the first month, Tom remarked on Cordo’s appearance, which had not been so ghoulish since Amelia was a baby. Tom suggested he get back on trazodone, the miracle drug that had given Cordo a sedated peace long ago. Cordo said he couldn’t do that, what if Amelia needed him during the night? 
 
     “Then she’ll wake you up. But there’s no reason you should be suffering. It’s not your responsibility, she’s Amelia’s daughter.” 
 
     Cordo smiled at the revelation and got an appointment for the next day and changed his prescription to trazodone. He slept better starting that night. 
 
      
 
    Amelia was obliged to take some time off from work and school. Cordo stayed with her a few days, then had to return to work himself, leaving only Margaret with Amelia and Camille, who soon wore on the nanny’s patients. Never, in all the children she’d cared for in more than 50 years, had she heard a baby cry so fiercely for so long. 
 
     She stayed on, however, at least for the present, trying all her tried-and-true tricks to calm Camille, who was incorrigible.  
 
      
 
    Amelia would start up at school again in the spring. Until then Cordo spent most of his downtime at Tom’s. 
 
     They had not made love nor scarcely kissed since school had started in the fall. So after work most days, they each drove to Arlington, spent several hours at Tom’s, then Cordo went home, Tom sometimes joining him in order to spend time with Amelia and Camille and then spending the night in Cordo’s office-turned-bedroom, listening to music in his earbuds to drown out Camille’s crying. 
 
     And through it all, Amelia somehow remained at peace. 
 
      
 
    As Camille got older, Cordo suggested taking her to the pediatrician—Amelia’s own—to see if he would prescribe medication—such as the equally heaven-sent promethazine—to help Camille sleep, perhaps recommend her to a sleep clinic—you know you had terrible night terrors when you were a baby, she could be having them too. 
 
     Amelia scoffed, as though Cordo were some ignoramus telling Einstein about physics. 
 
     “She’s my daughter, if you wanna do things your way, go have another yourself.” 
 
     Cordo threw up his hands, started spending nights at Tom’s, and Amelia let Camille cry on. 
 
      
 
    She spoke to Camille in French, Swedish, Latin, and English, read to her and showed her pictures from books of botany, horticulture, plant biology. 
 
     Cordo watched them in Amelia’s bedroom—also Camille’s nursery—from the living room, saw Amelia cradling Camille as though she were her baby sister and not her own daughter. Cordo couldn’t help but grimace the more she talked about plants. 
 
     Cordo tried to spend more time alone or at Tom’s with Camille, offering Amelia some time alone to rest, to read, do things for herself, which she’d not much been able to do since Camille’s birth, and she reluctantly agreed. 
 
     So for a few hours, Cordo could drive Camille around town or to the ocean, listening to Tom Waits, Leonard Cohen, Robert Palmer, Bruce Springsteen, AC/DC, The Who and tried reading her Hemingway, Mailer, Ellison, Lovercraft, Joyce, Fitzgerald and watching The Sopranos, The Dark Knight, The Tree of Life, The Thin Red Line, The Deer Hunter, Amadeus, Roseanne, Frasier, There Will Be Blood, countless other shows and movies. 
 
     But none of it ever silenced Camille’s crying for nearly as long as did Amelia’s reading to her of plants. 
 
      
 
    One night over Tom’s winter break, he and Cordo were watching TV at Tom’s house while Amelia and Margaret were with Camille at Cordo’s. 
 
     “How was work?” Tom asked. 
 
     Cordo shrugged. 
 
     “I miss not going.” 
 
     Tom chuckled. 
 
     “Not interesting?” 
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “I don’t know. I’m just not excited about any of it.” 
 
     “How come?” 
 
     Cordo shook his head. 
 
     “I don’t know. I’m not contributing to the world.” 
 
     “Journalism informs people.” 
 
     “But everyone’s so suspicious of it. And rightly so. When I worked for the college paper, I wrote this story—it was right after that big earthquake in Nepal in 2015—it was about that—I interviewed the school’s Nepalese Student Association. They talked about how their families back home thought the answer to their problems was money, which I guess is true. They asked their kids in the states to send them money so they could rebuild their houses and villages. One of my interviews said to his parents, ‘You ought to rebuild the house so that it’s earthquake resistant,’ he was an engineering major, rattled off some stuff about how California buildings are built. But the parents said, ‘Oh no, that won’t work.’ My interview said most of Nepal, bureaucrats and government officials don’t trust science.” 
 
     “Like Creationists.” 
 
     “Exactly. And I’ve interviewed scientists and Creationists and they don’t trust me—I’m writing features, not hard news or investigative stories. How low on the fucking totem pole am I?” 
 
     “I’d say below whale shit but still above used car salesmen and lawyers.” 
 
     Cordo bit his lip. 
 
     “What attracted you to journalism?” Tom asked. 
 
     “I was deferred to a journalism class in high school after a creative writing class failed to form. I enjoyed it, I was good at it.” 
 
     “You were good at writing.” 
 
     Cordo considered this. 
 
     “Yeah. One of the tenants of journalism is to seek truth and report it. I don’t think that ever appealed to me—I was never interested in informing the public.” 
 
     “But giving them something good to read.” 
 
     Cordo nodded. 
 
     “You oughta go back to writing fiction,” Tom said. 
 
     “I did, over the summer. Finished half a novel.” 
 
     “Why haven’t you finished?” 
 
     Cordo shrugged. 
 
     “Time. Energy. Journalism isn’t exactly conducive to fiction.” 
 
     Tom thought. 
 
     “So quit,” he said. 
 
     Cordo chuckled, trying to break Tom’s façade, only to find he was serious. 
 
     “I can’t be that irresponsible.” 
 
     “What’s irresponsible about it?” 
 
     “I have a daughter.” 
 
     “Who earns a lot of money through scholarships and grants.” 
 
     “She has a daughter.” 
 
     “Financially her responsibility. You give them shelter, pay the utilities and food, give them transportation. They’re covered under your healthcare. You have enough in the bank to keep all that going for a year, don’t you?” 
 
     Cordo nodded. 
 
     “Probably.” 
 
     “And then if nothing happens or not enough happens after a year, you get another job. Something smaller maybe, The Stranger or The Herald. They’d probably love to have a Times editor on staff.” 
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “Couple months ago a guy called offering me a job for the second time.” 
 
     “You could take him up on that. What’s the company?” 
 
     “Titus.” 
 
     Tom looked at him. 
 
     “Hmmm. Interesting. When was this?” 
 
     “I met with the guy six years ago and he just called me again over the summer.” 
 
     Cordo watched Tom’s thinking face. 
 
     “What’s Amelia doing in the lab?” he asked. 
 
     “Same as Lourdes—researching asexual reproduction in sexual plants.” 
 
     Cordo thought. 
 
     “Well if they still want you after six years, they’ll probably still want you after another year,” Tom said. “You could take them up on the offer if you don’t wanna go back to journalism. Better money probably.” 
 
     Cordo nodded. 
 
     “Yeah.”  
 
     But he wasn’t thinking about that right then. 
 
      
 
    Cordo put in his two weeks’ at The Times. His editor was stunned but he left on good terms with everyone. 
 
     For Christmas Amelia got Camille pajamas with plants on them, plant books, and other such baby things with floral designs. Cordo got her Dr. Seuss books, an album with Springsteen songs translated into lullabies, the first season of Bob Ross’ The Joy of Painting, animal coloring books, everything without the slightest floral design. Amelia’s eyes scorned him as he scowled at her. 
 
     At the turn of the new year, Cordo was unemployed. Amelia was back in the lab and would go back to school when it started up again in the middle of the month. Margaret, with more patience than Job, took care of Camille, who was just as uproarious as Amelia had been and despite Margaret’s concern, Amelia never listened, only told the nanny to let Camille cry, though furnish her with all the care and affection as though she were cooing. 
 
     So no peace for writing at home for Cordo. He drove to Tom’s house instead, then walked the backwoods route to the lake and bench and he spent hours and days there writing, no phone, no books to look up details or facts concerning what he was writing, only his mind to depend upon and provide stimulation. 
 
     By this process, by the end of February, he finished the longhand manuscript—311 college-ruled pages. This he then typed up on his laptop, alone at Tom’s house, because no serious writer writes in public. The manuscript took him five weeks to write longhand and another to type it, then another to edit, another to re-edit, and while you’re at it, go ahead and take another week to re-re-edit it. Then he let Tom and Tom alone read it and he finished it in a week, reading during his lunch, between classes, and sitting up in bed until late at night, long after Cordo had fallen asleep beside him. 
 
     They refrained from talking about the novel until after Tom finished and then his remarks were praising for the most part, asking for clarification on some points, criticizing some passes as unclear or improbable but hey, I’m no writer. After some minor editing to the prose but no real alterations to the story, Cordo composed a long list of literary agencies in California, New York, and London and sent out query letters asking for representation along with a synopsis of the novel. 
 
     Responses came sporadically over the next five months. He’d sent out 28 letters. Sixteen came back declining to read the manuscript, four asked to do so, and he never heard back from the remaining eight, perhaps because he had sent them a letter when they expressly said on their websites they were not taking on new clients or perhaps because he’d neglected a requisite on their submission guidelines, thus his letter or email had been discarded without being read. 
 
     He sent the manuscript to each of the four requests in the order he’d received them, one at a time, and waited to hear from one before sending another. 
 
     This took him into summer, when he started work on a second novel. The first two agents passed, the third made an offer and she and Cordo talked on the phone, they got on well. She offered representation, he asked for a few days to think it over, she agreed. He contacted the fourth agent to tell him about the offer and he soon got into contact with Cordo, also offering representation. Perhaps because he was in a Manhattan agency, perhaps because he only took 15 percent commission, whereas the female agent, based out of California, took 20, perhaps for another reason altogether, Cordo accepted this fourth agent’s offer and told the California agent thanks for her offer. 
 
     He signed a contract with the agent, terminable whenever either party should choose, and then his agent expressed concern over parts of the novel, asked questions, Cordo explained. After obliging requests to tweak these parts in order to make them clearer, the agent disseminated the manuscript to publishers. By December he and his agent were in negotiations with a small publishing house in Los Angeles. 
 
     Also at this time, Amelia graduated suma cum laude. She would have graduated in May had she not taken time off in the previous fall. She continued working in the lab during winter break, after which she would go into the graduate biology program in the spring. 
 
     By mid-January Cordo and his agent had come to terms with the publishing house: The publisher would give Cordo and his agent a $2,500 advance on the book, which would be published in late March. To promote the novel, Cordo would give radio, podcast, TV, and internet interviews and readings at bookstores in Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, San Diego, L.A., Phoenix, Denver, Albuquerque, El Paso, and Dallas, paying his own expenses. 
 
   
  
 

  Cordo kept his success between himself and Tom, going out to dinner the night before the book came out and Cordo started the tour in Seattle. They had glasses of champagne over their dinner. 
 
     Cordo and Amelia scarcely spoke anymore. He didn’t know what she knew of his life—that he’d quit The Times to sow his wild literary oats—but probably presumed Tom told her everything if she had asked. 
 
     He drove his tour—the only financially practical way to do it. He went alone and returned to Seattle in the middle of May, exhausted. He’d finished his second novel while on the road and after editing, sent it to his agent in June. 
 
      
 
    After agreeing to the California press’ terms, they had given Cordo and his agent $1,200. The remaining $1,300 came upon publication. Cordo kept about $1,100 after taxes and his agent’s commission. 
 
     He talked to Tom after the tour about the financial prospects. If his book sold enough, he’d get his first royalty check in August. How much did he need to make to give him reason to stay at it, instead of going to work for Titus? 
 
     “A dollar,” Cordo replied, smiling. 
 
      
 
    He and his agent were informed in July that about 6,000 copies of the novel had been sold, giving Cordo about another $2,000 after everyone else was paid, but not enough to warrant a second printing. The paperback rights were then put up for sale and in October were purchased for $50,000 by a publisher in New York. 
 
     The paperback version sold better, about 10,000 copies when it was re-released in February. 
 
     By this time Cordo’s second book had been published, with another advance of $3,000. 
 
      
 
    Such was how life went for them over the next 11 years. Cordo’s advances and royalties progressively got bigger as he toured farther around the country, sold more books, and got a larger publisher. He soon made decent money—about $60,000, less than what he’d made at The Times but enough to become one of the approximately 1,000 authors in the world who make enough to make a living out of it. 
 
     He put out a book a year and his eighth book, his first bestseller, caught the interest of a publisher in London, who bought the rights and soon published in Europe, where it became a bestseller as well. Then came the translations and eventual interest from film producers, who bought the film rights to the novel for $15,000 for a three-year option but the film was never made.  
 
     By Cordo’s 10th book, he was making more than he had at The Times. 
 
     After four years in graduate school, Amelia graduated with her doctorate at 18. Shortly after this she was contacted by Titus and signed a contract and a confidentiality agreement with them. What the terms of the contract and agreement were, Cordo nor Tom never asked nor were ever told and they said nothing to try to dissuade her. 
 
     Tom applied for and got tenure, as well as a $100,000 research grant for his lab, in which Amelia still worked part-time on her previous research. Whether this were related to what she did for Titus, she never said. 
 
     At 20 Amelia moved Camille and herself into a house in rural Olympia, bought a car. Camille never received any drugs, as Amelia had, to combat her night terrors, as well as the voice she said she constantly heard in her head, “quite like Mom’s.” 
 
     Despite Cordo’s efforts Camille grew up with an affinity for plants and science. Likewise she grew up always too mature. Her IQ tested at 190 and she, on Amelia’s endorsement, opted to go straight into college at seven.  
 
     Hester had died shortly before Amelia’s undergraduation and she’d had no other dog since. Now she got another for Camille, another Great Dane, before she started school. 
 
     “Plant science?” Tom asked at their weekly family dinner at Cordo’s house, which Tom had organized and insisted upon. 
 
     Amelia looked to Camille beside her. 
 
     “She doesn’t know yet,” Amelia said. “She’s mentioned interests in psychology and chemistry, so we’ll see.” 
 
     She and Cordo never looked at each other during any of these dinners. 
 
     After Amelia had made it known she would be moving out, Cordo and Tom got married by eloping in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. They and, upon Tom’s insistence, Amelia and Camille spent a week in two cabins there beside the Snake River looking up at the Grand Teton Mountains. Sometimes Cordo went with them on nature hikes through these mountains, other times he stayed beside the river in a lawn chair and read while the wind blew cotton off the vines and into the air, drifting, a snowstorm in the sunshine. Cordo and Tom moved into Cordo’s house when they went back to Seattle. 
 
     Soon Amelia and Camille started missing family dinners until the whole enterprise was abandoned. Cordo tried to call her, to see her at home—he knew the way to her house, as he and Tom had helped to move her in—but his calls and voicemails and texts and emails went unanswered and unacknowledged and she was either never home or never opened the door to him. 
 
      
 
     Cordo was 51 when 26-year-old Amelia called him out of the blue and invited Tom and him over to dinner at her house. They arranged it for that night. 
 
     It had been a full year since she and Cordo had last spoken. 
 
     When Amelia opened the door to them, both Cordo and Tom were taken aback. There could only have been a few things right then to have such an effect on them and none of the others were as interesting as Amelia herself: With her neck-length smooth black hair and green eyes, which looked artificially colored, and her smile dimples and her voice and the way she stood and the way she moved, taking them and their bottle of cabernet sauvignon gape-mouthed into the house, through the living room, and into the kitchen, where Camille sat at the bar top doing her homework, she must have reminded them so of Lourdes. 
 
     Cordo and Tom’s discomfiture continued into dinner, creating occasional instances of silence, their silverware scraping their plates. Cordo glanced over at his daughter like a tweaker at a cop and awed at her. 
 
     The house was sterile. No great fiction, no fine piece of art, nor resounding work of music could ever come from such an environment. Everything was gray and silver and shades thereof, no woman’s touch, nothing hospitable, a passive hostility. There were no pictures on the walls, no decorations, no TV, only practical things. The couch and armchairs were not conducive to après-dîner coffee and chitchat but they attempted it nonetheless, Cordo and Tom, two Hawaiians in the Arctic, in the armchairs across from Amelia and Camille, two polar bears in leisure, on the couch. 
 
     Through the course of the evening, Cordo and Tom had learned that Camille—who was 13 now—was a neuroscience and computer-engineering double major. Since she was a freshman, she’d been engaged in artificial-intelligence research and had to date received $105,000 in grants and scholarships. She would graduate next year likely summa cum laude, then go into grad school and continue her research, which currently focused on an artificial neural network she had recently created capable of qualia, the ability to experience something subjectively. 
 
     “I asked the program to describe its surroundings to me,” Camille told Cordo and Tom. “It tried reading me a list of all the inner components of a computer or code sequences but then I asked it what colors it saw and it said, ‘Black.’” 
 
     Tom and Amelia grasped the significance of this. 
 
     “What does that mean?” Cordo asked. 
 
     “The network has developed a kind of sentience. I had previously shown it images with different colors and it absorbed those images, developed memories, and was able to recall those colors at a given moment. It could have told me there are no colors in the digital realm, only brief spurts of electricity and information, but chose instead to be subjective, ‘black.’” 
 
     “That’s amazing,” Tom said. “How did you create this program?” 
 
     “Mapping a healthy brain, then encoding algorithms for sight and sound—the other senses are impractical as of now—in the proper parts of the brain. So when I asked it to describe the colors it saw, the program absorbed my request into its equivalent of the thalamus, which relayed it to its equivalent of the frontal lobe, and that part is particularly interesting: I run an EEG test every time I test the program and it detects when the different parts of the mapped brain are stimulated by the transfer of electricity. When the information goes to the frontal lobe, there is a spike in electrical activity.” 
 
     “Meaning?” Cordo asked. 
 
     “It’s equivalent to increased brain activity in people.” 
 
     “Thinking,” Tom said. “But from what you’re saying, you only created a vessel, how did it develop sentience?” 
 
     Camille looked over at Amelia, who nodded. 
 
     “Neuron scanning,” Camille said. “Memories are stored in clusters of neurons stimulated to convey those memories by electricity. We take a sample of neurons from all parts of the brain, ganglia, and spinal cord, then house them in their own colonies in cultures of L-alanyl-L-glutamine dipeptide, HLA-B27, and D–MEM:F12. These neurons will intermix with those from the dentate gyrus of the hippocampus, which will allow the neurons to divide and sustain themselves so we don’t have to constantly extract them. We place sensors wired to the computer into these cultures of clusters and the sensors give off low doses of electricity and once the neurons start firing, the sensors relay the signals into the program, which stimulate the different sections of the brain map. By housing the neurons together, they’re able to fire altogether and create sentience, voiced by the computer.” 
 
     “So what’s your end goal?” Tom asked. 
 
    “We’d have to conduct widespread experiments on a sample of the world’s population. To do that we’d need to get subjects to donate neurons, as well having their brains scanned. The end goal is to gather enough funding to develop software to enable the program to hold all of the information from the subjects.” 
 
    “People are forming new memories all the time,” Tom said. 
 
    “Yes, we’d probably recommend a yearly donation of neurons as part of their yearly physical.” 
 
     “There’d be a lot of data. How much, do you think?” Tom asked. 
 
     “On our first sampling of neurons, there was more than six gigabytes of information. Doing a larger sample, I’d estimate we’d have upward of a yottabyte or one trillion terabytes, more than all the information housed in cyberspace.”  
 
    “So your research is in computers replicating human behavior,” Cordo summarized. 
 
     “For the time being.” 
 
     “For what?” Tom asked. “Why would the world need this?” 
 
     “Have you heard of mind uploading?” 
 
     “Yeah, the transference of consciousness into an artificial space,” Tom said. 
 
     “So by mapping people’s brains and stimulating memories in their neurons, theoretically we should be able to rebuild—‘upload’—their consciousness into the computer.” 
 
     “Which…would keep them from dying?” Tom asked. 
 
     “Or revive them,” Camille said. 
 
     “So after they’re uploaded, what, they’d live in the computer?”  
 
     “Think of the computer as a way station. This idea developed as a way to help those who have incurable and/or genetic disorders. Altering DNA is unfeasible. So the next best thing is to take the person out of his or her body and put him in another one. The original may want to continue living—he may not be sick, just wanted to have his consciousness on file just in case—until his body reaches its natural end. But then there are the people who have incurable diseases—HIV, terminal cancer. A fear of death may be the only thing keeping them living in misery, so once their consciousness is uploaded, they should have no reason to keep living in pain.” 
 
     “But for a little while at least, there’d be two of the same consciousness, essentially the same person,” Tom said. “One flesh and blood, the other a mass of coding sequences in blackness.” 
 
     “That’s until we build new bodies of silicon and robotic prostheses for them,” Camille said. “We’d program each of the bodies with an individual’s unique brain map, then upload the consciousness into the body’s mainframe.” 
 
     “But would the uploaded consciousness be the same as the original?” Tom asked. 
 
     “It would have to be, it developed from the original’s brain map and neurons.” 
 
     “So…you’re striving for immortality.” 
 
     Camille shrugged. 
 
     “Perhaps. At least trying to make death a slave to people.” 
 
     Tom was quiet. 
 
     “What about those who die suddenly? Without their consciousness uploaded?” Cordo asked. 
 
     “Hopefully their brain has already been mapped and if taken quickly enough, the neurons ought to be enough for the brain map to reconstruct the consciousness to the point it was when the brain was scanned. Ideally everyone would have their brain scanned and neuron samples taken every year to be up to date.” 
 
     “What happens after the consciousness is uploaded into the new body, is it deleted from the computer program?” Cordo asked. 
 
     “It’s up to the original. He or she may want to die or go on living in updated versions of the prosthetic body.” 
 
     “So long as they can afford it,” Tom put in. 
 
     Camille took a second. 
 
     “We’re not concerned with that at the moment.” 
 
     Tom took a deep breath, a Christian discussing the merits of Satanism. 
 
     “Wow. I can see why you’ve gotten so much funding.” 
 
     Amelia and Camille nodded, sterile silence returning as they turned back to their meals. 
 
     “Where did you get a brain map for your current program?” Cordo asked. “The neurons?” 
 
     Tom looked up, perhaps surprised he himself had not asked these questions. 
 
     “They were mine,” Camille said. 
 
     Neither man was prepared for this answer. 
 
     “We extracted them from my spinal cord, my ganglia, and my brain—cell bodies, we figured any axon tissue would just be redundant.” 
 
     “We?” Cordo looked over at Amelia. “You helped her?” 
 
     Amelia nodded. 
 
     “Using rodents as test subjects would have taken too long and anyway weren’t what we were looking for. Human cells were the only sensible—” 
 
     “Jesus, how could you help her do that?” Cordo demanded. “After all the scrutiny this family has been under, for you to do something like that is so fucking stupid, Amelia.” 
 
     Amelia was silent. 
 
     “Say something, for God’s sake!” 
 
     “Camille’s pregnant.” 
 
     Dead silence in the air, Tom and Cordo pale. The women watched them as Tom turned to Cordo, waited for him to respond. Cordo smiled deliriously. 
 
     “Of course she is,” Cordo said. “Because God has such a good goddamn sense of humor!” 
 
     He scraped back his chair, stood, and stormed out of the house. 
 
      
 
    He walked into Olympia and called a taxi to take him home and Tom arrived home too half an hour later, Cordo already well into a bottle of wine. 
 
     “How was dinner?” he asked, sprawled out in his papasan chair. 
 
     Tom collapsed on the couch and Cordo chewed his bottom lip, eyes shimmering diamonds in the light seeping in from the kitchen. 
 
     “I don’t understand these fuckin’ people,” Cordo said. “Why do they keep doing this to me?” 
 
     “It’s not spiteful.” 
 
     “Bullshit, of course it’s spiteful! Amelia probably slipped some cum up Camille’s pussy when she was takin’ out those goddamn neurons!” 
 
     Tom stiffened. 
 
     “That’s hideous.” 
 
     “Goddamn right it is. I raised a hideous fuckin’ daughter.” 
 
     He looked away, drank the wine left in his cup, refilled. He sloshed it around, sighed. 
 
     “All I ever wanted was Lourdes…” Cordo said. “I don’t mean I don’t love you, I…” 
 
     Tom nodded, understanding, bade Cordo go on. 
 
     “…and I wound up with everything but her. I have a daughter who…hates me for reasons I’ll probably never understand.” 
 
     “She doesn’t—” 
 
     “Yes, she does, yes, she does. And, granted, I probably wasn’t the best father but at least I didn’t fuckin’ abandon her before she was born and yet for some reason, Amelia’s entire life has been spent sanctifying Lourdes and I don’t get any rest from it, am I such a contemptible piece of shit?” 
 
     Tom said nothing as Cordo composed himself, sniffling, drinking. Tom sat forward. 
 
     “You deserve to be treated better, I agree,” Tom said. “But a child-parent relationship is not supposed to be proportionate.” 
 
     “I just want a little relief, a sign she recognizes—” 
 
    “Even if she gives nothing, you gotta give everything, we’ve gotta be there for Amelia and Camille and that baby always.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we’re family, nothing ever changes that—no matter what they say 
 
    or do, no matter how young or old, how many kids they have, no matter what, we have to be there for them.” 
 
     Cordo wiped his face. 
 
     “So,” he said. “That’s it. We’re great-grandparents.” 
 
     They both laughed. 
 
      
 
    The next evening after Tom got home, Cordo called Amelia and apologized for the previous night and told her I love you and then he talked to Camille and congratulated her on the pregnancy and told her he loved her and promised to be there for the three of them any time. He asked if she and Amelia wanted to go to a movie over the weekend and they declined, always talking in unaffected unemotional tones, like gray talking walls. Cordo said that was OK, I love you both, and hung up. 
 
      
 
    Cordo persisted with his requests to take out his daughter and granddaughter and he was rebuffed more often than not. Camille predicted her child would be a girl and was confirmed at the hospital, Cordo and Tom in the hospital waiting room, and when Amelia and Camille came out and told them the news, they spoke with all the detachment of oracles prophesying to unlearned farmers. 
 
      
 
    Hortense Lourdes Tendler was born on October 13, Camille’s birthday. She weighed 8.6 pounds and was perfectly healthy and, as her forbearers, immediately took to crying. 
 
     Driving home Cordo said how stupid the name was. Tom responded that it was from Latin, meaning ‘gardener.’ 
 
      
 
    By this time Margaret had been dead two years, though this is not significant—as she hadn’t ever been of much use to Amelia except to drive her and Camille to school and became less useful once Amelia got her license and car—except to say that, like Amelia, Camille did not fret over Hortense’s unbearable crying. And to Cordo’s and Tom’s moderate surprise, as they held their temples and wished their ears would spontaneously build up deafening barricades of wax each time the women visited, Amelia nor Camille ever winced at the baby’s cries. 
 
     Never was any thought given to medication or going to a sleep clinic, as mother and grandmother constantly surrounded the babe, two imperturbable bastions showing Hortense her eventual futures. 
 
      
 
    Amelia took care of Hortense so that Camille could graduate on time. 
 
     Cordo and Tom threw her a graduation party—a thoroughly intimate affair made up of only the five of them, eating hamburgers and hot dogs and then vanilla-ice-cream cake afterward on the back porch of Tom and Cordo’s house. 
 
     The men spent more time with the women, so much so that their ears more or less acclimated to Hortense’s wailing—it was either that or go mad. 
 
     Cordo noticed the same indifference to his existence and efforts in Camille that had long been his point of anguish with Amelia, who was no different though she was near 30. 
 
     Still, every weekend and a few days of the week, some combination of Tom and Cordo saw some combination of the women and Cordo often volunteered to Amelia to babysit Hortense, who soon had her first words in English, Spanish, French, Italian, German, Latin, and Swedish. 
 
     Despite Cordo doing so for her, Amelia had never taken any pictures of Camille nor had she composed anything such as a baby book or saved any of her teeth nor kept a newspaper from the day of her birth and Cordo and Tom never heard Amelia wax nostalgic for Camille’s early years.  
 
     In the same stringent tradition did Camille raise Hortense. 
 
     In case Amelia ever did become sentimental, though, Cordo and Tom had taken pictures—of Amelia’s and Camille’s childhoods and would do so for Hortense also—and kept them in albums in their bedroom closet. 
 
      
 
    Camille was now 16, in her second year of grad school at UW. Hortense was three and talked at great length of sophisticated mathematic equations and scientific theories when she wasn’t having night terrors or listening to the voice in her head, her imaginary friend, talk incessantly, too fast to comprehend the pieces but she understood the whole of what it told her, which was how she learned the Church-Turing Thesis, the Borlaug Hypothesis. 
 
     Amelia was 29 and had concluded her research at UW and now worked exclusively at Titus and she had been less available for when Tom and Cordo tried to spend time as a family. 
 
     Tom was 58 and a full professor at UW. Cordo was 54 and the author of 20 books, eight of them bestsellers and two made into movies—which hadn’t done well at the box office but what did it matter, the rights checks had cleared. They were still married and still lived in the Everett house. 
 
     One day in October, Cordo was sitting in his papasan chair reading The Orchard Keeper. He was babysitting Hortense, who was in Amelia’s old room with the door shut, undoubtedly reading some botany or psychology or theoretical-physics book, while Camille, Tom, and Amelia were each in their respective labs. 
 
     So engrossed in McCarthy’s prose was he that he jumped in his seat when his cell phone started playing “Downtown Train” alighting with some unsaved number’s call. He answered after coming back into this less-bleak world. 
 
     “Hello?” 
 
     “Cordorubias Tendler?” 
 
     “Speaking.” 
 
     It was a lieutenant with the Olympia Police Department. 
 
      
 
    Ash in the air and piles of scorched still-smoking housing planks and roofing tiles and Amelia’s car, driver’s door open, which must have caught fire and exploded to look so maimed, in the middle of the black bed of soot—was all that remained of Amelia’s house. 
 
     Cordo violently braked at the yellow police tape cordoning off 25 feet all around the destruction. He got out and police accosted him, demanded to know who he was. Around the smoking rubble where once Amelia’s house had stood, the fire chief was investigating. 
 
      
 
    Through the course of the investigation, Tom and Cordo and Camille and Hortense lived in separate rooms at a hotel in Olympia. Neither Camille nor Hortense had expressed any concern when Cordo told them Amelia’s house had burned down and she could not be found anywhere and Tom had not seen her at the lab in a long time and the investigators found bones, blackened, in the rubble and when was the last time you saw Ms. Tendler, girls? asked a detective who visited them at the hotel. 
 
     Camille and Hortense replied they had both seen her at home that morning—they’d waited for Cordo to come pick up Hortense and take her to Everett and then Amelia and Camille had left for Seattle. 
 
     “Did she act strange at all?” the detective asked Camille and Hortense, who sat on a couch in their hotel room, Tom and Cordo standing behind them. 
 
     “No.” 
 
     “Not at all.” 
 
     Cordo watched the detective’s face—frustrated, wanting more from the two, who were neither melancholy nor belligerent, only distant. 
 
      
 
    Dental records confirmed the bones were Amelia’s. A look into her bank statement revealed she had spent $464 at a Seattle hardware store the morning of the fire. Going there to consult the proprietor, he told detectives a woman matching Amelia’s description had come in shortly after he’d opened that day—eight a.m.—and bought more than a dozen huge gas tanks. 
 
     The charge after this was for $100 at an Everett gas station at 8:31. Her car could only hold about $30 but residue on gas tank shards showed her car had not received any kind of fill up. 
 
     So, searching the wreckage, with the car and its open door just where it had been when the fire had been fought and vanquished, investigators found pieces of red-burned-black plastic, though surely no prints could be salvaged.  
 
     They searched the car: no prints, no fibers, no residue, nothing to suggest anyone who shouldn’t have been in the car had been. The driver door had no marks on it to suggest it had been pried open from the outside. Moreover, a forensic scientist found that the car’s front end was mangled and windshield broken in such ways that could only be achieved by crashing through something—the garage door, say. Further, the car’s position on the remains of the house was directly in line with four depressions in the gravel driveway, which depressions were preceded by curving tracks up from the road downhill. 
 
     “This is our working hypothesis,” the detective told the family back in Everett, where now Camille and Hortense lived with Cordo and Tom. “After Mr. Tendler picked up Hortense and took her to Everett, Ms. Tendler took Camille to the university in Seattle shortly before eight’o’clock, stopped off at Mel’s Hardware, bought the gas cans, then filled them up in Olympia before going home, where she either doused the house before or after crashing through the garage, leaving the car door open, and somehow igniting the fire and staying inside.” 
 
     For the time the investigators could not answer Tom’s and Cordo’s bumbling questions as to why she’d done this. Camille and Hortense said nothing. 
 
     Then, in pursuit of an answer to this maddening question, the county medical examiner extracted some marrow from Amelia’s bones. 
 
     “The fire damage is so severe that, should anything relevant be in the marrow, it might very well be damaged or altogether useless,” the detective said to Cordo, relaying the examiner’s words. 
 
     But the examiner extracted nonetheless. 
 
     “Were you aware your daughter’s cancer had metastasized?” 
 
     Tom, Camille, and Hortense sat beside him but only Tom shared Cordo’s speechless expression. 
 
     “The examiner’s official cause of death is suicide.”  
 
    Cordo turned around to Camille and Hortense after seeing the detective out. He stayed back from them on the couch, as though he didn’t trust himself to be too near them. 
 
     “She had cancer?” he asked them. 
 
     Tom moved to look out the back door, hiding his crying, but no one paid him any attention then. 
 
     Cordo glared at the girls, expressions showing no discomfort nor awkwardness. 
 
     “We didn’t know,” Camille said. 
 
     “Bullshit! You both are such fucking geniuses but you couldn’t tell she was wasting away, you couldn’t tell something was wrong, that she was sick? Bullshit! Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t she?” 
 
     Neither replied, only glared at Cordo, who was fuming steam, salivating acid. 
 
     “You fucking little bitches—” 
 
     He lurched at Camille and grabbed fistfuls of her hair and yanked her off the couch to the floorboards, wrenching in pain and sudden fear, and Hortense cried out, scrambling up onto the arm of the couch, and Tom spun, face red and swollen, and gasped at the scene and grabbed Cordo’s wrists and tried to break his hold on his granddaughter’s hair but Cordo shoved him away, torqueing his hands to pull harder, Camille crying and shrinking farther into the floor while Cordo screamed at her, “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
     But then Tom was on him again, broke his hold, then pulled him away, “Are you fucking insane?” as Camille scrambled to her feet, grabbed Hortense, and rushed out the door. 
 
     “How could they keep that from me? How—” 
 
     “Amelia didn’t want them to!” 
 
     “Why?” 
 
     “I don’t know, she didn’t want you to worry—” 
 
     “She was my fucking daughter, I deserved to know!” 
 
     “I know, I know—” 
 
     “Goddamn it!” 
 
     He shoved Tom away and went out to the backyard in the rain. 
 
      
 
    So the case was closed for the county. The details would stoke the fire of the local media, which now included The Times, which would undoubtedly find the link between this and Lourdes and the genius family and the DNA-sampling and so dredge up all that long-ago shit. 
 
    But some days and bottles of whiskey and fits of rage and despair later, the media had exhausted the story. Camille and Hortense came under Cordo’s guardianship and Tom insisted they all stay home from the university for a while. 
 
     Cordo got a hotel in Seattle to drink and cry in. He returned home a few days later and there was unbearable tension when they were all together. His mouth a desert, Cordo apologized to Camille and Hortense, who stood near him but miles away, not fearful, not emotive, as always. 
 
     Camille nodded and she and her daughter headed into their shared bedroom. Tom hugged Cordo, welcoming him back home, and soon they got back to what regular life was left them. 
 
     Several months later Camille and Tom were at the university and Hortense was holed up in her room devouring books. 
 
     Cordo went into his and Tom’s bedroom and got down the half-dozen photo albums from the top shelf from inside the closet. Their covers were varnished with dust, so he wiped them down with a damp rag and revealed the small laminated windows upon each cover, through which showed the black embossed names of those whose pictures were in each: Amelia and Camille both had two and so eventually would Hortense, though currently her first book was only half-full. 
 
     He closed his door and sat upon his bed and opened Amelia’s first book, full of pictures of her in the hospital after she’d recovered from what ailments—mostly a red nose and dried snot and saliva on her face and body—she’d developed during her lone night on the beach and Cordo flipped through the pages to get to those from when he’d brought her home. 
 
     He started crying as he looked through the pictures and perhaps that was his intended goal in doing this. 
 
     Despite she had given him no rest, still he’d managed to capture her image occasionally, although it had been Tom who’d taken most of the pictures and had the idea to start the albums, and many of the pictures had a younger bewildered-looking Cordo trying to calm Amelia. 
 
     Looking at his younger self, perhaps Cordo saw the younger’s cluelessness and felt it just as keenly now as, or perhaps more so than, then. 
 
     Cordo let the pages fly as though he were shuffling a deck of cards, the photo album turning into a cinematograph telling either a bildungsroman or a namorsgnudlib, the transformation of Amelia either from a bald-headed babe to a black-haired infant with captivating green eyes and a malicious smile when she found use for such an expression.  
 
     Flipping through Amelia’s first book for the umpteenth time, perhaps fascinated by the gradual lengthening of wrinkles in his own face or perhaps the graying of his hair, which thankfully showed no signs then nor now of receding, he stopped when Amelia turned into a toddler, perhaps three or four, Hortense’s age. And in addition to her age, toddler Amelia shared a great deal of Hortense’s appearance. And perhaps this was what caused Cordo to so long linger in this age range. 
 
     He turned to pages of older Amelia, child, adolescent in the second book, candid photos taken in secret by either Tom or Cordo during her pregnancy, as she nor Camille nor Hortense ever willingly submitted to be photographed. 
 
     Cordo yet again paused over these pictures, giving them more attention, and soon he perceived what would be evident to any random pedestrian: the striking resemblance between teenage Amelia and 13-year-old Camille. 
 
     To be sure he opened Camille’s second book, found a picture of her pregnant with Hortense, put it beside the picture of Amelia pregnant with Camille. 
 
     The resemblance was unbelievable. 
 
     Cordo scooped back his hair, breathing turning shallow while his pores opened and exuded moisture. 
 
     Turning the pages both Amelia and Camille aged or youthened at the same rate and the resemblance was constant. Looking away changed nothing, the fact was there again when he looked back. Cordo stood and walked around his floor, breathing. 
 
     Then he got down Lourdes’ photo albums from the crawlspace. He sat the four books, which he’d finally filled over the years with the old loose pictures of Lourdes from the bags in the crawlspace, on the bed and turned through them. 
 
     There were no pictures of her in her childhood, only from when he’d met her up until before her cancer diagnosis and pregnancy, when she’d prohibited having any pictures taken. 
 
     There were pictures of them from their elopement, at the university, on a trip to San Diego, beaches, Vashon Island, around the old apartment, moving into this house. Looking through all of them, Cordo’s former urgency disappeared and he looked through the albums as someone from this world would look around if suddenly transported to Middle-Earth. He might have wandered somewhere in his brain for what reason had he started looking through these? 
 
     And then he saw long-black-haired green-eyed Lourdes standing cross-armed before her then prosperous garden in the backyard, a rainy day, the best kind of day, and Cordo stopped his dreamy wandering. He stared at this singular picture. 
 
     He looked over to Amelia’s albums. Though he had no pictures of her as an adult, he had a picture of her, about 14 or 15, standing cross-armed before her mother’s garden, which she’d kept alive until she moved into her own house. 
 
     Then, in Camille’s albums, there was a picture of her, taken not long after Hortense’s birth, of her standing cross-armed in front of the revived garden. 
 
     They all three looked not alike but the same and Hortense was already growing into the resemblance and that was all there was to it. 
 
      
 
    He went out into the dark hallway and stopped at Hortense’s bedroom door, thought about knocking but didn’t, perhaps asking himself why he would. Instead he left the house, driving in the late afternoon to the university. 
 
     Camille worked in a lab in the Allen Center for Computer Science & Computer Engineering, several streets across from the Plant Labs and Green House and Herb Garden where Tom had always taught and worked. 
 
     It was well dark when Cordo got onto campus and found Tom grading papers in his office, which was packed overcapacity with plant books, theses, dissertations, journals, articles, dead frayed plant cuttings, photometers, and radiometers from the ‘80s. 
 
     Cordo stole in, shut and locked the misty-glassed door, and sat upon the couch as Tom looked up, stunned to see Cordo and even more so to see how he looked—as though he were having a stroke. So awful did Cordo look that Tom threw off his glasses and stood. 
 
     “Cordo, what’s wrong?” 
 
     “What was Amelia doing in the lab?” 
 
     Tom couldn’t comprehend this question, pulled up a chair, sat in front of Cordo, trying to take a cold sweaty hand but Cordo pulled away. 
 
     “The same thing Lourdes was—researching asexual reproduction in plants.” 
 
     Cordo pulled out of his jacket pocket the three pictures of Lourdes, Amelia, and Camille and Tom looked them over, easily coming to the same conclusion as Cordo but he couldn’t, for the sake of his sanity, allow it to be true. But he looked just as pale as Cordo now. 
 
     “Was that what they were researching for Titus?” Cordo asked, voice airy and quiet with distance. 
 
     Tom reeled back, mentally sprinting to catch up. 
 
     “I don’t know, I really don’t. But I think so. Before Lourdes signed the confidentiality agreement, I asked her what the hell a pharmaceutical company wanted with an agricultural botanist. And she said they were interested because she’d done the most pioneering research into a specific kind of asexual reproduction called apomixis—” 
 
     “What’s—” 
 
     “—where a plant produces an embryo from the nucellus without—” 
 
     “Tom!” 
 
     “I’m sorry, it’s just…spontaneous, the female plants don’t need to be pollinated—inseminated—to conceive, they just…Think of it like the Virgin Mary. I don’t—that’s not how it is, in apomixis the offspring…” 
 
     He trailed off, looking back down at the pictures he still held. 
 
     “What?” Cordo asked. 
 
     Tom threw the pictures on his desk with some relief, hung his head, held the back of his neck. 
 
     “The offspring is a genetic clone of the mother plant…Every petal, every leaf, every hair the same…” 
 
     Cordo stared at Tom, a spouse weakly accusing another of infidelity, hoping to be proven wrong but, to the contrary, getting a confession. 
 
     “…But they’re born disease free. But if the disease is hereditary—” 
 
     “Jesus fucking Christ!” Cordo bolted up, shattering Tom’s thinking. “You’re fucking kidding me, tell me I’m crazy, fuck, anything but actually consider I’m…” 
 
     Cordo didn’t know how to finish. He remained standing as Tom stared into the oblivion of clutter in his office. 
 
     “Not long before Lourdes…everything,” Tom said, “…she gave me a key. She told me I should give it to Amelia or you if you ever asked for it. You didn’t but…” 
 
     Cordo studied Tom with all the intensity of Robert Graysmith studying the Zodiac killer’s encrypted messages. 
 
     “Did Amelia ever ask for it?” 
 
     “Yeah. When she was pregnant. I’d forgotten about it till then. She gave it back a few months before…told me I should give it to you or Camille if you ever asked. Camille did—when she was pregnant—hasn’t given it back yet.” 
 
     They stared at each other, trying to make sense of everything. 
 
      
 
    The next day, having been told Cordo had to fly to Los Angeles for the weekend in order to meet with some Hollywood types and discuss an adaptation of one of his novels, Hortense went to the university with Tom, spending the day reading and examining plant specimens under microscopes in his office while Tom and Camille were in class or lab. 
 
     Meanwhile Cordo’s bags remained unpacked. He infiltrated Camille and Hortense’s bedroom, which was immaculately kept even for females and despite their ages. The room was also soulless, such as would make sleeping impossible for anyone else, and such was the lack of color, of decoration, of life, even ghosts would not sojourn here—or maybe they would, hopelessly drab fatalistic ghosts, inexorciseable. 
 
     The bed was a queen, made, and on the nightstands on either side were the women’s nightly reading materials—esoteric botany and neurology books whose words hadn’t been read in 50 years and then only by Ph.Ds. 
 
     Cordo started with the obvious—under the bed—but there was nothing, not even rogue pieces of paper from sprocket strips from the notebooks the women were always seen writing in. Then the nightstand drawers—nothing but notepads, pens, Post-Its, no lotion, aspirin, gum, sleeping masks, guilty-pleasure novels, ear buds, or any other typical accouterment that might be found in other women’s nightstands.  
 
     The dresser too proved fruitless—socks and underwear and bras of conservative natures—Camille was a 32B, the same Lourdes had been, the same Amelia had been—and old versions of Camille’s research papers, her bachelor’s degree in a folder. All that was left was the closet, a walk-in smaller than Cordo’s: no dresses or skirts but blouses and slacks, uniformly boring, crisp and unwrinkled, some coats, disused umbrellas, no purses, no favorite pieces of jewelry nor any at all, no mirror and makeup to speak of, a pair of ill-used tennis shoes each to wear on nature hikes, galoshes to slosh through mud, but otherwise they wore only dark Oxford shoes. 
 
     He moved blouses and pants to look behind them but soon exhausted all the space in the closet and so all opportunity to conceal anything. 
 
     Then he looked up and saw the removable rectangle in the ceiling into the attic crawlspace. He got the stepladder from his bedroom and got up and looked inside. 
 
     In all probability even he didn’t know what he was looking for. But the canvas rucksack lying just within reach of the opening was suspect. He pulled it down, returned to his bedroom to open it. He spread out the contents upon his unmade bed: four plastic zipper bags with sheared-off clumps of black hair and each of these bags was labeled in black permanent marker: LOURDES, AMELIA, CAMILLE, and HORTENSE respectively. 
 
     Moving faster, breathing heavier, Cordo removed the ambiguous four-inch two-pound black square from inside the bag also and turned it around until he found the manufacturer’s label on the back. An external hard drive with a capacity of five terabytes. 
 
     He attached this to his laptop but upon trying to access the files, he found them locked under password. He tapped his keyboard for a moment, then typed in “apomixis” and was permitted. He found three folders—PICTURES, VIDEOS, and DOCUMENTS, each more than 10 gigabytes. 
 
     He copied the hard drive’s memory onto his computer, then disconnected and replaced the hard drive in the bag. He almost put back the plastic bags of hair but stopped, thought. 
 
     From the kitchen he got four plastic bags, labeled them, and put a pinch from each clump of hair into the corresponding bag. Then he put the original bags in the rucksack and took it back up to the crawlspace above Camille’s closet. He made sure everything was in place before closing the bedroom door, perhaps remembering lack of attention to detail had been Paul Sheldon’s undoing. 
 
     He refrained from investigating the contents of the hard drive right then. He called Tom but he didn’t answer and so Cordo went for a walk around the neighborhood, trying to catch his breath and perhaps to create alternatives to what was consuming his mind. 
 
     During this walk Tom called back. 
 
     “Did you find anything?” he asked. 
 
     Cordo told him. 
 
     “I can’t look at it alone.” 
 
     He told Tom his plan. 
 
     After taking Camille and Hortense home that night, Tom told them Cordo’s meeting with the film producers had gone sour and instead of coming home, he wanted Tom to come down for a weekend getaway and so after Tom packed a bag, he left the house, saying he had to catch a redeye, though had he said nothing to the girls and left the house without exposition, perhaps neither Camille or Hortense would have cared, for a weekend was the same whether Tom and Cordo were there. 
 
     Tom met Cordo at a hotel in Seattle. When Tom entered the room, Cordo was deathly with anxiety but he had still not looked at any of it. Tom locked the door and shut the curtains while Cordo hooked up his computer to the room’s TV and went to the VIDEOS folder, which had a dozen hour-long videos from 29 years ago, made over the course of eight or nine months, and another 30 or 40 videos from the last 16 years, the latest of which was made a week ago. 
 
     But they started with the very first one, nearly three decades old. Tom and Cordo sat in chairs in front of the TV and pushed PLAY. 
 
     Lourdes appeared on the TV screen, sitting in front of her laptop in her old GA office, looking into the camera. A window behind her showed the night. She looked frail, pale. Cordo covered his mouth, cringed his brow, prepared. 
 
     She cleared her throat: 
 
     “Hi—hello. I’m…not at all sure what to call you. But I guess if you’re watching this, your dad named you Amelia. It’s been about a week since I conceived you, although I don’t know if we can reckon this the same way as traditional pregnancy. But we’ll get to that. What you need to know now…” 
 
     She took a heavy breath, blinked, half-smiled as a tear came down. 
 
     “You are the first asexually reproduced human offspring in known history.” 
 
     Tom and Cordo leaned back, believing and disbelieving at the same time. 
 
     Lourdes then went on to explain how her undergraduate research into asexual reproduction, specifically apomixis, in plants had earned her renown and eventually funding from Titus. 
 
     “In the initial interview, they asked me if I’d ever considered researching apomixis being applied to humans. I told them no, it was impossible for a variety of reasons. But they offered me a full-ride through graduate school, saying all I had to do was research for them on the side. Eventually I agreed. After I signed the confidentiality agreement, they made no bones about it: They wanted to synthesize and commercialize apomixis somehow. The value is that, in plants at least, apomictically reproduced offspring are genetically identical to the mother. So if you have a particularly good strain of oranges, for example, a strain that always yields well, you’d want to keep that strain going for multiple generations. Further, if a good strain suddenly develops a disease, the plant can reproduce a disease-free clone. So Titus said, ‘What if we could have applied apomixis to Freddie Mercury, Albert Einstein, Steve Jobs?’ But that’s ridiculous, apomixis would be impossible for women and tenfold for men. But I couldn’t stop thinking about it…” 
 
     So she had begun a literature overview, she continued in further videos, and rattled off a number of names and long-winded article titles. 
 
     “The most promising work, what urged me to delve deeper into the idea, was ‘Comparative Genetic Mapping in Boechera stricta, a close relative of Arabidopsis’ by Schranz, Windsor, Song, Lawton-Rauh, and Mitchell-Olds. Their findings were that Boechera stricta and Arabidopsis, which are both apomictic species of Brassicaceae, developed that ability after an evolutionary reduction of their chromosome numbers, in Boechera’s case from eight to seven and in Arabidopsis’ from eight to five. What this means is that the genetic data, the trigger for activating apomixis is somewhere in those chromosomes, which fused and translocated for reasons that are still unclear—the randomness of nature. So if apomixis were going to be introduced to human DNA, it’d have to be extracted from the correct chromosome…” 
 
     Which meant she’d have to do experiments. She would have done her experiments and research on the apomicitic five-chromosomed thale cress, Arabidopsis thaliana, the first plant to have its entire genome sequenced. But she’d have had to have it ordered and imported from eastern Canada. On the other hand, the apomicitic seven-chromosomed Boechera stricta, Drummond’s rockcress, grew abundantly throughout Seattle, including on the university grounds. 
 
     “So I just ripped up handfuls of it and started experimenting on the seven chromosomes.” 
 
     These experiments were not scientific, she said: As each chromosome had 9,000 genes, each individual gene would have had to have been tested with independent variables and controlled before incorporating other variables. 
 
     “But I didn’t have the time to do all that.” 
 
     Shortly after she had determined to start experimenting, she had noticed a bruise on her knee, which had persisted week after week. She examined a sample of her blood and found abnormal activity in her blood cells. 
 
     “So I was pretty sure I had cancer—breast, like my mother. But if I told anyone, they’d want me to start on chemo, which would have contaminated the experiments.” 
 
     So she’d kept her diagnosis a secret and begun her experiments in haste. 
 
     “My work with Titus provided me access to very sophisticated equipment and material I never could’ve gotten at the university. I had easy access to everything I needed.” 
 
     She extracted Boechera stricta DNA with isopropanol, then began the process of isolating genes, 10 at a time, and separating them in sterile cultures.  
 
    “I treated each culture with retinoic acid, testosterone, and estrogen—the measurements are in the DOCUMENTS folder—as well as one of my eggs each, which I’d extracted by the tens of thousands and frozen. Altogether I thought I’d conduct about 42,000 experiments, so for each gene there was really only enough eggs for one experiment. My blood would have been an acceptable alternative to my eggs, at least I hypothesize, if I didn’t have cancer—the DNA in my blood cells would have synthesized to produce a fetus with cancer but the eggs have unaffected DNA.” 
 
     She’d conducted experiments on all the genes in each chromosome, which all resulted in either the separation, stagnation, or the destruction of the egg until she got to Chromosome 3 and the GCUA sequence. 
 
     “The chemicals and the egg responded positively and, I believe, would have formed an embryo if the culture’s conditions had been more like the womb—electrolytes mainly but eventually proteins, carbohydrates, lipids, phospholipids, and urea. The egg eventually died but upon post-mortem examination, I found the egg’s zona pellucida had been anchored to by the cells created by the retinoic acid, Boechera stricta DNA, testosterone, and estrogen—which I’ve called RABSDNATE in the documents—but the egg hadn’t been penetrated for the lack of protein in the compound.” 
 
     After protein had been added into the mixture, the egg had been fertilized but died—long after any of the other experiments had survived—again due to the lack of amniotic fluids. 
 
     “By that time my cancer was getting worse, so I figured now was the best time. I figured when I would next be ovulating—I had told Cordo I was on birth control—and so a few days before, I injected myself with the RABSDNATEP. In retrospect I see that my blood cells should have destroyed the compound, as there were no familiar cells to prevent them from doing so, but I think they didn’t because I have such advanced cancer—they were too busy attacking each other. This is something you’ll need to consider in your experiments—adding familiar cells to RABSDNATEP, maybe dead red blood cells. In any case, I conceived and Cordo and I hadn’t had sex before my diagnosis. I’m currently five months along and al the sonograms show you are a perfectly developed child. Cordo suspects nothing—shortly before the diagnosis, he and I had sex without a condom.” 
 
     Cordo, who along with Tom had been up nearly 12 hours straight, started to cry. As they neared the last of the 29-year-old videos, Lourdes grew gaunter everywhere except her stomach, which swelled. 
 
     “As I’ve said, all the measurements and ratios are listed extensively in the documents but if my hypothesis is correct, you should be able to apomictically reproduce naturally, now that the gene is in your DNA. When that’ll be is tough to say. In plants they reproduce apomictically when they must to survive—as when they develop a disease—which is why I think I would have conceived even if I hadn’t ovulated, I think the presence of the cancer cells and the appearance of the RABSDNATEP might have catalyzed ovulation—but there’s no guarantee you’ll develop cancer—it’s hereditary, I’m almost sure, but it might recede in your DNA. So if you don’t develop cancer, I’m not sure what’ll happen—the apomixis gene may just lie dormant until such time as is required comes about. Another option may be that you’ll reproduce apomictically as soon as you’re able to ovulate. So if you are a genetic clone of me as you should be, you’ll reach puberty around when I did—13. In anticipation of this, I’ve instructed a lawyer to mail you a letter on your 13th birthday instructing you to ask Tom Liking for a key to a safety box in Seattle Mutual Bank, where you found this hard drive. They have your name and Cordo’s name as signatories, you’ll have to add the subsequent generations’ names to the list.” 
 
     The last video. She looked her worst, spoke in the same timbre as when she used to hallucinate: 
 
     “Today’s the day. Can’t sleep. Thinkin’ about all the flaws. Up to now I was blind to them. How will men use this? They’re biologically incapable of pregnancy. It’s tempting just to leave it as it is, an exclusively women’s privilege…” She smiled a little, “…but women won’t have any need for men anymore, if they don’t want to. That’ll inevitably lead to a matriarchal dystopia. It’s only right to make both sides capable…” 
 
     She thought long. 
 
     “We strip an egg of its genetic material with…with isopropanol or CTAB, make it just like an incubator, combine it with RABSDNATEP…and sperm in a culture. A man wouldn’t be able to carry it and a woman’s body would destroy the embryo but in a culture…We’d have to replicate the conditions of the womb…Somehow—” 
 
     She looked briefly despondent. 
 
     “No, that’s bullshit. We did this, if this is possible, anything is—anything. The embryo goes to term in the culture or…an external uterus. That would be good for women who don’t want to carry or—or can’t conceive naturally…” 
 
     She thought more, harder. 
 
     “Genetic diseases. Cancer…Apomixis can cure those who have contracted diseases, mutations. But those with genetic predispositions to heart disease or Sickle cell or Down syndrome? I’ve thought about the fundamental difference between plant and animal cells—cell walls. They’re what prevent the spread of disease in plants. But developing cell walls in animal cells is impossible or even if it were, people would be rigid, like trees…We’d probably save the rainforests and get cheaper reams of paper but otherwise…We’d have to alter the DNA directly to get rid of the genetic predispositions. But if we do that, you change the person entirely, you change one iota…they’re different.” 
 
     She rubbed her head, which must have been throbbing. 
 
     “Stem cells maybe. But there’s no guarantee those aren’t carrying the disease genes. A person can’t just be reborn to die the same way as the last time…” 
 
     Thinking, nearly crying. 
 
     “Oh my god, OK, what else? The consciousness. Without that we might as well be trying to make polyjuice potions. So neural stem cells…But they could contain the genes for genetic Alzheimer’s or dementia or schizophrenia…Neurons, MIT in 2012 proved that memories are stored in clusters of neurons…We map the brain, track neuronal activity…I don’t know, mind uploading, artificial intelligence…” 
 
     An epiphany: 
 
     “If that works we could assemble bodies of…silicon, prostheses…download the consciousness into a…hard drive…The electrons and protons would carry potentially diseased DNA but the neurons would be clean, some of them would divide, as MIT found, or get them from the dentate gyrus, that’ll enable them to reproduce, sustain themselves…Have everyone’s neurons and brain map and a ‘Do or Do not regenerate’ form on file in case of sudden death—car crash or shooting. Maybe somehow we work out the genetic disease dilemma so that people can regrow organic bodies that’ll never develop disease…” 
 
     She nodded. 
 
     “Live forever.” 
 
     She looked into the camera, looking suddenly exhausted. 
 
     “So…It’s over for me. You’ll have to do the rest. And your daughter after you. And hers after. And so on. We’ve uncovered the secret to immortality. But like all worthwhile things, it’s flawed. When you watch these, you may wonder why I chose to do it so…unusually. Any other way and Titus could have access to my remains, my DNA—they have their fingers in a lot of pies throughout the city. If they get that, they won’t need me—us—anymore. It’ll take them decades if they’re good scientists but they’ll figure it all out. This way all of me disappears…Except you.” 
 
     Crying again. 
 
     “This is mine—ours. They’ll look at it as just another way to improve their stock value and line their pockets and they’ll extort people just like that Shkreli fuck but to us…this is everything…This is more than money and…This is Cordo and me. Forever.” 
 
     Cordo covered his depleted face, perhaps thinking to cover his ears but unable to do so. 
 
     “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared. I don’t doubt you’re a physical replicate of me…But what about my mind, my memories, my knowledge?” 
 
     She held her forehead as though it were a whale ship leaking spermaceti. 
 
     “So that’s why I made all these, copied all my notes, photographed my experiments. I have to believe. We’ve come too far. If this is possible, anything is. For thousands of years, people turned to Nature in order to relieve physical and mental ailments. Look to the Doctrine of Signatures for proof. But as we’ve developed as a species, we’ve more and more turned our backs on Nature and look rather into ourselves to try to cure ourselves—thus the greater funding of stem cell research and thus the decimation of the Amazon. We’ve forgotten that humans and the earth have a symbiotic relationship, one cannot survive without the other. Is it so far-reaching then to say that the solutions to all our problems and inequities lie in the very soil and water from which we arose?” 
 
     She nodded, bit her bottom lip. Then, voice shaking: 
 
     “I have to bring you into the world now. As for me…” 
 
     She thought, came up with nothing, dryly chuckled. 
 
     She closed her laptop. 
 
      
 
    Tom and Cordo awakened Sunday morning after passing out once they’d finished Lourdes’ videos, all of which they had watched almost without blinking. When they stood up from their chairs, their joints popped and they looked around the hotel, as though they’d been roofied and were trying to collect their bearings. When they looked at each other, they were both thinking the same thing. 
 
     “It can’t be real,” Tom said. 
 
     Cordo was loath to move, as though doing so would make it all real indeed. But he did and he took out the plastic bags of hair from the bag he’d brought and gave them to Tom. 
 
     “Find out for sure.” 
 
     Tom and Cordo drove to the university. In his lab Tom took samples of Cordo’s hair and conducted tests comparing them to the women’s hair samples, six experiments per bag of hair. Past midnight they finally had their answer: 
 
     “Lourdes, Amelia, Camille, and Hortense are 100 percent related to each other. There is no indication they are in any way related to you.” 
 
      
 
    They drove home in silence. Inside the house was bleak except for the shaft of light radiating from underneath Camille and Hortense’s bedroom door. Tom and Cordo trudged through the dark, dumping their bags of unused clothes on the couch as they proceeded into the kitchen, turning on the yellow light that radiated off the tiles and made everything even yellower. 
 
     Cordo sat at the table, covering his eyes while Tom made coffee. The pot percolated chug-chug-chug as Tom and Cordo sat at the table, saying nothing for a long time. 
 
     “Is it bad?” Tom asked. 
 
     Cordo looked at him as though this were the most ludicrous question. 
 
     “It’s unnatural.” 
 
     “But is it bad?” 
 
     Cordo searched himself. 
 
     “It’s Lourdes,” Tom said, “…in some form.” 
 
     The coffee was brewed. As though a bell had been rung to call him, Cordo stood and crossed the living room into the hallway and Tom got up to pour them both coffee, for neither of them would sleep tonight, while Cordo checked in on the girls, telling them he and Tom were home and kissing them goodnight. 
 
      
 
    For the next month, Tom and Cordo watched the remainder of the videos, about 60, starting when Amelia was pregnant: 
 
     “As Lourdes theorized, I conceived as soon as I hit puberty. Lourdes wondered how or even if her consciousness, her knowledge would pass onto the next generation. She couldn’t have hypothesized it would be in dreams and a mental voice such as schizophrenics might hear. As a child I was incorrigible, crying no end, to the point Cordo had me medicated and sedated. That only changed the time in which I heard the voice and had the dreams, gave me day terrors—which weren’t terrors at all but memories. They subsided shortly before I got pregnant, I theorize because all of Lourdes’ stored memories and knowledge had fully transferred to me. It’s important you do not medicate your offspring—we need that voice and those dreams and had I not been medicated, I may have gained Lourdes’ consciousness sooner.” 
 
     Later on during her pregnancy: 
 
     “Someone broke into the house while we were away at Tom’s. They stole my hairbrush. I’m certain it was Titus. I’ve always been careful not to leave strands in it. Whatever they get from it won’t be enough to sustain their research. They’ll eventually approach me and ask me to take up where Lourdes left off.” 
 
     She clenched her jaw, looked down, then back up to the camera: 
 
     “Sidenote: I think Tom and Cordo are fucking. Six months ago he was fucking that whore Lila. He doesn’t understand…” 
 
     Her face twisted up, then softened. 
 
     “I don’t fucking understand. Have to come up with a way to alter memories—inject enzyme inhibitors into the temporal lobe before the fetus’ neural tube closes maybe…or remove those neurons completely—obliterate memories of fights, comments, affairs…” 
 
     Another video some time after Camille’s birth: 
 
     “Watching the two of them get married…” 
 
     She ground her teeth and looked as though her mouth were full of salt. Then she started crying for a few moments before slamming shut the laptop. 
 
     A still later video, Amelia close to 20: 
 
     “I’ve perfected the apomixis formula. Titus’ lab is a great boon to me. They suspect nothing, only I’ve my ‘mother’s’ propensity for knowledge and knack for science. It’s important they remain oblivious. I’ve kept a close watch over my blood and have recently noted some strange activity I believe to be early signs of cancer. Twenty-five would be in line with when Lourdes first showed signs. So we have four or five years remaining. As we’ve discussed, you should concern yourself solely with the matter of the consciousness. Our method now—these videos—takes too long. If we could have our full consciousness at the instant our vocal chords and brain have developed, we could get a lot more done in the 29 years or so we have. Keep up with your work on AI and mind uploading. The answer as to how to transfer the consciousness and how to sidestep genetic disease is there. For our purposes the best graduate school program for you would be McGill’s computational neuroscience program in Montreal. But I don’t like the idea of us being so far apart, not with Titus snooping around. We can get everything done here, we’ve done well so far.” 
 
     Her last video. She looked dead already, face gaunt as a meth addict’s: 
 
     “I’ve been trying to remember anything from when I—Lourdes—died…What happened then, did I immediately go into Amelia? Was I hidden in the dark and screaming to be heard, uncovered? Did I die? For even the swiftest second? As far back as I can remember, there’s only darkness and screaming and…fear.” 
 
     She wiped her eyes, sniveled. 
 
     “Back in I go.” 
 
     She shut her laptop. 
 
     Then Camille’s videos, starting during her pregnancy: 
 
     “Amelia made tremendous progress on the work. I think in the time remaining me, I could perfect the mind-uploading theory and sophisticate the brain mapping and neuronal tracking programs. Once we perfect that, apomixis will be obsolete and we can consider going to Titus. Once the programming is completed, we can appeal to investors to get enough money to build a larger computer network, maybe begin human trials, designing prostheses.” 
 
     Days after Hortense’s birth: 
 
     “It’s strange seeing Amelia and you together. How we begin and end. I felt nothing when you were born—relief, I could tell immediately the apomixis had carried over—but…no less, no more. Did Adam feel any differently after Eve was birthed from his rib? There’s some kind of…telepathic link between the three of us. Amelia’s mentioned it in the past. We both know what’s in your mind—the terrible memories of Lourdes’ teenage years with her father—and we know what’s in each other’s mind, what the other knows. She’s in love with Cordo…So am I, I suppose. And so will you be…” 
 
     She nodded. 
 
     “I miss him. Amelia cries all the time. So do I. I wish we could tell him but…he wouldn’t understand, not yet. This has to remain secret…” 
 
     She thought hard. 
 
     “Things’ll be different someday. What matters now is that he’s happy…with Tom.” 
 
     Her jaw tightened. She slammed the computer closed. 
 
      
 
    Tom and Cordo finished this final video in bed late one night and then sat up for a while in silence in the glow from Cordo’s computer screen. 
 
     “What do we do?” Cordo asked. 
 
     Tom could say nothing for a time. 
 
     “Get her to do chemo when’s she 25.” 
 
     “What about now?” 
 
     “…I don’t know.” 
 
     They were heavily quiet. 
 
     “I wanna tell her we know,” Cordo said. 
 
     “Why?” 
 
     “…I—I don’t know. Why not? This is a good thing, isn’t it?” 
 
     Tom wasn’t sure. 
 
     “I can’t…face her, not after…you and me…” 
 
     Tom turned his face into the dark, shuffled out of bed, headed into the bathroom, closing the door softly. A moment later Cordo heard sniveling. 
 
     Cordo got up and knocked on the door, then opened it. Tom was bracing himself against the sink, head hung in front of the mirror. 
 
     “What’s wrong?” Cordo asked. 
 
     Tom sniveled again, looked at Cordo in the mirror, looked morose. 
 
     “When we started all this, I knew you would always be in love with her,” Tom said. “So would I, in my own way. And I was fine with that because…” 
 
     He chuckled not humorously. 
 
     “This is so fucked up.” 
 
     “Tom, I love you—” He put a hand on Tom’s shoulder, “—I’ve been with you longer than she and I ever were.” 
 
     Tom was not comforted, was silent. 
 
     “I’m not gonna leave you for Camille, for God’s sake!” 
 
     Tom bit his lip. 
 
     “There is no Camille.” 
 
      
 
    So they kept their knowledge to themselves. 
 
     Camille graduated that December with her doctorate in neuroscience and started working for Titus. She was 17. With her signing bonus, she and Hortense moved into an apartment in Seattle. This apartment was perfectly complementary to Camille’s decorating tastes, as nothing she could do or not do would make it any bleaker nor less. There were two bedrooms separated by thin walls that might as well have been of papier-mâché. 
 
     Then it was just Tom and Cordo left in the old house he’d shared so long ago with Lourdes. Tom spent more time at the university and as a result, or perhaps because, Cordo spent more time at Camille’s, despite the dreadfulness of the apartment. He ate dinner with her and Hortense and went on nature hikes and to the movies, just the three of them, Tom either alone at home or at the university. 
 
     Cordo wrote a couple novels, like as not out of obligation to his publisher. None of them sold well and he was not surprised. 
 
      
 
    Hortense entered college at seven years old, her IQ having tested at 195. She immediately declared herself a bioengineering major. 
 
     “I want to work with prostheses,” she told Cordo when he asked how, with her wide-ranging interests in botany, psychology, neuroscience, computer programming, engineering, philosophy, and medicine, she’d landed on that major. 
 
     Camille’s resemblance to Amelia, to Lourdes, was unmistakable, so that Cordo and Tom might have both wondered how they could ever have been blind to it. She was 20 and only grew more haunting with each day gone. 
 
      
 
    One 10’o’clock night, Cordo was alone at home reading some book he didn’t care about. He threw it down on the couch and rubbed his 60-year-old eyes. 
 
     He thought, thought about his life, about life, about the past and the present and the future. He thought about the day and the night. All of it. 
 
     He got up and left the house before he could cry. 
 
     He listened to “I’ll Shoot the Moon” as he drove into Seattle and parked in the unlighted parking lot behind Camille’s apartment. He went up and knocked. 
 
     It was only 11. Camille was in her pajamas and showed no sign she’d been asleep, only the strange heightened awareness that comes with long hours spent reading, a look Cordo had long ago become well acquainted with. 
 
     She acknowledged his presence before her and asked what he was doing here. He scanned her, asked if he could come in. 
 
     Hortense’s bedroom door was closed, though lighted beyond. He and Camille sat at the kitchen table, Cordo pulling up his chair in front of her, looking at her hands as though at snakes he was thinking of touching. He looked back up and her brow was knitted. 
 
     “What? What is it?” 
 
     Cordo’s Adam’s apple bobbed, his throat expanded, his tongue thickened. He took both her hands. 
 
     “Is it…I know…I know it’s you, Lourdes.” 
 
     Camille’s face reared up like a perturbed cat’s back. She tried to pull away but he held her hands tighter and she stopped struggling when she saw there were tears in his old crow’s feeted eyes. 
 
     “Tell me…Is it…?” 
 
     Camille was stiff. Then her face softened, she breathed out harshly, nodded. He cupped her cheek, sneaking past her ear to feel the back of her neck, the warmth, the pumping of her carotid artery. Then he kissed her, pulled her forward as she leaned in, as did he. 
 
     It was true that a man and a woman feel no different to kiss. But kissing Lourdes felt different than either. 
 
     It was her. 
 
     And Cordo carried her into her bedroom and they made love. They made love and cried and laughed and listened to each other’s heartbeat and felt each other’s skin, felt the other’s reality. 
 
     She asked him if Tom knew and he said no. She asked him not to tell. 
 
      
 
    Six birthdays, anniversaries, publishings, a transition into a professor emeritus position, an undergraduate summa cum laude graduation, and subsequent admission into graduate school at UW went uncelebrated. Cordo and Camille regularly slept together. Tom likely knew, as Cordo just didn’t come home some nights, never giving reasons and Tom never asked.  
 
     Hortense likely knew also, as their lovemaking once caused a box of oatmeal to fall off the fridge. And Cordo was there in the mornings sometimes for breakfast besides. The resentment that Cordo had only known from Amelia and Camille vanished. In its place was the excitement, the thrill that comes with new love, the kind that makes you cum fast. Such feelings and intimacy are mutually exclusive. 
 
     But eventually intimacy took over, that old familiar intimacy Cordo had only shared with Lourdes—and Tom, if he was honest with himself. 
 
     He told Camille about Lila and Tom, how he’d only been looking for her in them. They spent more time together than ever, listening to Tom Waits and watching movies, whether at his house or her apartment, and if either Tom or Hortense noticed a change in their relationship—blatant as it was—neither said a word. 
 
     He asked her about the work and she told him everything, how all the secrets had weighed on her but he had been working for The Times back then, how would his reporter instincts have reckoned with such knowledge if she had told him? 
 
     “I was your husband. I would have violated every journalistic ethic for you.” 
 
     She smiled at him as they lay in her bed in the dark. 
 
     “Are you not my husband anymore?” 
 
     His face grew heavy. 
 
     “I will be your husband to the end of eternity.” 
 
     She asked him then what was going to happen with him and Tom. 
 
     “I don’t know. I don’t wanna hurt him and I don’t know how to explain it to him.” 
 
     She nodded. 
 
     “This work of yours,” he said, “how’s it gonna end?” 
 
     “End? That’s the very opposite of my work. Once I get done with everything, nothing ever has to end.” 
 
     “How many more times will you have to die?” 
 
     “As many as it takes so that no one else has to go through it. 
 
     “It isn’t right.” 
 
     “It gave us more time together, didn’t it?” 
 
     “It’s ill gotten, it’s not natural.” 
 
     “Anything the human body is capable of is natural.” 
 
     “But it’s not. You perverted it with nature.” 
 
     She was silenced. 
 
     “What you’re planning to do…the computer and the consciousness transfer and silicon robots and growing babies in test tubes or whatever…” 
 
     “If this can happen, anything is possible.” 
 
     “But is it right?” 
 
     “Maybe there are no such things as right and wrong.” 
 
     They stared hard at each other. 
 
     “If anything is possible,” Cordo said, “then God can exist.” 
 
     “If He does we never have to meet Him.” 
 
     They had numerous such arguments in those six years. 
 
      
 
    By 25, when Cordo noticed a bruise on Camille’s leg that persisted for longer than it should have, Camille already had stage IV breast cancer with brain, liver, and lung metastases, which made surgery redundant. The doctor recommended chemo and radiation. 
 
     As Cordo drove them back to her apartment, they argued. 
 
     “The chemo and radiation will turn me into a fucking zombie, I won’t be able to work.” 
 
     “They’ll help you live longer.” 
 
     “Your goddamn harm-reduction approaches, I’m going to die, I’d rather get it over with sooner.” 
 
     “There’s no point not to—before when you were pregnant—but not now.” 
 
     “I don’t want to. I don’t wanna suffer more, I’m born in misery, I live in misery, I die in it, I don’t want it made worse!” 
 
     “What about me? You think I haven’t suffered? Maybe I’d like a little more time with you.” 
 
     “You don’t wanna take care of some mush-minded invalid, you did it once, you shouldn’t have to do it—” 
 
     “I’d do it a million times for you, Lourdes!” 
 
     “Well I don’t want it! I hate being like that! I hate going back to the start and having to do it all over again the same fucking way every time but the sooner we get everything done, the sooner I can stop going through all of this, we don’t have time to deal with all this shit—” 
 
     “Why?” 
 
     “Because what if you die? We have nothing for you, no way to regenerate you.” 
 
     “I don’t care if I die, I just—” 
 
     “I do. Why do you think I’m doing all of this? For money, for fame, for a Nobel? If you die…everything goes to shit.” 
 
     Both silent, their yelling still echoing in the air of the car. 
 
     “If you do chemo and radiation, won’t it fuck up your DNA?” Cordo asked. 
 
     Camille thought about this. 
 
     “Yes, it’ll damage various sequences.” 
 
     “So Titus won’t be able to get anything from you.” 
 
     She thought more. 
 
     “No.” 
 
     “So would you rather burn to death a third time?” 
 
      
 
    So that settled it. Camille started chemo and radiation three days later. Cordo kept her diagnosis from Tom, whom he had not seen in person, only talked to via text message, in two weeks, as Cordo had been at Camille’s. The communiqués consisted of Tom asking, “Are you all right?” and Cordo replying, “Yeah,” and vise-versa. 
 
     They likewise kept the news from Hortense, who like as not was anticipating it. Cordo accompanied Camille to her chemo sessions, sitting with her throughout, both reading their respective reading materials, and he waited in the waiting room while her breasts and brain and lungs and liver were radiated. 
 
     She started going downhill after the first week of treatment. She had hallucinations, at first in bed, screaming and crying, and Cordo, who slept on the couch in the living room now, rushed in to calm her, no doubt memories of her night terrors and Lourdes’ gradual plunge into death flashing through his mind. She could not be roused from these horrible hallucinations, which most often gave her the sensation that she was on fire, and she cried and screamed so much the police were once called but after examining her and seeing her hospital paperwork, they left without incident. 
 
     Then the hallucinations caused her to be ambulatory, wandering around her room, Hortense’s room, the living room, the kitchen, and Cordo caught her and reeled her back inside before she could make it out the door into the hallway. She mumbled sometimes about people who were supposed to be coming over to stay here at the apartment and she had to get everything cleaned up for them. Other times she talked about her mother—to her mother—the doctor says the chemo and the radiation can help, Momma, there’s a good chance you can live a lot longer, I need you to be around, Daddy needs you, he won’t… 
 
     “What are you…” she asked the air over Cordo’s shoulder as they stood in the middle of the living room, she naked and unbalanced, Cordo holding her steady. “How long?” 
 
     Cordo watched her, listening to the response come from some other world to which she alone was privy. 
 
     “Why haven’t you said anything to him?” she asked. “Why haven’t you left him?” 
 
     She looked at Cordo with her dilated pupils but he knew she wasn’t seeing him. 
 
     “He’s a sonofabitch. Let’s just…you and me, let’s leave, Momma, and you’ll get the treatment and he can go fuck himself, we’ll…” 
 
     She started crying, causing Cordo to also. 
 
     “I don’t wanna lose you…” 
 
     Cordo hugged her and she hugged him back, squeezing, clinging to someone in the past. 
 
     Other times she ran her hands all over her stomach, which skin clung tighter and tighter to her ribs and pelvis as the treatment went on, as though she were applying cocoa butter to her flesh. 
 
     “I have to cut it out. Can’t go to the hospital…They’re watching, all the time…” 
 
     Still other times she talked about pain and darkness unfathomable, not oblivion, oblivion is bliss, memory is pain, memory in the void is misery, oblivion in the void is sleep, memory in the dark is anesthesia awareness, is longing, regret, guilt, anguish, memory, goddamn memory, floating, ethereal, unkillable, inerasable, immortal, pain and darkness, pain and light, again and again and again and again and again and again and aga… 
 
     Her hair soon fell out, she lost 60 pounds from her already underweight frame. She vomited or gagged hourly. She started losing teeth. She’d take a sip of water and feel the teeth being washed out of their sockets and backwashing into the glass, blood trickling down the side from the rim. 
 
     Eight months after she’d begun, Camille developed lymphedemas—buildups of fluid resulting in extreme swelling—in one arm and one leg. The doctor tried draining these but they refilled so quickly, it was only practical for Camille herself to start doing the lancing and perhaps because of her erratic trembling, perhaps because of her ephemeral memory, she must have forgotten to sterilize the needle, for the afflicted arm became infected, turning red and swelling even worse. Her doctor prescribed low-dose antibiotics, which he hoped would be able to attack the infection without being destroyed by the crazed blood cells and the chemo and radiation. 
 
     They didn’t work. She developed sores on the arm, circular sores the color of tub scum. At this point the doctor gave her high-power penicillin and shortly after taking her first dose, Camille told Cordo it burned when she breathed and then, amazingly sudden, her body broke out in hives and her eyes swelled pink and shut and Cordo rushed her out to his car and sped to the emergency room, where she was injected with epinephrine and diagnosed with an acute penicillin allergy. 
 
     She was given more low-dose antibiotics, which never did anything to prevent the worsening of the infection. Eleven months after she’d begun treatment, she had to have the afflicted arm amputated. 
 
      
 
    Taking Camille back home from the hospital, everything was laid bare for Hortense if she didn’t already know. Tom knew nothing, only that Cordo hadn’t been home in a month. And Cordo didn’t go home at all that week either, staying at Camille’s to help her adjust. Her chemo and radiation would resume next week if she was strong enough. For now she took painkillers that served to give her peaceful sleep. On the third night Cordo stayed at the apartment, sleeping on the couch in the desolate living room, he was wakened by Hortense, naked and moving herself up and down on his erect penis poking through the fly of his plaid pajama pants. 
 
     He groaned, moving from the lazily rolling river of sleep to the ecstasy of waking life, and he saw her in the scant moonlight coming through the blinds and he pulled his arms up beside his head, a horizontal surrender to police or a referee saying the touchdown was good, and before he could do anything else, Hortense draped herself over him and whispered into his ear, “It’s me—it’s always me.” 
 
     “How?” he gasped out. 
 
     She didn’t say anything more, slid up and down on him harder, faster, and he wrapped both arms around her back, held his hand over her butt to push her down harder, and a dozen thrusts later, he gasped, silenced himself, and came inside her, going dizzy. 
 
     In the ensuing fatigue, he dreamily registered Hortense standing up, throwing the blanket back over him, and proceeding back into her room. 
 
      
 
    Cordo was wakened in the morning light—made coarse and angry by the lackluster apartment—by a knocking at the door. When he moved his head ached as though he were hungover and when he whipped off the blanket, his flaccid penis felt the chill air and he knew all at once that it had not been a dream. 
 
     But he couldn’t think about that now, for the continued knocking at the door. He stood, tucked himself in, and answered: some man, 30s, he didn’t know him. “Cordorubias Tendler?” 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
     The man handed him a yellow-orange packet. 
 
     “You’ve been served.” 
 
     He left, leaving Cordo frozen in the doorway. He looked at the packet, opened it: divorce papers. He staggered back into the apartment, looking over the legal jargon with a light head, as Camille came wobbling down the hallway, bandages over the stump of her amputated arm, which had had to be removed at the shoulder socket, along with a portion of her breast and side. 
 
     He looked up and she locked onto him with her purple-rimmed sunken eyes. She was bald and pale and skeletal. The longer she glared at him, the more Cordo’s guilt came to the forefront. 
 
     “So you fucked her,” she said. 
 
     Cordo didn’t know what to say, mind split between the divorce papers in his hand and the ghoulish thing before him. He might have thought to ask how she could know but some shred of memory must have informed him. 
 
     She smirked at his silence. What teeth she had remaining—mostly the front—were rotted green and her lips were chapped. 
 
     “I guess it’s OK.” 
 
     She chuckled, staggered past him into the kitchen to get some water. 
 
      
 
    Cordo went back home and waited on the couch all day with the papers in his lap and when Tom came home that night at nine, there was neither horrible sadness nor anger between them, only a sense of fulfilled expectation. 
 
     Tom dropped his computer bag and sat on the far end of the couch, miles away from Cordo on the other end. There were no tears as they looked down at their feet, the only light coming from the kitchen. 
 
     “What’ll you do?” Cordo asked, throat dry. 
 
     Tom took a deep breath. 
 
     “Retire completely. Move to New England. Vermont maybe.” 
 
     “I always wanted to go there.” 
 
     A pause. 
 
     “What’ll you do?” Tom asked. 
 
     Cordo laughed. 
 
     “I have no idea.” 
 
     They were quiet again, not fidgety. When Cordo looked up, so did Tom. 
 
     “Was there ever anything we could’ve done…?” Cordo asked. 
 
     Tom thought, shook his head. 
 
     “I don’t know.” 
 
     After more silence Tom stood and headed into the bedroom. He left the door open and Cordo heard him shower, then brush his teeth, then come out of the bathroom and get into his pajamas. Cordo remained on the couch the whole time, never letting go of the divorce papers, fingers sweating, dampening the documents. 
 
     “You comin’ to bed?” Tom asked him through the doorway. 
 
     Cordo looked over his shoulder, then stood. He turned off the kitchen light and entered the bedroom, closing the door behind him. They got into bed and with no preamble, no hesitant pondering, but with all the naturalness they had done so before these past chaste six years, they made love for the final time. 
 
      
 
    The next morning Cordo was wakened by his phone ringing. It was Hortense and the way she said his name sent an icicle through his gut. 
 
     “Camille’s dead.” 
 
     It’s a strange sensation when someone dies expectedly. Perhaps it’s the lack of surprise, of spontaneity. Being told you’re going to receive an award and actually getting it three months later at a dinner-gala are widely different sensations, so disparate they are neither special nor significant, only numbing. 
 
     Cordo sat up against the headboard, his movement stirring Tom. Cordo saw it was nine a.m. 
 
     “Did you call 911?” 
 
     Tom sat up now, glasses on. 
 
     “No.” 
 
     “OK, do that now, I’ll be right over.” 
 
     “Are you with Tom?” 
 
     “…Yes.” 
 
    “Bring him. Camille had something for him.”  
 
    Cordo cringed but didn’t think about this too much. 
 
    “All right, we’ll be there soon.” 
 
    They hung up. Cordo told Tom everything as they got dressed. There was no 
 
    sadness. They drove into Seattle. 
 
     When they got to the apartment, there were no ambulances, no rescue team. Tom and Cordo speculated as to where they could be, if Hortense had called them, how could Cordo and Tom have beaten them here? 
 
     No matter, they bustled upstairs, there was no elevator, so both septuagenarians were out of breath upon reaching the seventh floor. 
 
     They entered with Cordo’s key and found Hortense on the couch, caressing her stomach in the gray light, unabated for the apartment’s drabness. 
 
     The men gathered round her, crouching, stroking her arms in daft consolation, as though they were mildly autistic individuals who knew the customs of death regarding the surviving family but who didn’t, could not, attach any emotion to such motions. 
 
     Hortense looked at both of them in turn with a terror unusual in her eyes—not melancholy, not aversion to death, but in fact true terror—and then she tilted back her head, turned up her eyes above Tom’s head just before Camille rammed a kitchen knife through the back of his neck, cleanly severing the spinal cord from his brainstem. 
 
     Hortense screamed with blood speckled on her face as Camille jerked out the knife, turning to Cordo with it raised with her one arm above her head, the last of her green teeth appearing between her snarling lips, her naked body frail and paradoxically corded, straining, by the cancer treatment, while Tom collapsed onto the gray carpet, wound oozing blood as his body and his head, now made as two islands in the ocean, asynchronously depleted his last nonrenewable electrical impulses, forehead and wrists and knees and toes dully thudding on the floor, and before she could do more, Cordo grabbed Camille’s hand and seized the knife from her grasp and drove her backward with all the ease of a semi moving a grafted gingko tree and slammed her against the wall, denting the drywall with the back of her head, and he sank the knife into her diseased liver, pulled out, into her accursed lungs once, twice, the blade tip penetrating the drywall so that Cordo could keep Camille suspended at an equal height before him, blood filling her pierced lungs and making her speech sound as though she were somehow gurgling mouthwash and talking simultaneously, a Tuvan throat singer making the greatest sacrifice for the sanctity of her craft. 
 
     “Goddamn you!” she hissed. “I’ve been shooting the fucking moon for you and all you’ve been doing is fucking everything with a heartbeat!” 
 
     Behind them Tom still spasmed at Hortense’s feet while she looked on in horror at the whole scene. 
 
     Cordo pushed the knife deeper into Camille and the wall and she wailed hoarsely. 
 
     “So I die a third time—I’m getting the hang of it. And anyway I’m already alive again—with another one on the way!” 
 
     Cordo gritted his teeth, twisted the knife. 
 
     “The grave is calling for you, Cordo. In a few years, there will be freedom from death for all—except you. There will be no salvation for you, Cordo, no reprieve from the blackness wherein the trillions of history’s dead are packed tight as in a child’s coffin and they wail on an everlasting breath of air and your mother and father burn in black fire and scream for you to help them and their eternally broiling flesh smells of blood and amniotic fluid and my French lavender perfume!” 
 
     “SHUT THE FUCK UP!” 
 
     Cordo ripped out the knife and stabbed her in the heart and pulled out, ssshunk-ssshnk, ssshunk-ssshnk, ssshunk-ssshnk, over and over again until his hand burned and he heard his shoulder dislocate but he didn’t feel any pain, only couldn’t raise the knife anymore—a piece of machinery going out on him—and Camille the creature was dead and disfigured and there was blood everywhere and Tom had stopped spasming, he was dead, and Hortense was crying—how long had she been crying?—as she hugged herself and there was pounding on the front door and people yelling beyond and Cordo’s legs buckled, he fell onto the floor in a sit, as though he were preparing to meditate, but instead he covered his ears and shut his eyes and screamed above it all. 
 
      
 
    When the two police officers got there and broke through the door with guns leveled and found Hortense crying on the couch and Cordo sitting between the bodies and dripping blood with all the calm of a Zen monk, they both pulled back into the hallway and vomited into the wooden floorboards. 
 
     One kept his gun on Cordo, who had his back to the door, while the other officer radioed for ambulances. When it arrived the consensus between the officers and the rescue team was that it was the most gruesome crime scene they’d ever seen. 
 
      
 
    Cordo told investigators what had happened and Hortense corroborated everything, adding in that Camille had forced her to call Tom and Cordo and trick them into coming over with the knife at her throat. 
 
      
 
    Cordo followed Hortense’s recommendation that Camille be cremated and he subsequently threw away the urn. Tom was buried in Tacoma, Cordo going alone to stand over his grave, which sat in the shadow of Mount. Rainier. 
 
      
 
    It took about a month for things to return to normal—inasmuch as would pass for normal. 
 
     Hortense now lived with Cordo at the Everett house. Cordo hired a personal driver to take her back and forth to the university, where she carried on her classes and research without intermission, though surely all of Seattle must be talking about the murders and their perpetrators. 
 
     Cordo no longer watched movies nor TV nor worked nor went on the internet but his experience as a former media man surely told him things would not be easy for Hortense for a while, she would be the object of sidelong glances and whispers. 
 
     But not Cordo. He went out only once a week now, to get enough alcohol to sustain him week by week. 
 
     Truth be told that’s why he hired the personal driver, so that his drinking would not be interrupted. He sat in his vintage—just another way to say worn, flattened—papasan chair drinking and passing out and reawakening and drinking some more, day in and day out. 
 
     When Hortense started showing a month later, he took it as a given instead of the miracle he’d always heard it called. She never went to the doctor and Cordo never talked to her about it. Of course she had it all in order. 
 
     Three months in Hortense was enormous, as though she were in her ninth month. She came home one night and found Cordo in his chair, conscious but drifting, whiskey bottle in lap. Holding her stomach as though there were danger of her dropping it, she sat on the couch and turned on the TV and ignored him. 
 
     The light of television must have been nearly forgotten to Cordo. He blinked, dry eyes popping, and he sat up, stiff limbs bending with some resistance, like laundry left out in the cold and frozen on a clothesline.  
 
     He looked over at her, an old guard dog whose bark now is most certainly worse than his bite, and when she did not look back, he turned to watch the TV through bleary eyes, headlights on a dark road through a foggy windshield. 
 
     In an hour they hadn’t spoken one word and Cordo had finished the whiskey. Then with no overture: 
 
     “The only thing I can figure is I’m being punished.” 
 
     Hortense looked over at him, waiting for more. 
 
     “What could you be punished for?” 
 
     Cordo chuckled. 
 
     “Anything. You can be punished for the smallest things, all it takes is the right god. Just look at Stalin.” 
 
     He hung his head on his fist, still looking at the TV but not watching it. 
 
     “And why not?” he went on. “If you’re a god, be frivolous. Punish people for not recycling, for having dreadlocks just as severely as you would murderers and rapists. Punish the warmongers and the neutral, the active and the idle indiscriminately.” 
 
     He looked at Hortense as she gazed at him cluelessly. 
 
     “What are you gonna do when you get the cancer? Chemo or suicide?” 
 
     “Depends.” 
 
     “Always, always. Who do you think’s gonna die first between us?” 
 
     “You if you keep drinking.” 
 
     Cordo laughed. 
 
     “From your lips to God’s ears.” 
 
     He watched TV. 
 
     “Is there no limit to how maudlin you can be?” she asked. 
 
     “No.” 
 
     “Why? What do you have to be sad about—you have your wife again and if I can manage everything, you’ll have me forever.” 
 
     “You’re not my wife. She wasn’t a murderer.” 
 
     “Camille was the murderer.” 
 
     “Camille was you—you were Amelia—Hortense is Lourdes, you’re all killers!” 
 
     “The chemo drove Camille crazy—you and your dick. And you forced her to get the chemo.” 
 
     “You’re just like a politician—you say one thing while it works for your position but as soon as it doesn’t, you say the direct opposite.” 
 
     “We’ve had separate consciousnesses independently affected by each’s unique environmental interactions. If you have two keys to the same lock and give one to your wife and keep the other yourself, they’ll each go through different things throughout their lifetimes and one will inevitably break in the lock before the other but that has no bearing on the wholeness of the other key.” 
 
     Cordo shook his head. 
 
     “Glad it makes sense to someone.” 
 
     They watched TV. 
 
     “What would you do if I killed myself?” Cordo asked. “Drove right into Possession Sound?” 
 
     “Because suicide worked so well for you the last time?” 
 
     “You told me that this—your work—was all about us. So what would you do if I weren’t in the equation anymore?” 
 
     “If you’d kill yourself after all I’ve done for us, then you’re not the man I thought you were.” 
 
     “You’re not the human I thought you were.” 
 
     She glared at him and he only smirked at her.  
 
     “This is all bigger than some sad old alcoholic.” 
 
     “It’s unnatural.” 
 
     “Indoor plumbing was unnatural until ancient Greece and then it became the new natural.” 
 
     Cordo shook his head, dispelled his drunken frustration with a chuckle. 
 
     “It’s good you have my quick wit. Without it you’d have no defense against the doubt.” 
 
     “I have no doubt.” 
 
     “No, maybe. Because your fear is greater.” 
 
     “Fear of what?” 
 
     “Of death.” 
 
     “I’ve died three times—” 
 
     “You had a safety net. But what about without? You’re too scared for that. Because what if there is some judge in the sky? How will you and your perversion of humanity weigh on His scales?” 
 
     Hortense was silent, broiling. 
 
     “After my father died, my mother foundered. She refinanced the house to have money to buy Vicodin and Percocet, got deep into debt. I could have helped her—gotten her into rehab—she’d have lost her job, the house, I’d be homeless, but hell, I could’ve moved out, gotten a job somewhere, supported myself, maybe helped her out. But I didn’t do any of that. Instead I just wrote.” 
 
     He didn’t look at her. 
 
     “Are you ready to be judged for that?” Hortense asked. 
 
     “I already have been.” 
 
     “And how were you found?” 
 
     He turned to her. 
 
     “Wanting.” 
 
     She thought about this as he snickered to himself, went beside her, stroked her belly, breathed out. 
 
     “So. Treatment? Or fire?” 
 
     She then thought about this but could make no sense of it. 
 
     “Treatment.” 
 
     Cordo nodded. 
 
     “I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
     He then stumbled into the dark hallway, into his bedroom. 
 
      
 
    The next day, before Hortense left for school, she asked Cordo—if he could, at some point in his jam-packed day—to get her some cranberry juice, she had an intense craving for it. 
 
    And while Hortense was at school, Cordo did not start drinking upon awakening but rather drove to a Seattle hardware store and bought out their stock of ionized smoke detectors—50 of them—and while checking out, he small-talked with the clerk, bemoaning that his previous smoke detector supplier had run out of the kind he typically used and he had a string of houses that needed smoke detectors before the inspector came in. 
 
     Then Cordo drove home, stopping off at an Everett supermarket to get a carton of cranberry juice. 
 
     Once back home he sat out in the sunlight of the backyard with a rusted aluminum toolbox beside him on the table bench while on the table itself, he began the tedious process of opening each detector’s packaging with a knife, then dissembling the detector’s face from its back, detaching the battery compartment, twisting off a black tube to reveal the metalwork, then unscrewing a gold metal penny-sized flat-topped screw, in the process loosening a metal disc whose middle was depressed enough to contain a tiny glass jar of tiny white specks in it. On the rim of the disc were the embossed words RADIOACTIVE AMERICIUM-241. 
 
     Cordo removed this little jar, unscrewed the lid, and emptied the little white specks into the opened bottle of cranberry juice. 
 
     He repeated this process for the remaining 49 detectors before throwing away their broken and disemboweled remains. He recapped the cranberry juice, shook the bottle, then stored it in the fridge. 
 
     That night when Hortense got home, she went straight for the stuff. 
 
      
 
    Cordo waited. He drank wine, commented on Hortense’s rapidly deteriorating appearance, though not so much that he frightened her to run to the hospital—quite the opposite. He remarked sometimes they should go see a doctor, you look pale, but she dismissed it only as a simple cold and stayed away, as far as possible, from doctors and hospitals. 
 
     She tried to keep up with her work and school but inevitably fell behind in both. First were the jitters—breaking a plate or glass at dinner because it warbled out of her grasp. Her paleness turned pink with the onset of a widespread rash. 
 
     She vomited but then maybe that was just the morning sickness. And she had diarrhea and headaches and maybe all that was just the pregnancy too. 
 
     She soon grew too weak to go out of the house. Cordo fired the driver and Hortense spent days at a time in bed or on the couch, alternating sleeping, vomiting, and lying in sweaty fever. 
 
     Cordo made her soup and brought her more cranberry juice, which she still had a taste for somehow. 
 
     In her eighth month, her hair fell out in great clumps. Bald, Cordo suggested not too insistently they go to the hospital but Hortense again denied him, some women lose hair during pregnancy! 
 
     “What if something’s wrong with the baby?” he asked drunkenly. 
 
     She felt her stomach for a moment, felt movement. 
 
     “She’s fine.” 
 
     She was now the most pregnant pregnant woman Cordo had ever seen. She looked as though she were a humanized Venus figurine or a character in costume for some movie about an obese flatulent family screaming at each other across the dinner table to pass the meatloaf. 
 
     Near the end of her eighth month, she’d abandoned any vestige of her former life to instead lie on the couch. When she wasn’t sleeping, she was crying, and after so much of this, she finally asked Cordo to take her to the hospital. Cordo denied her. She asked him again and again and finally begged him, weeping, it hurts so much. She tried to get his cell phone to call 911 but he caught her, returned her to the couch, and had to do this so much, he eventually tied a rope to her wrist and pinned the other end underneath the leg of the couch. She was by this time too weak and hoarse-voiced to cry out for help. And who knows why she didn’t decide to go to the hospital sooner but she was surely regretting it now. 
 
     She could no longer shower, had not even when she could, and Cordo washed all the dirty clothes in the house and emptied the lint filter from the dryer. He scoured the dishes with antibacterial soap and hot water, Hortense sleeping through his careless clattering as he dried and restacked the kitchenware in the cupboards and drawers. 
 
     He sprayed bleach all over the bathrooms—the toilets, showers, poured drain cleaner down the washbasins and tubs, sprayed bleach all over Hortense’s toothbrush before throwing it in the trash. 
 
     He went into Hortense’s room and doused it in bleach, discoloring the drably colored surfaces, her books with the laminated or gloss covers and deckle-edged pages. 
 
     He threw out the old plastic bags of hair samples after spray-bleaching them, then he vacuumed the whole house—the dust in the corners and windowsills and the mantelpiece, places he’d never minded before—then poured bleach all over the vacuum filter and the interior of the vacuum itself. 
 
     He took his laptop and the external hard drive out to the backyard and sprayed them with water from the hose before smashing them to pieces with a hammer and then he sprayed the remaining debris with bleach for good measure. 
 
     Then he cleaned out his car, running a lint roller over the interior, picking up strands of black hair. 
 
     Throughout all his intensive cleaning, Hortense watched him suspiciously but when he infrequently looked at her, he half-smiled at her and asked if she needed anything. 
 
     Cordo stayed by her couch side in his papasan chair starting the first day of her ninth month. On the eighth day, he wakened her and she incoherently asked what? 
 
     “Your water broke. It’s time to go.” 
 
     He had no bag packed for her. He put one of her arms over his neck and helped her stand, stagger out the front door, which Cordo left open behind him, then helped her into the backseat of the car, where she lay mumbling before falling adrift again, routinely brought to the surface by contractions. 
 
     Cordo checked her cervix right then: about six centimeters or two fingers dilated. 
 
     He started up the car and drove away from the house. 
 
      
 
    He drove west and came to a forested cliff above the rock-strewn shallows of the ocean. There was thick fog, abundant moonlight, the salty mist spraying up as waves slammed into the cliff face. 
 
     Cordo took out Hortense, who was the two extremes of the human physique in one body, in his arms and carried her 50 yards across the cliff, which was too rocky for the car to approach. 
 
     He laid her in some grass and pillowed her head with an old flannel coat. She was more aware now as the contractions came faster, more painfully. She moaned and writhed in the dewy grass while Cordo put up her legs, removed her shoes and pajama pants and underwear. 
 
     She was 10 centimeters now. 
 
     “OK,” Cordo said. “It’s time to push now.” 
 
     She obstinately groaned, tried to roll over, feeble effort to escape. Cordo held her fast by the ankles. 
 
     “Push now!”  
 
     She gave a noncommittal push, immediately tore up her head as she cried out. 
 
     “Again!” 
 
     She tried again, harder, testing the waters, cried out worse. 
 
     “Something’s wrong.” 
 
     “Nothing’s wrong, push!” 
 
     Her red sweating face twisted, she ground her teeth, pushed, pushed again, gasped, started weeping. 
 
     “Oh my god, it’s not right, something—” 
 
     “Push!” 
 
     She did, howling until she was out of breath. 
 
     “I feel something, keep—” 
 
     She sucked in air, clutched fistfuls of grass, body trembling, Cordo keeping her legs from locking up. 
 
     “I see—” 
 
     Cordo cut himself off to comprehend what he saw. 
 
     “What? What?” 
 
     “Push!” 
 
     He let go of her ankles and with both hands grabbed the two pairs of legs that protruded from Hortense. He pulled with all the intent of a deep-sea fisherman while ordering Hortense push! and she sobbed a kind of cry you only hear once in four lifetimes and at last she felt emptiness and she dropped her legs and head, eyes closed, taking blessed breaths of air, and she might have gone off to sleep yet again had not she felt the movement of the still-attached umbilical cords between her bloody thighs. 
 
     As the ringing of her own screaming dissipated, it was replaced by…not crying exactly but complaining, grunting, such as an old cigarette smoker makes before coughing wretchedly. 
 
     Complaining, gagging, clicking. 
 
     Why wasn’t she crying? 
 
     Hortense lifted her head. 
 
     “Is she…” 
 
     What Cordo held in his arms didn’t look real but rather like some plastic horror movie doll— à la Chucky—or…a kind of alien. Actually two aliens. 
 
     One of the babies had what a doctor—a particularly learned doctor—would diagnose as harlequin-type ichthyosis. The absence of an appendage between the legs seemed to identify it as a girl but noting else would have led you to that conclusion. She had yellow skin that was like a broken china doll’s, pieced and glued back together, or like a lizard’s plated back, such a complex network of bloody cracks was there all over her. She had arms and legs but no digits—they had failed to separate—so she looked like she had purple ballpeen hammerheads at the ends of her limbs. She had no separation on the back of her legs—no apparent anus—no hair and no ears. Her eyes were not eyes at all but rather large dollops of tangerine marmalade. She had an oval-shaped mouth, lips too pale and too thick and incapable of closing, thus you could see her enormous tongue and, perhaps worst of all, her gums, which looked more like wet leather. Altogether she looked as though she’d been set afire in the womb and was now dead but indeed the complaining, unobtrusive as it was, came from her. 
 
     The second child was a boy, that was clear. But there was no separation between his legs—the heels of his feet were connected and converged in an obtuse V-shape, not unlike a mermaid’s fin. Further, he had light black hair intermixed with birthing fluid on his head but his ears, which could only be described as cauliflowered, grew out from his neck as though they were supposed to be gills. Most shocking, however, was the lack of nose, mouth, and eyebrows. In their places was a horizontal slit that looked as though it had been cut or torn open and peering out from this slit was an enormous black eye. The boy emitted no sounds as his head hung limply. 
 
     But all these details took a moment to process. What was immediately evident was the unsettling fact that the boy and the girl were inseparably one. That is, the boy’s back end grew out of the girl’s back while his head reached out from her stomach, skin, spines, and organs fused, in effecting making an addition sign of the two. 
 
     Both Cordo and Hortense had no words. The air was filled with the girl’s whining. Cordo chewed through the umbilical cords and then nestled the tangle of arms and legs and heads to his breast and rose, Hortense’s throat clicking as though she were going to protest, but as he stepped past her, she lay back her head and issued her last breaths. She died with her eyes reflecting the moon. 
 
     The girl’s complaining grew steadily quieter as Cordo crossed the cliff and came to a halt at the edge. Down below the waves were furious, washing over a plethora of sharp rocks. 
 
     He looked at the girl’s unbearable face and as she was choking, he held her—them—tightly to his heart and he looked up and saw the moon, clouds rolling all around but not over it. 
 
     He didn’t close his eyes, didn’t look anywhere else but up, as he stepped over the edge of the cliff. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Afterword: 
 
    Thank you for reading. This is my second book and one I’m particularly proud of, not least because its content is especially out of my wheelhouse. 
 
    I first got the idea for this book while in a horticulture class in college. We briefly touched upon the topic of apomixis, which immediately shocked my brain with an electric cattle prod. I knew there was an idea within the concept, I just didn’t know what it was just then. 
 
    This novel also means a great deal to me because, as someone who initially got into the creative craft due to his interest in the horror genre, I consider this to be the first successful attempt at horror writing I’ve achieved. 
 
    I want to thank you for buying it and sticking with it through the grotesque descriptions, the sex scenes, which may have been uncomfortable, and the technical language. 
 
    I hope I have earned some fans who are anxiously awaiting my next book. Whatever the case, thank you always for reading. 
 
    -Liam 
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