ELI ZABETH HAND
LAST SUMMVER AT MARS HI LL

Even before they left hone, Mony knew her nother wouldn't return from Mars
Hll
that year. Jason had called her fromhis father's house in San Francisco --

"I had a dream about you last night," he'd said, his voice cracking the way it

did when he was excited. "W were at Mars Hill, and ny father was there, and
ny

nmot her, too-- | knewit was a dream |ike can you inmagi ne ny nother at Mars
H1l? -- and you had on this sort of |long black dress and you were sitting
al one

by the pier. And you said, 'This is it, Jason. W' ||l never see this again.' |
felt like crying, | tried to hug you but ny father pulled me back. And then I
woke up. "

She didn't say anything. Finally Jason prodded her. "Wird, huh, NMbony? I
nean,
don't you think it's weird?"

She shrugged and roll ed her eyes, then sighed loudly so that he'd be able to
tell she was upset. "Thanks, Jason. Like that's supposed to cheer nme up?"

A long silence, then Jason's breathl ess voice again. "Shit, Mony, |'msorry.
I
didn't --"

She | aughed, a little nervously, and said, "Forget it. So when you flying out
to
Mai ne?"

Nobody but Jason called her Mony, not at home at |east, not in Kanensic
Village. There she was Maggi e Rhei ni ng, which was the name that appeared under
her junior picture in the high school yearbook

But the name that had been neatly typed on the birth certificate in San

Franci sco sixteen years ago, the nane Jason and everyone at Mars Hill knew her
by, was Shadowroon Starlight Rising. Maggi e woul d have shaved her head before
she'd admit her real name to anyone at school. At Mars Hill it wasn't so

wei rd:

there was Adel e Grose, known professionally as Madame O af; Shasta Dai sy

O Hare

and Rvis Capricorn; Mrtin D onysos, who was Jason's father; and Ariel Rising,
nee Amanda Mac Rhei ni ng, who was Mony's nother. For nost of the year Moony
and

Ariel lived in Kamensic Village, the affluent New York exurb where her nother
ran Earthly Delights Catering and Moony attended high school, and everything
was

pretty much normal. It was only in June that they headed north to Maine, to

t he

tiny spiritualist community where they had sumered for as |ong as Mony coul d
renmenmber. And even though she could have stayed in Kanensic with Ariel's
friends

the Loom ses, at the last minute (and due in large part to Jason's urging, and
threats if she abandoned himthere] she decided to go with her nother to Mars
H1l. Later, whenever she thought how cl ose she'd come to not going, it made



her
feel sick: as though she'd mssed a flight and [ ater found out the plane had
crashed.

Because nuch as she loved it, Mony had al ways been a little ashaned of Mars
HI1l. It was such a dinky place, plopped in the mddle of nowhere on the rocky
Mai ne coast -- tiny shingle-style Carpenter Gothic cottages, all tunbled into
disrepair, their elaborate trimrotting and strong with spider-webs; poppies
and

| upines and tiger lilies sprawling bravely atop clunps of chickweed and

dandel ions of truly nonstrous size; even the sign by the pier so faded you

al nrost couldn't read the earnest lettering:

MARS HI LL SPI RI TUALI ST COVMUNI TY FOUNDED 1883

"Why doesn't your father take somebody's violet aura and repaint the damm sign
with it?" she'd expl oded once to Jason.

Jason | ooked surprised. "I kind of like it like that," he said, shaking the
hai r
fromhis face and tossing a sea urchin at the silvered board. "It |ooks like

it
was put up by our Founding Mdthers." But for years Mony al nost couldn't stand
to even look at the sign, it enbarrassed her so much.

It was Jason who hel ped herget over that. They'd net when they were both
twel ve.

It was the sumer that Ariel started the workshop in Creative Psychokinesis,
t he

first sumer that Jason and his father had stayed at Mars Hill.

"Hey, " Jason had said, too loudly, when they found thenselves |left alone while
the adults swapped wi ne cool ers and introductions at the sumer's first

bar becue. They were the only kids in sight. There were no other famlies and
few

conventionally married couples at Mars HlIl. The community had been the cause
of

nore than one custody battle that had ended with wistful children sent to
spend

the sumrer with a nore respectable parent in Boston or Manhattan or Bar
Har bor .

"That |lady there with my father --"

He stuck his thunb out to indicate Ariel, her long black hair frizzed and
bound

with | eather thongs, an old multicolored skirt flapping around her |egs. She
was

talking to a slender man with cl ose-cropped bl ond hair and goatee, wearing a
sky- bl ue eartan and shabby Birkenstock sandals. "That your non®?"

"Yeah." Moony shrugged and gl anced at the man in the cartan. He and Ariel both
turned to | ook at their children. The man grinned and rai sed his w ne gl ass.
Ariel did alittle pirouette and bl ew a kiss at Mbony.

"Looks |li ke she did too nuch of the brown acid at Wodst ock," Jason announced,
and fl opped onto the grass. Mony glared down at him

"She wasn't at Whodstock, asshole,” she said, and had started to wal k away
when
the boy called after her.



"Hey -- it's a joke! My nane's Jason --" He pointed at the man with Ariel
"That's my father. Martin Dionysos. But like that's not his real name, okay?
Hs

real nanme is Schuster but he changed it, but I'm Jason Schuster. He's a
pai nt er.

W don't know anyone here. | nmean, does it ever get above forty degrees?"

He scranbled to his feet and | ooked at her beseechingly. Smaller even than
Moony

hersel f, so sl ender he shoul d have | ooked younger than her, except that his
sharp face beneath fl oppy white-blond hair was always twisted into sonme ironic
pronouncenent, his blue eyes always flickering somewhere between derision and
pl eadi ng.

"No," Moony said slowy. The part about Jason not changing his name got to
her .

She stared pointedly at his thin arms prickled with goosefl esh, the

fashi onabl e

surfer-logo T-shirt that hung nearly to his knees. "You're gonna freeze your
skinny ass off here in Miine, Jason Schuster." And she grinned.

He was from San Francisco. His father was a well-known artist and a nmenber of
t he Ragi ng Faery Queens, a gay pagan group that lived in the Bay Area and

st aged

el aborately beautiful solstice gatherings and AIDS benefits. At Mars H I I,
Martin Di onysos gave workshops on strengtheni ng your aura and on clear nights
led the community's men in chanting at the nmoon as it rose above Penobscot
Bay.

Jason was so diffident about his father and his father's work that Mony was
surprised, the single time she visited himon the West Coast, to find her
friend's roomplastered with flyers advertising Faery gatherings and newspaper
photos of Martin and Jason at various ACT-HP events. In the fall Jason would
be

staying in Maine, while she returned to high school. Utimately it was the

t hought that she night not see himagain that nade Moony decide to spend this
| ast summer at Mars Hill.

"That's what you're wearing to First Night?"

Moony started at her nother's voice, turned to see Ariel in the mddle of the
sumer cottage's tiny living room Wne rocked back and forth in her nother's
gl ass, gold shot with tiny sunbursts fromthe crystals hung from every w ndow.
"What about your new dress?"

Moony shrugged. She couldn't tell her nother about Jason's dream about the

bl ack dress he'd seen her wearing. Ariel set great store by dreans, especially
these | ast few months. What she'd make of one in which Mony appeared in a

bl ack

dress and Ariel didn't appear at all, Mony didn't want to know.

"Too hot," Moony said. She paused in front of the wi ndow and adjusted one of
three silver crosses dangling fromher right ear. "Plus | don't want to

upst age

you. "

Ariel smiled. "Smart kid," she said, and took another sip of her w ne.

Ariel wore what she wore to every First N ght: an ankl e-length patchwork skirt
so worn and frayed it could only be taken out once a year, on this cerenonial



occasi on. Squares of velvet and threadbare satin were enblazoned with suns and
nmoons and astrol ogi cal synmbols, each one with a date neatly enbroidered in
crinson thread.

Sedona, Aug 15, 1972. Mystery Hill, NH 5/80. The Wnter Garden 1969. Jaj ouka,
Tangi ers, Marrakech 1968.

Al ong the bottom where nmany of the original squares had disintegrated into
fine

webs of deni mand chanbray, she had begun piecing a new section: squares that
each held a pair of dates, a nane, an enbroidered flower. These were for
friends

who had di ed. Sone of them were people |lost two decades earlier, to the War

or

drugs or m sadventure; nanes that Mony knew only fromstories told year after
year at Mars Hill or in the kitchen at hone.

But nmost of the names were those of people Mony herself had known. Friends of
Ariel's who had gathered during the divorce, and again, later, when Mony's
father died, and during the nyriad affairs and breakups that followed. Men and
worren who had started out as Ariel's custonmers and ended as fanmily. Uncle Bob
and Uncl e Raynmond and Uncle Nigel. Laurie Salas. Tomrmy MEl roy and Scan
Jacobson. Chas Bowen and Martina d ass. And, on the very bottom edge of the
skirt, a square still peacock-bright with its bl ood-col ored rose, crinmson
letters spelling out John's name and a date the previous spring.

As a child Moony had | oved that skirt. She |oved to watch her nother sashay
into

the tiny gazebo at Mars Hill on First N ght and see all the others |laugh and
run

to her, their fingers plucking at the patchwork folds as though to read
somet hing there, tonorrow s weat her perhaps, or the nanmes of suitors yet
unnet .

But now Moony hated the skirt. It was norbid, even Jason agreed with that.

"They' ve already got a fucking quilt,"’
nore wearing a goddamm skirt."

he said, bitterly. "W don't need your

Moony nodded, niserable, and tried not to think of what they were nost afraid
of: Martin's nane there beside John's, and a |little rosebud done in
flower-knots. Martin's nane, or Ariel's.

There was a key to the skirt, Mpony thought as she watched her nother sip her
wi ne; a way to decode all the arcane synbols Ariel had stitched there over the
last few nonths. It lay in a heavy manila envel ope sonewhere in Ariel's room
an

envel ope that Ariel had started carrying with her in February, and which grew
heavi er and heavier as the weeks passed. Mony knew there was sonet hi ng
horribl e

in that envel ope, something to do with the countless appointnments Ariel had
since February, with the whi spered phone calls and macrobiotic diets and the
resurgence of her nother's belief in devas and earth spirits and plain

ol d- f ashi oned ghosts.

But Moony said nothing of this, only sniled and fidgeted with her earrings.
"Go

ahead," she told Ariel, who had settled at the edge of a w cker hassock and
peered up at her daughter through her w neglass. "I just got to get sone
stuff.”



Ariel waited in silence, then drained her glass and set it on the floor
" Ckay.

Jason and Martin are here. | saw themon the hill --"

"Yeah. | know, | talked to them they went to Canden for |unch, they can't
wai t

to see you.'
i mpatient.
Al ready her heart was poundi ng.

Moony paced to the door to her room trying not to | ook

"Ckay," Ariel said again. She sounded breathless and a little drunk. She had
ringed her aquamarine eyes with kohl, to hide howtired she was. Over the |ast
few nonths she'd grown so thin that her cheekbones had emerged again, after
years of hiding in her round peasant's face. Her voice was hoarse as she
asked,

"So you'll be there soon?"

Moony nodded. She curled a long tendril of hair, dark as her nother's but
finer,

and brushed her cheek with it. "I'mjust gonna pull nmy hair back. Jason'l
gi ve

me shit if | don't."

Ariel laughed. Jason thought that they were all a bunch of hippies. "Ckay."
She

crossed the roomunsteadily, touching the backs of chairs, a windows ill, the
edge of a buoy hanging fromthe wall. Wen the screen door banged shut behind
her Moony sighed with relief.

For a few minutes she waited, to make sure her nother hadn't forgotten

somet hing, like maybe a joint or another glass of wine. She could see out the
wi ndow to where people were starting downhill toward the gazebo. If you didn't
| ook too closely, they m ght have been any group of summer peopl e gathering
for

a party in the long northern afternoon

But after a minute or two their oddities started to show. You saw them for
what
they really were: men and wonen just getting used to a peculiar middle age.

They
all had hair alittle too long or too short, a little too gray or garishly
colored. The wonen, like Ariel, wapped in clothes |ike banners froma

triunphant canpaign now forgotten. Velvet tunics threaded with silver,
m ni skirts crossing pale bare blue-veined thighs, Pucci blouses back in vogue
again. The men nore subdued, in chinos some of them or old jeans that were a

little too bright and neatly pressed. She could see Martin beneath the lil acs
by

t he gazebo, in baggy psychedelic shorts and T-shirt, his gray-blond hair

| onger

than it had been and pulled back into a wi spy ponytail. Beside himJason

| eaned

against a tree, self-consciously casual, snoking a cigarette as he watched the
First Night pronenade. At sight of Ariel he raised one hand in a | azy wave.

And now the last two stragglers reached the bottomof the hill. Ms. Gose
carrying her famliar, an arthritic wheezing pug named MIton: Ancient Ms.
Grose, who snelled of Sen-sen and whi skey, and prided herself on being one of
the spiritualists exposed as a fraud by Houdini. And Gary Bonetti, who (the
story went) five years ago had seen a vision of his own death in the Cty, a



knife wielded by a crack-crazed kid in Washi ngton Heights. Since then, he had
stayed on at Mars Hll with Ms. Gose, the comunity's only other year-round
resi dent.

Moony ducked back fromthe wi ndow as her nmother turned to stare up at the
cottage. She waited until Ariel |ooked away again, as Martin and Jason
beckoned

her toward the gazebo.

"Ckay, " Moony whi spered. She took a step across the room and stopped. An
overwhel mi ng snell of cigarette snoke suddenly filled the air, though there
was

no smoke to be seen. She coughed, waving her hand in front of her face.

"Dam it, Jason," she hissed beneath her breath. The snell was gone as
abruptly

as it had appeared. "1'll be right there --"

She slipped through the narrow hallway with its old silver-touched nmrrors and
faded Maxfield Parrish prints, and went into Ariel's room It still had its
begi nni ng- of -sumer snell, mothballs and the salt sweetness of rugosa roses

bl oomi ng at the beach's edge. The old chenille bedspread was runpl ed where

Ari el

had lain upon it, exhausted by the flight from LaGuardia to Boston, from

Bost on

via puddle junper to the tiny airport at Geen Turtle Reach. Mony pressed her
hand upon the spread and cl osed her eyes. She tried to focus as Jason had

t aught
her, tried to dredge up the inage of her nother stretched upon the bed. And
suddenly there it was, a faint sharp stab of pain in her left breast, like a

stitch in her side fromrunning. She opened her eyes quickly, fighting the
di zzi ness and pani cky feeling. Then she went to the bureau

At hone she had never been able to find the envelope. It was al ways hi dden
away,

just as the mail was always carefully sorted, the nessages on the answering
machi ne erased before she could get to them But nowit was as if Ariel had
finally given up on hiding. The envelope was in the niddl e drawer, a worn
cotton

cam sol e draped halfheartedly across it. Mony took it carefully fromthe
dr awner

and went to the bed, sat and slowy fanned the papers out.

They were hospital bills. Hospital bills and Blue Cross forms, cash register
receipts for vitamins fromthe Waverly Drugstore with Ariel's crabbed script
across the top. The bills were for tests only, tests and consultation.'s.
Not hi ng for treatnments; no receipts for nedication other than vitamns. At the
bottom of the envelope, rolled into a blue cylinder and tightened with a
rubber

band, she found the test results. Stray words floated in the air in front of
her

as Moony drew in a | ong shuddering breath.

Mamogr aphy results. Sectional biopsy. Fourth stage malignancy. Metastasized.
Cancer. Her nother had breast cancer
"Shit," she said. Her hands after she replaced the papers were shaking. From

out si de echoed sunmer nusic, and she could hear voices -- her nother's,
D ana's,



Gary Bonetti's deep bass -- shouting above the tinny sound of a cassette
pl ayer

"Wuldn't it be nice if we could wake up
In the kind of world where we bel ong? "

You bitch," Mony whi spered. She stood at the front wi ndow and stared down the
hill at the gazebo, her hands cl anped beneath her arnpits to keep themstill.
Her face was streaked with tears. "Wen were you going to tell me, when were
you

going to fucking tell met"

At the foot of Mars Hill, alone by a patch of daylilies stood Jason, staring
back up at the cottage. A cigarette burned between his fingers, its scent
mraculously filling the little room Even from here Mony could tell that

somehow and of course, he already knew

Everyone had a hangover the next norning, not excluding Mbony and Jason. In
spite of that the two net in the community chapel. Jason brought a thernps of
coffee, bright red and yell ow di nosaurs stenciled on its sides, and bl ew ashes
fromthe bench so she could sit down.

"You shoul dn't smoke in here." Mony coughed and sl unped beside him Jason
shrugged and stubbed out his cigarette, fished in his pocket and held out his
open pal m

"Here. |buprofen and val erian capsules. And there's bourbon in the coffee.”

Moony snorted but took the pills, shooting back a nmouthful of tepid coffee and
gri maci ng.

"Hair of the iguna," Jason said. "So really, Mony, you didn't know?"

"How the hell would I know?" Moony said wearily. "I mean, | knew it was
something --"

She gl anced si deways at her friend. H s slender |egs were crossed at the

ankl es

and he was barefoot. Already dozens of nobsquito bites pied his arms and | egs.
He

was staring at the little altar in the center of the room He |ooked paler

t han

usual, nore tired, but that was probably just the hangover

From out si de, the chapel | ooked like all the other buildings at Mars Hill

f aded

gray shingles and white trim Inside there was one |arge open room wth
benches

arranged in a circle around the walls, facing in to the plain altar. The altar

was heaped with wilting day lilies and lilacs, an enpty bottle of chardonnay
and

a crunpl ed pack of Kents --Jason's brand -- and a bl ack velvet hair ribbon

t hat

Moony recogni zed as her nother's. Beneath the ribbon was an ol d snapshot,

curl ed

at the edges. Mony knew the pose fromyears back. It showed her and Jason and
Ariel and Martin, standing at the edge of the pier with their faces raised
skyward, smiling and waving at Diana behind her canmera. Mony nade a face when



she saw it and took anot her swall ow of coffee.

"I thought maybe she had AIDS," Mony said at last. "I knew she went to the
Wal ker Cinic once, | heard her on the phone to D ana about it."

Jason nodded, his mouth set in a tight smle. "So you shoul d be happy she
doesn't. Hi p hip hooray." Two years before Jason's father had tested
H V-positive. Martin's |over, John, had died that spring.

Moony turned so that he couldn't see her face. "She has breast cancer. It's
nmet ast asi zed. She won't see a doctor. This nmorning she let me feel it. . ."

Li ke a gnarled tree branch shoved beneath her nother's flesh, huge and hard
and

[unpy. Ariel thought she'd cry or faint or sonething but all Mony could do
was

wonder how she had never felt it before. Had she never noticed, or had it just
been that |ong since she'd hugged her nother?

She started crying, and Jason drew cl oser to her.

"Hey, " he whispered, his thin arm edgi ng around her shoulders. "It's okay,
Moony, don't cry, it's all right --"

How can you say that she felt |ike scream ng, sobs constricting her throat so
she coul dn't speak. Wen she did talk the words came out in angui shed grunts.

"They're dying -- how can they -- Jason --

"Shh --" he nmurnured. "Don't cry, Mony, don't cry.

Besi de her, Jason sighed and fought the urge for another cigarette. He w shed
he'd t hought about this earlier, come up with sonething to say that woul d make
Moony feel better. Something like, Hey! Get used to Everybody dies! He tried
to

smle, but he felt only sorrow and a headache prodding at the comers of his
eyes. Moony's head felt heavy on his shoulder. He shifted on the bench

st roki ng

her hair and whispering until she grew quiet. Then they sat in silence.

He stared across the room to the altar and the wall beyond, where a stained
gl ass wi ndow woul d have been in another kind of chapel. Here, a single great
pi cture wi ndow | ooked out onto the bay. In the distance he could see the

Starry

Islands glittering in the sunlight, and beyond themthe enerald bul k of Blue
H 1l and Cadillac Muwuntain rising above the indigo water

And, if he squinted, he could see Them The O hers, like tears or blots of

['i ght

floating across his retina. The CGol den Ones. The G eeters.
The Light Children.

"Hey!" he whi spered. Moony sniffed and burrowed cl oser into his shoul der, but
he
wasn't talking to her. He was wel com ng Them

They were the real reason people had settled here, over a century ago. They
wer e
t he reason Jason and Mbony and their parents and all the others canme here now



al t hough not everyone could see Them Mbony never had, nor Ariel's friend

Di ana;

al t hough Di ana believed in Them and Mony did not. You never spoke of Them
and

if you did, it was always parenthetically and with a capital T --- "Rvis and
were | ooking at the noon | ast night [They were there) and we thought we saw a
whale." O, "Martin cane over at mdnight (he saw Them on the way) and we

pl ayed

Scrabble. . ."

A few years earlier a noverment was afoot, to change the way of referring to
Them In a single slender volune that was a history of the Mars Hil
spiritualist community, They were referred to as the Light Children, but no
one

ever really called Themthat. Everyone just called them Them It seened the
nost

polite thing to do, really, since no one knew what They call ed Thensel ves.

"And we'd hate to offend Them" as Ariel said.

That was always a fear at Mars Hill. That, despite the gentle nature of the
conmuni ty's adherents, They inadvertently would be of fended one day |a

t 00- noi sy

vol | eybal | ganme on the rocky beach; a beer-fueled Solstice celebration

i rrupting

into the dawn), and | eave.

But They never did. Year after year the Light Children remained. They were a

magi cal conmmonpl ace, |ike the | oons that nested on a nearby pond and nade the
night an offertory with their cries, or the rainbows that inexplicably
appear ed

over the Bay al nbst daily, even when there was no rain in sight. It was the
sane
with Them Jason would be wal king down to call his father in fromsailing, or

knocki ng at Mbony's wi ndow to awaken her for a three A M stroll, and suddenly
there They'd be. Atrick of the light, Iike a sundog or the aurora borealis:
gol den patches sw nming through the cool air. They appeared as suddenly as a
cornmorant's head slicing up through the water, lingering sometines for ten

m nutes or so. Then They woul d be gone.

Jason saw Them a | ot. The chapel was one of the places They seened to like,
and

so he hung out there whenever he could. Sometines he could sense Them nonents
bef ore They appeared. A shivering in the air would make the tips of his
fingers

go nunb, and once there had been a wonderful smell, |ike warm buttered bread.
But usually there was no warning. If he closed his eyes while | ooking at Them
Their image still appeared on the cloudy scrimof his inner eye, like gilded
tears. But that was all. No voices, no scent of rose petals, no rapping at the
door. You felt better after seeing Them the way you felt better after seeing
a

rai nbow or an eagl e above the Bay. But there was nothing really nagical about
Them except the fact that They existed at all. They never spoke, or did
anyt hi ng special, at |east nothing you could sense. They were just there; but
Their presence neant everything at Mars Hill

They were there now flickering above the altar, sending blots of gold dancing
across the linmp flowers and faded phot ograph. He wanted to point Themout to
Moony, but he'd tried before and she'd gotten nad at him



"You think I'm sonme kind of idiot |ike ny nother? she'd stornmed, sweeping that
day's offering of irises fromthe altar onto the floor. "Gve nme a break
Jason!"

kay, | gave you a break, he thought now Now I'Il give you another
Look, Moony, there They are! he thought; then said, "Mony. Look --"

He poi nted, shrugging his shoulder so she'd have to nmove. But already They
wer e
gone.

"What ?" Moony nurmured. He shook his head, sighing.
"That picture," he said, and funbled at his pocket for his cigarettes. "That
stupid old picture that Diana took. Can you believe it's still here?"

Moony lifted her head and rubbed her eyes, red and swollen. "Ch, | can believe
anything," she said bitterly, and filled her nug with nore coffee.

In Martin Dionysos's kitchen, Ariel drank a cup of nettle tea and wat ched
avidly

as her friend ate a bow of nung bean sprouts and nutritional yeast. lust |ike
in Annie Hall, she thought. Amazing.

"So now she knows and you're surprised she's pissed at you." Martin raised
anot her forkful of sprouts to his nouth, angling delicately to keep any from
failing to the floor. He raised one blond eyebrow as he chewed, |ooking |like
some hardscrabbl e New Engl ander's idea of Satan, California surfer boy gone to
seed. Long gray-blond hair that was thinner than it had been a year ago, skin
that wasn't so much tanned as an even pale bronze, with that little goatee and
t hose piercing blue eyes, the same color as the Bay stretching outside the

wi ndow behind him GCh yes: and a gold hoop earring and a heart tattoo that

encl osed the nane JOHN and a T-shirt with the pink triangle and SlILENCE- DEATH
printed in stemblock letters. Satan on vacation

"I"'mnot surprised," Ariel said, alittle crossly. "I'mjust, mm
di sappoi nt ed.
That she got so upset.”

Martin's other eyebrow arched. "Di sappointed? As in, 'Mony, darling | have
breast cancer (which I have kept a secret fromyou for seven nonths) and | am
very di sappoi nted that you are not self-actualized enough to deal with this

wi thout falling to pieces'?"

"She didn't fall to pieces." Ariel's crossness went over the line into
ful | bl own

annoyance. She frowned and jabbed a spoon into her tea. "I wish she'd fall to
pi eces, she's always so --" She waved the hand hol di ng the spoon, sending
green

droplets raining onto Martin's knee.

-- so something."
"Sel f-assured?"

"I guess. Self-assured and snug, you know? Why is it teenagers are always so
fucki ng smug?"

"Because they share a great secret,"”
of sprouts.

Martin said mldly, and took another bite



"Ch yeah? Wat's that?"
"Their parents are all assholes.”

Ariel snorted with |aughter, |eaned forward to get her teacup out of the
danger

zone and onto the table. "Ch, Martin," she said. Suddenly her eyes were filled
with tears. "Damm it all to hell. . ."

Martin put his bow on the table and stepped over to take her in his arms. He
didn't say anything, and for a nonment Ariel flashed back to the previous
spring,

the sane tableau only in reverse, with her holding Martin while he sobbed
uncontrollably in the kitchen of his San Franci sco townhouse. It was two days
after John's funeral, and she was on her way to the airport. She knew t hen
about

t he breast cancer but she hadn't told Martin yet; didn't want to di many of

t he

dark luster of his grief.

Now it was her grief, but in a strange way she knew it was his, too. There was
this awful thing that they held in common, a great unbroken chain of grief

t hat

wound from one coast to the other. She hadn't wanted to share it wth Mony,
hadn't wanted her to feel its weight and breadth. But it was too |ate, now
Moony knew and besides, what did it matter? She was dying, Martin was dyi ng
and

there wasn't a fucking thing anyone could do about it.

"Hey," he said at last. H's hand stroked her mass of dark hair, got itself
tangl ed near her shoul der, snaggi ng one of the Iong silver-and-quartz-crysta
earrings she had put on that norning, for luck. "Quch."

Ariel snorted again, laughing in spite of, or naybe because of, it all. Martin
extricated his hand, held up two fingers with a long curling strand of hair
caught between them a question mark, a wise serpent waiting to strike. She
had

seen himafter the cremation take the | ock of John's hair that he had saved
and

hold it so, until suddenly it burst into flanmes, and then watched as the fizz
of

ash flared out in a dark penunbra around Martin's fingers. No such thing
happened now, no Faery Pagan pyrotechnics. She wasn't dead yet, there was no
sharp cold wind of grief to fan Martin's peculiar gift. He let the twirl of
hai r

fall away and | ooked at her and said, "You know, | talked to Adele."

Adel e was Ms. Grose, she of the pug dog and suspiciously advanced years.

Ari el

retrieved her cup and her equaninmity, sipping at the nettle tea as Martin went
on, "She said she thought we had a good chance. You especially. She said for
you

it mght happen. They might come." He finished and | eaned back in his chair,
spearing the last forkful of sprouts.

Ariel said, "Ch yes?" Hardly daring to think of it; no don't think of it at
all.

Martin shrugged, twi sted to | ook over his shoul der at the endl ess sweep of
Penobscot Bay. His eyes were bright, so bright she wondered if he were



fighting
tears or perhaps sonething else, something only Martin would allow hinmself to
feel here and now. Joy, perhaps. Hope.

"Maybe," he said. At his words her heart beat a little faster in her breast,
buri ed beneath the mass that was doing its best to crowd it out. "That's all
Maybe. 1t m ght. Happen."

And his hand snaked across the table to hers and held it, clutched it like it
was a link in that chain that ran between them until her fingers went cold
and

nunb.

On Wednesday eveni ngs the people at Mars Hill gave readings for the public.
Tarot, palnms, auras, dreans-- five dollars a pop, nothing guaranteed. The
chapel

was cl eaned, the altar swept of offerings and covered with a frayed red
and-white checked table cloth fromDi ana's kitchen and a few candles in enpty
Chianti bottl es.

"I't's not very atnospheric,” Gary Bonetti said, as soneone always did. Ms.
G ose nodded from her bench and fiddled with her rosary beads.

"Au contraire," protested Martin. "It's very atnospheric, if you're in the
nood
for spaghetti carbonara at Luigi's."

"May | recommend the primavera?" said Jason. In honor of the occasion he had
put

on white duck pants and white shirt and red bowtie. He waved at Mony, who
stood at the door taking five dollar bills fromnervous, giggly tourists and

t he

nore sol etm-faced | ocals, who nmade this pilgrinmge every sumrer. Some regul ars
cane week after week, year after year. Sad Brenda, hoping for the Tarot card
that would bring news fromher drowned child M. Spruce, a roddy-faced

| obsterman who always tipped Ms. Gose ten dollars. The Hanptonites Jason had
dubbed M. and Ms. Pissant, who were anxi ous about their auras. Tonight the

| obsterman was there, with an anci ent woman who could only be his nother, and
the Pissants, and two teenage couples, |ong blonde hair and sunburned, reeking
of marijuana and sumrer noney.

The teenagers went to Martin, lured perhaps by his tie-dyed caftan, neatly
pressed and swirling down to his Birkenstock-clad feet.

"Boat trash," hissed Jason, arching a nearly invisible white-blond eyebrow as
t hey passed. "I saw themin Canden, getting off a yacht the size of the fire
station. God, they make me sick."

Moony tightened her smle. Catch her adnmitting to envy of people like that.

She

swi vel ed on her chair, |ooking outside to see if there were any newconers
maki ng

their way to the chapel through the cool sumer night. "I think this is gonna
be

it," she said. She glanced wistfully at the few crunpled bills nesting in an
old

oatneal tin. "Maybe we should, |ike, advertise or something. It's been so sl ow
this sunmer.”

Jason only grunted, adjusting his bowtie and glaring at the rich kids, now



deep

in conference with his father. The Pissants had fallen to Diana, who with her
chi gnon of bl onde hair and gold-buttoned little black dress could have been
one

of their neighbors. That |left the | obsterman and his aged nother

They stood in the mddle of the big room |ooking not exactly uneasy or |ost,
but as though they were waiting for someone to usher themto their proper
seat s.

And as though she read their mnds (but wasn't that her job?), Ms. Gose
swept

up suddenly from her comer of the chapel, a warm South Wnd conposed of yards
of

very old rayon fabric, Jean Nate After-Bath, and arns |arge and round and
powder ed as wheaten | oaves.

"M. Spruce," she cried, extravagantly trilling her rrr's and opening those
ar ns
like a stage gypsy. "You have cone --

"Wy, vyes,
I
brought ny mother, Ms. (;rose. She says she renenbers you.'--

the | obsternman answered, enbarrassed but also grateful. "I, uh --

"I do," said Ms. Spruce. Mony twi sted to watch, curious. She had al ways
wonder ed about Ms. Grose. She clained to be a true clairvoyant. She had

predi cted things-- nothing very useful, though. Wat the weather would be |ike
t he weekend of Moony's Juni or Prom (rainy), but not whether she would be asked
to go, or by whom The day Jason would receive a letter from Harvard (Tuesday,
the fifth of April), but not whether he'd be accepted there (he was not). It
aggravat ed Moony, like so nuch at Mars Hill. Wat was the use of being a
psychi c

if you could never cone up with anything really useful?

But then there was the story about Harry Houdini. Ms. Gose loved to tell it,
how when she was still living in Chicago this short guy cane one day and she
gave hima nmessage fromhis nother and he tried to make her out to be a fraud.
It was a stupid story, except for one thing. If it really had happened, it
woul d

make Ms. G ose about ninety or a hundred years old. And she didn't |ook a day
over sixty.

Now Ms. Grose was cooi ng over a wonan who really did | ook to be about ninety.
Ms. Spruce peered up at her through rheuny eyes, shaking her head and saying
in

a whi spery voice, "I can't believe it's you. | was just a girl, but you don't
| ook any different at all. "

"Ch, flattery, flattery!" Ms. G ose |laughed and rubbed her nose with a
Kl eenex.
"What can we tell you tonight, Ms. Spruce?"

Moony turned away. It was too weird. She watched Martin entertaining the four
gol den children, then felt Jason coming up behind her: the way sonme people
claim

they can tell a cat is in the room by sone subtle disturbance of air and
dust.

A cat is there. Jason is there.

"They're all going to Harvard. | can't believe it," he said, nere disgust



curdled into utter loathing. "And that one, the blond on the end --" "They're
all blond, Jason," said Mony. "You' re blond."

"I aman al bino," Jason said with dignity. "Check himout, the Nazi Youth with
the Pearl Jam T-shirt. He's a | egacy, absolutely. SAT scores of 1060, tops.
know." He cl osed his eyes and w ggled his fingers and made a whoo-whoo noi se,
beckoning spirits to cone cl oser. Mony |aughed and covered her nouth. From
where he sat Martin raised an eyebrow, requesting silence. Mony and Jason
turned and wal ked out si de.

"How ol d do you think she is?" Mony asked, after they had gone a safe
di stance

fromthe chapel

"Who?"

"Ms. Gose."

"Adel e?" Jason frowned into the twilit distance, thinking of the nmurky shores

and shoals of old age. "Jeez, | dunno. Sixty? Fifty?"
Moony shook her head. "She's got to be older than that. | mean, that story
about

Houdi ni, you know?"

"Huh! Houdini. The cl osest she ever got to Houdini is seeing sone Siegfried
and

Roy show out in Las Vegas."

"I don't think she's ever left here. At least not since | can renenber."” Jason
nodded absently, then squatted in the untidy drive, squinting as he stared out
into the darkness occluding the Bay. Fireflies formed nmobile constellations
within the birch trees. As a kid he had always loved fireflies, until he had
seen Them Now he thought of the Light Children as a sort of evolutionary

st ep,

somewher e between |ightning bugs and angel s.

Though you hardly ever see Them at night, he thought. Now why is that? He
rocked

back on his heels, |ooking |ike sone slender pale gargoyle toppled froma
nodem st cathedral, the cuffs of his white oxford-cloth shirt rolled up to
show

| arge bony wists and surprisingly strong square hands, his bow tie unravel ed
and hangi ng rakishly around his neck. O a sudden he recalled being in this
sane

spot two years ago, grinding out a cigarette as Martin and John approached.
The

snoke bot hered John, sent himinto paroxysms of coughing so prol onged and

i ntense that nore than once they had set Jason's heart pounding, certain that
This Was It, John was going to die right here, right now, and it would be al
Jason's fault for smoking. Only of course it didn't happen that way.

"The | ongest death since Little Nell's," John used to say, |aughing hoarsely.
That was when he could still laugh, still talk. At the end it had been others
softly tal king, Martin and Jason and their friends gathered around John's bed
at

hone, taking turns, spelling each other. After a while Jason couldn't stand to
be with them It was too rmuch |ike John was al ready dead. The body in the bed
SO

wast ed, bones cleaving to skin so thin and nottled it was |ike danp newsprint.



By the end, Jason refused to acconpany Martin to the therapist they were
supposed to see. He refused to go with himto the nmeetings where nen and wonen
t al ked about dying, about watching | oved ones go so horribly slowy. Jason

j ust

couldn't take it. Gief he had al ways thought of as an empotion, a nood,
somet hi ng that possessed you but that you eventually escaped. Now he knew it
was

different. Gief was a country, a place you entered hesitantly, or were thrown
into without warning. But once you were there, anmidst the roiling forn ess

bl ackness and stench of despair, you could not |eave. Even if you wanted to:
you

could only wal k and wal k and wal k, traveling on through the black reaches with
t he sound of screaming in your ears, and hope that someday you night glinpse
far

of f anot her country, another place where you night soneday rest.

Jason had followed John a | ong ways into that black [and. And now his own
f at her

woul d be going there. Maybe not for good, not yet, but Jason knew. An

H V-positive diagnosis mght nmean that Death was a | ong ways off but Jason
knew

his father had al ready started wal ki ng.

.you think they don't |eave?"

Jason started. "Huh?" He | ooked up into Mony's w de gray eyes. "lI'msorry,
what ?"

"Why do you think they don't |eave? Ms. Gose and Gary. You know, the ones
who

stay here all year." Mony's voice was exasperated. He wondered how nmany times
she'd asked hi mthe same thing.

"I dunno. | nean, they have to | eave sonetines. How do they get groceries and
stuff?" He sighed and scranbled to his feet. "There's only two of them maybe
t hey pay soneone to bring stuff in. I know Gary goes to the Beach Store

sometines. It's not like they' re under house arrest. Wy?"

Moony shrugged. In the twilight she | ooked spooky, nore like a witch than her
not her or Di ana or any of those other wannabes. Long dark hair and those
enornous pale gray eyes, face like the face of the cat who' d been turned into
a

worman in a fairy tale his father had read hi monce. Jason grinned, thinking of
Moony junping on a nouse. No way. But hey, even if she did, it would take nore
than that to turn himoff.

"You thinking of staying here ?" he asked slyly. He slipped an arm around her
shoul ders. "' Cause, like, | could keep you conmpany or something. | hear Maine
gets cold in the winter."

"No." Moony shrugged off his armand started wal king toward the water: no
| onger
exasperated, nore |ike she was distracted. "My nother is."

Your not her?"

He foll owed her until she stopped at the edge of a gravel beach. The evening
sky
was clear. On the opposite shore, a fewlights glimered in Dark Harbor,



reflections of the first stars overhead. From sonewhere up al ong the coast,
Baysi de or Nagaseek or one of the other summer col onies, the sounds of

| aught er

and skirling music echoed very faintly over the water, |like a song heard on
somne

di stant station very late at night. But it wasn't late, not yet even nine
o'clock. In sumers past, that had been early for Mwony and Jason, who woul d
often stay up with the adults tal king and poring over cards and runes unti

t he

ni ght grew cold and spent.

But tonight for some reason the night already felt old. Jason shivered and

ki cked at the pebbly beach. The last pale |light of sunset east an antique gl ow
upon stones and touched the edge of the water with gold. As he watched, the
light withdrew, a gauzy veil drawn back teasingly until the shore shinmered
with

afterglow, |ike blue glass.

"I heard her talking with Diana," Mony said. Her voice was unsettlingly |oud

and clear in the still air. "She was saying she m ght stay on, after | go off
to
school. | mean, she was talking like she wasn't going back at all, | mean not

back to Kanensic. Like she mght just stay here and never | eave again." Her
voi ce cracked on the words never |eave again and she shuddered, huggi ng
hersel f.

"Hey," said Jason. He wal ked over and put his arms around her, her dark hair a
perfuned net that drew himin until he felt dizzy and had to draw back

gaspi ng

alittle, the snell of her nearly overwhel ming that of rugosa roses and the
sea.

"Hey, it's okay, Moony, really it's okay."

Moony' s voi ce sounded expl osive, as though she had been hol ding her breath. "I
just can't believe she's giving up like this. | nean, no doctors, nothing.
She's

just going to stay here and die."

"She mght not die," said Jason, his ow voice a little desperate. "I mean,
| ook
at Adele. A century and counting. The best is yet to cone.”

Moony | aughed brokenly. She | eaned forward so that her hair once again spilled
over him her wet cheek resting on his shoulder. "Ch Jason. If it weren't for
you |I'd go crazy, you know that? I'd just go fucking nuts."

Nuts, thought Jason. His arns tightened around her, the cool air and faraway
musi ¢ nearly drowning himas he stroked her head and breathed her in. Crazy,
oh

yes. And they stood there until the nmoon showed over Dark Harbor, and all that
far-off rmusic turned to silvery light above the Bay.

Two days later Ariel and Moony went to see the doctor in Bangor. Myony drove,
an

hour's trip inland, up along the old road that ran beside the Penobscot River,
t hrough fail ed stonebound (arms and past trailer encampnents |ike sad rusted
toys, until finally they reached the sprawl around the city, the ki ngdom of
car

| ots and franchi ses and shoppi ng pl azas.



The hospital was an old brick building with a shiny new white wing grafted on.
Ariel and Mbony wal ked through a gl eam ng steel -and-gl ass door set in the
expanse of glittering concrete. But they ended up in a tired office on the far
end of the old wing, where the squeak of rubber wheels on worn |inol eum pl ayed
counterpoint to a loudly echoing, omnous drip-drip that never ceased the
whol e

time they were there.

"Ms. Rising. Please, cone in."

Ariel squeezed her daughter's hand, then foll owed the doctor into her office.
It

was a small bright room a hearty weath of living ivy trained around its
singl e

grimy window in defiance of the |l ack of sunlight and, perhaps, the bl ack

wei ght

of despair that Ariel felt everywhere, chairs, desk, floor, walls.

"I received your records from New York," the doctor said. She was a slight
fine-boned young woman with sl eek straight hair and a silk dress nore
expensi ve

than what you usually saw in Maine. The little metal name-tag on her breast
m ght have been an odd bit of heirloomjewelry. "You realize that even as of
t hree weeks ago, the cancer had spread to the point where our treatnment

opti ons

are now quite linmted."

Ariel nodded, her arms crossed protectively across her chest. She felt
strange

i ght-headed. She hadn't been able to eat nuch the | ast day or two, that
nor ni ng

had swal | owed a nout hful of coffee and a stale muffin to satisfy Mony but
t hat

was all. "I know," she said heavily. "I don't know why |I'm here."
"Frankly, | don't know either,"
some kind of intervention oh, even two nonths ago; but now

the doctor replied. "If you had optioned for

Ariel tilted her head, surprised at how sharp the other woman's tone was. The
doctor went on, "It's a great burden to put on your daughter --" She | ooked in
the direction of the office door, then glanced down at the charts in her hand.
"Ct her children?"

Ari el shook her head. "No."

The doctor paused, gently slapping the sheaf of charts and records agai nst her
open palm Finally she said, "Wll. Let's exam ne you, then."

An hour later Ariel slipped back into the waiting room Mony |ooked up froma
magazi ne. Her gray eyes were bleary and her tired expression hastily congeal ed
into the mask of affronted resentnment with which she faced Ariel these days.

"So?" she asked as they retraced their steps back through cinder-bl ock
corridors
to the hospital exit. "Wat'd she say?"

Ariel stared straight ahead, through the glass doors to where the sunmer
afternoon waited to pounce on them Exhaustion had seeped into her like heat;
like the drugs the doctor had offered and Ariel had refused, the contents of
crystal vials that could buy a few nore weeks, naybe even nonths if she was



l ucky, enough tinme to make a graceful farewell to the world. But Ariel didn't
want weeks or nonths, and she sure as hell didn't want graceful goodbyes. She
want ed years, decades. A cantankerous or dreany old age, aggravating the shit
out of her grandchildren with her tal k about her own sunflower youth. Failing
that, she wanted scream ng and gnashing of teeth, her friends tearing their
hai r

out over her death, and Moony.

And Moony. Ariel stopped in front of a wi ndow, one hand out to press agai nst
t he

snoot h cool glass. Gief and horror hit her |like a stone, struck her between
t he

eyes so that she gasped and drew her hands to her face.

"Mom " Moony cried, shocked. "Mom what is it, are you all right? --"

Ariel nodded, tears burning down her cheeks. "I'mfine," she said, and gave a
twisted smle. "Really, I'm--"

"What did she say?" demanded Moony. "The doctor, what did she tell you, what
is
it?"

Ariel w ped her eyes, a black |ine of nascara smeared across her finger
"Not hi ng. Really, Mdony, nothing's changed. It's just -- it's just hard. Being
this sick. It's hard, that's all."

She coul d see in her daughter's face confusion, despair, but also relief.

Ari el

hadn't said death, she hadn't said dying, she hadn't since that first day said
cancer. She'd left those words with the doctor, along with the scrips for

nor phine and Fiorinal, all that could be offered to her now "Cone on," she
sai d, and wal ked through the sliding doors. "I'm supposed to have lunch wth
Ms. Gose and Diana, and it's already late."

Moony stared at her in disbelief: was her nother being stoic or just crazy?
But
Ariel didn't say anything else, and after a nmonent her daughter foll owed her
to

the car.

In Mars Hll's little chapel Jason sat and snmoked. On the altar in front of
hi m

were several weeks' accunul ated offerings fromthe denizens of Mars Hll. An
ol d-fashi oned envel ope with a gl assi ne wi ndow, through which he could glinpse
the face of a twenty-dollar bill -- that was from Ms. G ose, who always gave
t he noney she'd earned fromreadings (and then retrieved it at the end of the
sumer). A small square of brilliantly woven cloth from D ana, whose | oons

punctuated the soft nmorning with their steady racketing. A set of blueprints
fromRvis Capricorn. Shasta Daisy's battered Ephenera. The copy of Paul

Bowl es

aut obi ography that Jason's father had been reading on the flight out fromthe
West Coast. In other words, the usual flotsam of |ove and whi msy that washed
up

here every sunmer. From where Jason sat, he could see his own benefaction, a
heap of small white roses, already linp but still giving out their heady sweet
scent, and a handful of blackberries he'd picked fromthe thicket down by the
pier. Not nuch of an offering but you never knew.

From beneath his roses peeked the single gift that puzzled him a lacy silk



cam sol e patterned with pal e pi nk-and-yell ow bl ossoms. An odd choi ce of

of fering

Jason thought. Because for all the unattached adults sipping chardonnay and
Bellinis of a sumrer evening the atnosphere at Mars Hll was nore |like that of
sumer canp. A chaste sort of giddiness ruled here, conpounded of equal parts
of

joy and |l onging that always made Jason think of the garlanded jackass and
wistful fairies in A Mdsumer N ght's Dream His father and Ariel and all the
rest stunmbling around in the dark, hoping for a glinpse of Them and settling
for fireflies and the lights from Dark Harbor. Mars H Il held surprisingly
little in the way of unapol ogetic lust-- except for hinself and Mony, of
course. And Jason knew that camisole didn't bel ong to Moony.

At the thought of Mony he sighed and tapped his ashes onto the dusty fl oor

It

was a beautiful norning gin-clear and with a stiff warm breeze fromthe west.
Perfect sailing weather. He should be out with his father on the Wndaneen.
Instead he'd stayed behind, to wite and think. Earlier he'd tried to get

t hrough to Mbony sonewhere in Bangor, but Jason couldn't send his thoughts any
farther than fromone end of Mars H Il to the other. For some reason, snoking
cigarettes seenmed to help. He had killed half a pack already this norning but
gotten nothing nore than a headache and a raw throat. Now he had given up. It
never seermed to work with anyone except Myony, anyhow, and then only if she
was

near by.

He had wanted to give her some confort. He wanted her to know how rmuch he

| oved

her, how she neant nore to himthan anyone or anything in the world, except
perhaps his father. Was it allowed, to feel this rmuch for a person when your
father was H V-positive? Jason frowned and stubbed out his cigarette in a

| obst er-shaped ashtray, already overflowing with the norning's tel epathic

ai ds.

He pi cked up his notebook and Rapi dograph pen and, still frowning, stared at
t he

letter he'd begun |ast night.

Dear est Mbony,

(he crossed out eat, it sounded too fussy)

*

| just want you to know that | understand how you feel. Wen John died it was
the nost horrible thing in the world, even worse than the divorce because

was

just a kid then. | just want you to know how nuch I |ove you, you nean nore

t han

anyone or anything in the world, and

And what? Did he really know how she felt? H's nother wasn't dying, his nother
was in the Napa Valley running her vineyard, and while it was true enough that
John's death had been the nost horrible thing he'd ever lived through, could
that be the sane as having your nother die? He thought maybe it could. And

t hen

of course there was the whole thing with his father. Was that worse? H s

f at her

wasn't sick, of course, at |least he didn't have any synptonms yet; but was it
wor se for someone you loved to have the AIDS virus, to watch and wait for

nont hs

or years, rather than have it happen quickly Iike with Ariel? Last night he'd



sat in the living roomwhile his father and Gary Bonetti were on the porch
t al ki ng about her.

"I give her only a couple of weeks," Martin had said, with that dry strained
cal mvoice he'd devel oped over the last few years of watching his friends die.
"The thing is, if she'd gone for treatnment right away she could be fine now
She

could be fine." The last word cane out in an uncharacteristic burst of
vehemence, and Jason grew cold to hear it. Because of course even wth

t r eat ment

his father probably wouldn't be all right, not now, not ever. He'd never be
fine

again. Ariel had thrown all that away.

"She should talk to Adele," Gary said softly. Jason heard the clink of ice as
he

poured hinmsel f another daiquiri. "Wien | had those visions five years ago,
that's when | saw Adele. You should too, Martin. You really should."

"I don't know as Adele can help me," Martin said, sonmewhat coolly. "She's just
a

guest here, like you or any of the rest of us. And you know that you can't
nmake

Them . ."

H's voice trailed off. Jason sat bolt upright on the sofa, suddenly feeling
hi s

father there, like a cold finger stabbing at his brain.
"Jason?" Martin called, his voice tinged with annoyance. "If you want to
listen,

cone in here, please."

Jason had sworn under his breath and storned out through the back door. It was
i npossi ble, sometines, living with his father. Better to have a psychic
wannabe

like Ariel for a parent, and not have to worry about being spied on all the
tine.

Now, from outside the chapel canme frenzied barking. Jason started, his

t hought s

br oken. He gl anced through the open door to see Gary and his black | abrador
retriever heading down to the water. Gary was grinning, arms raised as he
waved

at someone out of sight. And suddenly Jason had an inmage of his father in the
Wendaneen, the fast little sloop skirting the shore as Martin stood at the
nmast

wavi ng back, his long hair tangled by the wind. The vision |left Jason nearly
breat hl ess. He | aughed, shaking his head, and at once decided to follow Gary
to

the I anding and neet his father there. He picked up his pen and not ebook and
turned to go. Then stopped, his neck prickling. Very slowy he turned, unti
he

stood facing the altar once nore.

They were there. A shimmering haze above the fading roses, |ike Zeus's gol den
rain falling upon inprisoned Danae Jason's breath caught in his throat as he
wat ched Them -- They were so beautiful, so strange. Flickering in the chapel's
dusty air, like so many scintillant coins. He could sense rather than hear a
faint chimng as They darted qui ck as humm ngbirds fromhis roses to Ms.



Grose's envel ope, alighting for a nonent upon Diana's weaving and Rvis's prize
tomat oes before settling upon two things: his father's book and the unknown
cami sol e.

And then with a sharp chill Jason knew whose it was. Ariel's, of course -- who
el se woul d own sonet hi ng so unabashedly romantic but also slightly tacky?
Maybe

it was neant to be a bad joke, or perhaps it was a real offering, heartfelt,
heart breaking. He stared at Them a glittering carpet tossed over those two
pat hetic objects, and had to shield his eyes with his hand. It was too bright,
They seemed to be growing nore and nore brilliant as he watched. Like a swarm
of

butterflies he had once seen, mourning cloaks resting in a snowcovered field
one warm March afternoon, their wings slowy fanning the air as though They
had

been stunned by the thought of spring. But what could ever surprise Them the
Li ght Children, the sumrer's secret?

Then as he watched They began to fade. The gl owi ng gol den edge of the swarm
grew

di m and di sappeared. One by one all the other gilded coins blinked into
not hi ng,

until the altar stood as it had minutes before, a dusty collection of things,
odd and sonmewhat ridicul ous. Jason's head pounded and he felt faint; then
realized he'd been holding his breath. He let it out, shuddering, put his pen
and not ebook on the floor and wal ked to the altar

Everything was as it had been, roses, cloth, paper, tonatoes; excepting only
hi s

father's offering and Ariel's. Hesitantly he reached to touch the book Martin
had left, then recoil ed.

The cover of the book had been danaged. Wien he | eaned over to stare at it
nor e

closely, he saw that myriad tiny holes had been burned in the paper, in what
at

first seened to be a random pattern. But when he picked it up -gingerly, as
though it mght yet release an electrical jolt or sone other hidden energy --
he

saw that the tiny perforations formed an i mage, blurred but unm stakable. The
shadow of a hand, four fingers splayed across the cover as though gripping it.

Jason went cold. He couldn't have explained how, but he knew that it was a

i keness of his father's hand that he saw there, eerie and chilling as those
nmonstrous shadows |l eft by victims of the bonmbings at H roshi ma and Nagasaki
Wth a frightened gasp he tossed the book back onto the altar. For a nonment he
st ood beside the wooden table, half-poised to flee; but finally reached over
and

tentatively pushed aside his roses to fully reveal the cam sole.

It was just like the book. Thousands of tiny bum holes made a mined | ace of
;gztel silk, nost of them clustered around one side of the bodice. He picked
LL, catching a faint fragrance, |avender and marijuana, and held it out by its
pink satin straps. He raised it, turning toward the |ight stream ng through
LEZpel's pi cture wi ndow, and saw that the pinholes fornmed a pattern, el egant
?ie tracery of veins and capillaries on a |leaf. A shadowy bull's-eye --



breast,
aureol e, nipple dramn on the silken cloth.

Wth a small cry Jason dropped the cam sole. Wthout |ooking back he ran from
t he chapel. Such was his hurry that he forgot his pen and not ebook and the

hal f-written letter to Moony, piled carefully on the dusty floor. And so he
did

not see the shining constellation that nonmentarily appeared above the pages, a
curious cloud that hovered there like a child' s dream of weather before
flowering into a gol den rain.

Moony sat hunched on the front stoop, waiting for her nother to | eave. Ariel
had

been in her roomfor alnost half an hour, her luncheon date with Di ana and
Ms.

Grose notwithstandi ng. Wien finally she energed, Mony could hear the soft
uneven tread of her flip-flops, padding frombedroomto bedroomto kitchen
There was the sigh of the refrigerator opening and closing, the nmuted pop of a
cork being pulled froma bottle, the Iong grateful gurgle of w ne being poured
into a glass. Then Ariel herself in the doorway behind her. Wthout | ooking
Moony could tell that she'd put on The Skirt. She could snell it, the nusty
scents of patchouli and cannabis resin and the honeysuckle snell of the
expensi ve detergent Ariel used to wash it by hand, as though it were sone
preci ous w ndi ng sheet.

"I"'mgoing to Adele's for lunch." Mony nodded silently.
"I'"ll be back in a few hours."
More sil ence.

"You know where to find me if anyone cones by." Ariel nudged her daughter
gently
with her toe. "Ckay?"

Moony sighed. "Yeah, okay."

She wat ched her nother wal k out the door, sun bouncing off her hair in glossy
waves. Wien Ariel was out of sight she hurried down the hall.

In her nother's room piles of clothes and papers covered the worn Doubl e
Wedding Ring quilt, as though tossed helter-skelter from her bureau

"Jeez, what a ness," said Moony. She slowy crossed to the bed. It was covered
wi th scarves and tangl ed skei ns of pantyhose; drifts of old catering receipts,
bills, canceled checks. A few paperbacks with yell owed pages that had been
sumer reading in years past. A back issue of Gournmet magazi ne and the Maine
Progressive. A Broadway ticket stub fromPrelude to a Kiss. Gimacing, Mony
prodded the edge of last year's cal endar fromthe Beach Store & Pizza to Co.

What had her nother been | ooking for?

Then, as if by magic, Moony saw it. Its marbled cover suddenly glinpsed
beneat h

a dusty strata of tarot cards and Advil coupons, like some rare bit of fossil,
| enur vertebrae or primate jaw hidden within papery shale. She drew it out
carefully, tilting it so the light slid across the title.

MARS HI LL: ITS H STORY AND LOREbyAbi gail Merithew Cox, A Lover of Its
Mysteries



Wth careful fingers Mony rifled the pages. Dried rose petals fell out,

rel easing the sad snell of sunmers past, and then a longer plume of liatris
dropped to the floor, fresh enough to have left a faint purplish stain upon

t he

page. Moony drew the book up curiously, marking the page where the liattis had
fallen, and read,

*

Per haps strangest of all the Mysteries of our Colony at Mars Hill is the
presence of those Enchanted Visitors who nmake their appearance now and then
to

the eternal Delight of those of us fortunate enough to receive the benison of
their presence. | say Delight, though many of us who have conjured with them
say

that the Experience resenbles Rapture nore than mere Delight, and even that
Sur passi ng Ecstasy of which the Ancients wote and which is at the heart of
al l

our Mysteries; though we are not alone in enjoying the favor of our Visitors.
It

is said by my Aunt, Sister Rosemary Merithew, that the Pasamaquoddi e I ndi ans
who

lived here I ong before the civilizing influence of the Wite Mn, also
entertained these Ethereal Creatures, which are in appearance like to those
fairy lights called Foxfire or WIl O The Wsp, and which may indeed be the
inspiration for such spectral runors. The Pasamaquoddi e naned them Aki ni ki
which in their |anguage neans The Greeters; and this | think is a nost
appropriate title for our Joyous CGuests, who bring only Good News fromthe

O her

Si de, and who feast upon our nmortality as a nman sups upon rare neats.

Moony stared at the page in horror and disgust. Feasting upon nortality? She
recal | ed her nother and Jason tal ki ng about the things they called the Light
Chi l dren, Jason's di sappoi ntnent that They had never appeared to Moony. As

t hough there was sonething wong with her, as though she wasn't worthy of

seei ng

Them But she had never felt that way. She had al ways suspected that Jason and
her nmother and the rest were m staken about the Light Children. When she was
younger, she had even accused her nother of |ying about seeing Them But the
ot her people at Mars Hi Il spoke of Them and Jason, at |east, would never lie
to

Moony. So she had deci ded there nust be sonething slightly del usional about

t he

whol e thing. Like a mass hypnosis, or maybe sone kind of mass drug fl ashback
whi ch seemed nore likely considering the histories of some of her nother's
friends.

Still, that left Ms. Grose, who never even took an aspirin. Wo, as far as
Moony knew, had never been sick in her life, and who certainly seened i nmmune
to

nost of the commonpl ace ail nents of what mnust be, despite appearances, an
advanced age. Ms. Gose clainmed to speak with the Light Children, to have a
sort of understanding of Themthat Ariel and the others |acked. And Mony had
al ways held Ms. Gose in awe. Mybe because her own grandparents were al

dead,

maybe just because of that story about Houdini -- it was too fucking weird, no
one could have nmade it up

And so maybe no one had nmade up the Light Children, either. Moony tapped the
book's cover, frowning. Why couldn't she see Then? Was it because she didn't



bel i eve? The t hought annoyed her. As though she were a kid who'd found out
about

Santa C aus, and was being punished for learning the truth. She stared at the
book's cover, the gold lettering flecked with dust, the peppering of black and
green where salt air and mldew had eaten away at the cloth. The edge of one
page crunbl ed as she opened it once nore.

*

Many of ny brothers and sisters can attest to the virtues of Qur Visitors.
particularly Their care for the dying and afflicted

"Fucki ng bullshit," yelled Mony. She threw the book across the room hard, so
that it slamed into the wall beside her nother's bureau. Wth a soft crack

t he

spi ne broke. She watched stonily as yell ow pages and dried bl ossons fluttered
frombetween the split covers, a soft explosion of antique dreams. She left

t he

roomw t hout picking up the nmess, the door slanm ng shut behind her

"I was consunptive," Ms. Gose was saying, nodding as she |l ooked in turn from
Ariel to Diana to the pug sprawl ed panting on the worn chintz sofa beside

t hem

"Tubercul osis, you know. Com ng here saved ne."

"You mean like, taking the waters ?" asked Ariel. She shook back her hair and
t ook another sip of her gin-and-tonic. "Like they used to do at Saratoga

Spri ngs

and places like that.?"

"Not like that at all," replied Ms. Gose firmy. She raised one white
eyebr ow
and frowned. "I nean, Mars Hill saved ne."

Saved you for what? thought Ariel, choking back another mouthful of gin. She
shuddered. She knew she shouldn't drink, these days she could feel it seeping
into her, like that horrible bariumthey injected into you to do tests. But
she

couldn't stop. And what was the point, anyway?

"But you think it might help her, if she stayed here?" D ana broke in,
obl i vi ous

of Ms. Grose's inperious gaze. "And Martin, do you think it could help him
t 0o0?"

"I don't thik anything," said Ms. Gose, and she reached over to envel ope the
wheezing pug with one large fat white hand. "It is absolutely not up to ne at
all. I amsinply telling you the facts."

"OfF course," Ariel said, but she could tell from Di ana's expression that her
words had come out slurred. "OF course,"” she repeated with dignity, sitting up
and smoot hing the folds of her patchwork skirt.

"As long as you understand," Ms. Gose said in a gentler tone. "W are guests
here, and guests do not ask favors of their hosts."

The ot her two wonen nodded. Ariel carefully put her glass on the coffee table
and stood, w ping her sweating hands on her skirt. "I better go now, " she

sai d.

Her head pounded and she felt nauseated, for all that she'd barely nibbled at
t he ham sandw ches and macaroni salad Ms. Gose had set out for |unch. "Hone.



I
think I'd better go hone."

"I'"l'l go with you," said Diana. She stood and east a quick | ook at their
hostess. "I wanted to borrow that book. "

Ms. Gose saw themto the door, holding open the screen and swatting
threateningly at nosquitoes as they wal ked outside. "Renenber what | told
you, "

she called as they started down the narrow road, Diana with one arm around
Ariel's shoulder. "Meditation and nettle tea. And patience.”

"Patience,"” Ariel nurnured; but nobody heard.

The weeks passed. The weat her was unusually clear and warm Mars Hi |l bereft
of

the cloak of mist and fog that usually covered it in August. Martin D onysos
took the Wendaneen out nearly every afternoon, savoring the tinme al one, the
hours spent fighting wi nd and waves-- antagonists he felt he could win

agai nst .

"It's the nobst perfect sumer we've ever had," Gary Bonetti said often to his
friend. Too often, Martin thought bitterly. Recently, Mrtin was havi ng what
Jason called MI1lennial Thoughts, seeing om nous portents in everything from
t he

tarot cards he dealt out to stricken tourists on Wdnesday nights to the
pattern

of kel p and nmaidenhair left on the gravel beach after one of the sumrer's few
stornms. He had taken to avoiding Ariel, a nove that filled himwth
self-loathing, for all that he told hinself that he still needed time to
grieve

for John before giving hinself over to another death. But it wasn't that, of
course. O at least it wasn't only that. It was fear, The Fear. It was
[istening

to his own heart pounding as he lay alone in bed at night, counting the beats,
wondering at what point it all began to break down, at what point It would
cone

to take him

So he kept to himself. He begged off going on the colony's weekly outing to

t he

little Mexican restaurant up the road. He even stopped attending the weekly
readings in the chapel. Instead, he spent his evenings alone, witing to
friends

back in the Bay Area. After drinking coffee with Jason every norning he'd turn
away.

"I"mgoing to work now," he'd announce, and Jason would nod and | eave to find
Moony, grateful, his father thought, for the opportunity to escape.

M 1| enni al Thoughts.

Martin Dionysos had given over a coner of his cottage's living roomto a

st udi o.

There was a tiny drafting table, his portable conputer, an easel, stacks of
books; the week's forwarded offerings of Qut and The Advocate and Q and The
Bay

Weekly, and, heaped on an ancient stained Wndsor chair, the usual pungent
ness

of oils and herbal decoctions that he used in his work. Golden norning |ight



streamed t hrough the wide mullioned wi ndows, snelling of salt and the diese
fumes from Di ana's ancient Volvo. On the easel a l|arge unprined canvas rested,
somewhat unevenly due to the cant of a floor slanted enough that you could
drop

a marble in the kitchen and watch it roll slowy but inexorably to settle in

t he

| eft-hand comer of the living room Gary Bonetti clained that it wasn't that
al l

of the cottages on Mars Hill were built by inconpetent architects. It was the
magnetic pull of the ocean just neters away; it was the inperious reins of the
East, of the Mbon, of the magic charters of the Gther world, that nmade it

i npossible to find any two coners that were plunmb. Martin and the others

| aughed

at Gary's pronouncenent, but John had believed it.

John. Martin sighed, stirred desultorily at a coffee can filled with |inseed
oi |

and turpentine, then rested the can on the windowsill. For a long tine he had
been so caught up with the sad and harrowi ng and nobl e and di sgusting details
of

John's dying that he had been able to forestall thinking about his own

di agnosi s. He had been grateful, in an awful way, that there had been
sonet hi ng

so horrible, so unavoidably and demandingly real, to keep himfrom succumnbi ng
to

his own despair.

But all that was gone now. John was gone. Before John's death, Martin had

al ways

had a sort of unspoken, formess belief in an afterlife. The | ong shadow cast
by

a 1950s Cat holic boyhood, he guessed. But when John died, that small hidden
sol ace had died too. There was nothing there. No vision of a beloved waiting
for

himon the other side. Not even a body noldering within a polished mahogany
casket. Only ashes, ashes; and his own death waiting |ike a snmall patient
vicious animal in the shadows.

"Shit," he said. He gritted his teeth. This was how it happened to Ariel. She
gave in to despair, or dreans, or maybe she just pretended it would go away.
She'd be lucky now to last out the sumrer. At the thought a new wave of grief
washed over him and he groaned.

"Ch, shit, shit, shit," he whispered. Wth watering eyes he reached for the
can

full of prinmer on the sill. As he did so, he felt a faint prickling go through
his fingers, a sensation of warnth that was al nost painful. He swore under his
breath and frowned. A tiny stab of fear l|anced through him |nexplicable and
sudden pain, wasn't that the first sign of sonme sort of degeneration.? As his
fingers tightened around the coffee can, he | ooked up. The breath froze in his
throat and he cried al oud, snatching his hand back as though he'd been stung.

They were there. Dozens of Them a horde of flickering golden spots so dense
They obliterated the wall behind Them Martin had seen Them before, but never
SO

cl ose, never so many. He gasped and staggered back, until he struck the edge
of

the easel and sent the canvas clattering to the floor. They took no notice,
instead followed himlike a swarmof silent hornets. And as though They were
hornets, Martin shouted and turned to run



Only he could not. He was blinded, his face seared by a terrible heat. They
wer e

everywhere, enveloping himin a shimering cocoon of |ight and warnth, Their
fierce radiance burning his flesh, his eyes, his throat, as though he breathed
inliquid flane. He shrieked, batting at the air, and then babbling fell back

against the wall. As They swarmed over himhe felt Them not as you feel the
sun

but as you feel a drug or love or anguish, filling himuntil he nopaned and
sank

to the floor. He could feel his skin burning and erupting, his bones turning
to

ash inside him H s insides knotted, cramping until he thought he would faint.
He doubl ed over, retching, but only a thin streamof spittle ran down his
chin.

An expl osive burst of pain raced through him He opened his mouth to scream

t he

sound so thin it might have been an insect whining. Then there was nothing but
[ight, nothing but flame; and Martin's body unnmobving on the floor

Moony waited until |ate afternoon, but Jason never came. Hours earlier, Mony
had gl anced out the wi ndow of her cottage and seen Gary Bonetti running up the
hill to Martin's house, followed mnutes later by the panting figure of Ms.
Grose. Jason she didn't see at all. He nust have never left his cottage that
nmorning, or else left and returned by the back door

Sonet hi ng had happened to Martin. She knew that as soon as she saw Gary's
stricken face. Mony thought of calling Jason, but did not. She did nothing,
only paced and stared out the w ndow at Jason's house, hoping vainly to see
soneone el se enter or |eave. No one did.

Ariel had been sleeping all day. Mony avoi ded even wal ki ng past her nother's
bedroom |est her own terror wake her. She was afraid to | eave the cottage,
afraid to find out the truth. Cold dread stal ked her all afternoon as she
wai t ed

for sonething-- an anbul ance, a phone call, anything-- but nothing happened.
Nobody cal | ed, nobody cane. Although once, her nostrils filled with the acrid
snel | of cigarette snoke, and she felt Jason there. Not Jason hinself, but an
overwhel mi ng sense of terror that she knew cane fromhim a fear so intense

t hat

she drew her breath in sharply, her hand shooting out to steady herself

agai nst

the door. Then the snell of snoke was gone.

"Jason?" she whispered, but she knew he was no | onger thinking of her. She

st ood

wi th her hand pressed against the worn silvery franme of the screen door. She
kept expecting Jason to appear, to explain things. But there was nothing. For
the first time all sumer, Jason seened to have forgotten her. Everyone seened
to have forgotten her.

That had been hours ago. Now it was nearly sunset. Moony |lay on her towel on
t he

gravel beach, swiping at a nosquito and staring up at the cloudl ess sky, blue
skimed to silver as the sun nelted away behind Mars Hill. What a crazy pl ace
this was. Soneone gets sick, and instead of dialing 911 you send for an obese
old fortuneteller. The thought nade her stomach churn; because of course
that's

what her mother had done. Put her faith in fairydust and crystals instead of
physi ci ans and cheno. Abruptly Mony sat up, huggi ng her knees.



"Dam," she said mserably

She'd put off goi ng home, hal f-hoping hal f-dreadi ng that someone would find
her

and tell her what the hell was going on. Now it was obvious that she'd have to
find out for herself. She threw her towel into her bag tugged on a hooded
pul | over and began to trudge back up the hill.

On the porches of the other cottages she could see people stirring. \Whatever
had

happened, obviously none of them had heard yet. The new | esbi an couple from
Burlington sat facing each other in matching wi cker arnthairs, eyes closed and
hands extended. A few houses on, Shasta Dai sy sat on the stoop of her tiny

Queen

Anne Victorian, sipping a wine cooler, curled sheets of graph paper littering
the table in front of her.

"\Where's your roon?" Shasta called

Moony shrugged and wi ped a |ine of sweat from her cheek. "Resting | guess."
"Come have a drink." Shasta raised her bottle. "I'll do your chart."

Moony shook her head. "Later. | got to get dinner."

"Don't forget there's a nmoon circle tonight,’
gazebo. "

' said Shasta. "Nine thirty at the

"Right." Mony nodded, snmiling glumy as she passed. Wat a bunch of kooks. At
| east her nother would be sleeping and not wasting her time conjuring up
soneone' s aura between wi ne cool ers.

But when she got hone, no one was there. She called her nother's nane as the
screen door banged shut behind her, waited for a reply but there was none. For
an instant a terrifying surge raced through her: sonething el se had happened,
her nmother lay dead in the bedroom

But the bedroomwas enpty, as were the living roomand bat hroom and anypl ace
el se where Ariel mght have chosen to die. The heady scent of basil filled the
cottage, with a fainter hint of marijuana. Wen Mony finally went into the

ki tchen, she found the sink full of sand and hal f-rinsed basil |eaves. Propped
up on the drainboard was a danp piece of paper towel w th a nmessage spelled
out

in runny magi c marker.

*

Moony: Went to Chape
Moon circle at 9:30
Love | ove | ove Mom

"Right," Mpony said, disgusted. She crunpled the note and threw it on the
fl oor.
"Wy to go, Morn."

Marijuana, noon circle, astrological charts. Fucking idiots. O a sudden she
was

filled with rage, at her nother and Jason and Martin and all the rest. Wy
weren't there any doctors here? Or |awers, or secretaries, or anyone wth
hal f



a brain, enough at least to take some responsibility for the fact that there
were sick people here, people who were dying for Christ's sake and what was
anyone doi ng about it? Wat was she doing about it?

"I"ve had it," she said aloud. "I have had it." She spun around and headed for
the front door, her long hair an angry black blur around her grimface.

" Amanda

Rhei ni ng, you are going to the hospital. Now. "

She strode down the hill, ignoring Shasta's questioning cries. The gravel bit
into her bare feet as she rounded the turn |l eading to the chapel. From here
she

could glinpse the back door of Jason and Martin's cottage. As Mony hurried
past

a stand of birches, she glinpsed D ana standing by the door, one hand resting
on

its crooked wooden frame. She was gazing out at the Bay with a rapt expression
t hat m ght have been joy or exhausted grief, her hair gilded with the dying
light.

For a nonent Mbony stopped, biting her lip. Diana at |east m ght understand.
She

could ask Diana to come and help her force Ariel to go to the hospital. It
woul d

be like the intervention they'd done with Di ana's ex-husband. But that would
mean going to Martin's cottage, and confronting whatever it was that waited

i nsi de. Besi des, Mony knew that no one at Mars Hill would ever force Ariel to
do somet hing she didn't want to do; even live. No. It was up to her to save
her

not her: hersel f, Maggi e Rheining. Abruptly she turned away.

Westering light fell through the | eaves of the ancient oak that shadowed the
weat hered gray chapel. The lupines and tiger lilies had faded with the dying
sumer. Now violet plunes of liatris sprang up around the chapel door beside
unruly masses of sweet-snelling phlox and gl owi ng cl ouds of asters. O course
no

one ever weeded or thinned out the garden. The fl owers choked the path | eading
to the door, so that Moony had to beat away a net of bees and | acewi ngs and
pal e

pink noths |ike rose petals, all of themrising fromthe riot of blossonms and
then falling in a softly noving skein about the girl's shoul ders as she

wal ked.

Moony cursed and slashed at the air, heedless of a luna nmoth's drunken
somersault above her head, the glimrering wave of fireflies that foll owed her
t hrough the twilight.

At the chapel doorway Mony stopped. Her heart was beating hard, and she spat
and brushed a liatris frond fromher mouth. Frominside she could hear a | ow
voi ce; her nother's voice. She was reciting the verse that, over the years,
had

become a sort of blessing for her, alittle mantra she chanted and whi spered
sumer after summer, always in hopes of summoni ng Them - -

*

"Wth this field-dew consecrate Every fairy take his gait And each severa
chanmber bl ess, through this palace, with sweet peace; Ever shall in safety
rest,

and the owner of it blest."”

At the sound, Moony felt her heart clench inside her. She noved until her face



pressed agai nst the ancient gray screen sagging within its doorframe. The
screen

snel |l ed heavily of dust; she pinched her nose to keep from sneezing. She gazed
t hrough the fine noth-pocked web as though through a silken scrimor the Bay's
accust oned fog.

Her nmot her was inside. She stood before the wooden altar, pathetic with its
faded burden of wilting flowers and enpty bottles and Jason's cigarette butts

scattered across the floor. Fromthe w ndow facing the Bay, lilac-col ored

l'i ght

flowed into the room mingling with the shafts of dusty gold falling fromthe
casenents set high within the opposing wall. Were the |ight struck the floor
a

smal | bright pool had forned. Ariel was dancing slowy in and out of this, her
thin arms raised, the | ong heavy sweep of her patchwork skirt sliding back and
forth to reveal her slender legs and bare feet, shod with a velvety coat of
dust. Moony could hear her reciting. Shakespeare's fairies' song again, and a
line fromJulian of Norw ch that D ana had taught her

Al will be well, and all will be well, and all manner of things will be well.
And suddenly the useless purity of Ariel's belief overwhel med Moony.

A stoned forty-three-year-old woman with breast cancer and a few weeks left to
live, dancing inside a mned chapel and singing to herself. Tears filled
Moony' s

eyes, fell and left a dirty streak against the screen. She drew a deep breath,
fighting the wave of grief and despair, and pushed against the screen to
enter.

When she rai sed her head again, Ariel had stopped.

At first Mony thought her nother had seen her. But no. Ariel was staring
strai ght ahead at the altar, her head cocked to one side as though |istening.
So

i ntent was she that Mony stiffened as well, inexplicably frightened. She

gl anced over her shoul der, but of course there was no one there. But it was

t oo

late to keep her heart from pounding. She cl osed her eyes, took a deep breath
and turned, stepping over the sill toward Ariel

"Mom " Mony called softly. "Mom ['m--"

Moony froze. In the center of the chapel her nother stood, arnms withing as
she

hel d t hem above her head, |ong hair whipping across her face. She was on fire.
Flickers of gold and crinson ran along her arnms and chest, |apped at her

t hr oat

and face and set runnels of light flam ng across her clothes. Mony coul d hear
her shrieking, could see her tearing at her breast as she tried to rip away

t he

burning fabric. Wth a how Mony stunbl ed across the room- not thinking,
hardly even seeing her as she lunged to grab Ariel and pull her down.

"“Nor "

But before she could reach Ariel she tripped, smashed onto the uneven fl oor.
Groaning she rolled over and tried to get back up. An arm s-length away, her
not her railed, her voice given over nowto a high shrill keening, her flapping
arnms still raised above her head. And for the first time Mony realized that
there was no real heat, no flanes. No snmoke filled the little room The |ight



that streamed through the picture wi ndow was cl ear and bright as dawn.
Her nother was not on fire. She was with Them

They were everywhere, |ike bees swarm ng across a bank of flowers. Radi ant
beads

of gold and argent covered Ariel until Mony no | onger saw her nother, but
only

the blazing silhouette of a woman, a nuninous figure that sent a prismatic
aurora rippling across the ceiling. Mony fell back, horrified, awe-struck.
The

figure continued its bizarre dance, hands lifting and falling as though
reachi ng

for sonething that was being pulled just out of reach. She could hear her

not her's voice, nuted now to a soft repetitive cry-- uh, uh! -- and a very
fai nt

clear tone, like the sustained note of a glass harnonica.

"Jesus," Mony whispered; then yelled, "Jesus! Stop it, stop --"

But They didn't stop; only noved faster and faster across Ariel's body unti
her

not her was nothing but a blur, a chrysalis encased in glittering pollen, a
burni ng ghost. Mony's breath scraped agai nst her throat. Her hands cl awed at
her knees, the floor, her own breasts, as her nmother kept on with that soft
nmoani ng and the sound of the Light Children filled the chapel the way w ne
fills

a gl ass.

And then gradually it all began to subside. Gadually the gl owi ng sheath fel
from her nother, not fading so nmuch as thinning, the way Mbony had once read
t he

entrance to a woman's wonb will thin as its burden wakes to be born. The
chi m ng

noi se di ed away. There was only a faint high echo in Mony's ears. Violet

l'i ght

spilled fromthe high wi ndows, a darker if weaker wine. Ariel sprawl ed on the
dusty floor, her arnms curled up against her chest like the dried hollow Iinbs
of

an insect, scarab or patient mantis. Her nmouth was sl ack, and the folds of
tired

skin around her eyes. She | ooked inutterably exhausted, but al so sonehow at
peace. Wth a cold stab Iike a spike driven into her breast, Mony knew that
this was how Ariel would |look in death; knew that this was how she | ooked,
now;

knew t hat she was dead.

But she wasn't. As Mony watched, her nother's nmouth twi tched. Then Ariel
sneezed, squeezing her eyes tightly. Finally she opened themto gaze at the
ceiling. Mony stared at her, unconprehendi ng. She began to cry, sobbing so
loudly that she didn't hear what her nother was saying, didn't hear Ariel's
hoar se voi ce whi spering the same words over and over and over again

"Thank you, thank you, thank you! --

But Moony wasn't listening. And only in her nmother's own nmind did Ariel

her sel f

ever again hear Their voices. Like an unending stream of gol den coins being
poured into a well, the eternal and inconprehensible echo of Their reply --



"You are Wl come.”

There nust have been a | ot of noise. Because before Mony could pull herself
toget her and go to her nmother, Diana was there, her face white but her eyes
set

and in control, as though she were an anbul ance driver inured to all kinds of
terrible things. She took Ariel in her arns and got her to her feet. Ariel's
head fl opped to one side, and for a nmoment Moony thought she'd slide to the
floor again. But then she seenmed to rally. She blinked, smled fuzzily at her
daughter and Diana. After a few m nutes, she let Diana wal k her to the door
She

shook her head gently but persistently when her daughter tried to help.

"You can follow us, darling," Diana called back apol ogetically as they headed
down the path to Martin's cottage. But Mony nmade no nmove to follow She only
wat ched in disbelief -- I can foll ow you? & course | can, asshole! -- and

t hen

relief, as the two wonen lurched safely through the house's crooked door

Let soneone el se take care of her for a while, Mony thought bitterly. She
shoved her hands into her pockets. Her terror had turned to anger. Now,
perversely, she needed to yell at someone. She thought briefly of follow ng
her

not her; then of finding Jason. But really, she knew all al ong where she had to

go.

Ms. Gose seened surprised to see her (Ha! thought Mony triunphantly; what
ki nd of psychic would be surprised?) But maybe there was sonethi ng about her
after all. Because she had just made a big pot of chanpbmile tea, heavily

spi ked

wi th brandy, and set out a large white plate patterned with alarmngly
lifelike

butterflies and bees, the insects seeming to hover intently beside severa

sl abs

of ci nnanmon-fragrant zucchini bread.

"They just keep multiplying." Ms. Gose sighed so dramatically that Mony

t hought she nust be referring to the bees, and peered at them again to nake
sure

they weren't real. "Patricia-- you know, that nice lady with the lady friend?
she says, pick the flowers, so | pick thembut | still have too many squashes.
Remind me to give you sonme for your nother."

At nmention of her nother, Mony's anger nelted away. She started to cry again.

"My darling, what is it?" cried Ms. Gose. She nobved so quickly to enbrace
Moony that a soft-snelling pinkish cloud of face powder wafted from her cheeks
onto the girl's. "Tell us darling, tell us --"

Moony sobbed | uxuriously for several mnutes, letting Ms. G ose stroke her
hai r

and feed her healthy sips of tepid brandy-laced tea. Ms. G ose's pug wheezed
anxiously at his mstress's feet and struggled to clinb into Mony's |ap
Eventual | y he succeeded. By then, Mony had cal mred down enough to tell the
aged

woman what had happened, her ranbling narrative punctuated by hi ccupi ng sobs
and

smal | gasps of |aughter when the dog | apped excitedly at her teacup



"Ah so," said Ms. Gose, when she first understood that Mony was tal ki ng
about

the Light Children. She pressed her plunp hands together and raised her
tortoi seshell eyes to the ceiling. "They are having a busy day."

Moony frowned, w ping her cheeks. As though They were |ike the people who
collected the trash or turned the water supply off at the end of the sunmer.
But

t hen Moony went on tal king, her voice growing |ess tremul ous as the brandy
ki cked in. When she finished, she sat in sonmewhat abashed silence and stared
at

the teacup she held in her danmp hand. Its border of roses and 'cabbage
butterflies took on a flushed glow from Ms. Gose's paisley-draped Tiffany
| anps. Moony | ooked uneasily at the door. Having confessed her story, she
suddenly wanted to flee, to check on her nother; to forget the whol e thing.
But

she couldn't just take off. She cleared her throat, and the pug grow ed
sympat hetical | y.

"Well," Ms. Gose said at last. "I see | will be having lots of company this
winter."
Moony stared at her unconprehending. "I nean, your nother and Martin will be

staying on," Ms. Gose explained, and sipped her tea. Her cheeks like the
patterned porcelain had a febrile glow, and her eyes were so bright that Moony
wondered if she was very drunk. "So at last! there will be enough of us here
to

really talk about it, to learn --"

"Learn what ?" demanded Moony. Confusion and brandy nmade her peevi sh. She put
her

cup down and gently shoved the pug fromher lap. "I nean, what happened? What
is
goi ng on?"

"Way, it's Them of course," Ms. Gose said grandly, then ducked her head, as
t hough afraid she m ght be overheard and deened insolent. "W are so fortunate
-- you are so fortunate, ny dear, and your darling mother! And Martin, of

cour se

-- this is a wonderful tinme for us, a blessed, blessed tinme!" At Mony's glare
of disbelief she went on, "You understand, my darling -They have conme, They
have

greeted your mother and Martin, it is a very exciting thing, very rare -- only
a

very few of us --

Ms. Gose preened a little before going on, "-- and it is always so
wonder f ul ,
so mracul ous, when another joins us -- and now suddenly we have two!"

Moony stared at her, her hands opening and closing in her lap. "But what
happened?" she cried desperately. "Wat are They?"

Ms. G ose shrugged and coughed delicately. "What are They," she repeated.
"Well, Mony, that is a very good question." She heaved back onto the couch
and

si ghed. "What are They? | do not know. "

At Moony's rebellious glare she added hastily, "Well, nmany things, of course,
we



have t hought They were many things, and They m ght be any of these or all of
themor-- well, none, | suppose. Fairies, or little angels of Jesus, or tree
spirits-- that is what a dear friend of mne believed. And some sailors

t hought

They were will-o-the-wisps, and let's see, Mriam Hopewell, whom you don't
renenber but was another very dear friend of mine, God rest her soul, Mriam
t hought They canme from flying saucers."

At this Mony's belligerence crunpled into defeat. She recalled the things she

had seen on her nother -- devouring her it seenmed, setting her aflame -- and
gave a small involuntary gasp
"But why?" she wailed. "I nean, why? Why shoul d They care? Wat can They

possi bly get from us?"

Ms. G ose enfolded Moony's hand in hers. She ran her fingers al ong Mony's
pal m

as though preparing for a reading, and said, "Maybe They get sonething They
don't have. Maybe we gi ve Them sonet hi ng. "

"But what ?" Moony's voice rose, alnost a shriek. "What?"

"Somet hi ng They don't have," Ms. Gose repeated softly. "Sonething everybody
el se has, but They don't --

"Qur deaths."

Moony yanked her hand away. "Qur deaths? My nother |ike, sold her soul, to --
to

"You don't understand, darling." Ms. Gose |ooked at her with mld
whi skey-col ored eyes. "They don't want us to die. They want our deaths. That's

why we're still at Mars Hill, ne and Gary and your nother and Martin. As |ong
as

we stay here, They will keep themfor us -- our sicknesses, our destinies.
It's

somet hing They don't have." Ms. Gose sighed, shaking her head. "I guess They

just get lonely, or bored of being imortal. O whatever it is They are.”

Thgt's right! Moony wanted to scream What the hell are They? But she only
fggdés | ong as you stay here you don't die? But that doesn't make any sense --
Lean, John died, he was here --"

Ms. Gose shrugged. "He left. And They didn't cone to him They never greeted
hi m

"Maybe he didn't know - or maybe he didn't want to stay. Maybe he didn't want
to

live. Not everybody does, you know. | don't want to live forever--" She sighed
nel odramati cally, her bosom heaving. "But | just can't seemto tear nyself
away. "

She | eaned over to hug Moony. "But don't worry now, darling. Your nother is
going to be okay. And so is Martin. And so are you, and all of us. W're safe

Moony shuddered. "But | can't stay here! | have to go back to school, | have a



life --
"'Of course you do, darling! We all do! Your life is out there --" Ms. Gose
gestured out the wi ndow, wi ggling her fingers toward where the cold bl ue

wat er s

of the Bay | apped at the gravel. "And ours is here.
head

to kiss Mony so that the girl caught a heavy breath of chanomile and brandy.
"Now you better go, before your nother starts to worry."

She sm | ed, bent her

Li ke I was a goddamm ki d, Moony thought; but she felt too exhausted to argue.
She stood, bumping against the pug. It gave a nuffled bark, then | ooked up at
her and drool ed apol ogetically. Mony | eaned down to pat it and took a step
toward the door. Abruptly she turned back

"Ckay," she said. "Ckay. Like, I'"mgoing. | understand, you don't know about

t hese-- about all this -- | nean | know you've told ne everything you can. But
I

just want to ask you one thing--"

Ms. G ose placed her teacup on the edge of the coffee table and waved her
fingers, smling absently. "OF course, of course, darling. Ask away."

"How ol d are you?"

Ms. Gose's penciled eyebrows lifted above mld surprised eyes. "How ol d am
|2

One doesn't ask a lady such things, darling. But --"

She smled slyly, leaning back and fol ding her hands upon her soft bul gi ng
stomach. "If |1'd been a man and had the vote, it would have gone to M.

Li ncol n. "

Moony nodded, just once, her breath stuck in her throat. Then she fled the
cott age.

In Bangor, the doctor confirmed that the cancer was in rem ssion

"It's incredible.” She shook her head, staring at Ariel's test results before
tossing themcerenonially into a wastebasket. "I would say the phrase 'A
l'iving

mracle' is not inappropriate here. O voodoo, or whatever it is you do there
at

Mars Hill."

She waved dismissively at the open wi ndow, then bent to retrieve the tests.
"You're wel come to get another opinion. | would advise it, as a matter of
fact."

"OfF course," Ariel said. But of course she wouldn't, then or ever. She already
knew what the doctors would tall her

There was sone nore paperwork, a few awkward efforts by the doctor to get

Ari el

to confess to sonme secret healing cure, sone herbal remedy or therapy
practiced

by the kooks at the spiritualist community. But finally they were done. There
was nothing left to discuss, and only a Blue Cross nunmber to be given to the
receptionist. Wien the doctor stood to walk with Ariel to the door, her eyes
were too bright, her voice earnest and a little shaky as she said, "And | ook



what ever you were doing, Ms. Rising -- howing at the nobon, whatever -- you
j ust
keep on doing it. OCkay?"

"Ckay." Ariel smled, and left.

"You really can't leave, now," Ms. Gose told Martin and Ariel that night.
They

were all sitting around a bonfire on the rocky beach, Diana and Gary singing
"Sloop John B" in off-key harnobny, Rvis and Shasta Daisy and the others

di senbowel i ng | eftover |obster bodies with the renorsel ess patience of
raccoons.

Ms. Gose spread out the fingers of her right hand and twi sted a heavy

filigreed ring on her pinkie, her lips pursed as she regarded Ariel. "You
shoul dn't have gone to Bangor, that was very foolish," she said, frowning. "In
a

few nont hs, maybe you can go with Gary to the Beach Store. Maybe. But no
further
than that."

Moony | ooked sideways at her nother, but Ariel only shook her head. Her eyes
were | um nous, the same color as the evening sky above the Bay.

"Who woul d want to | eave?" Ariel said softly. Her hand crept across the
pebbl es

to touch Martin's. As Miony watched them she felt again that sharp pain in her
heart, like a needl e jabbing her. She would never know exactly what had
happened

to her mother, or to Martin. Jason would tell her nothing. Nor would Ariel or
anyone el se. But there they were, Ariel and Martin sitting cross-1egged on the
gravel strand, while all around themthe others ate and drank and sang as

t hough

not hi ng had happened at all; or as though whatever had occurred had been

deci ded

on long ago. Wthout | ooking at each other, Martin and her mother smled,
Martin

somewhat wyly. Ms. G ose nodded.

"That's right," the old woman sai d. Wen she tossed a stone into the bonfire
an

eddy of sparks flared up. Moony junped, startled, and | ooked up into the sky.
For an instant she held her breath, thinking, At last! -- it was Them and al
woul d be expl ained. The Fairy King would offer his benediction to the united
and

| oving coupl es; the dour Puritan woul d be avenged; the Fool would sing his sad
sweet song and everyone woul d wi pe away happy tears.

But no. The sparks blew off into ashes, filling the air with a faint snell of
i ncense. When she turned back to the bonfire, Jason was hol ding out a flam ng
mar shmal | ow on a stick, laughing and the others had segued into a drunken
rendition of "Leaving on a Jet Plane."

"Take it, Moony," he urged her, the charred ness slipping fromthe stick. "Eat
it quick, for luck."

She | eaned over until it slid onto her tongue, a glow ng coal of sweetness and
earth and fire; and ate it quick, for luck

Long after midnight they returned to their separate bungal ows. Jason lingered
wi th Moony by the dying bonfire, stroking her hair and staring at the lights



of
Dark Harbor. There was the crunch of gravel behind them He turned to see his
father, standing silhouetted in the soft gl ow of the enbers.

"Jason," he called softly. "Wuld you mnd com ng back with ne? | there's
somet hing we need to tal k about."

Jason gazed down at Moony. Her eyes were heavy with sleep, and he | owered his
head to kiss her, her mouth still redolent of burnt sugar. "Yeah, okay," he
sai d, and stood. "You be okay, Mony?"

Moony nodded, yawni ng. "Sure."
her

stretched out upon the gravel beach, arns outspread as she stared up at the
three-quarter noon riding close to the edge of Mars Hill.

As he wal ked away, Jason | ooked back and saw

"So what's going on?" he asked his father when they reached the cottage.
Martin

stood at the dining roomtable, his back to Jason. He picked up a small stack
of

envel opes and tapped them agai nst the table, then turned to his son

"I'"m going back," he said. "Home. | got a letter from Brandon today," -Brandon
was his agent-- "there's going to be a show at the Frick Gallery, and a
symposi um They want nme to speak."

Jason stared at him unconprehending. His long pale hair fell into his face,
and
he pushed it inpatiently fromhis eyes. "But --you can't," he said at |ast.

"You'll die. You can't |eave here. That's what Adele said. You'll die."

Martin remained silent, before replacing the envel opes and shaki ng his head.
"W

don't know that. Even before, we--1-- didn't know that. Nobody knows that,
ever."

Jason stared at himin disbelief. Hs face grew flushed as he said, "But you

can't! You're sick -- shit, Dad, |ook at John, you can't just --"

H s father pursed his lips, tugged at his ponytail. "No, Jason, | can.”
Suddenl y

he | ooked surprised, a little sheepish even, and said nmore softly. "I nean, |
will. There's too nmuch for ne to give up, Jason. Maybe it sounds stupid, but
think it's inportant that | go back. Not right away. | think I'll stay on for
a

few weeks, maybe until the end of Cctober. You know, see autumm in New Engl and
and all. But after that --well, there's work for ne to do at honme, and--"
Jason's voi ce cracked as he shook his head furiously. "Dad. No. You'll--you'l
die."

Martin shrugged. "I might. |I mean, | guess | will, sonmetine. But--well,

everybody dies." His mouth twisted into a snile as he stared at the floor
"Except Ms. Gose."

Jason continued to shake his head. "But-- you saw Them -- They cane, They
must' ve done sonet hi ng--"

Martin | ooked up, his eyes feverishly bright. "They did. That's why |I'm
| eavi ng.



Look, Jason, | can't explain, all right ? But what if you had to stay here,

i nstead of going on to Bowdoi n? What if Mony left, and everyone el se -would
you

stay at Mars Hi Il ? Forever?"

Jason was silent. Finally, "I think you should stay," he said, alittle
desperately. "Qtherw se whatever They did was wasted."

Martin shook his head. H s hand cl osed around a tube of viridian on the table
and he raised it, held it in front of himlike a weapon. His eyes glittered as
he said, "Ch no, Jason. Not wasted. Nothing is wasted, not ever." And tilting
his head he smled, held out his armuntil his son cane to himand Martin
enbraced him held himthere until Jason's sobs quieted, and the noon began to
slide behind Mars Hill.

Jason drove Moony to the airport on Friday. Mdst of his things already had
been

shi pped from San Franci sco to Bowdoi n Col | ege, but Mony had to return to
Kamensic Village and the Loom ses, to gather her clothes and books for school
and nake all the awkward expl anati ons and arrangenments on her own. Friends and
relations in New York had been told that Ariel was undergoing sone kind of
experimental therapy, an excuse they bought as easily as they'd bought nost of
Ariel's other strange ideas. Now Moony didn't want to talk to anyone el se on

t he

phone. She didn't want to talk to anyone at all, except for Jason

"It's kind of on the way to Brunswi ck," he explained when Di ana protested his
driving Mony. "Besides, Diana, if you took her she'd end up crying the whole
way. This way | can keep her intact at |least until the airport.™

Di ana gave in, finally. No one suggested that Ariel drive.

"Look down when the plane flies over Mars Hill," Ariel said, hugging her
daughter by the car. "We'll be |ooking for you."

Moony nodded, her nouth tight, and kissed her nother. "You be okay," she
whi spered, the words lost in Ariel's tangled hair.

"Il be okay," Ariel said, smling.

Behi nd them Jason and Martin enbraced. "If you're still here I'll be up

Col unbus

Weekend, " said Jason. "Maybe sooner if | run out of nobney."

Martin shook his head. "If you run out of noney you better go see your

not her . "

It was only twenty minutes to the airport. "Don't wait," Mony said to Jason
as

t he sane woman who had taken her ticket |oaded her bags onto the little
Beechcraft. "I mean it. If youdo I'Il cry and I'Il kill you."

Jason nodded. "Righto. W don't want any bad publicity. 'Noted Queer
Activist's
Son Slain by Grlfriend at Local Airport. Wnd Shear |s Bl aned.

Moony hugged him drew away to study his face. "I"Il call you in the norning."

He shook his head. "Tonight. Wen you get honme. So I'Il know you got in
safely.



"Cause it's dangerous out there." He made an awful face, then | eaned over to

ki ss her. "C ao, Mony."
"Ci ao, Jason."

She coul d feel himwatching her as she clanbered into the little plane, but
ZPZn't | ook back. Instead she snmiled tentatively at the few ot her passengers
;-businessnan with a tie | oose around his neck, two m ddl e-aged wonen with
Eé;ﬁ shoppi ng bags -- and settled into a seat by the w ndow

During takeoff she |eaned over to see if she could spot Jason. For an instant
she had a flash of his car, like a crinson |eaf blow ng south through the
dar keni ng green of pines and maples. Then it was gone.

Trailers of nist whipped across the little wi ndow. Mony shivered, drew her
sweatshirt tight around her chest. She felt that beneath her everything she
had

ever known was shrinking, disappearing, swallowed by golden light; but sonmehow
it was okay. As the Beechcraft banked over Penobscot Bay she pressed her face
dose against the glass, waiting for the gap in the clouds that would give her
a

| ast glinpse of the gray and white cottages tunmbling down Mars Hill, the

wi nd-riven pier where her nmother and Martin and all the rest stood staring up
into the early autumm sky, tiny as fairy people in a child' s book. For an
instant it seemed that something hung over them a golden cloud like a

Sept enber

haze. But then the blinding sun nade her gl ance away. Wen she | ooked down
again

t he gol den haze was gone. But the others were still there, waving and calling
out soundl essly until the plane finally turned south and bore her away, away
fromsumrer and its silent visitors -- her nother's cancer, Martin's virus,

t he

Li ght Children and Their hoard of stolen sufferings -- away, away, away from

themall, and back to the wel com ng worl d.



