A Touch of Lavender
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We grew up like mice nesting in arotting sofa, my sister and I. Even when | was only nine and she was
aninfant, | thought of usthat way. At night, when sheld be adeep in the curl of my belly and I'd be
haf-faling off the old sofawe used asabed, 1'd hear the mice nibbling and moving insde the upholstery
beneath us, and sometimes the tiny squeakings of the new-born ones when the mother cameto nurse
them. I'd curl tighter around Lisaand pretend she was alittle pink baby mouse instead of alittle pink
baby girl, and that | was the father mouse, curled around her to protect her. Sometimes it made the nights
lesschill.

I'd lived in the same basement apartment al my life. It was aways chill, even in summer. It was an awful
place, dank and ratty, but the upstairs apartments were worse, rank with urine and rot. The building was
an old townhouse, long ago converted to four apartments upstairs and one in the basement. None of
them were great, but ours was the cheapest, because we had the furnace and the water heater right next
to us. When | wasreal small, three or so, awater main beside the building broke, and water came rising
up in our gpartment, maybe afoot deep. | woke up to my stuff floating beside me, and the old couch
sucking up water like asponge. | yelled for Mom. | heard the splash as sherolled out of bed in the only
bedroom and then her cussing as she waded through the water to pick me up. Her current musician took
the whole thing asabig joke, until he saw his sax case floating. Then he grabbed up his stuff and was out
of there. | don't remember seeing him &fter that.

My mom and | spent that day sitting on the steps down to our apartment, waiting for the city maintenance
crew to fix the pipe, waiting for the water to go down and then waiting for our landlord.

Hefinaly came and |ooked the place over and nodded, and said, hell, it was probably for the best, he'd
been meaning to put down new tile and spraysulate the walls anyway. "Y ou go ahead and tear out the old
suff,” hetold my Mom. "Stack it behind the house, and I'll have it hauled away. Let me know when
you'reready, and I'll send in acrew to fix the place up. Now about your rent . . ."

"l told you, | dready mailed it,” my Mom said coldly, looking past his ear, and the landlord sighed and
drove off.

So my Mom and her friends pedled up the cracking linoleum and tore the sheetrock off the walls, leaving
the bare concrete floor with stripes of mastic showing and the two-by-four wall studs standing bare
againg the grey block walls. That was asfar asthe re-modeing ever got. The landlord never hauled the
stuff away, or sent in acrew. He never spraysulated the walls, either. Even in the summer thewallswere
cool and misty, and in winter it wasliketheinsde of arefrigerator.

My Mom wasn't S0 regular about paying the rent that she could raise afuss. Most of thefolksin our
building were like that: pay when you can, and don't stay home when you can't, so the landlord can't neg
at you. The gpartments were lousy, but complaining could get you kicked out. All the tenants knew that if
the landlord had wanted to, he could have gotten agovernment grant to convert the place into Skoag
units and really made abundle. We were right on the edge of a Skoag sector and demand for Skoag
unitswasincreasng.

That was back when the Skoags were first arriving and there wasn't much housing for them. It dl had to



be agency approved, too, to prevent any "interplanetary incidents.” Can't have diensfaling down the
steps and breaking aflipper, even if they are pariah diens. These outcasts were the only link we had to
their planet and culture, and especidly to their technology for spacetravel that the whole world was so
anxious to have. No one knew where they came from or how they got to earth. They just started wading
out of the seas one day, not al that different from awashed-up Cuban. Just more wet-back adiens, asthe
joke went. They were very open about being exiles with no means of returning home. They arrived
gradudly, in groups of three and four, but of the shipsthat brought them there was never any sign and the
Skoags weren't saying anything. That didn't siop any of the big government people from hoping, though.
Hoping that if we werered niceto them, they might drop ahint or two about interstellar drives or
something. So the Skoags got the government-subsidized housing with showers that worked and heat
lamps and carpeted floors and spraysulated walls. The Federal Budget Control bill said that funds could
be reapportioned, but the budget could not be increased, so folks like my Mom and | took a giant step
downwardsin the housing arena. But asalittlekid, al | understood wasthat our place was cold most of
the time, and everyone in the neighborhood hated Skoags.

| don't think it redly bothered Mom. She wasn't home that much anyway. She'd bitch about it sometimes
when she brought abunch of her friends home, to jam and smoke and est. It was always the same scene,
party time, shed come in with abunch of them, hyped on the music like she dwayswas, stoned maybe,
too. They'd be carrying instruments and six-packs of beer, sometimes a brown bag of cheap groceries,
salami and cheese and crackers or yogurt and rice cakes and tofu. They'd set the groceries and beer out
on the table and start doodling around with their ingruments while my Mom would say stuff like, "Damn,
look at this dump. That damn landlord, he ill hasn't been around. Billy, didn't the landlord come by
today? No? Shit, man, that jerk’s been promising to fix this place for ayear now. Damn.”

Everyonewould tell her not to swest it, hell, their placeswere just as bad, dl landlords were assholes
anyway. Usualy someone would get onto the Skoag thing, how it was afine thing the government could
take care of dien refugee trash but wouldn't give its own citizens abreak on rent. If thered been alot of
Skoags at the cafe that night, Mom and her friends would get into how Skoags thought they were such
hot shit, synthesizing music from their greasy hides. | remember one kid who redlly got worked up, telling
everyone that they'd cometo earth to steal our music. According to him, the government knew it and
didn't care. He said there was even a secret treaty that would give the Skoags free use of al copyrighted
musicinthe U.S. if they would give us blueprints of their ships. No one paid much attention to him. Later
that evening, when he wasredlly stoned, he came and sat on the floor by my sofaand cried. Hetold me
that he was aredly great musician, except that he couldn't afford agood synthesizer to compose on,

while those damn Skoags could just puff out their skins and make every sound anybody had ever heard.
Heleaned redl close and told me that the real danger was that the Skoags would make up al the good
music before he even got achanceto try. Which | knew was dumb. While Skoags can play anything
they've ever heard, perfectly, no one had ever heard them play anything origina. No one had ever heard
them play Skoag music, only ours. | started to tell him that but he passed out on the floor by my sofa.
Everyoneignored him. They were into the food and the beer and the music. All my Mom's partieswere
likethat.

I'd usudly curl up on one end of the sofa, face to the cushions, and try to deep, sometimes with acouple
necking at the other end of the sofaand two or three musiciansin the kitchen, endlesdy rehearsing the
same few bars of asong I'd never heard before and would never hear again. That'swhat my Mom was
redly into, struggling musiciansthat were performing their own stuff in the little "play for tips' places.
Sheld latch onto some guy and keep him with her aid check. Sheld watch over him like hewas gold, go
with him every day, St by him on the sidewalk while he played if he were astreet musician, or takea
table near the band if he was working cafes and clubs. They'd come home late and deep late, and then



get up and go out again. Sometimes I'd come in from school and find them gitting at the kitchen table,
talking. It'sfunny, the men awayslooked the same, eyeslike starved dogs, and it seemslike my Mom
would aways be saying the same thing. "Don't give up. Y ou've got ared taent. Someday you'll makeit,
and you'll look back at them and laugh. Y ou'veredly got it, Lennie (or Bobby or Pete or Lance). | know
it. | canfed it, | can, hear it. Y ou're gonna be big one day."

The funny part is, shewas dwaysright. Those guyswould live with usfor afew months or ayear, and
suddenly, out of the blue, their careers would take off. They'd be discovered, on asidewalk or in acafe,
or picked up by aband onitsway up. They'd leave my Mom, and go on to better things. She never got
bitter about it, though she liked to brag to other women about al the hot ones she/d known "back when
they werenothing." Like that was her calling in life, feeding guitar humpers until someone besides her
could hear their songs. Like only she could keep the real music flowing. One night she brought home a
disc and gaveit to me. It was called "Fire Eyes' and the guy on the front had dark hair and blue eyes, like
me. "That's your daddy, Billy boy," shetold me. "Though he don't know it. He took off before | knew
you were coming, and was on anationa tour by the time you were born. Look at those pretty, pretty
eyes. Sameasyou, kid. You should have heard him sing, Billy. | knew he had it, even then. Even then." |
think that wasthefirs timel ever saw her st down and cry. I'm gtill not sureif shewas crying over my
dad leaving us, or something else. Shedidn't cry long, and she went to bed alone that night. But the next
night she brought home awhole pack of musiciansfrom some open mike. By next morning, my Mom had
anew musician in her bed.

Sometimes during a party, if my Mom was redlly stoned, or safe-sexing someone in the bedroom, I'd get
up in my pajamas and make for the food, stuffing down as much as| could and hiding acouple of rice
cakes or ahandful of crackers behind the sofacushion. | knew the mice would nibble oniit, but hell, they
never took much, just lacing around the edges. | figured they didn't do much better than | did anyway. If |
was redly lucky, theréd be some girlsin the group, and they'd fuss over me, telling me how my big blue
eyeswere such asurprise with my dark hair, and giving me gum and Lifesaversfrom their purses, or
maybe quarters and pennies. Like peoplein sidewalk cafesfeed sparrows. If my Mom caught me, shedd
get mad and tell meto get to deep, | had school tomorrow and didn't | want to make something of
myself? Then shed smile at everyonelike shewas redlly saying something and go, in ared sweety voice,
"If you miss school tomorrow, you missmusic class, too. Y ou don't want that to happen, do you?' Asif |
gave ashit. She was dways bragging that | had my Daddy's voice, and someday | wasgoingto bea
snger, how my music was my life, and that the school music lesson was the only way she could get meto
go to schooal.

Dumb. Like singing "Farmer in the Dell" with forty other bored first graders was teaching me alot about
music. Music was okay, but | never understood how people could livefor it like my Mom did. Shed
never learned to play any instrument, and while she could carry atune, her voice was nothing specia. But
shelived for music, likeit wasair or food. Funny. | think the men she took in might have respected her
moreif sheld been able to create even alittle of what she craved so badly. | could seeit in their eyes,
sometimes, that they looked down on her. Like shewasn't real to them because she couldn't make her
own music. But my mother lived music, more than they did. She had to haveit dl the time, the stereo was
aways playing when she didn't have an in-house musician of her own. I'd fall adeep to her swaying to the
music, Singing aong in her mediocre voice. Sometimes sheld just be sprawled in our battered easy chair,
her head thrown back, one hand steadying amug of tea or abeer on her belly. Her brown eyes would be
dark and gone, not seeing me or the bare wall studs, not seeing the ratty couch or scarred cupboards.
Music took her somewhere, and | used to wonder where. | thought it was dumb, theway shelived for a
collection of sounds, for someone else's words and notes.



| know the day my life changed. | was about three blocks from home, partway into the Skoag sector,
listening to some Skoags on astreet corner. Not listening, redlly, so much as watching them puff their
greasy skinsout until they looked like those stupid baloon animals Roxie the clown used to make for my
Headdtart class. Then when they were dl puffed out, membrane ballooned over coraly bone webs,
they'd start making music, the skin going in and out just like speaker cones on redly old speskerslike my
Mom had. They reminded me of frogs, because of how their throats puffed out to croak, and because of
the wet green-yelow glintson their skins.

| kept asafe distance from them. Everyone did. From the "Don't Do Drugs' sessions at school, | knew
what the stuff on their skin could do to me. I'd seen Skoag gropies, wandering around bald-eyed, hands
reaching to grope any passing Skoag, to get one more rush even if it deafened them. Skoag gropieswere
aways getting killed, squashed by cars and trucks they could no longer hear, or dreaming themselvesto
degth, forgetting to et or drink, forgetting everything but groping afingerful of Skoag dime. But there
were no gropies around these Skoags, and because they al still had crests, | knew they were new to
earth. Skoags usually lost their crests pretty fast in our gravity. One of these Skoags had the tallest crest
I'd ever seen, like aking's crown, and purple like adeep old bruise.

There was amixed crowd around the Skoags. In-lander tourists who'd never seen a Skoag before,
taking videos, making tapes. Locas panhandling the tourists, sometimes pretending they were passing the
hat for the Skoags. Older boys and afew girls, just hanging out, caling the Skoags dirty namesto shock
the tourists, making out with alot of tongue. And afew kidslike me, skipping school because the sun
was shining and it wasn't too windy and we didn't fedl like doing the weekly pee-in-the-bottle thing. The
Skoags played for usall.

They'd been playing al morning, the usua Skoag set. They did "Happy Trailsto You," and "Horiko
Cries," and "When Y ou Were Mine," and then " Americathe Beautiful." That was the weirdest thing
about Skoags, how they'd pick up any music they fancied, and then play it back in any order. They'd
started "Moon over Bourbon Street” when | saw my Mom coming.

She and Teddy had goneto pick up her aid check that morning. But Teddy wasn't with her, and | knew
from her face that another musician had moved out. | was glad, in a selfish way, because for the next few
daysthered be regular meals on the table, and more food, because the check would only be feeding us
two, and my Mom would talk to me twice as much as usud. Of course, sheld make sure | actualy got up
and went to school, too, but that wasn't much priceto pay. And it wouldn't last long before she'd hold
another party and redl inanew musician.

So | was determined to enjoy it whileit lasted. So | ran up to her, saying, "Wow, Mom, you should hear
this purple-crested one play, he'sredly something.” | said that for about four reasons. First, so she
wouldn't have the chance to ask mewhy | wasn't in school, and second to show that | wasn't going to
notice that jerk Teddy was gone because he wasn't worth her time. Third, it cheered her up when | acted
likel wasinterested in music. | think she dways hoped | redlly would be like my father, would grow up
to be asinger and redeem her, or justify her life or something. And fourth, because the purple-crested
one redlly was something, though | couldn't have said why.

"Y ou playing tourigt, Billy Boy?' my Mom asked mein her teasng way that she used when it was only
sheand | together again. And | laughed, because it was dumb the way the tourists from inland came
down to our part of Sesttleto spy on the Skoags and listen to them jam. Anybody who'd lived here
ignored them the way you ignore supermarket musicor aTV in astorewindow. All you ever heard from
a Skoag was the same thing you'd heard a hundred times before anyway. So what | said was sort of a



joke, too, to make her laugh and take the flatness out of her eyes.

But Teddy must have been better than I'd known, because her smile faded, and she didn't scold me or
anything. She just stooped down and hugged melike | was al she had in the world. And then she said,
very gently, asif | were the adult and she were the little kid explaining something bad she'd done, "I gave
him our check, Billy Boy. See, Teddy has achance to go to Portland and audition for Sound and Fury
Records. It's, anew labd, and if things go like | know they will, hell beinto the big money inno time.
And hell send for us. WEll have ared house, Billy, dl to oursaves, or maybe well get amotor home
and travel across the country with him on tour, see the whole United States.”

She said more stuff but | didn't listen. | knew what it meant, because once one of her guys had stolen
both checks, her Career Mother Wage and my Child Nutrition Supplement. What it meant was bad
times. It meant amonth of food bank food, runny peanut butter on dry bread, dry milk made up with
more water than you were supposed to use, generic cered that turned into sog in the milk, and macaroni.
Lotsand lots of microwaved macaroni, to the point where | used to swallow it whole because | couldn't
stand the squidgy fedling of chewing it any more. | was aready hungry from being out in thewind dl
morning, and just thinking about it made me hungrier. There wasn't much food a home; there never was
right before the aid check was due.

| just went on holding onto my Mom, hating Teddy, but not much, becauseiif it hadn't been Teddy, it
would have been someone dse. | wanted to ask, "What about me? What about us? Aren't we just as
important as Teddy?' But | didn't. Because it wouldn't bring the money back, so there wasno sensein
making her cry. The other reason was, about three weeks before, Janice from upstairs had sat at our
kitchen table and cried to Mom because she'd just given her little girls away. Because she couldn't take
care of them or feed them. Janice had kept saying that at least they'd get decent meals and warm clothes
now. | didn't want my Mom to think that | wanted food and clothes more than | wanted to stay with her.

So | wiped my face on her shirt without seeming to, and pulled back to look at her. "It's okay, Mom." |
told her. "WelIl get by. Let'sgo home and figure things out.”

But she wasn't even listening to me. She was focused on the Skoags, actualy on the onewith the big
crest, listening to "Moon over Bourbon Street” like sheld never heard it before. It sounded the same as
awaysto me, and | tugged at her hand. But it was just like | wasn't there, like she had gone of f
somewhere. So | just stood there and waited.

My Mom listened until they were done. The big purple-crested Skoag watched her listen to them. Hisbig
flat eye-spots were pointed toward her all the time, cam and dead and unfocused like al Skoag eyes
are. Hewaslooking over the heads of the tourists and hecklers, straight at her.

When the song wasfinished, they didn't go right into another song like usud. Purple stood there,
watching my mother, and letting the air leak out of his puffers. The other Skoags looked at him, and they
seemed puzzled, shifting around and one made aflat squawk. But then they let their air out, too, and
pretty soon they were dl empty and bony, their puffer thingstight againgt their bodiesagain. My Mom
kept staring at the Skoag, like she was il hearing music, until | shook her arm.

"I'm coming," she said, but shedidn't. She didn't even move, until | shook her arm again and said, "I'm
hungry.”

Then she jerked, and looked down at mefinaly. "Oh, my poor little kid,” she said. Shereally meant it.



That bothered me. | thought about it while we walked home. | wasn't any more sdlfish than any kid is,
and kids have aright to be sdlfish sometimes. So | walked dong, thinking that she redlly did know how
awful this month was going to be, and how much | hated squidgy macaroni, and she probably even knew
that the sole was coming off my sneaker. But sheld till given the check to Teddy. And that was ahard
thing for akid to understand.

So we went home. Mom switched on the stereo and went right to work. She was real methodica and
practical when there wasn't amusician to distract her. She sorted out what groceries we had and
organized them in the cupboard. Then she went through al the pockets of her clothes, and dug insde the
chair and got together al the money we had. It was ten seventy-eight. Then she sat me at the table with
her, like | was one of her musicians, and told me how she was going to get us through the month. She
explained that if | went to school every day, 1'd get the free morning milk and vita-roll, and free hot lunch
onmy aid ticket. So I'd be mostly okay, even if there wasn't much for dinner. We'd get through just fine.
After al, we were pretty tough, weren't we? And couldn't the two of us beat anything if we just stuck
together? And were we going to let amonth of crummy groceries knock down tough guyslike us? All
that stuff. But suddenly, in the middle of the pep talk, she got up and knelt by her stereo. Shetwiddled
the knobs, frowning. "Signa's drifting, or something. Damn, that's al | need. For thisto drop dead on me
now." Shetried about three different stations, then snapped it off. "L ousy speakers,”" she complained to
me. "Everything soundstinny.”

It had sounded okay to me, but | didn't say anything. Instead, | sat still and watched her take out a pot
and run water and take things from the cupboards for dinner.

We had oatmed for dinner, and toast with peanut butter melting on it. Mom gave me the last of the
brown sugar for my oatmed. "Good grainsand protein in thismeal,” Mom said wisdly, asif she had
planned it rather than scraped together what we had I€eft. | nodded and ateit. It wasn't so bad. At least it
wasn't macaroni.

That evening Mom sat at the table, reading a paperback that Teddy had left and wearing his old
swesatshirt. | guess shefelt pretty bad. Every so often, she'd turn on the stereo and fool with it for awhile,
then shake her head and snap it off. Sheld read allittle longer, and then she'd get up and turn the stereo
on again, searching through the stations, but never finding what she wanted. In between, | waslistening to
the building sounds, spooky at night. The weater hegter in the utility room was growling and gurgling
through thewall. | was coloring a"Don't Do Drugs' handout from school, wishing they'd given me more
than three crayons. | wanted to color the spoon and syringe silver. Y dlow just wasn't the same.

Mom had just snapped the radio off for about the twelfth time. Inthe quiet | heard a sound like someone
dragging abag of potatoes down our steps.

Mom and | looked at each other. Shelifted her finger to her lipsand said, "Shush!” So | sat perfectly ill,
waiting. There came adapping sound against the door, and whatever was dgpping pushed againd it, too.
The door thudded againgt the catch.

My Mom's dark eyes went huge, scaring me more than the noises outside the door. She went to the
kitchen and got our biggest knife. "Go to my room, Billy Boy," shewhispered. But | wastoo scared to
move. Like amonster movie, when the music screams and you know they're going to show you
something awful, but you can't look away. | had to know what was outside. And Mom was too scared
to make me obey. Instead she crept alittle closer to the door, holding the knife tight. "Who's out there?"
sheyelled, but her voice cracked.



The pressure on the door stopped, and for amoment all was silent. Then there was a sound, sort of like
aharmonicawedged in atrumpet, and someone blowing through it anyway. It was asilly cartoon sound,
Doofus Duck smacked with arubber mallet, and my mother looked so Startled that | burst out laughing.
It was adorko noise. Nothing scary could make asound like that. Then avoice spoke, alow, low voice,
like cdllo strings being rubbed dowly.

"That ismy name on my world. But Humans cal me Lavender."

"The Skoag?' Mom asked, but | was aready past her and undoing the flimsy deadbolt on the door. | had
to seeit. It was so impossible for a Skoag to be outside our door at night that | had to see it wasreal.
"Billy!" Mom warned, but | dragged the door open anyway.

The Skoag was there. The same purple-crested one we had listened to earlier. Only he looked alot
smaller with dl his bladders deflated, not much bigger than my Mom. He was wearing asort of pouch
thing on hisfront, and in it was a brown grocery sack, abouquet of flowers wrapped in green tissue
paper, and askinny brown liquor store bag. He was draped in the transparent plastic robe Skoags were
supposed to wear in Human dwellings. His skin glistened through it in the watery street-lamp light like oil
on apuddle, iridescent and shifting. Hisfet little flippers waved up and down dowly, like afish
underwater. His murky blue eye spots fixed on my mother.

She stared back at him. She il had the knife in her hand, but she had forgotten it. She crossed her arms,
aclosing, denying gesture. "What do you want?' she demanded, in the scared stubborn voice she kept
for thelandlord.

A little bladder above his eyes pulsed with hiscdlo voice. "To comein.”
"Wdll, you can't,” shesaid, a the sametimeas| asked, "How did you get down the steps?”

"With grest difficulty,” he pulsed a me, but there was aviolin squibble above the cdllo that made his
answer asort of joke. | grinned a him, | couldn't help it. He'd noticed me. Hed answered my question
before he paid attention to what my Mom had said, and he'd answered it in the way one buddy might kid
with another. | felt two feet taller.

He looked back & my Mom, waiting.
"Go away," shetold him.

"l cannot,” hesaid, al cello again. "Earlier today, | heard you listening to us. | think. My companionstell
me it was not so, that | am tricking myself because | want too badly. But | am not deceived. | have hope
only. I have brought gifts. Flowers and winefor you, asisfitting, and food for your child, who said he
was hungry. May | comein?'

She just stood there, staring at him. A car shushed by in therainy street outside, and the wind gusted,
blowing cold air down our steps and in past the Skoag. And till they both just stood there, waiting for
something.

"I loveyou," the cello thrummed and the sound swelled like a big warm wave washing through our
gpartment. The sound didn't end with the words, it went on with music, like embroidery on the edges of



the thought. | listened to it pass and fade, and then the Silence came behind it, separating us again. The
slence seemed unbearable.

"Comein," sad my mother.
So Lavender cameto livewith us.
Everything changed.

Everything.

Within just afew days, the neighbors stopped knowing us. I'd walk down the Streets, and rocks would
bounce around me, but I'd never see who'd thrown them. The radio was never turned on again. There
was red food, every day. Mom stopped looking at street musicians and haunting the open mikes. The
street people caled her ugly names, and our mailbox got ripped off the wall in the upstairslobby. | got
into so many fights at school that the principa said | had to stay in at recessesfor the rest of the year.
After that, | was|eft totally done. | didn't care. Because | had Lavender at home.

Every day | went to school, because Lavender said | should. It would be important, later, he assured me,
and that was enough for me. Everyday | came home and did down the ridged ramp that had replaced
our steps. And Lavender was dways waiting for me to come home, even if my mother wasn't there.
Always before, Mom's musicians had tolerated and ignored me, trested me like a cat or ahouseplant, a
semi-annoying creature that lived in my mother's house. Not Lavender. He knew | wasthere, and he was
glad. He made me important. We would have a snack together, he rubbing his dudgy porridge through a
membrane on his chest, me munching cookies and milk. Then | had to show him every single paper I'd
brought home, read aloud from every library book I'd checked out. All | did amazed him. But mostly
we'd talk and laugh. His laugh reminded me of agiant grasshopper chirring. Once he told me that Skoags
had never laughed before they came to Earth, but the idea of a special sound made just to show

happi ness was so wonderful that now it wasthe first thing that al exiles were dlowed to do. Each Skoag
got to make up hisown kind of laugh. He said it like it was some big favor for them. Then he told me that
my laugh was one of the best ones held ever heard. That first day, when held heard my laugh in the Strest,
he'd known that anyone who could create so marvel ous a sound had to be very specid indeed. And then
he laughed my own laugh for me to hear, and that set me laughing, and we laughed together for about ten
minutes, in harmony, like anew kind of song.

Looking back, | know he didn't understand much of basic human needs. Because he learned mostly from
me, he had a seven-year-old boy'sidea of what wasimportant. Food he understood, and he dways
made sure there was plenty of it, though he tended to buy the same kinds over and over again. Heloved
bright, smple toys that moved, yo-yos and tops and plagtic gliders, marbles and super balls and frishees.
I'm convinced he thought that flowerswere essentid to my mother, and hefilled our little gpartment with
graceful glass vasesfull of them. | never thought to ask for anything more than what he brought and |
know my mother never did. She wastoo used to giving to learn taking easily. Still, Lavender tried to
providefor us. | remember the day | came home and found him cautioudy touching hisflippersto the
protruding nails and scabs of sheetrock on the two-by-four wall studs. " This pleasesthe Mom?' he
asked me.

"No. It'sredly ugly. But it'sdl wevegot,” | told him. A wrinkling ran over his deflated bladders, a
gesture | had learned was like an excited grin. "Thiswould please the Mom?' the cello thrummed, and he
began pulling yards and yards of stuff out of hisbelly pouch. Shiny like plagtic, but soft like fabric, and so



thin you could crumple asquare yard of it up in your fist. He began fastening it to the wall, in graceful
drapery, and asit fdl straight, the room warmed with both color and heat, the musky basement smell
faded, and agentle light suffused the room. Then we hid in the closet until my Mom came home and was
surprised by it. "Oh, Lavender, you cover up al the rough edges of my life,” Mom told him. For along
time, | thought she meant the wall studs. He could make the hanging different colors, and he adjusted it
amost daily, though | never asked how. If | had, hewould havetold me. | just didn't ask.

Hetold me anything | wanted to know. | knew more about Skoags than any of the "experts' of that time.
Anything | asked him, he answered. | knew that they had been exiled to our world because they sang in
public, and that was not permitted on their homeworld. | knew that they sang only other peoples music,
because making up new music was something only aholy leader could do. The earth Skoags were
religious rebels, sort of like the Pilgrims. They beieved singing was so worshipful that Skoags should do it
al thetime, everywhere, and that everyone should do it, not just priest-Skoags. On their own world, that
was heresy, and anyone caught at it had to choose between exile or "amost unfortunate happening.” For
along timel didn't know what he meant by that. A lot of what he told me was puzzling. Lavender kept
trying to explain to me that singing was acircle, and that if one sang well enough to make the perfect
music, it would create the one that would close the circle. My Mom, he said, was "Close. Almost the end
of thecircle. The one, but not quite.” | never understood what he meant, but it was very important to him.
A day didn't passwithout him trying to make me understand. There just weren't human wordsfor the
Skoag idess. It worried him very much. It was the only hole in our communication. He told me other
stuff, like how some Skoags had long, articulated flipperslike my fingers, and how they were dehydrated
for their gpace journeys, and how they thought of Humans as "half-sexed" because we weren't self-fertile.
Anything | asked, he answered. But if | didn't ask, he didn't bother me withit. | never asked him if he had
cometo end his peoplesexile, or if he were avery important Skoag on hisworld or how their
spaceships operated. Or he would havetold me. But | didn't ask.

Inthelong evenings, Lavender made music for us, playing anything we wanted. He knew every song my
mother ever asked for, and could do them in any artist’'s style. Shewould sit on the end of my couch, my
feet warm againgt her, listening raptly while Lavender played until | fell adeep. Mornings | would waken
to hisdapson thedoor and run to let him in. Hed be laden with cereal and milk and fruit and a packet of
his own gruely food, and always fresh flowers for my Mom. Hed play back to me al the new sounds
he'd heard in the night city, not just the music that drifted out from the bars, but sea-gulls crying over the
bay, and the coughing of winos and the barking of dogs. It was aways hard to go to school. | was sure
they had fun without me dl day a home, but to please Lavender, | went.

Lifewas good. Therewasfood and talk and warmth at home and that's all most kids ask. But on top of
all that, | had Lavender. The vaue of that istoo grest to tell. For over ayear, the world was as good as it
could possibly be.

One day my mother touched him. By accident. | know, because | was there when it happened. So
smple, so stupid. She dipped on the kitchen floor, reached out to steady herself and caught Lavender's
flipper. Lavender's bare flipper tip, shining with Skoag dime, caught my mother's hand, steadied her, and
trangported her to ecstasy. Her face changed, she cried out, asmple"oh" like akid seeing hisfirst
Chrigmastree, and sat down on the kitchen floor: Shejust sat and smiled. Lavender gently pulled his
flipper free of her grip, but it wastoo late. His dark blue eye spots fastened on me.

"Youdidn't doit on purpose” | told him. "It wasn't your fault." But my heart was shaking my whole
body.



A scant second later, my Mom was standing up, saying, "I'm al right. Don't be upset, Lavender. Stop
flapping like that. Billy, don't stare, I'm fine." She caught at the edge of the kitchen table, sat downin one
of thechairs. "Shit. What arush!" she said amoment later, and then sighed. And got up from the table
and went to the stove and started stirring the spaghetti sauce again. And that wasthat. "Whew," | thought
asmy mind darted to my Don't Do Drugs book at schoal. "I'm glad Mom didn't turn into a Skoag
gropie.”

But, of course, shedid.

At firgt she never touched Lavender when | was around. And kids don't notice gradual changes. I'd get
home from school, and sheld be Sitting at the table, humming to hersdlf. It got harder to get her attention.
More and more, shetold meto fix my own supper. At first shedd tell me what to cook, but later sheld just
wave a thefridge. After awhile, Lavender learned about frozen dinners and bought them for us. One
day when | got home, | found that Lavender had replaced our little aid-issued microwave cooker with a
more elaborate one. | cooked dl the meals from then on. But even then, | didn't catch on.

If I suspected anything, it was only that Mom and Lavender were growing closer. That first night he hed
said heloved her. That had never seemed strange to me. | loved my Mom, alot of musicians had said
they loved her, so why shouldn't a strange Skoag standing on the doorstep say it? | never doubted it was
true, and | don't think Mom did either. Lavender never missed a chance to show how important “the
Mom" was. Not just the flowers, or the way he played whatever she wanted him to play. It wasthe way
he respected her in away no one else ever had. He made her listening asimportant as his playing.

And it garted being more and more important. Now when he played for her at night, hed stop,
sometimesin the middle of the music, and say, "Isthat it? Isthat right?"

"No," sheld say, and he'd deflate with despair.

Or, "Almog," shed say, and hum abit to hersdf, a swatch of music nothing like what held been playing,
but held say, "'l think | hear," and try again.

Andif shesad, "Yes, yes, that'sit," hed play the piece over and over again, while she sat and nodded
and smiled.

Sowly she changed. She didn't care about her clothes anymore, and seldom went outside. She got fat,
and bought big men's shirts from the secondhand store to cover her belly. She became fussy about her
hair, brushing and combing it like afussy fiddler tuning his strings. Her voice changed, becoming dreamy
and muffled, the ends of her words blurring. Sometimeswhen | got home from school, sheld be Sitting at
the table, dreaming with her eyes open. I'd talk to her but get no response until Lavender came to stand
beside her. Then shéld focus on me, and answer my questionsin a sweet dreamy voice.

It was easier to talk to Lavender instead. He dways knew everything anyway, and Mom was so happy
and dreamy that | didn't worry about anything being wrong. She wasn't like thefilthy, skinny Skoag
gropiesin the school book. She was clean, and shining with health and dreams, plump and pretty. About
then | found out Lavender didn't dwaysleave at night anymore, but sometimes lay on the bed beside her,
with Mom gripping hisflipper dl night, her head pillowed on his plastic coated body. So | should have
known she was a Skoag gropie, right, and realized she was stone deaf? How could I? 1 was akid, she
didn't look like agropie, and even if sheignored mealot, shewas <till my Mom. And she till listened
every night to Lavender's playing.



Even | was enchanted by his music. Mom no longer asked for stuff by titles, and | had never cared what
he played. What had mattered to me was that he was playing for me aswell asfor Mom. That last bit of
specia attention at the end of the day was what mattered to me. But dowly that changed, asthe music he
played changed. He started playing alot of stuff | didn't know. Some of it was dreary and mournful, and
sometimes the words were in adifferent language. Sometimesit wasfull of strings and campfires, and
sometimesit sounded like brass chalenges and stedl replies. But sometimes the music was so strange and
wonderful it made the hair stand up on my arms and legs and tickled the back of my neck. | began to
understand how my mother could live for music. Some of the music he played made my heart want to
dance outside my body, pulled me from my sofato sit beside Lavender'sfat calloused feet-flippers,
hypnotized me with joy. And some of it made me cry, isolated stinging tears because | could almost, but
not quite, tell what the music was abouit.

That had to be Lavender's music. No one €l se could have made up such music, music that knew me so
well. It had to be his original music. But Skoags weren't allowed to make their own music. Unlessthey
were priest-Skoags, composing for the temples.

In February thefirst package fame for Lavender. It was at the bottom of the ramp when | got home, and
| picked it up and took it into the house. Just alittleflat black plastic box. "Look what | found,” | said as
| camein the door, and Lavender came immediately and took it from me,

"For me," hetold me. "A message." His cdllo strings quivered unnaturally as he dipped it into his pouch. |
never saw him open it, and he didn't speak of it again, just asked to see my school papers.

There were three more after that, or perhaps four. Always at the bottom of the ramp when | got home
from school, and dways Lavender took them. One day it started raining on my way home and when |
got to our house, there were flipper prints outlined on the ramp, leading to the flat black box. So Skoags
left them. | wondered why the Skoags were sending him messages instead of just talking to him.

Thelast message box was silver, not black. Lavender held it for along time, just looking at it. Then the
muscles around his eye spots moved and he looked at my Mom for along time. She knew something
about those message boxes, and it wasn't good. | wanted terribly to know what it was, but | was too
frightened to ask. Silence wrapped me so tightly it cut into melike wires. | went to my Mom, and she
held me againgt her fat ssomach and stroked my head like | was ababy. Then she gave me agentle push
and pointed to the door. | wasto go outside.

"I'm not ababy anymore," | said angrily, knowing | was being shut off from something.

"No," said Lavender. He moved adow flipper, and my Mom let go of me. "Y ou certainly arent. You are
old enough to be trusted with important things." He paused, then the cello thrummed rapidly. "Billy Boy. |
have made the other Skoags very angry by being here with you. They demand | come back to them and
live asthey wish meto live. | cannot. Tomorrow | will go to tell them that. Theremay be. . ." thecdlo
sghed wordlesdy, then went on, "agreat unpleasantness for me. A most unfortunate happening, perhaps.
Until I come back, | will rely onyou to take care of the Mom." He turned dowly until he faced my Mom
agan. "Thatisdl thereisto say. Billy does not need to leave." She bowed her head, accepting his
wishes. He spoke no more about it, but went about the gpartment tunelesdy humming and adjusting the
wall hanging from pale mauve to asky blue.

That evening he played long, wordless songs with lots of strings and high pitched wind instruments. | fell



adeep to music like seagulls crying after astorm.

The next day when | got home from school, Lavender wasn't there. My Mom was Sitting at the table.
She didn't even look up until | dapped my school books down in front of her. Then she looked up with
eyes asflat and dark as Lavender's eye spots. Her face was like the day she'd given Teddy our check,
but athousand timesworse. "Billy," she said, in alow swollen voice like her mouth was packed with
marshmallows. She reached for me, to pull me near, but the palms of her hands were scarred with
iridescence, like the picturesin the Don't Do Drugs textbook. Suddenly | couldn't Iet her touch me. My
mind tagged and rejected the truth. | pulled back, fedling betrayed, knowing something wasterribly,
terribly wrong. "Lavender!" | cried, but no cello sawed an answer. | looked again at my Mom, at her
scarred hands and her desf londliness. | saw what he had done, but his not being here, now, was worse.

"Don't hate him," Mom said, in her dow, sticky voice. "Wehad to do it, Billy. We couldn't help
oursalves. And someday it'sgoing to bedl right.”

She couldn't have known how bad it was going to get. All that long empty evening, sheld shiver suddenly
and then wrap her arms around herself and cock her head asif seeking for asound. | sat on the couch
and watched her and tried to imagine her londliness. My mother cut off from music, from al sound. As
kind to sedl off her lungsfrom air. But he loved her, heloved me, he couldn't Ieave her empty like that
and me done, hewouldn't just go away. | watched her digging her fingersinto her earslike shewas
trying to claw out a stopper. Her nails came out with tiny shreds of dry skin and scabby stuff. She wiped
at her earswith pieces of toilet paper, and they came away pink. It was awful to watch. But the worst
was the sound of flippers on the ramp, and the heavy dap at the door. The worst was me jumping up,
believing that Lavender had come back and everything was going to be dl right. | ran to the door and
dragged it open for him, and he fell hdfway into the room.

It was aterribly clattery sound, hisfal, but he didn't cry out. My Mom didn't make a sound as she went
to him. | stood clear of them both, watched her roll him over.

| screamed when | saw what they had done to him. Theremains of his bladders fluttered in feeble rags
and apde ydlowish suff oozed from the torn edges. They had dashed them dl, every sound membrane
on hisbody. He tried to speak, but made only aridiculous sound of flapping curtains and newspapers
blowing down the Street, aterrible fluttering of ripped drumheads. My mother knelt over him and lifted
his flippers and pressed them to her cheeks. Even now, | don't believe it wasthe act of ajunkie trying for
onelagt rush. There wasterrible wisdom and love in her eyes as his shining iridescence ate into her skin
and marked her. His tattered membranes fluttered once more and then hung till.

| ran out of the gpartment and down the streets. They were shiny with rain, shining like his skin, and wet
like the dripping stuff from hiswounds. | ran asfar and fast as| could, trying to run away from those
terrible moments to a place whereit hadn't happened. | don't know who called the police or the
ambulance or whoever it was that came and took the body away. | know it wasn't my Mom. She would
have sat there forever, just holding hisflipperswhile hismusic faded.

| came back in the grey part of morning. A man and awoman were waiting for me. They worelong
overcoats and stood, asif stting in our chairs might make them dirty. An outline was chalked on the
floor, and they wouldn't answer any of my questions. Instead, they asked me questions, lots of them. Had
the Skoagskilled Lavender? Why? Did | seethem do it? Did my Mom help them do it? Why had a
Skoag been living with us? Had he ever tried to touch me? But the anger inside mewouldn't let me
answer their questions. "Wheresmy Mom?" | demanded each time, and findly they put meinacar and



took meto the Children's Home and | eft methere.

The women a the Children's Home al wore grey pants and white shirts. They al called me"honey."
They gave me two pants, two shirts, underwear, socks and shoes and a bath. They threw away al my
own stuff. Then they showed me abed with abrown blanket on it in arow of bedswith brown blankets,
and told me the bed and the box at the foot of it were mine.

The next day, more people came to talk to me. Nice people, with kind voices and gum and Lifesavers. A
lady told me my Mommy was sick, but was in a place where she'd get better soon. But she said it like
realy my Mom was very bad, and had to stay somewhere until she was good again. They told methe
Skoag was gone and | didn't have to be afraid anymore. | could tell about it and no one would hurt me.
They told me the best way to help my Mom wasto answer al of their questions. But their voices
sounded like creaking cage doors and iron gates swinging in thewind. | knew that talking to them
wouldn't help my Mom. So when they asked me questions, | dways said | didn't know, or answered the
opposite of what wastrue. | contradicted myself on purpose. | said Lavender was my father. | said my
Mom was his secretary. | said | was going to throw up. Then | did, trying to make it hit their shoes. After
three daysthey left me done.

After that | had to go to school classes each day with the other Home-kids and specia anti-substance
abuse classesfor thekids of junkies. | got beat up nearly every day. The bigger kids called me "Billy
Bun, the Skoag fucker's son." One of the kids had a checkstand newspaper with a picture of my Mom
on the front and big black print that said, "SKOAG'SLOVE SLAVE WITNESSESRITUAL
EXECUTION!!! Gropie confesses, "They killed himfor lovingme!" " | hit that kid and grabbed the
paper and tore it up, and the playground lady said | was an animd not fit to associate with other children.
| had to stay infor three recesses. Which was fine with me. That night | got out of bed and went down to
that kid's bunk and pissed on the foot of it. So he got in trouble for wetting hisbed. | learned fast.

A very long time went by. Probably it was only amonth or two, but it seemed forever. My red life had
ended, and someone had stuck mein thisnew one. | felt like | was someone s, that both Lavender's
lifeand Lavender's desth had happened to someone | knew, some dumb little kid who hadn't seen his
Mom was ajunkie and hisfriend was her pusher. I'd never be that stupid again. The counselor told me
that | must always remember that none of it was my fault. | wasonly achild, and | couldn't have done a
thing about my mother's decision to become a Skoag gropie. They worked real hard at taking away my
guilt and replacing it with bitterness toward my Mom, who had ruined my life. But then a spring day
came, and | looked out the classroom window and saw alady with a coat and hood and glovesand a
scarf wrapped around her face. | didn't recognize her, so | just went back to arithmetic. At recessthey
let her take me home.

Things are smplewhen you're akid. So smple and so awful. | accepted what happened and the
aftermath, just kept on day after day, and nothing surprised me because | never knew what to expect. So
| wasn't shocked to find that our door had been busted in, and someone, our neighbors or the street kids,
had trashed the place. The smeared chak outline was till on the floor, with piles of human shit al over it.
Lavender'swall hangings were dead brown tatters, and his flowers were amoldering mess of brown
stems and petals and broken glass on the table. The cupboard doors had been ripped down, the
microwave was gone, and my couch smelled like urine. Food had been thrown around and mouse
droppings were everywhere.

Mom picked up akitchen chair and set it on itsfeet and brushed off the seat. She took off her coat and
scarf and gloves and put them on the chair, baring her scars so matter-of-factly that they didn't shock me.



They were part of her now, like her fat belly and dark eyes. She picked up a scrap of paper off the floor
and wrote down alist of cleaning supplies and cheap food and gave me some money. Then she picked
up our old broom.

No one bothered me on the way to the store. The check-out man stared at me for about two minutes
before he rang up the stuff. Coming home, | passed a Skoag on the street, a big fat one, and he turned
and garted following me. But all Skoags are dow, and | ignored the way he tooted for me to come back,
he wanted to be my friend, he had candy for me. | just hurried, going through aleysuntil | lost him.

| got home, and the place looked almost normal. Most of the mess had been scraped into brown sacks
for meto shuttle out to the dumpster. The chak lineswere gone, and asif that was some kind of undoing

magic,

| half expected to see Lavender come out of the bedroom, or to hear his cello thrumming. Instead there
was slence, and the crigp brown tatters of hiswall hangings dangled over the edges of agarbage sack.

| stood there and the silence filled me up, made me as deaf and isolated as my mother. Welling up with
the silence came the sudden grief of knowing hewasreally dead. | sat down on the floor and started
crying and cdling out, "Lavender, Lavender!" My Mom kept right on trying to put the cupboard doors
back on, using atable knife for ascrewdriver, and | kicked my feet and dapped my hands on the hard
cold cement and screamed until someone upstairs started pounding on the floor with abroom handle. |
guess Mom felt the vibrations. She came and held me until | stopped crying, and said | was okay. Buit |
wasn't. | knew just how donel redly was. My pain waslike an invisible knife stuck in methat no one
could seeto pull out. I knew my mother was hurt just as badly, and there was nothing | could do to help
her, either. That waswhen | decided to forgive her for the awful thing she had doneto me, for making
Lavender go away.

Wefound arhythm in our days, a steady beat that kept usliving. Mom became a very good
housekeeper, mostly tofill her time. Everything was cleaned up and she pieced back together the broken
stuff. She saved from each aid check until we could buy an economy microwave and have hot foods
again. She mended al my clothes, and sewed things from my outgrown stuff. Every two weeks she'd put
on her gloves and scarf and go after her aid check, but | did al the shopping. | went back to school. | got
beat up every day on the playground. Then | stole abasebal bat from school and laid for the kid that had
doneit and really worked him over. Thethird time akid beat me up, and then got bushwhacked, the
other kids made the connection. They left me alone. They knew they could hit me at school, but sooner
or later the price for doing it was higher than anyone wanted to pay. So | got by. I'd till seethefat
Skoag outside the grocery store, and held call to me, but | outran him. So no one bothered me. The
slence of my home spread out and wrapped me up. No one talked to me much, and that seemed fitting.
What better way to mourn Lavender's passing than with silence? | was nine years old, and the best part
of my lifewasover.

Mom got fatter and dower. | thought she was going to die. She moved like an old, old woman, and sat
like she was blind aswell as deaf. Once aweek an aid lady came, with pamphlets about how not to be a
Skoag gropie, and Don't Do Drugs coloring books and balloons and crayons for me. Shed give Mom a
signed dip, and Mom had to turn it in to get her aid check. The aid lady was younger than Mom and
wore grey pants and awhite shirt. | secretly believed she was from the Children's Home and might take
me back there. She aways made me show her my hands, and every week | had to peein abottle for
her, even though everyone knows that Skoag dimewon't show in apee test. Sheleft signing booklets for
my Mom, but she didn't want them. So | took them and learned to sign dirty wordsto the kids at school.



And Lavender was never there,

That's how it would hit me, I'd be going aong, doing ameath page or signing out something about
someone's sster or folding up my blanket or getting adrink of water, and suddenly I'd notice, dl over
again, that Lavender wasn't there. It dways felt like someone had suddenly grabbed hold of my heart and
squeezed it. | looked al through the house one day, trying to find one thing that he had touched, one thing
he'd given to usthat we still had. But there was nothing. It waslike held never existed, and the Sllence
was like hed never made music.

One May day | came home from school and Mom had a baby. She hadn't warned me, so it wasabig
shock to find her lying in bed with thislittle pink thing dressed in anightgown made from one of my old
T-shirts. | knew someone had helped her from the neetly folded towels by the bed, and the grey box of
paper digpers. More aid stuff My Mom'sfat ssomach was gone, and | felt redlly dumb for not knowing
she had been pregnant. | saw pregnant women in the streets dl the time, but it had never occurred to me
that my Mom could get that way. | knew, too, that she couldn't get a baby unless she'd doneit with
somebody. And the only onewho'd been livingwith us. . .

Mom wasn't saying much, just watching me as| looked at the baby. What fascinated me the most was
thosetiny little fingernails she had, thin as paper. | kept staring at her hands.

"Go ahead,” Mom findly said. "Y ou can touch her. She'syour little sster, Billy. Put your finger in her
hand." Her voice dragged like an old tape, and she sounded redlly tired.

"Isit...safe?" | asked. But she wasn't watching my mouth, so shedidn't know I'd said anything. | went
and got my school tablet. Onit | printed, very carefully, 1S SHE PART SKOAG ON HER SKIN?'
Then | took it back into Mom's bedroom and handed it to her.

Sheread it and crumpled it up and threw it across the room. Her mouth went so tight it was white around
her lips. It scared me. Sheld never been mad at me while Lavender was around, and since heldd died,
she'd been too beaten to be angry at anything. "Shit!" she said, and the word came out with hard edges,
sounding like she used to. She grabbed my wrist, and | could fedl the hard dickness of her Skoag
scarred pams. Y ou listen to me, Billy Boy," she said fiercely. "I know what you been hearing. But you
knew Lavender, and you damn well know me. And you should know that we. . . that we loved each
other. And if hed been ahuman and we could have had a baby together, we'd have doneit. But he
wasn't, and we didn't. Thisbaby here, shesal mine. One hundred percent. It sometimes happensto
women who get hooked on Skoag touch. They cal it asdf-induced pregnancy. This baby's a clone of
me. Y ou understand that? She's the same as me, dl over again. Only I'm going to make sure she comes
out right. She's going to be loved, she's going to have chances. She's not going to end up in adump on
ad,withno..."

Her voice got more and more runny, the words souping together. Shelet go of my wrist, and started
crying. Shelifted her hands and curled her fingers toward the tight skin on her palms, and held them near
her face but not touching it. Her tearstrickled into the flipper scarsthat her fina touching of Lavender had
left on her face. Her crying woke the baby up, and she started crying, too. Her little face got red and her
mouth gaped open, but no sound came out. Then my Mom said to her, in the most terrible voice I've
ever heard, "Baby, what'd you come herefor? | got nothing to give you. | got nothing to give anyone.”
And sherolled over and turned her back on her.



| stood there, watching them, thinking that any minute Mom would turn back and pick her up and take
care of her. But along time passed, and Mom just lay there, crying al shaky, and the baby lay there, all
red and crying without sound.

So | picked her up. | knew how, | used to hold Janice's baby before she gave her kidsaway. | held her
againgt my chest, with her head on my shoulder so it wouldn't wobble. | carried her around and rocked
her, but her face stayed red and she kept breathing out through her mouth, really hard. She didn't make
any sound when she cried, but | thought maybe newborn babies didn't cry out loud. | thought she might
be hungry. So | went in the kitchen and | checked the refrigerator, to see if Mom had bottles and
government aid formulain plastic envelopes like Janice used to have. And therewas, so | warmed one
up in the microwave until the plastic button on it turned blue to show it was the right temperature. Then |
sat down and put the bottle in her wide open mouth. But she acted like she didn't even know it was
there, and kept up her unbearable screaming.

| sat down on the couch with her on my lap. Her little legs were curled up against her belly. | looked at
her red wrinkly feet and her teeny toes. My old T-shirt looked dopey on her, and | wished | had
something better for her to wear. Maybe shewas cold. So | pulled acorner of my blanket up over her.
Her mouth stayed open and her face stayed red. | really wished | had a suck-on thing to stick in her
mouth. But | didn't. So | started rocking her on my lap, and singing this song Janice used to sing to baby
Peggy, about amockingbird and a ponycart and al sorts of presents the baby would get if she'd be quiet.
And right away she closed her mouth, and went back to being pink instead of red. She opened her eyes
that she/d squinched shut and looked right at me. Her eyeswere kind of amurky blue. | looked into them
and | knew Mom had lied. Because she looked at me just the way Lavender used to, when | didn't know
if hewaslooking a my face or at something insde my head. | knew shewashis, and aslong as | had

her, hewasn't redlly gone. This baby was something he'd touched, something held | eft for me to hold onto
and keep. Part of him for me to keep.

| suddenly felt shaky and my throat closed up so tight | couldn't breathe or sing, but she didn't seem to
mind now. She just kept looking up a me and | kept looking at her, and | wondered if this was what
Lavender had meant about closing acircle. Because | knew she wasloving measmuch as| loved her. It
was asimportant as he had said it was. | held her until her eyes closed, and then | carefully lay down on
the couch with her on my stomach and my blanket over us. Her face was against my neck, breathing, and
every now and then her mouth would move in awet baby kiss. Before | fell adeep, | named her Lisa,
from an old song Lavender used to sing about Lisa, Lisa, sad Lisa, Lisa

After that, she was more my baby than Mom's. Coming home to her was like coming home to Lavender.
| meant that much to her. She was dways crying and wet when | got home. Mom never seemed to notice
when she needed changing, and even if she hadn't been deaf, she wouldn't have heard this baby cry. So
I'd clean her up and feed her and hold her and rock her. And I'd sing to her. She liked that the best. She
wasjust like my Mom that way. | got theidea of tuning the stereo to an dl-music Sation and leaving it on
for her when | had to go to school in the morning. Since our place had been trashed, the stereo dways
had a background sound like cars going by in awet Street, but Lisadidn't care. I'd put her down in the
morning and turn on the stereo for her, and sheld still be happy when | got home from school. She dept
with meat night, since | was afraid sheld fal out of Mom's bed. But my couch was perfect, because |
could put her between me and the back of it, and sheld be safe dl night long, just as safe asthelittle mice
neding ingdeit.

A new pattern cameinto my life. | wastaking care of things, taking care of the Mom, just like Lavender
had told me, and taking care of him, in theform of Lisa. Mom didn't haveto do much at al. She got her



checks, and kept the house clean. | took the checksto the store and got food and sometimes afew extra
little things for Lisa. She loved anything that made anoisg, rattles, bells, anything. The only time Mom got
mad was when | spent seven dollars on astuffed lamb with amusic box insdeit. Sheyelled a mein her
mushy voice, becauseto get it | had to buy tofu instead of hamburger and skipped getting margarine and
eggsand jam. But it wasworth it to watch Lisawave her little fists excitedly every timethelamb started

playing.

After four or five months, | noticed Mom wasn't keegping the house as clean. She till swept and stuff, but
not like before, and | was doing dmost dl the cooking. Something had gone out of Mom and | ft her flat,
something more than just a baby coming out of her somach. | think she had expected more, had thought
that Lisawas going to be better somehow. Disappointed was how she acted &t first, and then later,
disnterested. | felt mad about it, and 1'd try to make her pay more attention to Lisa. I'd take her to Mom
and show her how Lisawaslearning to smile, or how she could sit on her own. But it didn't do any good.
Mom would hold her awhile and look at her, and then sheld go set her down on the couch, without even
making sure she couldn't roll off. She never talked to Lisaor played with her. And after awhile | knew
she never would. So | started loving her even more, to make up for Mom not loving her.

It got harder as Lisagot bigger. Summer went okay, but by the time school started again, it wasn't safe
for meto leave her dl day. | tried putting her in a cardboard box while | was gone, but it was hard to find
onesthat were strong enough. She'd get hold of the edges and try to stand up, and | was afraid she'd fall.
She was egting more, too, o even if | |eft abottle inside her box for her, sheld still be redly hungry when
| got home. Mom didn't notice her at dl, and of course she couldn't hear Lisa's silent crying. Mom didn't
seem to notice much of anything. She'd tidy up the house each day, and then just Sit at the table. Late at
night, she might put ascarf around her face and go out for awak. But that was about al shedid, and it
didn't make mefed any safer about leaving Lisadl day. So after Christmas| just didn't go back to
school and no one ever noticed.

When | think about those days, with Lisastarting to be ared person and al the time we had together,
they're dmost as good as the days with Lavender. Lisa's eyes turned brown, but they never lost that
Lavender ook, where she could look right through me while | rocked her to the music. Her hair was
dark like Mom's, but curly at the back of her head, and she was dmost always smiling. | hated dressing
her in stuff made from old T-shirts. The stuff wastoo smdl, and Mom hadn't made her any new clothes.
So | asked the aid lady who came about once every two months then, and she told mewhere | could get
baby clothes that rich people gave away. She gave me dipsfor Lisaand me and Mom, and helped me
write down the right Sizeson them. That aid lady wasn't too bad.

On Monday | took the dips and Lisaand went, usng my aid passto ride the bus. Everyone on the bus
thought Lisawas cute, and kept calling her honey and touching her hands or bouncing her feet. Shewas
real good about it. One old lady who sat beside us part of the way gave me afive dollar bill and told me
to buy my little Sster something with it.

She wasredly nice. When she got off the bus, she kept saying, "Bye-bye, sweety. Bye-bye," like she
expected Lisato say something. "She doesn't talk,” | told her, and the old lady just smiled and said, "Oh,
shewill pretty soon. Don't you worry."

It was the same at the clothes place. A lady at the counter kept talking to Lisa, saying, "Y ou such a sweet
thing! Y ou such agood girl, aren't you?" Lisawould smile, but never make a sound.

"She'sshy, isn't she?" thelady said. "I bet she babbles her head off at home.”



"Yes, maam," | said, and then felt bad for lying when the other lady came back with three bags of clothes
for us. They showed me the stuff they'd picked out for Lisa, little dresses with lace and a new blanket

and achiming rattle that Lisagrabbed right away. Lisas bag wasthe fullest of dl, probably because she
was S0 cute.

| should have felt good going home. But the bags were heavy and it was hard to carry them and Lisa.
There was another baby on the bus, making fussy angry noises. It sounded awful, but | wished Lisacould
do that. Her being quiet a home had never worried me, but now | was thinking, shewon't dwaysbe a
baby at home, and what then?

| got off the buswith the heavy bags, and Lisawaswriggly. It was getting dark and starting torain and |
had eight blocksto go. | fet like | couldn't take another step when the fat Skoag bounced out of an dley
right in front of us,

"Hdlo, little boy!" he honked.

"Stuff it up your assl” | said back, because | wasreally scared. Eveniif | dropped al the clothes, |
couldn't runwith Lisa Inthe dark and therain | might fall on top of her and kill her. | squished her close
to me, hoping the Skoag wouldn't see Lavender's eyes, and kept walking. Maybe if | just kept walking,
he'd leave us done. But hisflipper feet kept on dapping the wet Sdewak beside us.

"I've got something for you," he said, and | got even scareder, because that was just like the guy inthe
OKAY TO SAY NO bhook at school.

"Stuff it up your ass," | said again and walked faster. One of the bagstore, and | wanted to cry. I'd have
yelled for help, but it was dark and there was no one on the streets. This closeto home, eveniif | did yell
for help, no one would want to come.

"Boy," hetootled softly. "It has been hard to find you, for it was commanded that none should spesk of
it. Every time| speak to you, | put mysdlf in danger of amost unfortunate occurrence. Please take these
and free me of aheavy promise.”

Lisawaswriggling in my arms, trying to get a better ook at the tootling voice. She kicked out and one of
my bags went flying. Before| could grab it up, he took a package from his pouch and dropped it into the
bag. Plastic baggies, taped together, but | couldn't tell what was inside them. | stood till and stared
through the dark at him. | was scared to pick up the bag because | didn't want to get closeto himand |
didn't know what held put in it. Drugs, maybe, something I'd get arrested for having. But it was the bag
with Lisasclothesinit, the ones|'d gone through dl thisfor.

"What'sthat?' | demanded, trying to sound tough.

"Onefor each of your months. Green trading paper, what isthe word for it? Money. For you to take
care of theMom."

"Lavender." | said his name, knowing there was a.connection but not figuring it out yet.

"Silencel" the fat Skoag honked, and he sounded like a scared V olkswagen. " To speak the name of a
blasphemer isto invite amost unfortunate occurrence.”



"But.."

"My task isdone, until your next month begins. Next time| cal, do not run away. Thistask isheavy and
| would call back the promisg, if | had known what would befal the one who asked. Go away quickly,
before | am seen with you.”

Hewaddled off like afrightened duck. | managed to snag up the fallen bag. All theway home, my heart
was banging against my lungs. | felt like I'd seen Lavender's ghost, that he was still around somehow,
looking out for us. | kept wondering about the money in the bag. Not how much it was, or what 1'd useiit
for, but what Lavender had been thinking when he made the fat Skoag promise. If held known he was
going to die, why'd he go to the Skoags who killed him, why didn't he go to the police or something, or
even just come home and ignore those message boxes?

Somehow | got Lisaand the bags down the ramp and managed to turn the doorknob without dropping
anything. When | got indde, there was only one light burning and Mom wasn't there. | didn't know if
she'd gone looking for us because it was so late, or just gone out on one of her night walks.

Somethings you just haveto dofirst. So | changed Lisaand got her abottle and put one of the new
nightgowns on her and put her in acardboard box with her bottle, the chiming rattle and the new blanket.
Shelooked so swest, dl done up in new stuff that it was suddenly worth al 1'd gone through. | turned the
stereo to some soft music and she settled down.

Then there was time to think, but too much to think about. The package in Lisa's bag was money, little
rollsof it in plastic baggies. | opened it carefully and threw the bags away, even though the dime on them
was dried, and dry Skoag dimeisn't dangerous. Each baggie was the same, five ten-dollar bills. |
unfolded every single one, looking for anote, or some sign from Lavender to help me understand why he
had left us and let someonekill him. But there was only money.

| wrapped the money in one of Lisas old nightgowns and stuffed it down the couch. | wasn't giving it to
Mom. Lavender had l€ft it for me, because he knew | would buy theright thingswith it. | dready knew |
was going to get Lisaaplaypen so she didn't have to crawl on the cold cement anymore. And fresh, redl
bananas instead of dried banana flakes that aways|ooked like grey goop.

| went over to her box and looked in at her. Shelooked back at me, her legs curled up on her tummy
and helping hold the bottle, onelittle leak of milk trickling down her cheek. | reached down and wiped it
away, but she smiled a my touch and more milk trickled out of the corner of her mouth. Her dark
Lavender eyes|ooked at me and through me, and for a second he was there, like any moment his cello
voice would fill the room. But Lisahad no voice.

And that was another thing to think abouit.

She could hear, that was for sure. So why didn't she make noises like other babies? | took her bottle
away and tried to look in her mouth. She sucked on my finger, but when | tried to open her mouth, she
got mad. Findly, she opened it hersdlf, in one of her slent screams. | looked in, but if there was anything
wrong in there, | couldn't seewhat it was. | looked until shewas all red and swesty from her soundless
crying. Then | gave her the bottle back and rocked her to make up for being mean. And | thought.

Lisawas adeep and | was bedded down beside her, nearly falling off the couch now because shed



grown so much, when Mom came back in. She didn't turn on any lights or say anything, shejust camein
and went straight to her room, making alittle humming sound as she went.

And 1 lay there on the couch and | knew. | knew what she'd gone out for.
God, | was mad.

| lay there and shook with anger and being scared. Because she was going to blow usal up. | wanted to
get up and go into her room and scream at her. But she wouldn't hear me, and if | held up anote, she'd
justignoreit. | could goto her and tell her everything, about the money from Lavender and the new
clothesand Lisanot being able to talk, and she wouldn't even care. Sheld only go on with her idiot
humming and staring. Because she didn't care, and probably never had, not about anything except her
damnmusc.

She wasn't stupid. She'd keep the house clean and dress decent and pick up her aid checks. She didn't
want to be a Skoag gropie in the streets. Sheld sneak out by night, find Skoags standing outside the clubs
listening to the music, and touch one. | knew it asplainly asif I'd seenit. That was what mattered to her,
apress of Skoag flesh. She didn't carethat if the aid worker caught her with dimy hands, they'd take Lisa
and meto some Children'sHome. | remembered what it waslike. | could imagine Lisathere, her slent
crying going ignored, growing up not ableto tell anyone when someone was mean to her. They'd put her
with the other onesthey called "Specid” in abig room with alot of baby toys and ignore her. I'd never
see her and sheld forget about me. 1'd lose the only thing Lavender had left me. Because of Mom.

| watched Mom the next day, hoping | waswrong. But the Ssignswere there, in the rhythmic way she
swept thefloor, her chin nodding to the unheard beat. She was groping Skoag dime. It was such adutty
thing to do. | had thought that her touching Lavender had been because they loved each other. Now she
seemed like awhore to me, someone who'd touch any Skoag just to make music in her head. | hated
her.

The next day | went out to the secondhand store. | bought Lisaastroller, aplaypen, and a piece of
carpet to go in the bottom of it. And one of those suits with the feet and a hood. It took me two tripsto

get everything home.

When my Mom saw al the stuff, shetried to ask me where it had come from. But | just ignored her and
her mashed potato voice. She grabbed hold of my arm and shook me. "Biw-wweee! Wherr aw
thisss-tuff frum? Huh?" That'swhat she sounded like. | grabbed her hand off my arm and turned it over
and pried her fingers open. The Skoag scars were shiny, and wet in the cracks. She jerked away from
me

"I don't haveto tell you anything,” | said as she held her handsto her chest. | didn't ydl it. | just said it
real clearly, making sure she could see my mouth move. | picked Lisaup and took her to the couch. |
gtarted playing pat-a-cake with her, ignoring Mom. After awhile, Mom gtarted going, ""Huh. Huh-uh-uh!
Huh!" She sat down and put her scarred hands over her scarred face and rocked. After awhile | redlized
shewascrying. | didn't go to her. | remembered DON'T DO DRUGS at school, and | knew it wastrue,
that junkies don't have friends, don't love, don't care about anything but their next fix. No one can afford
toloveajunkie. So | did what the books said. | ignored her. And that wasthe day | wasten yearsold.

| took control of things. | found the Sgn language booklets that the aid lady had |eft, and | started making
Lisasign. Smple stuff at first. Hold up your armsto be picked up. Finger in the mouth for bottle. Nod



your head for stereo turned on. It was harder for me than for Lisa. Because | knew what she wanted, but
| couldn't giveit to her until she signed, no matter how she cried. I'd make the sign and then 1'd take her
hands and make the sign. But after awhile, | had to make her sgn herself. Shecried alot. But findly, she
started doing the smple signs. By the time she was two, we were on the onesin the pamphlet.

Things went okay for awhile. Mom was careful about her habit. None of the aid ladies caught on to her.
She was dways home when they visited, and the place wastidy. Once, | came back from the store and
found her giving Lisaabath in the snk. But it was only because the aid lady wasthere. It wasjust atrick
to have her hands busy, and if the aid lady saw the wetnessin the cracks of her pams, sheld think it was
bath water. Lisawas splashing water al over and smiling likeit was norma for Mom to take care of her.
| set the groceries on the table and said, "Hi Mom," like we were a happy little family. Mom kept on
sponging Lisa, and findly the aid lady said she had to go, but she was glad that things were going better
for us.

Assoon assheleft, | got atowel and took my Lisaand dried her carefully. Lisakept sgning for "cooki€"
while | was drying her and dressing her while she was kicking and wriggling. Mom gave her oneand it
wasn't until | got her shoestied and set her on the floor that | redlized what that meant. It made me
madder than her using Lisas bath to keep the aid lady from checking her hands. | found the sign booklets
on her nightstand. | carried them out and dapped them down on the kitchen table. Mom was watching
me

"Thesearemine”" | told her, making my lip movementsplain. "Leavethem done.”

"Bwee," shesaid pleadingly, and | could see how big and purple her tongue was getting insgde her mouth.
It made me fedl sick and sad and sorry, for Lisaand myself, mostly. That big purple tongue was a
withdrawd symptom for a Skoag gropie, it meant she'd been down for more than forty-eight hours. |
thought about her washing Lisa, keeping her back to the aid lady. Hiding. She'd till been hiding from the
ad lady, it wasjust adifferent way from the one I'd figured. Shewas dtill using us.

Shewasn't getting her dime. | didn't know why, but | knew it was dangerous for us. She wouldn't be
ableto last. Before long, everyone would know. It hit me. I'd have to take care of it. One more thing for
meto handle to keep Lisa safe. It made me angry and at the same time, hot and satisfied because I'd
been right about her, shewas just going to drag usin deeper and makeit dl harder. 1'd been right to stop
caring about her, because shewas just going to hurt usif welet her be important to us.

Everything was getting harder. They'd tracked me down for school, and now | had to get there an hour
earlier for remedid math. Which meant leaving Lisawith Mom for even longer. And Lisawaswaking, so
if you left the door open she'd head up the ramp and out onto the sidewalk. I'd sit in school and wonder
if Mom had gone out to finger some Skoags and | eft the door open and Lisa had toddled out and been
hit by acar. Or worse, just wandered off, and 1'd go home and call her but she wouldn't be able to
answer. . . . My imagining made school hourstorture.

I'd race home each day, and each day Lisawould be okay. Every few nights Mom would go out and |
didn't know what to hope for. That sheld score some dime and come home hummy, but easy to spot asa
gropie? That shewouldn't get any, but then sheld betrying to sign to Lisaand showing off her

withdrawal ? Maybe that she wouldn't hear adelivery van coming down the dleys?

It al came together one night when | went to get another envelope from the fat Skoag. The Street lamp
wasglinting off hisskin, and flashing off hisvoice membrane each timeit swelled like akhaki neon light.



He was holding out the envelope in a plastic-mittened flipper, but | said, "I need afavor.”

"No," hetooted. "No favors." He flapped the envelope at mefrantically. He looked toward the aley
mouth, but there was nothing there. | took abreath.

| said camly, like | wassure of it, "Y ou promised Lavender you'd look out for me and the Mom.”
"Yes. | bring you the money, every time."

"Y eah. Well, that's good, but not enough. | need you to come to my house, twice aweek, late at night.”
"No." Hesad it fadt, scared. Then, "Why?"

"Yes. You know why."

He rocked on hisflipperslike azoo eephant. "I can't,” hetootled mournfully. "Please. | can't. Takethe
money and go. Dangerousfor me."

"Dangerous for meif you don't. And you promised Lavender.”
"I ... Please. Please. Once aweek. Wednesday night, very late. Please.”

He shoved the envelope into my hand. | watched him rock. If | demanded it, hed come twice aweek,
but hed hate me. Or held come once aweek, and think I'd let him off easy. "Okay," | said, settling for
the second one. | might need something el se someday, and once aweek would hold Mom together.

He came late Wednesday. It startled me awake, hisflippering down the ramp and then dapping the door.
Mom had stayed in, looking a her hands and sighing, and gone to bed around midnight. It wastwo A.M.
when the fat Skoag showed. 1'd gone to deep, thinking he wasn't going to come. Odd. Just the sounds of
him coming down the ramp, and me opening the door like | used to for Lavender made my heart pound.
Like maybe 1'd open the door and somehow it would be Lavender standing there, gently waving his
flippers and waiting for me.

But it was only the fat Skoag. He was pressed into the darkest corner of the stairwell, staring up at the
sdewak. Assoon as| opened the door, he scuttled in and pushed it shuit.

"Quickly," hesaid, pulling off aplastic mitten. "Quickly, please, and then | will go."
"Thisway," | said, and led him into my mother's bedroom.

She wasn't adeep. She waslying on her back, staring at the ceiling. The bed, wedged in a corner of the
smdl room, was atouded wreck. Some movement of air aswe cameinto the room turned her eyesto
us. She stared at us, between dreaming and awake, and suddenly she sat up and screamed "L avender!”

Theword came out crisp and hard and redl, like she used to talk. Then she saw it wasn't him and she
broke. She made this horrible laughing-crying sound. The fat Skoag freaked when she screamed and
waddled franticaly for the door, but | was closer, and | dammed it and put my back toit. "No," | said,
gripping the knob. ™Y ou don't leave until she'stouched you."



His eye spots went flat and dead. He turned and dowly walked toward the bed. Her hystericstrailed
away in broken sobs. | watched her face, her shock fading and being replaced by horror as the fat
Skoag came closer. "No," she said, clearly, and then, "Nooh. Nooh." She backed up on the bed,
pressing into the corner. "Noooh. Doanwanis. Goway. Bwee. Pease. Trynstob. No." But when the
Skoag held hisflipper out, she suddenly lunged across the bed and gripped it like ahandful of freelottery
tickets. She held on and her body jerked in little spasms, like the kid at school who had fits. Her eyes
went back and she threw her head way back on her neck and her tongue came out. | felt sick and dirty,
like | waswatching her have sex with someone, or watching a doctor work on guts. But | couldn't look
away. The Skoag stood there until her hands did away. They werethick with hisdime, and iridescent in
the darkness. The stuff wasthick, like the goop she used to rub on my chest when | waslittle and had a
bad cold. She crumpled over onto her side. | pulled the blankets back up over her. As| let the Skoag
out, | wondered why | had bothered to do that.

"Remember,” | said, as he waddled up the ramp. "Next Wednesday. It'simportant. And you promised
Lavender."

| was thinking that WWednesday was about right, because the aid lady aways came on Thursdays or
Fridays, and Mom would still ook okay when she got here. The fat Skoag paused on the ramp.

"For Lavender,”" he said, like brass trumpets coming from afar hill. "Only for himwould | do thisthing.
Only for him."

| knew then that the fat Skoag was close to hating me tonight, and that it didn't have to have been that
way. If | hadn't demanded this, he might have become my friend. | watched the fat Skoag leave and felt
pimpish and 9y and small for trading on hisloyalty to Lavender. But | had to, to keep Lisa safe.
Sometimesthe only thing | was sure of was that Lavender had entrusted Lisato me. | went back to bed,
curling up around Lisa | fell adeep hoping that the things| did to protect her wouldn't stain her.

So that's how it went. The fat Skoag came once aweek. Mom stayed dimed and happy. The aid lady
never suspected athing. | went to school enough to keep everyone happy, and took care of Lisa. Lisa
grew. Sheturned into alittle kid. On Saturdays we'd bus over to Gasworks Park. 1'd push her on the
swings or we'd watch the fancy kites people fly there. | kept her away from other kids, so she wouldn't
be teased about being mute. When some Mommy would say hello to her, or say, "My, such .pretty hair,"
I'd step in and say, "She'srea shy. And my Mom says don't talk to strangers.” Then I'd take her awvay
and buy her ice cream. No one expects kidsto talk while they're eating.

She was three when the message came. The radio was aways on for Lisa. Classica music made her
close her eyes and sway, or suddenly shiver. Jazz made her hyperactive. If | wanted her to go to deep, it
was good old rock and roll. | should have heard about it. But | never listened to the news, or wasted
food money on anewspaper. So | scowled at the check-out guy when he shoved a Seettle Times into
my brown bag.

"l @n't paying for that," | told him.
"Onthe house, kid," hetold me. "1 figure you got aright to know, it being your Skoag and dl."
He'd never talked about Lavender before that. He'd treated me decent while Lavender was dive, and

he'd never given me abad time about shopping there after Lavender died. Not like the laundromat where
they threw me and our laundry out because they didn't want " Skoag dime clogging the drains™ Anyway,



he turned right away to the next customer so | knew he didn't want meto say anything. | headed home,

After | got dinner cooking, | unfolded the paper, wondering what | was supposed to look at. The
headlines jumped at me. "SKOAG PLANET CONTACT CONFRMED." | read dowly, trying to
understand it. The story said the rumors were confirmed, without saying what they were. The big dedl
was the Skoags officially sending a message to Earth, planet to planet. The newspaper went on about the
sending technology being based on stuff we knew but hadn't thought about using together, and stuff like
that. | had to sort through the whole paper to find the last few lines. They scared the hell out of me.
Sources wouldn't say what the message had been, but didn't deny it had to do with theritual murder of a
"highly-placed Skoag exilein Sesttle.”

| didn't know the microwave had buzzed until Mom set food in front of me. | looked up, arid Lisahad
aready finished egting. | hated it when Morn did stuff like that. Like she was pretending she was agood
little mommy, taking care of her kidsinstead of a Skoag gropie who didn't give adamn. Inthe drug
classes at school, they called that "ingratiating behavior” and said junkies and akies used it to fool their
familiesinto thinking they were changing, especiadly if the familieswere closeto sending themto acure
gation. It didn't fool me. I crumpled up the paper and gaveit to Lisato play with, and ate dinner.

Two nights later, the man came. Maybe he thought no one would notice agrey government sedan pulled
up in front of adummy house a midnight. I heard someone nearly fal down the ramp, and when he
knocked, | opened the door on itschain.

"Yeah," | sad, but my stomach was shaking. Skoag dime dependency wasn't supposed to show up in
peetests. That'swhat dl the kids said, and I'd always believed it was true, but what if they'd changed the
test and knew from Mom's pee that she was agropie? But | tried not to let any of that show on my face
as| stared out the crack at the government man.

"l haveto comein,” he said, whispery. "I haveto talk to your mother.” "Too bad,” | said, being tough.
"She'sdeaf. Y ou canwriteit down, or you can tell it to me, but you can't talk to her."

"l cansgn," hesaid nervoudy, echoing with hisfingers.
"She can't," | said, and Started to close the door.

"Please" he said, not quite shoving hisfoot in the crack, but leaning on the door to keep it open. "It's
about the dead Skoag. Lavender. And it'simportant, kid."

We stared at each other.

"Look, kid," hefindly said. His voice came out norma, not whispery, but redl tired. "I can come back
with cops tomorrow and kick this door in and drag you out. It'sthat important. Or you can let mein
now, and well keep thisquiet.”

My mom reached past me and undid the chain and the man camein. | hadn't even known she was
awake. She looked awful, with her scarred face shining in the streetlamp light leaking in the door. All
except for her hair, which was as pretty as ever. She clicked on the light and shut the door behind him.
Helooked around and said, "Oh, Jesus Chrigt.” It wasthefirst time I'd ever heard agrown man say it
like aprayer. Then he sat down at our table, and started signing to my Mom.



Hewasn't an aid man, or adrug man, but ared, high up, government man. The second surprise was that
my Mom signed back to him. | suddenly remembered | hadn't seen the Signing books around in awhile.
Probably in her room. Ingratiating behavior. | wondered what sheld been sgning to Lisawhile | was
away at school each day. Then | forgot that and paid attention to what he was saying. He talked out loud
ashedgned, likeit helped him keep his place or something.

"Lavender's. .. people. .. arevery angry . .. about his death. Hewas. . . important Skoag (the sign for
Skoag wasto put your fingers on your forehead and make your hand do pushups, like apulsing
membrane). Not exile. . . but likeapriest . . . or civil rightsworker."

He went on about how important Lavender had been, how he had come in the hopes of reconciling the
exiles and instead he started sharing their beliefs, and then went further than they did. It didn't match what
Lavender had told me, but | kept my mouth shut. The heart of it wasthat news of his death had findly
reached his home planet, and alot of Skoagswere very upset. Theway he said it, | didn't know if the
message had just taken that long to get there, or if the exiled Skoags had kept killing Lavender asecret.
But | till kept my mouth shut. Anyway, the planet Skoags were going to send someoneto look intoiit,
and our government had agreed to co-operate fully. Including letting the Skoag talk to my Mom and me.
| fdt liketeling him it was up to us whether we met the Skoags. But | didn't. He went on about how this
wasared opportunity for Humans to establish diplomatic relations with the Skoag planet, and it might be
our first step toward deep space, and the U.S. could lead the way, and dl that shit. Then he suggested
thefirst thing we'd have to do was move.

That'swhen | opened my mouth. "No," | said, firmly, and was surprised when my Mom repested i,
"No," very clear.

Hetalked alot about why we had to move. The Skoag ambassador or whatever was coming, probably
within two or three years. (I was surprised they didn't know exactly when, but they didn't.) And we had
to be somewhere nice, so the U.S. wouldn't be embarrassed, and somewhere safe, so no terrorists
would try to kidnap us or kill us, and somewhere more officid, where advisors could tell uswhat to say
to the Skoags.

Hewas gill explaining at four in the morning, when Mom stood up, said, "NO" very emphaticaly, and
then walked back to her bedroom and shut the door.

He stared at the door. Then he sighed, and rumpled up hishair. "Thisisabig mistake," he said. And he
shook hishead. "A damn big mistake that we're dl going to hate remembering. Y ou're going to blow it
for dl of us, kid, for the whole damn human race. Shit. Well, | guesswe work around it, then."

So heleft.

For awhilel lay awake, wondering if there really was danger, if our neighborswould turn on usor
terrorists would bomb us. But then | decided that at least terrorists wouldn't try to take Lisa away from
me and put her in specid school or ahome while they trested Mom for being agropie. That would
happen for sureif they moved us, because there'd be no way to hide Mom's addiction. That was why
Mom said no, too. She was afraid of losing her Skoag dime source. Asfor me, | could never leave the
only placeI'd ever shared with Lavender. | stared at the spot where held died. The chalk marks were
yearsgone, but | could till seethem.

The government man wastrickier than | thought. A month later our neighborhood was picked for Facdlift



Funding. All ownerswere given eighteen monthsto upgrade or lose the funding. So our walls got
spraysul ated and paneled, and they foamed the floor and put in carpet-heat and atiny insta-hot unit under
the sink. Then the old furnace room became part of our apartment, as a second bedroom.

The whole neighborhood changed. They jackhammered up squares of Sdewak and put in skinny little
trees, and al the buildings got new sding. They hauled away the trash hegp from behind the building,
including our old linoleum. They put in atiny fenced play yard, with organo-turf and big plastic climbing
toys. They put flower boxes around the streetlamps. | hated it. They were trying to cover usup, trying to
say, these aren't poor people living in their own trash, these are nice folks like in the readers at schooal.
The daddys and mommys have jobs, they go to church and their kids drink white milk and eat brown
bread. | hated it, but Lisaloved it. She kept picking the flowers and bringing them to Mom. Mom aways
put them in avase, just like Lavender's flowers. Sometimes | wanted to smashit.

| came home from school one day, and amoving van was just pulling away. Scared hell out of me. Had
Mom decided to move after al, had she kidnapped Lisaand lft? But she wasthere. "Govamin® she said
disgustedly, and stood there like there was no placeto sit.

All our old stuff was gone. Even the cupboards and fridge were different, and the cooker was huge, with
hot beverage taps on the sde. My couch was gone, the friendly smell of mice gone with it. The new one
matched the fat chair besideit. The stereo was about asbig asaloaf of bread, but it wasared
wall-shaker. There was avid-box, a keyboard console and amini-dish. Guess the government wanted us
to look good.

The new bedroom had twin beds with adorky little screen between them, like | hadn't been bathing Lisa
since she was born. Lisawas bouncing on her bed aready, looking like akid in acatalog. | caught her as
she jumped, and for just a second, as she came down in my arms, she looked just like Mom. Exactly.
Same hair, same eyes, and | knew it was true, she was Mom's clone and would look just like her when
she grew up. Except that her hands and cheeks would never be scarred. | set her down and sheran to
Mom and hugged her around the knees. And we stood there and looked around, like there was no place
left for us.

So they thought they changed us, so we wouldn't shame the U.S. when the Skoag came. But they didn't
changethefat Skoag's secret Wednesday visits, or Mom's blank humming. The chak lineswere il
there, and | could see them right through the carpet. And our neighbors till didn't talk to us.

Wewaited. One year. Two years. More Skoags came, but not the Skoag we waited for. Three years.
Someone wrote a big article in the paper that the whole thing about a Skoag ambassador coming had
been ascam, ahoax. The fat Skoag told me the truth. He'd come. He'd talked to the ones that killed
Lavender. And held agreed it had been necessary. He hadn't wanted to talk to Humans at all.

The carpeting got worn spots, and Lisa scribbled on the new paneling and Mom couldn't get it off. Four
years. Graffiti on the buildings, and beer bottlesin the flower beds. We forgot about the government and
the government forgot about us.

Lisawas seven, nearly eight. We were waking home after aday at Gasworks Park. | wasworrying
because aletter had come from the school. Someone had turned usin, had reported that achild in our
home was being deprived of an equal education. If Lisadidn't go to schoal, they'd cancel the aid checks.
We couldn't get by without the aid checks. | didn't know what the hell to do. | was thinking about running
away with her. | wasfifteen, nearly old enough to get work somewhere.



A bunch of Skoags were jamming on the corner, same old thing. | kept waking. | never listened to
Skoags anymore. | was ablock past them before | redized Lisawasn't with me. | ran back, but it was
too late.

All shewas doing was listening. Eyes big, lips parted, listening like she dwayslistened to music. The
Skoags were playing some old Begtles thing. There were afew tourists, afew hecklers, the usua mix,
and the Skoags were playing and Lisawas listening.

Then al of asudden they stopped, their membranes dl swelled out, and they all looked at her. Colors
washed through their crests, bright colors, and they started making asound, an incredible sound like
Jesus coming in the sky on awhite horseto save usdl. It got louder and louder. Skoags started coming
out of buildings, flippering down the sdewalks, and as soon asthey came, they started making the sound,
too, and colors started racing through their crests. They surrounded Lisa, pushing to get closer, dll
making the sound. It was a glorious Alleluia sound, and Lisaloved it. She glowed and her eyeswere
huge. | shoved my way in there. | grabbed her hand and | dragged her out of there, past Skoags who
reached for us with shining flippers. | snatched her up and ran al the way home and | locked the door
behind us.

The next day our street was packed so full of Skoags that cars couldn't pass. Silent Skoags, standing and
swaying on their big flat flippers, but not making a sound. Staring at our building. Coptersflew over, and
the film was on television, but the news people had no ideawhat was going on, they just "urged
inhabitants of the affected neighborhood to stay inside and remain cam while officials determine what to
do."

It lasted for two days. The streets packed with Skoags, our door locked, and my heart hammering the
wholetime, until I thought my head would blow up. Suspecting, dmost knowing.

On thethird day, | woke up to asound like birds harmonizing with the rush of ocean waves and the
laughter of little kids. The sound had been part of avery good dream | was having, so when | woke up
and il heard it, | wasn't redlly awake. Then | readlized what had wakened me. A smaller set of sounds.
A chair being pushed across the carpet to the door. The chain being undone. | jumped out of bed.

The street was empty, amost. There was only agrey government sedan, and the same government man
who had come four years ago. And abig, big Skoag, with atal purple crest. He was singing the
harmonizing bird song, and Lisawas walking straight toward him. She was smiling, and her hair was
floating on the wind. Like adream walker. Then the Skoag opened his mittenedflippersto her, and she
began to run.

| screamed her name, | know | did, but she didn't seem to hear me. The Skoag picked her up, and | was
gill running down the street asthey dl got in the car. The government man gunned it and they were gone.

And that'sthe end of the story. Almost.

Mom was standing in the doorway, crying. The tears went crooked where they met her scars and flowed
around them.

"Go after her!" | screamed. "Get her back. They can't just take her.”



"No." She said each word carefully, signing them for emphasis. "They didn't take her. She wanted to go.
She had to go. She shouldn't have to come back, not just for us.”

"Y ou can't know that!" | screamed. "How can you say that?"

Shelooked at mealong time. "Because | heard it," she signed dowly, silently. | watched her scarred
fingers move, the wonder that flooded her face. "I heard it, and it called me. But it wasn't for me, not the
me that's here. It was for the other me, the one you made. The one you made for them. The circle closer.
The one who listens so well that she has no need to speak. The me doneright. But thisme heard it and
knew how bad she wanted to go."

Then Mom went back in her room and closed her door.

Nothing happened after that. The fat Skoag never came back and Mom never went through withdrawal .
| guessthe last song was enough to last her forever. | never went to school again, and the government
people never cameto ask about us. They never cameto tell us anything either. There were no write-ups
in the paper, no news stories about alittle girl stolen by the Skoags. No one ever asked why Lisanever
cameto school. No one ever asked just how much onelittle girl isworth to the government. Or to a
Skoag with a purple crest.

But the next month Boeing got a huge government contract that put half of Seattle back to work, and the
paperswere full of news about the break-through design that would give usthe stars. So | didn't need it
spelled out. Do you?

Theworld getsthe stars, the Skoags get Lisa, and | get nothing. Lisa's gone, and with her every touch of
Lavender. It was ahard thing he asked of me, but | did it. | looked after the Mom. The Skoags can go
back home now. Every day, there are fewer of them on the streets. They dways bow to my Mom and
me. They no longer sing, but al their crests ripple with color. Sometimes | wonder if Lavender even
knew what he was asking.

Or maybe al he meant was that | should look out for Mom, and the rest of it was just an accident. | don't
know.

Mornand | gl live here. Next month I'll be eighteen. I'll haveto register with the Aid office as an adullt,
and with the Job office for training. Mom's Career Mother checks will stop and shelll haveto get job
training or lose al her Aid. I'll have to move out, because Aid receivers aren't dlowed to let other adults
share their homes. Momwill probably get asmaler place.

That'stoo bad. Because just last night, as | was faling adeep on the couch, | heard amouse, nibbling
inddethere.

It's been agood home, redlly. | had good folks. «



