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1

Shedidn't belong in theworld. Alice knew this as afact by the time she reached middle age, but she had
awaysfdtit for aslong as she could remember. Her being lacked some vital eement, asthough she
were ashadow enjoying physica extension that could be touched and weighed and measured and yet did
not add up to asolid body boasting independent existence. Others might see her, but few registered her
presence. She thought of her lack as one not of soul, but of heft. Of gravity. Of placed-ness. Her sdlf,

smply, possessed no proper placein theworld.

She belonged somewhere else. Or perhaps nowhere, nowhere a al. And so she thought of herself asthe
world's mistake. A century earlier, she believed, the mistake could not have been made.

Initsuse of itstechnologies, the world, she considered, had alot to answer for.
2.

Aliceredized early that most people took their belonging in the world for granted. Perhaps the world did
not always take as much notice of them asthey'd like, but it recognized the ontologica rightness of their
presence and never prompted so much as afleeting doubt about that. A few people, though, exerted so
much heft that they were nearly worldsin themselves, immense wdlls of gravity around which others
orbited. Alice's grandmother, who cared for her from the time of her emergence from an incubator until
she started kindergarten, seemed to Alice as much aplace in the world asaperson. A lap, after dl, was
aplace, though it only existed in special conditions subject to swift and sudden change; and so, surdly,
the whole of aperson could be a place, too.

Her grandmother would open apint jar of beets she had pickled months before, and she and Alice would
egt the smooth shiny flesh with homemade bread thickly buttered for lunch. They would St at the kitchen
table, spearing the dices of beet with their forks, and the energy of a powerful pull would vibrate through
Alice's being, asthough the fragile threads of her insubstantia saf had been drawn into her grandmother's
gravitationd field, exerting aforce nearly strong enough to keep her from drifting thinly away into air, a
force that promised to ground her in love and blood and earth. Fedling in that moment as though she
belonged, she would admire the way the beets shone like jewels and wonder how each dice could be so
thrillingly smooth even asit reveded a pattern that reminded her of atree trunk that had been cut closeto
the ground, like the rough-textured stump beside the garage, on which she often laid red, gold, and
orange leaves and the glossy horse-chestnuts the squirrelswould stedl the minute she turned her back.
Alice observed that her grandmother saw thisand al other connections and resemblances; and she
understood that her grandmother encompassed the totality of her world. And for dl the time that world
included only the two of them, Aliceinhaled happiness with every bresth and knew that the world was
beautiful, however tenuous her placein it might be.

When Alice was thirty-four she decided that her grandmother had given her child's self heft not through
noticing her and taking her serioudy (which she did), but smply because someone who wasin and of
hersdf a place could create theillusion of belonging for anyone her field of gravity touched. She



wondered how many people who didn't belong in the world soothed their suspicionsthat they didn't by
finding people who are places and establishing orbits around them.

Someone, she thought, should do astudy.
3.

Every family hasits canon of stories, and in Alicesfamily, the story of her premature birth on the very
border of viahility ranked. Every time the story wastold, her mother or father or uncle or aunt would say,
"We were afraid we were going to lose you, Alice. We didn't know if you would makeit. The doctor
said you wouldn't." At this point in the story's narration, when she was young, Alice would hide her head
in her grandmother'slap, aware of everyone staring at her. And then she would think, They know | don't
belong. Once she overheard her Aunt Nola commenting to her grandfather on Alice's shocking
skinniness and abnormal bashfulness. "I bet it has something to do with her being so premature. She was
awaystoo thin. All those weeks in that incubator, Pa, and her hardly weighing so much asapound. It's
marked her, anybody can seethat. It don't matter how much potato soup Magets her to egt, everything
just runsthrough her. Shell dways be askinny runt with arms and legs like toothpicks."

Nola had been eleven when Alice was born, and around the time Alice started kindergarten sheld been
an Elvis Predey fan, dways talking on the square black bakelite telephone and drinking Pepsi-Cola,
which riddled her teeth with cavities. She wore bobby socks and loafers until she graduated from high
school and orange lipstick and blue suede pumps with three-inch heels when she went to work for the
phone company. Carefully closing and locking the bathroom door, Alice would examine and handle her
aunt's specia paraphernaia--eyelash curlers, auburn eyebrow pencils, and tweezers. Unlike her aunt's
lipstick and compact, which she carried in her purse and often |eft out in open sight, these were kept
hidden in adrawer, secret implementstoo private to be spoken of. And yet everyone in the family knew
about Alice's spastic colon and what the doctor had said after she'd endured all the tests he'd ordered.
Her aunt and others explained dl that they didn't understand about her as something to do with her colon.
Every time she heard them talking about it, she'd have to double over because her colon would start
gpazzing and twigting around in her belly like asnaketying itsdf up in knots.

She carried Nola's comment around with her, tucked away in one of the many mental pockets she used
to reserve items needing thorough examination and handling. Eventudly it provided her with the key to
theorizing her out-of-placeness. In its essence, her theory was smple. She had not been meant to be
born, to survive, to livein thisworld. There had been a mistake somewhere. She articulated it, of course,
in the passive voice, to avoid implicating God. For athough she attended church every Sunday and a
parochia school with religious lessons every weekday, she could not manage to spesk the thought, even
to hersdlf, that God had not intended her to be born, much lessthe idea that medica technology had
thwarted God's intention. Her teachers did their best to instruct her that God knew who she was and
everything about her, but Alice, with al her lack of heft, found the idea preposterous. From about the age
of eight she had grasped that "God's Will" signified anything and everything that happened or,
occasiondly, aspecia interpretation of redlity. Her teachers talked often about how God's Will
determined everything that ever happened to sparrows. Once sheraised her hand and said, "Mrs.
Covington, doesthat go for ants and flies and worms, too? Does God care for them, also?" Mrs.
Covington's mouth twitched into asickly rictus of asmile. "God caresfor all hiscreatures, Alice.”

"And rattlesnakes? And mosquitoes? And crocodiles? What about rabid dogs? And what about Cain? If
God cared about Cain, why did helook down on hisfruits and vegetables and praise Abdl's stinky old
dead animas-"

But Mrs. Covington had had enough. Shetold Alice that asking those kinds of questions came very close
to mocking God and assigned her five extra Bible versesto learn by heart. Alice obediently memorized



the verses, but Mrs. Covington's disapproval imbued with specid clarity her understanding that God was
capricious and arbitrary, which waswhy His Will generaly meant very unpleasant things for everybody
all around. So athough she would not put it past God to have Willed her not to be born, for aslong as
shebdieved in God (i.e., until about the age of seventeen) she believed that in fact he had changed His
Mind about bringing her into existence, probably at the last second, and had then forgotten to dter His
Pan so asto make the change fit into the Greater Scheme of Things. He might notice how every sparrow
inthe world fared, but shefdt virtualy certain she had dipped under Hisradar.

Alice's grandfather might declare he was mad at God after her grandmother died, but Alice understood
that God'swilling a death had to be adifferent kind of exercise of will than letting someone dip into the
world who shouldn't have. And yet the idea of aforgetful God, who knew what every sparrow, worm,
and fly was doing, made no senseto her. In her very first religion classin the first grade they'd had to
memorize the attributes of God, one of which was omniscience. Every year Alicetested her new teacher.
"Does God ever make mistakes?' The answer, dways the same, got frogtier and frostier as Alicerose
through the grades.

By seventh grade, she knew better than to ask.
4,

When her grandmother died, Alice found hersalf alone and bereft of amassy body to orbit, weighing
barely enough to sustain consciousness of, much less presence in, the world. She often drifted away, her
heft so tenuous that between one heartbesat and the next she dipped briefly out of the world to aplace
that held, to her untutored perception, only images, ajumble subject to shifting as swiftly and
unpredictably asthetilesin her cardboard and plastic ka eidoscope.

Her grandmother lingered in her dreams for months. Repeatedly Alice wakened into happiness that
shattered in the inevitable moment of remembering, taunting her with aloss she could explain to no one,
teaching her that her dreams were fase. Her grandmother had known she didn't belong, had noticed and
hadn't had to lie about it. To everyone dse, shewas just nervous. High-strung. Overly sensitive. In need
of lightening up: everyone agreed.

On Sunday afternoons at the cemetery, Alice helped her grandfather snip the soft velvety grass and tend
the brave, bright petunias and geraniums surrounding the gravestone that lay flush to the earth. The stone
never seemed right to her; its pink and gray surface held such apolish that it resembled amirror on which
had been stamped her grandmother's name and dates in unsuitably ornate characters, not asignifier either
of loss or of who the woman buried there had been. Still, other than afew photographs and keepsakes, it
was dl that remained of her.

Alice needed to attend the grave done, to visit without the distraction of others presence and without the
pressure of having waysto give way to someone else's grief for awoman so many had loved. So Alice
became devious. Shelearned how to fool the adults surveilling her whereabouts, which busesto take,
and how to cross the four-lane highway; and she acquired an indifference to walking or bicycling severa
milesin one day, which previoudy had been beyond her.

Although the stone radiated cold even when the sun beat down on it, Alice needed to lay her head oniit,
needed to thrust her fingersinto the grass, right into the ground. Being in touch with the grave, she
sensed, kept her from drifting out of the world into the other place that so often beckoned to her, where
nothing had heft, where everything constantly moved and collided in achaos devoid of meaning. She
hoped that making the physicd link would bring her into contact with some smal trace of her
grandmother remaining in the world, which she thought might be possible smply because her
grandmother had had more heft than anyone she had ever known.



On her grandmother's birthday amost ayear and ahalf after her desth, Alicelay, as she often did, with
her head on the stone and her fingers dug into the sod. The rays of the sun soaked into the side of her
face, dazzling her with ared brilliance that warmed and penetrated the closed, thin lids of her eyes. She
visualized ayellow sheet cake decorated with sugary white icing, festooned with smdl pink rosesand
sixty-five candles, and remembered how because her grandmother had had asthma, she had always
needed Aliceto help blow out her candles. "Happy birthday to you," she sang softly. "Happy birthday to
you. Happy birthday dear Grandma, happy birthday to you." But though she had her eyes closed,
pretending, Alice knew there was no birthday cake, no candles, no birthday at dl, even though it was
May first. Her heart ached. She sighed, and her sigh turned into asob. "'If only | could be with you
adways" shesad. "l hateit here without you. Hate it hate it hateit." Her eyes streamed. "I'm tired of
being here by mysdlf, Gramma. | want to go home with you. Please. Let me cometo you. Y ou know |
don't belong here"

"Alice?"
That voice! Alice squeezed her eyes moretightly shut.
"Alice, | want you to lisento me."

Alice grew aware of the pulse of blood pumping through her veins--in her wridts, in her throat, in her
belly, in her temples. The sound of it thudded in her earslike ahammer that knew nothing about stopping.
She thought that if she opened her eyes her vision would be swimming in blood.

"Alice? That isyou, isnt it?"

Alice opened her eyes and sat up. The sun blinded her. She held her hand to her forehead to shield her
eyes. "Gramma?' A woman stood nearby. She had gray hair and wrinklesin her face, and she had the
right voice; but she was wearing pants, her hair was wrong, and she wasn't as pillowy and large as her
grandmother. Degth, Alice thought, might change people. Might make them look alittle different.

Y ounger, hedthier, thinner. And who could it be if not her grandmother? She frowned up at the woman,
uncertain.

"Alice, Alice. Who else would be here on May first?" The woman knelt and held open her arms. "Come
to me, little Apple. Come give meahug.”

Alicedid not hesitate. The only personswho ever caled her "Apple’ were her grandmother and
grandfather. She nestled close, her head tucked into the hollow of the old woman's throat. The arms, the
bosom, the lap were not her grandmother's, nor was the old woman's smell. But al of these were good,
al surprisngly intimate and familiar. Thiswoman wasn't her grandmother but offered sometrace of her. A
trace sadly without heft, but better than nothing of her grandmother at dll.

Alicethe Older held the girl in her armsand laid kissesin thefine, tangled hair that smelled of sunand
earth and Prell shampoo. The dightness of Alicethe Y ounger made an ache tir in her belly. Sentimental
old fool. You'reindulging in narcissism here, even if you didn't expect to find her in this place,
even if you'd forgotten all about this moment.

She had expected thisvist to the town she had grown up in, a place where no one of her blood had lived
for so many years now, to kindle old memories and fedingslong laid to rest. But nothing looked familiar.
Her grandparents house had been torn down. The house on Wolf Road and two of its neighbors had
been replaced by condos. The L utheran school was gone. And there were no cornfields anywhere. Only
the river remained, dirty and muddy asit had always been, its dam the familiar Site of her longest-running
recurring dream. It had seemed reasonable to vist the town since her travel had brought her so close, but
the only intimate memory |eft physicaly standing seemed to be the small, no longer used graveyard



surrounded on three sides by used car lots and fast-food franchises.

Though she hadn't remembered the encounter before she had stepped into the graveyard, as soon as she
saw that small girl flung down over the grave sherecdled first how she used to come here, done, and
then the conversation she once thought she had had with her dead grandmother. The girl now talked
softly into her shoulder, murmuring her longing, her need, her desperate sense of wrongness. Alicethe
Older closed her eyes and hid from the dazzle; she concentrated on the girl. Alice had never had achild.
And this child--she knew this child as no mother could. She imagined taking her with her--out of the girl's
proper time. But she knew that doing so could not beright. It might possibly create atempord paradox.
And if that happened, how then could she become the person she was now?

Alicereded under an attack of vertigo. Listening to thelittle girl, she remembered that she had dways
thought she didn't belong anywhere, that her very being had been amistake. Thelittle girl spoke of that.
And of premature birth and incubators....

When the sun began to sink in the sky, Alice the Older told thelittle girl to go back, go back hometo
Wolf Road. "Y ou haveto stay in your world," she said. "But remember, little Apple, remember that
there'sareason for that. A reason | can't take you with me. So go back now, go back to your world."

Thelittlegirl cried; thelittle girl ressted. Findly, though, sheleft, and a cold breeze ruffled the tall,
unmowed weeds growing carelessy between the gravestones. Alice's pulse begt in her throat. She saw
that the place where the girl had been was no longer manicured, that the flowers had vanished. And her
grandmother's headstone now lay between two others, al three of them markers of burials Alice had
attended at different times of her life. Alice swalowed, asthough to rid hersdf of the heavinessin her
chest by ridding her throat of the lump that emotiona congtraint had put there, and read the inscription
chisded into the polished pink granite. All around her, the weeds ruffled under the whip of the wind.
Aliceimagined that one good gust would blow her away, into the other dimension where she had long
imagined sheredly belonged. They call abandoned towns ghost towns. But what do you call an
abandoned graveyard?

Alice could not remember whether Alice the Y ounger had gotten in trouble for getting home so late. But
shedid know that she had never told a soul about the meeting.

5.

Away at college, Alicefound friends and fell in love and married. And for awhile she believed that her
problem had been smply acase of socid dienation, of having grown up in an environment too small and
parochia to accommodate her differencesin personaity, perspective, and imagination. Blooming, she
convinced hersdlf that the thin stalk of her psyche thrusting up from the world's roots, however tenuoudly,
anchored her in the world's soil, thin and poor asit might be.

When at twenty-four she met Alice aged seven, the hair on the back of her neck stirred with a dread she
could only disavow. And just as at seven and ten she had not recognized her older sdif, o a nineteen she
did not recognize the woman of thirty-nine when she faced her in arestroom in New Orleans. But when
at thirty-one she met hersdlf at fifty-three, she neither denied nor forgot the encounter. She recognized the
fifty-three-year-old woman because she so strongly resembled her mother. They met on Rialto Beach, on
the coast of Washington State. The water glistened like the smoothest, bluest silk, brushed at decorous
intervas by soft gushes of white foam. Afterwards, Alicethe Y ounger decided that both of them had
been sucked into some other temporality, not that either of them had strayed into the other's proper time.

The older Alice had been walking south, stepping from one large dippery rock to the next, moving
toward Hole-in-the-Wadll. The younger Alice, who had just passed through the hole, saw the sun full on



the other's face. She hated, balanced on theflat top of an agae-dick boulder, and, hand at her throat,
stared at her older sdlf. The other stopped, too, and removed the blue-mirrored sunglasses. After along
moment in which the sound of the surf filled their ears, Alice the Older said, "Werreredly going to have
to stop meeting like this."

Later, Alicethe Y ounger redlized the clichA© was meant to be ajoke. In the moment, though, she felt
not the dightest tickle of amusement, but instead a powerful sense of dA©jA vu--and afear fueled by
her understanding that something wasterribly, terribly wrong. DA©jA vu, of course, though caused by
the misfiring of a synapse, gives the mistaken impresson that one has dreamed the moment oneis
experiencing. But while Alice had not dreamed about meeting hersaf on Riato Beach, she had in fact
dreamed often about the particular dimension in which she now found herself.

The ocean held constant, and the rocks on which they stood, and both Alices. But the sky fractured into
digointed shards, zigging and zagging down into the earth and below the surface of the water, every
misshapen fragment glittering with sinister, nausesting beauty. Alice and Alice knew she was nowhere,
nowhere a dl, her being as evanescent as the shifting shards of the world around her, constantly moving,
appearing and disappearing, growing and shrinking, in an unceasing parade of change. Alicethe'Y ounger
held out her handsto Alice the Older. "Touch me, please touch me. I'm so afraid, so afraid I'm not redl.
That nothing isred. Isthiswhere we redly belong? Not in the world, but here?’

Alicethe Older said, "In the chaos that preceded the world, before there was gravity, before the
separation of light and dark, before there were particles and waves and the weak force and the strong?”
Shetook Alicethe Y ounger's hand, and as they looked into one another's eyes, Alice the Y ounger wept.
She knew then that what she'd suspected as a child had been true, however much her adult self had
refused to believeit. A bitter tastefilled her mouth.

Alicethe Y ounger said, "It's no place, you're saying. It'snowhere."
"So we can only go back, Alice, go back to theworld."

And back they went, to the calm and ordered beauty of Hole-in-the-Wall, where the sky arched in an
unbroken vault of blue, safe and certain. Alice stared down at her shoes and saw pink and green
anemones clinging to the sides of the rocks, living jewels of wonder, possessing a heft that sang the hymn
of belonging. Alice saw how perfect it was and ached, the way one achesfor apassionate love
irretrievably log.

6.

Love, Alice's grandmother taught her, was what mattered most; from love came goodness, and from
goodness love. Degp down, Alice dways believed this, though for most of her adult life shetold herself it
was bullshit.

Alice's grandmother taught her about love most often when in the presence of food. "L ove means
forgiving, Apple." Her grandmother held the golden-crusted loaf she'd made on Saturday to her chest
and drew the long serrated blade through the bread toward hersalf. Gramma had learned to cut bread
from her grandmother, on the farm long, long ago. Everyone e se had to cut the bread on aboard,
because it was too dangerousto do it theway Grammadid. "l can't stand to watch her do that," Alice's
mother said once, appealing in vain to Alice'sfather to get his mother to be more careful in her handling
of knives. But that was how Gramma had grown up, and she'd never hurt hersalf yet.

"Love meansforgiving the ones who do wrong to you. Like Jesusdid. If your heart is big enough, you
candoit, Apple. And you'l be better for it, even if it doesn't ook that way at thetime." Grammadidn't
use acutting board to dice gpples, either. Sheld pull the paring knife through the fruit, straight toward her



pillowy bosom. And sheld hand athin, shapely diceto Alice, who'd just have to say, copying her
grandfather, "An apple aday keeps the doctor away!" though she knew that wasn't true for her
grandmother, who had to go to the doctor's alot despite the fact that she did eat an apple just about
every day. "Everyone needsto beloved,” her grandmother said, paring one beautiful dice after another,
"but what most people don't understand isthat everybody needsto love, too. Loving isasimportant as
being loved. And in some waysis better than being loved." And Alice would think of how passonately
sheloved her grandmother and nod wisely and say she knew exactly what her grandmother was saying.
Loving her grandmother was her world; there was nothing she wouldn't do to make her grandmother

happy.

"If you love well enough, Apple, you'l be good. And if you're good, you'll dso beloved.” Her
grandmother was separating egg whites as she said this, which she had promised Alice she could whip
with the electric beater and which the recipe for angel food cake said must be whipped dry. Alice said,
"But aren't there people so good that nobody can love them?”

"What do you mean, Apple?" asked her grandmother. "Who are you talking about?' And Alice said,
"Y ou know, Gramma. People like the minister. And Mr. Becker, the seventh-grade teacher who's so
grict. And the church elders.”

"That's not goodness," Gramma said. "Not the goodness I'm talking about.” And dowly, dowly, Alice got
the ideathat the goodness they talked about in school and in church wasn't the real goodness, the
goodness of love.

Later, Alice decided that her parents idea of goodness wasn't the real goodness, either. And as she grew
older, none of the goodness held up to her in this place or that measured up to the idea of goodness her
grandmother had taught her. Persons of authority dmost invariably failed her. And as Alice spent her life
looking for her grandmother everywhere in the world, she €lided the idea of heft in the world with the
idea of the goodness of love--and never once suspected that she had done so until well after her sixtieth
birthday.

As had her grandmother, Danid offered an dision of heft in the world with the goodness of love. Alice
only redlized this years after she had married him. He never used wordslike "love' and "goodness.” He
said, "All anyone can do islook into the other's eyes and hope for the best.” But Daniel'sideaof looking
into and hoping encompassed aworld as solid and holding asalap. And Alice again found hersdlf
grounded in love and blood and earth.

She had been lucky, she eventualy understood. Lucky that, although she did not belong in the world, she
had found persons of love and heft to anchor and keep her from flying apart, wild and digunct, into the
place where sense and love could not live.

7.

After meeting hersdf a Hole-in-the-Wall, Alice (the Y ounger) amost told Danid about the experience.
She thought about how her older salf had known she would meet her there and had implied that such
meetings happened often. And she wondered how her older saf knew that the "crazy chaos' wherethey
had met "preceded the world" and was nowhere. Did this mean that in yearsto come shewould find a
way to make sense of what she often felt must be adelusion? She had never told Danid anything about it.
Danid wasaphyscist. And it would sound like New Age craziness, sheld thought. But might not a
physicist make sense of it, at least as much sense of it as her older self seemed to have done?

Only aweek after the meeting at Hole-in-the-Wall, Alice dropped again into along frozen ingtant of time
where past and future penetrated her consciousness of the present. Her fingers were keying numbersinto



aproject's budget file. And in the fraction of an instant lying between one keystroke and the next, she
was dung into amoment that seemed to stretch subjectively into hours of time, where multiple moments
of hersdlf in the world overlapped and collided--and then dammed back into ordinary life, where her
fingers gill marched over the numeric keypad without the dightest hesitation, toiling on asif time had not
fractured, asif no interruption had come between her and the world.

How often did such fractures strike? She admitted that they happened more often than she remembered.
Usudly she kept doggedly on with whatever she was doing and either forgot or dismissed such
occurrences as momentary mental aberrations. And when it happened whilelying in bed, waiting to fall to
deep, it struck her as an aborted drop into a hypnogogic state that should have led to REM deep but
didn't. At one point in her life--before she recognized the chaos as alocus to which she would aways be
drawn--she assumed that the fractures were the result of her accessing hypnogogic images with unusua
frequency, perhaps as a consequence of certain neuronsfiring by mistake when she was awake instead
of enrouteto REM deep. Some of the images, though, recurred, coming from seemingly nowhere,
griking without reference to anything but themselves: an enormous plain of dried brown chaff, tundra
dretching asfar asthe eye could see; alength of rusted railroad tracks, in which asharp, bloody spike
thrust out of therail bed, impaling the jagged shards of gray and purple sky rushing down to meet it; a
jumble of bouldersthat made her think of degth every time she saw them--cold, gray, and lifeless, shining
and londly before athick backdrop of total, endless night. These images she saw often enough that she
began to remember them and thus notice the fractures.

Daniel knew shefdt shedidn't "beong." This hetook for a permanent flaw in her psyche, awound,
perhaps, of adifficult childhood. If shewereto tell him about meeting Alice the Older at
Hole-in-the-Wall, shed haveto tel him aso about her experience of fractures. All of these were smply
menta events. perhapswith neurological causes, perhaps smply daydreams. What wasthere, after dl, to
actudly explain? The evidence was subjective, dl of it occurring within the precincts of her mind. Physics
could have nothing to say about any of it.

8.

Alice returned often to Riato Beach, hoping each time for another encounter with hersdf. Shehadin
mind that certain physical places themsdves made the encounters possible and that Riato Beach was one
of those places. She reasoned that the encounters alway's happened in places she happened to vist at
two different times and that therefore the places themse ves must be instrumenta in throwing temporally
discrete instances of her sdf together. Although the crazy chaos was nearly unbearable in the moment,
she nevertheless longed to meet her older salf again. Her older sdlf, she thought, could help her
understand. Her older salf could comfort her. Her older saf knew even better than Daniel the wound that
made her an exile,

But though she got to know Riato Beach well, she encountered her sdf there only at fifty-three, on the
other sde of that same meeting. So Riato Beach was no magic window. And the mestings, when they
occurred, were not often comforting. Being ignored by her nineteen year-old-sef in the restroom of
Napoleon House made her fed londlier than ever--and alittle bit angry and resentful, too, because it
reminded her of how at nineteen she had allowed hersdlf to believe that she had been wrong to think she
had no place in theworld, that it had only been a matter of finding the people she belonged with, through
whom she would discover the sense of place that had been lacking. Returning to the courtyard just asthe
waliter was serving their Pyms Cups, her heart felt heavy asastone. "1 was just remembering the first time
we came here," shetold Daniel. "And what ahorrible, shalow person | wasthen." How eseto describe
her sense of dienation from her past sef ?

Danid only laughed and said that that must explain what hed seen in her at thetime. Alice thought of the



young woman, dimmer than her older sdlf, well on her way to amgjor hangover, staring sdlf-absorbed
into the mirror. And then she thought of her own constant longing to meet an older self she believed had
the answers, and wondered if there were any difference. Shewas londly now. Maybe her older self
wasnt. It stood to reason, given the difference age could make, that her older self had other needs
atogether.

And even if she did meet her older self again, it wouldn't change anything. Sheld il be Alice; sheld il
be out of placein theworld. The salf could not, after al, reach acrosstime and transfer the knowledge,
understanding, and wisdom of one moment to another. And so Alicefindly gave up trying to make a

mesting happen.
9.

Alice was sixty-one when she nursed her mother through the final stage of raging, metastasized cancer.
For three months her entire existence centered on making her mother as comfortable as possible. The
rest of theworld blurred around her, unreal, without interest, a set of inputs that abraded her senseswhen
she noticed it. She strained to read her mother's dightest movement, to understand every grunt, whimper,
and syllable, and to intuit her mother's every immediate need with a precison and dacrity verging on the
telepathic. Ferociousin her will to serve her mother's needs, she let no one and nothing come between
hersalf and them. She could not stop the cancer, but al else bowed to her will. And so the world shrank
to her mother and herself. And for awhile it was dmost as though she had acquired heft.

That brief sense of heft carried aprice, for her mother's degth |eft her feding the lack more sharply than
she ever had before. For months she flitted in and out of the place of chaos, uprooted and drifting,
tethered by only the thinnest of filamentsto blood and earth. And for awhile she wondered if perhaps
she might be schizophrenic, and whether the sense of lacking heft might be the root cause of the severest
forms of psychoss. Everyone she knew saw her as awoman mourning the loss of her mother.

If Danid had had just alittle less heft, she would have dipped out of the world entirely. Perhapsthe
extremity of this dependence should have frightened her. But she was so caught up in the chaos and her
desperate wish to understand that she did not pay it the dightest attention.

10.

As her mother's executor, Alice sorted her mother's papers and disposed of her possessions. She took
from her mother's house three boxes of photographs and dides, some of them more than a hundred years
old. Usualy there was nothing more to identify the subject of the photos than a date on the frame or the
reverse. Two adolescent girlsin long dresses and hats held hands by the side of alake; 1907 had been
penciled on the reverse. Who were these girls? Alice wondered. Would she recognize their namesif she
knew what they were? Certainly they looked as though they had belonged in their world, endowed with
the heft that any ordinary person enjoyed. But did that mean anything now, amost a century later? Alice
shuffled through the pictures and wondered. There was an order to the world she could seeinthe
photos, an order absent to the place of chaos.

And what did love have to do with any of it?

Tucked away at the back of ashdf in her mother's closet, Alice found aworn and cracked black leather
book with the word Photogr aphs stamped on its cover in gold. Only afraction of its heavy black pages
had photographs glued to them. Her mother had never shown her the album, never mentioned having it.
Alice recognized none of the people or placesin the pictures, but knew, judging by the clothing, they
could not possibly postdate World War 1. All were carefully posed, both children and adults whether in
couples, solo, or in groups. Women held one another or were shown picking fruit from trees or sharing



the excitement of reading a letter together while stlanding against awrought-iron fence. Often the men
wore suits they looked uncomfortable in, and they posed handling afishing rod, or standing near an early
mode! of an automobile, or holding the leash of achimpanzee dressed in a bellhop's uniform. A whole
series of photos showed women in long black dresses and white gprons, solemn and poised, with palm
trees exoticaly soaring behind them. The sole photo with a caption showed one of these women standing
before apam tree, abicycligt riding past in the background; herself in uniform waswritten in script
below it.

Who, Alice wondered, was "hersdlf"? Alice never knew she had had relatives so long ago who had lived
(however briefly) in aplace where palm trees grew. Surely her mother would not have kept an album that
had belonged to someone who had not been a blood ancestor?

Alicetried to imagine the hitory of this old, unfinished album, the story of how it had cometo liveon the
shelf in her mother's closet. Her mother had been the executor of her own mother's estate. She mug,
Alice speculated, have found it in her mother's possessions, or perhaps gotten it from Aunt Sdlly, an
unmarried, childless woman who had been the repository of old family treasures. Had her mother known
who wasin the photos? If she had, why hadn't she shown it to Alice? And if she hadn't, why hadn't she
been able to discard the album (or even the loose, uncollected old photos of unknown men, women, and
children jumbled together with more recent photos)?

Alice could not bring hersdlf to toss the photo abum into the trash. It could be of no real use or interest
to her, and yet as a collection of photos, it possessed a certain authenticity, an integrity she could not
guestion, presenting itsimages as documents of the world asit had once been.

Object that it was, worn, abandoned, unanchored in facts, names, and verifications: still it had heft. It
belonged in the world, though the world had altered so radically--perhaps because the world of the
abum, theworld that had made the abum and of which the album was made, no longer existed. Might
that be what gave it heft?

Pondering this question, Alicerealized that her sense that an old thing could have heft did not extend to
many old films. Cut off from theloca cultura context in which they had been produced, the ability of their
audience to make sense of them had become so attenuated as to make the flimsiness of scenery and
actors speaking linesin scenes cut and pasted and dubbed so apparent asto threaten to reved that only
imagination and visua enchantment had ever held them together in the first place. And yet she saw
nothing flimsy in the photos, dl of which had been staged, and some of which distinctly reminded her of
the early silent films, of Situations constructed to resemble scenes the peopl e taking the photos wanted to
imitate--desiring, apparently, to reproduce the images they had seen at the movies, desiring in some way
to make themsealvesinto actors. She understood these desires--surely such modeling characterized
American Modernity and formed the basis of the advertising industry, of televison, of film: real people
imitating the figures on the screen. Shaping their lives with careful, sometimes obsessive attention. Asfor
the converse ... film, after dl, did not imitatelife. It never had, and Alice could not imagine that it ever
would.

She struggled to draw insight from the contrast she perceived, but it euded her. When shetried
describing the contrast to Daniel, he said that the photos were images of rea persons and places and the
filmswere not, and it was as Smple as opposing redity to fantasy. Alice didn't think it wasthat smple.
Clearly the photosincorporated the kind of fantasy that pervaded "red life"; and yet, for Alice, that didn't
make them false, but added an inexplicable depth--maybe even the heft she felt so lacking in hersdlf.
Danid'sreasoning certainly didn't explain why she, like the old, abandoned, and now flimsy films, lacked
heft.

Asthough she had stepped out of one of those films, from aworld constituted by two dimensionsand



black and white, and was trying to pass hersdlf off as solidly and substantialy human.
11.

At sixty-four, when Alice, attending a conference in Chicago, made a quick trip to the town she had
grown up in to revigit the scenes of her childhood, she went to the old, no longer used graveyard only
because every other place she had known had been razed and replaced by condos, strip malls, and
parking lots. Mesting ten-year-old Alice, grieving at her grandmother's grave, Alice only then
remembered that it was her grandmother's birthday. And the child's pain reopened the wound of aloss
that she had lived with for fifty-five years. Comforting the child, she comforted hersdlf.

"Little Apple, little Apple," she murmured to her scrawny, sobbing, younger self. Alice ached with
desolation but she refused the temptation to take the child with her.

Alonein thewild, untended graveyard, Alice knelt in the weeds and cleared the three stones so that she
could read the names and dates engraved on them. For severa long moments, her being hummed with
memories. The people buried here had given her life--charitably, however mistakenly. Her body
remembered Apple's search for gravity and laid itsalf down on the stones, her head on her father's, her
heart on her grandmother's, her knees on her grandfather's. Had she given them enough love? she asked
hersdlf. She thought of the rows of gleaming pint jarsfilled with dices of pickled beet lined up on the
shelvesin her grandparents basement, tangible evidence of her grandmother'slove--for her family, for
good food, for the homely potentia of the vegetables themselves that might otherwise have shriveled up
and rotted unnoticed except by the worms and beetles that composted starchy roots left to rot in the soil.
And for thefirst time she wondered whether she, Alice, gave enough love to the world. She thought of
how often she recogni zed the world's beauty but felt shut out from it, unableto fed it in her own sdlf. She
had wanted the world to accept her, to make her feel wanted by it. But she had never thought it was hers
to love and had thusfailed evento try.

The chill of dusk crept over the graveyard. Alice lay motionless againgt the stones. Her grandmother had
told her; but Alice hadn't understood. She had loved this person and that one, and she had looked to
them for heft. But for someone who did not naturaly belong in the world, loving only individuas could
never be enough.

Alicethought of how often she got caught up in the jagged chaos out of time. She considered her failure
inthelight of that fact. And she concluded that it wastoo late for her to do anything about it now.

12.

In the month following her encounter with her forty-six-year-old sdf, Alice, now seventy-two, thought
obsessively about two things. One of these was death. Because she could not recall ever having met a
sdf older than she was now, she knew that she might have come to the end of her encounterswith herself
and that this might be because her own life would soon be ending.

Although her obsession with this thought depressed her, she found it less painful than the second thought
preoccupying her. And to stop hersalf from endless, do-nothing brooding, she assigned hersdlf the task of
setting her affairs and possessionsin order. Shedid not tell Danidl what she was doing. But she did not
conced it, ether.

And so it wasthat the morning after adinner party she hauled half adozen boxes of old photos and dides
down to the dining room table and methodically sorted them into piles. One pile contained images of her
mother's Sde of the family; asecond pile, images of her father's; athird pile, images of the generations
succeeding her grandparents generation; and afourth pile, images of Daniel's extended family. Thefifth
pile conssted of everything left over--images of ther friends, placesthey had visited, and miscellaneous



thingsthat had interested them. Alice intended to make packages for various nieces and nephews; and if
she had the time and stamina, she would label dl the images she recogni zed.

"Whatisdl this?'

Alice looked up from the work, glad to take abreak. So much bending and reaching was making her
back ache. Marian |ooked like she'd just woken up, her hair tangled, the skin on her face creased. "I
need some coffee," she said, turning around and going back into the kitchen.

An old friend about twenty-five years younger than Alice, Marian was vigting for amonth on aworking
vacation. They had first met during Marian'sinternship at the arts foundation where Alice worked.
Discovering ashared passion for performance art, they'd devel oped alow-key friendship attending On
the Boards events together. Marian usudly stayed with Alice and Danid when work brought her to town.
She had oncetold Alice that she would probably never have even noticed she was "ther€" if it hadn't
been for the On the Boards poster she'd mounted on her cubicle wall.

Marian returned with the thermos and a cup and sat at the end of the table, well avay from the mess.
Alice passed her the old black leather lbum. "Take alook &t that,” she said. "l found it in my mother's
closet but haven't the faintest ideawho any of the people in the photos are.”

"Therésasory here," Marian said when sheld looked at roughly half of the pictures. "These photos offer
traces of arecognizable world, but one that has become opague now that that world and the peoplein it
are gone and no one bothered to write down their names or the stories the photos document.”

"And everyone thinks a picture is worth a thousand words," Alice said as she continued with the sorting.

"People put alot of storein genealogy,” Marian said. "But if these people are your ancestors, then the
question arises whether their pictures have greater Significanceto you asasign of agenerd cultura
history in your roots or asasign of your specific genetic--genealogica--history."

Alice stared a Marian, whose gaze remained bent on the photos pasted to the heavy black pages of the
abum. Her impulse wasto say she did not fed she had "roots’ a al. Her only sense of connection with
blood relatives was and had aways been with those individual s with whom she experienced close
persond contact. She looked down at the picture in her hand, ayellowed color photo of her father
holding hersdf at about elghteen months. What she saw in it, she realized, amounted to two individuasin
closerdation, not figuresin relation to aworld. Everything else looked like backdrop.

"Do you remember what you said at dinner last night? When Gerald was talking about how extreme and
visible the disappearance of habitats and species had already become now in the Arctic Circle?!

Marian looked up from the album. ™Y ou mean about how the disappearance from public discourse of
everything but individuas renders the eimination of speciesaswell as entire human communitiesinvisble
and meaningless?'

Marian had clamed that the National Geographic mentdity had made even nonhuman speciesvisble
only as collections of individuas. But species couldn't survive asacollection of discrete

individua s—-whether as personditiesliving in zoos or radio-tagged numbered members of populations
inhabiting wildlife preserves. "lan't your question about the album rel ated to the atomization you were
talking about? That we mainly think of people as atomized individua s perhaps embedded in but
essentidly distinct from the world rather than as being part of the world and engaged in its processes?’

Marian looked a her with what Alice uncomfortably recognized as surprise. Alice imagined her quickly
revising aquarter-century's assumptions about her friend'sintellectua capacity--and then told herself not



to beanidiot. Marian had never trested her with anything but respect for her intelligence.

"I think | see what you're getting at. As blood ancestors, distinct persondities whose genes you carry,
they arefirst and foremost actors on a stage, bold-as-life characters surrounded by a smulation of 'redl
life--analogousto theindividua personditiesthat are al anyone can relate to in public discourse, where
the complex processes of the world are flattened to asmulation that can be faked, the way the backdrop
for televison reportersisfaked to make it ook as though they're on the scene rather than standing on a
sound-stage in astudio. Whereas looking at your ancestors as part of the world that made you ... that's
something dse”

Alice glanced at the dbum Marian's hands held open. Would the heft of the world it revealed appear less
if she knew who the figuresin the photoswerein relation to herself ? Or even if shejust had namesto
attach to the figures and storiesto attach to the names?

Alice thought the question interesting but felt wary of gpplying any of its possible answersto her own
problem. At seventy-two shewas alittle late trying to do anything about it, anyway. She had been out of
place in the world for so many yearsthe idea of generating heft now could only be academic.

13.

The second thought preoccupying her came to the fore once sheld gotten all her affairs and papersin
order. Danidl, noticing a pattern in her activity, had questioned her closely about her most recent doctor's
appointment but had let the subject rest when her answersindicated that only the usua chronic
complaints were plaguing her. She could think of nothing she needed to say to anyone, no particular task
shefdt it urgent to finish. She had afew near and dear relationships, but no deep connection with the
world. Theworld did not need her; theworld did not know her. Her passing out of it might mean
something to afew individuas, but it would mean nothing to the world. And why, she asked hersdf,
should it? Theworld she had been living in had never been hers.

Though she ceased to think much about the likely approach of her desth, the second matter on her mind
fairly haunted her. What if she had been wrong to tell her younger self in encounter after encounter that
they could only go back, go back to the world? What if she had been wrong to keep her selves
separate? To not do what she could to explore, in league with her other selves, the place of chaosthat
lurked just outside the world? For years Alice had reasoned that every moment that they were face to
face they were out of time, out of redity, out of any place at al. "It'sno place, you're saying. It's
nowhere." "So we can only go back, Alice, go back to theworld." But what if shed been wrong? What
if the place she believed to be nowhere actudly offered entry into another world--the oneinto which she
should actudly have been born?

She judged this question, aso, to be academic. But it felt so real and pressing that each iteration of it
caused her pain. She thought of little Apple and how she had turned her away, the older Alice comforting
while rebuffing the younger one. Maybe her selves had been meant to combine into one, instead of being
alowed to fragment into so many. What if she had taken ten-year-old Alice home with her? Or if
seventy-two-year-old Alice had merged a Hole-in-the-Wall with her fifty-three-year-old sef? Maybe
shewould not have drowned like Narcissus. Maybe she had been thinking of the wrong story atogether.

14.

Two and ahdf yearslater, Alice met hersdf a age three. She and Daniel were visiting afriend in Buffao
and decided to play tourist at Niagara Falls. The two of them inadvertently got separated, and Alice
found herself looking on a scene straight out of a photograph she'd sent to her niece Flora.
Three-year-old Alice was holding her father's hand. Old Alice stood off to the side and watched her



mother take their picture with aquaint Kodak camera. Shetrailed after the family grouping and followed
them discreetly back to Uncle Bob and Aunt Alta's house. Alice had never before stayed so long in her
younger self'sworld, nor strayed so far from her point of entry. She felt like an intruder likely to be
discovered and expelled a any moment.

Little Alicewas playing in a sandbox in the backyard, happily aone and absorbed, when Alice
approached and dropped to her kneesin the grass nearby. "Hello, Apple,” she said to the child. "What's
thet you're building?'

Little Aliceflashed asmile a Old Alice and offered her along and involved story. On and on it went, the
story, about ahost of imaginary persons and creatures and what the various mounds and trenches Alice
had formed in the sandbox represented inside the world of the story. And so the child prattled and
gestured and built the world she was describing. Alice could not remember herself ever having been so

happy.

"There's something | want to show you," Alice said to the child. Trusting and curious, the child sat in her
lap and looked Straight into her eyes. Without breaking her lock on the child's gaze, Alice sensed they'd
stepped into nowhere. She could fed the fissures rending the world around her. Out of the corner of her
eye she glimpsed a crack in the sky and the presence of chaos. But she kept her attention fixed on the
child and held the child's attention fixed to hersdf even as she roseto her fet, for the child weighed not
much more than an average bag of groceries.

Alice stepped back into the world she had come from, the world seventy-two yearsinto the child's own
future. "Mommy?" the child said. "Daddy?"' The high, piping voice sounded thinner than it had when the
child had been explaining the world she had been making in the sandbox--thinner, dmost threadbare. Old
Alice noticed that in her world, the child weighed nothing at dl, less even than the weight of alight cotton
dress, lessthan the weight of the barrettes holding the unruly russet hair out of the child's eyes. Less,
certainly, than the weight of the child when Alice had taken her from her world.

Although the child weighed nothing, and her voice could be heard only insgde Old Alices head, Old Alice
hersdf felt strangely heavier than her bones could now seem to bear. The weight pulled at her legs,
forcing her to her knees on the walkway of a condo complex she had no memory of having entered. The
weight pulled at her heart, clutching it with claws of cold iron. And the weight pulled at her heed,
compressing her brain with aforce that filled her eyes with ared haze and her earswith gray thunder. The
weight was dtogether more than she could ever manageto live with.

The man who found Alicejust yards from hisfront door briefly glimpsed the shadow of achild onthe
sdewak beside her. Voicdess, with only enough body to cast the dightest and thinnest of shadows, that
one small fragment of young Alice's being wandered the future like a shade cast into Hades for the few
minutes her specter had the energy to sustain.

And then it was gone.
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