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What Kind of Person

in Emma’s arms. Two pounds of translucent skin and bony limbs,

a thin fuzz of dark brown hair. He wore a preemie diaper, a tiny
blue knit hat and matching booties that had come from a cardboard box in
the corner of the NICU with a sign on it that read “Made with LOVE by
Hickory Grove Baptist Church.”

The adoptive parents had flown in from Flagstaff—a nearly forty-year-
old woman and her slightly older husband—an elementary school teacher
and an engineer. The woman wore large silver rings on most of her fingers,
the man a puffed beard the shape of a squirrel’s tail. Emma had liked the
pictures of their small mint green house with its yawning plants and terra-
cotta tile, the gentleness she saw in their faces. When she handed the
woman her son’s body, she took him to a rocking chair by the windows,
held him toward the winter sunlight, gazed at him so longingly that Emma
had to look away. This part at least—choosing them—she’d done right.

On the way home from the hospital, her dad stopped at a Panera and
Emma and her parents ate thick hot sandwiches and soup served in bread
bowls. It was mid-afternoon, the lunch crowd dispersing. In the booth
behind them, a man laughed in long, loud gulps. Her mom said the doctors
and nurses had done everything they could; she’d been impressed really,
considering. Her dad stood up, returned with three giant chocolate chip
cookies. “Here,” he said, pushing the butter-stained paper sleeve toward
her. “Please.”

Her parents were Southern Baptists and strict about it, especially her
mother, but her pregnancy had begun a truce between them. They were
not happy she had gotten pregnant, but they’d been even less happy about
much of her life up until then. Before, she’d snuck out, smoked pot and
done molly, skipped school so much she had nearly failed the tenth grade.
After, she did what they told her to do. “You have a chance to start over,”
her mother had said. “You can decide again what kind of person it is you
want to be.”

There was a small funeral in the middle of the week, about a dozen
people gathered around a tiny mound of dirt in the cemetery where her
grandfather was buried, including the adoptive parents, who showed up in
an Uber, stood at the far edge of the crowd, crying. They’d named the baby
Iggy, which did not sound like a real name to her, let alone a name for the
small person she’d held, and every time the minister said it, she flinched.

ﬁ fter the baby died, a nurse removed the tubes and put his body
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Liam, the birth father, said he would come and then didn’t, which she tried
not to take personally. He was not her boyfriend or even her classmate,
and she knew his parents saw her as an obstacle to his otherwise bright
future. When they’d told them about the pregnancy, his father had taken
one long look at everything wrong with her—snarled hair, black boots, pink
eyeliner—and demanded a paternity test.

At school, her friends had no idea what to say to her, and so they offered
her weed and nicotine and tried to distract her with gossip about Rylee
Fitzgerald giving Andrew Nolan a hand job on the swim team bus, which
just made Emma feel old and faraway. She began to spend mornings and
lunches in a library carrel, flipping through travel magazines.

Meanwhile, adults she barely knew sent long emotional letters about their
own losses—miscarriages, a dead child, a forced adoption that had taken
place decades ago. Last year’s English teacher, Mrs. Snyder, who had caught
her plagiarizing an essay from an Amazon review, gave her a book of poetry
with lines underlined in shaky gray pencil. Since I lost you, I am silence haunted.
A first cousin of her mother’s sent a card inviting Emma to come live with her
family in Sioux Falls. Maybe you’d like a change of scenery, she wrote. Probably this
sounds crazy, but if it’s appealing at all, please know I'm serious! The letters gave her
the feeling of company, but also left her with a sense of shame. If the baby
hadn’t died, he would have been raised by strangers.

Once a week, she went to the same Christian therapist she’d gone to for a
few months after her mom found her baggie of pills and weed in a tampon
box in the bathroom—a heavy man with thick eyebrows and a perfectly
smooth head who talked a lot and always seemed proud of the wisdom he
imparted. Because her relationship with Iggy had been ill-defined, he said
she was suffering from what the experts termed “complicated grief.”

“If I'd planned to keep him, it would be easier?”

He shook his head. “Different.”

Her mother had admonished her to put another person’s well-being above
her own for once, and her father had agreed. “Not an option,” he’d said.
“Not even close.”

“You won’t always feel this bad,” the therapist told her. “But it’s going
take a while to feel better.”

All that winter, she was patient. She practiced stoichiometry and differential
equations; she wrote a ten-page research paper about The Grapes of Wrath
without cheating. She helped the youth group raise money for a mission trip
to Honduras. She took the SAT. She went through the motions. Throughout
the motions she felt foggy and disconnected, but she held on to the women
from the letters who had told her they had once been certain they could not
keep going, that somehow eventually the grief stopped pulsing.
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Then one afternoon in May, she went to the bathroom and overheard her
mother outside on the front porch, talking with her aunt, Julie, who’d lived
in Greensboro and had come to visit. She was angry but whispering. Her
first thought was that someone was getting a divorce, but then she heard
her name and sat very still on the lid of the toilet sit, her mother’s voice
rising up through the open window.

“I want to forgive her. I need to forgive her, but I can’t,” her mother said.
“I can barely look at her.”

Her aunt murmured words she couldn’t hear, and then her mother was
trying to say something else that kept getting choked out by tears.

“The thing is—” she said. “This sounds awful, but I can’t shake the feel-
ing that this was her fault.”

Emma’s hair on her arms bristled, and she felt her blood thrumming in
her ears. These were simply her own dark thoughts said out loud, but it was
still a jolt to hear them spoken, especially from her mother who believed
that tragedies happened for a reason, who had been right beside her when
the doctor had said these things happened sometimes, nobody’s fault, more
often than one might think.

“Ijust don’t trust her,” her mom said, her voice brighter now, almost gos-
sipy. “Who knows what she was doing while she was pregnant? There’s not
a lot I'd put past this kid.”

She went back to her bedroom and found her headphones, but the music
didn’t help her get rid of the feeling that her mother was right. At the
beginning, before she had known she was pregnant, it had been the sum-
mer of Liam. The summer of Juuling in the walk-in freezer at Chick-fil-A,
feeling each other up behind the manager’s back. The summer of smoking
pot and racing round in his Jeep, their sleepy town of strip malls and tiny
brick churches suddenly the backdrop of a new life. With Liam she was
reckless, but it felt like bravery. Once, they had sex in a cemetery; another
time, they drove all night to the beach with nothing but tabs of acid and
a box of Pop-Tarts. They’d taken pills and disassembled cans of whipped
cream to do whippets. After the pregnancy test, she’d stopped everything
cold turkey, but she hadn’t known that she was pregnant until halfway
through the second trimester. Or possibly, she had known—should have
known—that her fatigue and weight gain meant something.

At dinner that night, she watched her mother attend to her with a prac-
ticed even calm. Lasagna, salad, how was your day, and yet, it was also true
what she had said on the porch—she couldn’t look at her, not really, not
the way her father could, and Emma understood that her mother did not
expect things between them to improve.

The card from Sioux Falls had a phone number and when she called it,
a woman with a bright southern accent answered the phone. Kristen. She
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had met her at her Aunt Julie’s wedding when she was in middle school and
remembered her as a thin plain woman with glasses who danced in bare
feet, but she couldn’t picture her face.

“This is Emma,” she said and then added her last name and her mother’s
name. “You sent me a card.”

In the background a toddler squealed, and a man’s voice answered in a
teasing cadence that sounded like he was chasing the kid, goofing around.
She was filled with a sudden panic that she had misunderstood, but before
she could backtrack, Kristen made the same offer again.

“As long as you want,” she said immediately. “Whatever we can do to help.”

On the plane three weeks later, hovering above miles of green farmland
and long straight roads, cocooned by the humming roar of the engine, she
promised herself that in this new life she had been granted, she would find
a way to make amends. She closed her eyes. Prayer, which she had resisted
for most of her life, still felt like it belonged to someone else, but she was
desperate. Please help me, she prayed, her first prayer since the days in the
hospital’s chapel, kneeling in front of a makeshift altar beside old women
whose husbands were dying. Give me a sign, God. Show me what you want me to
do, and I'll do it. Let me give you my life and make it be of use.

Kristen and her husband, Jason, lived in an old three-bedroom house on
the edge of a city park of ball fields and splash pads lined with towering
oaks. Kristen stayed home with their two little kids, and Jason worked as a
research analyst north of the city in the government geological lab that had
brought their family to South Dakota six years before. The house was small
and the carpeted floors covered in LEGO pieces and Magna-Tiles more
often than not, but Emma liked being swallowed up by the family’s every-
day routines—breakfast, walk, naptime, playtime, dinner. Pancakes on
Saturday morning, family hike in the afternoon. It was only at night, when
she woke up sweating and terrified, that the house felt like it belonged to
strangers.

One night in August, after the kids were in bed, Kristen and Jason sat her
down at the dining room table and said they wanted to talk. The summer
was almost over, and they wanted to know if she would enroll in the local
high school for her senior year.

“We’re in a good district,” Kristen said. “Just think about it.”

She thought yes but said, “I don’t know. If this is going to be long-term I'm
going to need a chore list. Either that or I get a job and pay rent.”

This made them both laugh, though Emma was serious. She was
indebted to them, and it was beginning to feel like a burden. She’d
displaced the two-year-old from her bedroom; she was one more person
sharing one bathroom, eating meals, making dishes; and she didn’t
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understand the motivation behind this unyielding kindness. They didn’t
know her, really; they were barely related, and as far as she could tell they
weren’t even religious, which was what she had found usually explained
unconditional generosity.

“It’s easy to live with you,” Jason said. “We’re happy to have you.”

He reached for a water glass from dinner, coated in condensation, took
a sip and gave her a long reassuring smile that made her wonder if he and
Kristen knew anything at all about her past.

“You're very kind, but it’s a little overwhelming, sometimes,” she said.
“As you may know, I haven’t always been a good person.”

Jason started to contradict her, and Kristen put her hand on his arm.
They waited for her to continue, but it was hard to explain. There were
the drugs, yes, and the times she’d stolen money right from her mother’s
wallet, but the part that stayed with her was the intolerance she’d had for
her parents’ pain. Because their rules were sometimes unreasonable, it
had been hard for her to see their emotion as anything but manipulation.
She was haunted now by the image of her mother sitting on the bottom
step of their stairs in her flannel pajamas, shaking. One of many late night
arguments that ran together, except this time, her mother wouldn’t stop
sobbing, kept saying over and over that she was out of ideas, that she didn’t
know what else to do.

“It’s just very important for me to help,” Emma said, finally. “Please.”

Jason and Kristen exchanged a look, and then Kristen got the magnetic
notepad from the fridge that said “Food & Stuff” in curling green script.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s make a chore list.”

Emma spent her last weeks of summer wondering how she’d explain her
living circumstances to her new classmates, but the high school turned out
to be so large that no one noticed she was new. At the Baptist school she
had attended since pre-K, a school that had very nearly kicked her out twice
before she’d gotten pregnant (not getting kicked out after that had required
three meetings with the principal and a promise not to host a baby shower
or otherwise make her condition seem “appealing”), there had been around
fifty other students in her whole grade. Here the hallways were filled with
bodies filing past in a constant roar of voices, and it was easy to slink away
from the crowd and stay anonymous. It felt as if the past year of her life
should be visible on her body, but no one gave her a second look.

She wasn’t sure of her place in this new environment and prayed for a
sign. When she saw a flyer in a restroom stall announcing a meeting of
the Gay-Straight Alliance, she wondered if this might be it. A picture of
rainbow-colored balloons that said, “Allies welcome. Please help make
South Dakota safe for all of us!” She thought of a sermon she’d heard that
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included a story about a woman who asked God for a father for her child.
“I don’t care if you have to send me someone from Alaska,” the woman had
prayed, and a week later, she met a man who was on leave from an army
base in Anchorage. God listened, the preacher had said, and he had a sense
of humor. Perhaps, she thought, she had asked for a sign of how she could
help, and God had sent a literal one.

That night, after the kids went to sleep, she handed her phone to Kristen
and showed her a picture of the flyer. “I was thinking of going,” she said. “I
wanted to make sure it’s okay with you.”

Her parents considered themselves to be tolerant, but they didn’t like for
gay people to have children or to hold hands or kiss each other in public,
and they also thought that trans people were suffering from mental disor-
ders. In her high school, there had been no openly gay or trans students,
let alone an alliance between them and the straight students, but she had
often felt a kinship with gay people, a sense of what it was to be unalterably
different than how she was supposed to be.

Kristen put down the cooking magazine she’d been reading, pulled her
feet up on the couch and crossed her legs. “I'm bisexual, you know,” she
said. “I've never had a girlfriend, but it’s a part of who I am, and I'm happy
about it.”

Emma felt her face burning. She had the feeling that Kristen was going
to tell her something about her sex life with Jason, which she already heard
sometimes faintly through her bedroom wall, and willed her to stop.

“If you want to join a GSA, I think that’s great.”

“I'm not—” Emma said. “I'd be going as an ally.”

Kristen shrugged. “As far as I'm concerned, whoever you are in that
department is terrific.”

The GSA turned out to be about a half-dozen awkward students who
sat around in a circle each week in Mr. Hansen’s physics classroom. A few
of them had streaks of purple and pink in their hair, and many dressed in
shapeless mismatched ensembles that looked as if they’d been borrowed
from thirty-something gamers. First, they shared their pronouns and
sexuality and then they spent the rest of the time talking about what they’d
done over the summer. Everyone but Emma said they were bi, including
a skinny redheaded freshman named AJ who also said, “trans.” The
ringleader seemed to be a cherub-faced girl named Kate, a junior with a tiny
silver septum ring who wore her dark hair in an undercut with a zigzag cut
into the back and who seemed more confident, if not more popular, than
the other students.

“We accomplish things, you know,” she assured Emma the next day at
lunch. “Just not until February. Until February, it’s basically like queer kid
social club.”
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“Valentine’s Day?”

This made Colton, the other person at their lunch table, laugh. He was
also a junior and in ROTC, which he said he pretty much hated but hoped
would pay for college.

“No,” Kate said. “The legislative session.”

She explained that in recent years, South Dakota had become a place for
anti-LGBT groups to test their bills before they tried to pass them in other
states. It was very conservative here for one thing, she said, but also it was
cheap to advertise and, because the legislative session was so short, the
process was quick. In February, Kate said, there would be at least one anti-
LGBT bill, because there was always at least one bill, and probably it would
have something to do with trans kids. Probably the bill wouldn’t pass, but
the GSA would take a bus to Pierre anyway and testify because the gover-
nor was in the Tea Party and liable to do anything, and these bills really
did threaten vulnerable people, and it wasn’t a good idea to get complacent.

“Wow, okay,” Emma said, unsure if she was impressed or overwhelmed.

“She’s a nerd,” Colton said. “Ask what her GPA is.”

Kate rolled her eyes and then turned back toward Emma. “It’s easy to
act like it’s just this big show that doesn’t matter, but it does,” she said.
“Sometimes these laws pass. Everything matters.”

Every Saturday morning, her dad called. Twenty minutes of talking about
nothing—a rainstorm, a pancake breakfast fundraiser at the church—and
then he asked if she was okay and if she needed money and handed the
phone to her mom who repeated a shorter version of the same details and
then asked to talk to Kristen. A few weeks into the school year, though,
he said that her mom was out at the grocery store and that she was having
a hard time. Her job was turning out to be too much for her lately, and so
she’d put in her notice. She was preoccupied, and Emma shouldn’t take it
personally if she didn’t hear from her for a while.

“Is her knee worse?”

Her mom had arthritis, which made her work as a preschool teacher
challenging, but she had an assistant and so far she’d been managing okay.

“No,” her dad said and paused for what felt like a long time. “It’s just the
kids in general. She just can’t be around kids right now.”

Her mother had worked at the Hickory Grove Baptist Church preschool
since Emma had been a student there, and it was hard to imagine her
mother doing anything else. She was the type who spent weekends at yard
sales buying puzzles and toys for her classroom, the type of teacher who
parents credited with turning their unruly three and four-year-olds into
well-behaved children.

“Will she retire?”
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“Oh, she’ll do something,” her dad said. “Eventually she’ll find
something else.”

At the next GSA meeting, Colton waited until Mr. Hansen stepped
out in the hallway and then clapped his hands and said that he had an
announcement.

“So, my future stepmother lives in Dell Rapids,” he said. “And as we all
know, our good friend Schaefer lives in Dell Rapids.”

Everyone nodded. Schaefer was a conservative state senator who fre-
quently sponsored anti-gay bills and often implied in his interviews about
them that gay and trans people were predators. To make things worse,
Schaefer was only thirty-six, younger than most of their parents, and proof
that the bad ideas were not simply going to die out.

“So, as it turns out, our friend Schaefer,” he said, pausing dramatically.
“Is in the same neighborhood, three houses down.”

“Okay,” AJ said. “I don’t get it.”

“We know where he lives,” Colton said. “So now we can do something.”

Kate, who had obviously already heard this information from Colton, said
that she saw his point, that Schaefer was an asshole who deserved to have
his life disrupted, but they should be careful.

“We can’t vandalize his house, obviously,” she said, “and if we want to
talk to him, we’ll see him at the town hall meetings.”

“I'm not saying vandalize,” Colton said. “I'm just saying, we do some-
thing. Ring a doorbell, leave a note.”

“You know his other big issue is guns, right?” AJ said. “I'm personally
not trying to get shot.”

Then Hansen came back and the conversation ended. Over the course of
the next several days, though, a plan developed. That weekend, before it got
any colder, they would go raiding, which meant sneaking around houses at
night and throwing feed corn. It was like toilet papering, Colton explained,
but not as mean. The birds ate the corn and, as long as you didn’t hurl
whole ears of corn at windows, nothing got damaged.

“Plus, he’ll know what’s happening,” he said. “It’s a pretty recognizable
sound. It’s not like he’s going to think he’s being robbed.”

“And then we leave a note,” Kate said. “We’ll say, ‘It sucks to not feel safe,
doesn’t it? It sucks not to have your private life respected.”

As the only trans person in their group, AJ’s vote counted more than
everyone else’s, and though he looked impatient, Colton heard him out. AJ
said he didn’t mind being mean and he didn’t mind telling Schaefer exactly
what he thought of his stupid ideas, but he didn’t want things to get worse.

“T just feel like it could backfire,” he said. “He already thinks we’re freaks.
I don’t want to help him prove his point.”
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Everyone nodded along, but within a few minutes, the original plan was
back on the table and moving forward. They’d go the following weekend;
Colton and Kate would get corn from their grandparents’ farms. It was
important, Kate said, for Schaefer to think about the impact of his actions,
to imagine for a moment what it would feel like to be constantly and relent-
lessly harassed.

“Do you know why this asshole got into politics?” Kate asked Emma.

“No.”

“He wanted to change the custody laws so he and other fathers paid less
child support,” she said. “This is our Mr. Family Values.”

That Saturday, Emma dressed in dark clothing and told Kristen and Jason
that she was going to a movie in Dell Rapids with some friends—an excuse
Kate had come up with that would explain their location for the parents
who tracked their phones. They didn’t question her story or ask why it was
they weren'’t just going to a movie in Sioux Falls. Instead, they asked if she
needed money or a car to borrow, what time it was she thought she’d be
home. They’d be up early the next morning for a Friends and Family Day
at the research lab.

“I'm not sure,” she said, which was true, she’d forgotten to plan this part.
“If it’s going to keep you up, I don’t have to go.”

“No, no,” Kristen said. “Just let us know if you’ll be home after midnight.
We’ll keep our phones on.”

When Kate texted to say that they were outside the house, Emma was
in the living room with Jason and Kristen who were snuggled up together
on the couch watching Netflix, and she didn’t get up right away. There was
time still, maybe, to change her mind. In her old life, she had lied to her
parents constantly without thinking much about it but now she felt guilty.

Jason paused the television and peeked through the venetian blinds. “I
see headlights,” he said. “Off you go. Have fun.”

Dell Rapids was a suburb about forty miles north of the city, and they
were quickly past the sprawl of Sioux Falls shopping centers and malls and
zooming along a two-lane highway lined on either side by farmhouses and
cornfields. Kate was driving; Colton was up front navigating, and Emma
was in the back with A]J, her face pressed to the window while Colton’s
hip-hop mix blared through the speakers. Colton directed Kate off the
highway to a narrow dimly lit street of RVs and small houses and a school
parking lot where they hid the car behind a school bus. They each filled
their pockets with handfuls of corn, and then Colton took a small backpack
that held the rest.
“It’s a little walk,” he said. “He’s just on the next street over.”
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They followed him to a small subdivision of large, newly constructed
ranch houses sitting on huge lots of land with pickup trucks in most of the
driveways. Just beyond the neighborhood lay farmland, but this stretch of
houses looked more crowded and suburban than Emma had been expect-
ing. Just past the first houses, Colton pointed to a large gray house at the
end of the cul-de-sac, and AJ stopped walking.

“It’s too exposed,” he said. “No way.”

The house was at least twenty feet from its only set of neighbors, but
the only trees in the yard were young and small, leaving them few hiding
places. A streetlight a few houses down cast long beams of light across
the grass.

Colton shrugged. “What’s he going to do?”

“We’ll split up,” Kate said. “It will be fine.”

AJ seemed unconvinced, but when Colton started walking, he followed.
The plan was for Kate to tape the letter to the front door first and for
everyone else to surround the house. When she was done, she’d throw the
first handful of corn and this sound would signal everyone else. As soon as
Schaefer reacted, they’d run back to the car.

The house was built into a hillside with a three-car garage and a porch
out front. AJ and Colton ran past a basketball hoop and past the garage, and
Emma followed Kate to the side of the house closest to the porch and then
kept running by herself, past a stone retaining wall and looped garden hose
to a concrete patio at the back of the house with brick firepit in the center
of a circle of deck chairs. She stood with her back to the siding and tried to
catch her breath. In the middle of the backyard sat a gray storage shed and
at the far edge of the property lay rows of tall evergreen trees that would
hide her while she escaped to the next neighborhood. After a few minutes,
she heard the sound of corn raining down on glass. This was supposed to
be her signal to throw her corn against the house, but instead she quietly
dropped it on the patio and started walking toward the side yard. Before
she made it, Kate sprinted past her to the other side of the house. Then
Emma heard the screen door open and a man’s voice shouting, “Get the
fuck off my property.”

It was quiet for a moment and then she heard more corn falling on the
windows and then Schaefer was really shouting. “Alright, assholes,” he
said. “I warned you.”

The door opened again, and Colton yelled, Run.

Emma made it to the side yard in time to see Colton and Kate race across
the open grass toward a parallel street that would probably, eventually,
take them back to their car. She stood up and walked in the shadows of the
house until she could make sure that no one was watching her, but then
she heard the crack of the rifle, followed by a loud thump.

128 MARIAN CROTTY



“You come out or I keep shooting,” Schaefer yelled. “The ball’s in your
court.”

Her mind told her to run, but her body wouldn’t go. She slid down against
the house and sat still. The ground was cold and damp, but her legs were
shaking.

“Okay,” a voice called out. “Okay. Okay.”

It was AJ—the smallest and youngest person in the group. If it had been
up to him they probably wouldn’t even be here.

“You think this is funny?” Schaefer said.

“No.”

“Well guess what, punk? Your friends left you, and now you'’re here
with me.”

He wasn’t shouting anymore, but his voice had the aggression of an
authority figure who’d been embarrassed and wanted to make a point.

“What’s going to happen now,” he said. “Is that you clean up my yard.”

What he seemed to have in mind was a slow and humiliating process—A]
picking up kernels of corn one by one while Schaefer followed behind him
with a rifle. It was a power trip, and also her opening to leave. AJ would be
okay—he wasn’t the type to escalate things—but also he was only fourteen,
and she knew he’d be panicking the whole time, wondering if Schaefer
would guess he was trans and lash out. The least she could do was make
sure that he wasn’t alone.

“There’s someone back here,” she shouted. “I'm walking toward you.
Please don’t shoot.”

Schaefer seemed shorter than he had in pictures but also stockier and
with less hair. He had a thick mustache and was wearing an insulated flan-
nel shirt and carrying a long rifle pointed at the ground. When he saw her,
he almost smiled. “Your girlfriend didn’t leave you after all.”

“He’s my little brother,” Emma said. “And being here was my idea.”

“I don’t really give a shit whose idea it was,” he said. “I care that the two
of you clean this up.”

They picked up corn from the front porch and the grass on the side of the
house. When they got to the patio where Emma had hidden and emptied
her pockets, Schaefer brought out an old broom from the toolshed. His role
was to swing his phone’s flashlight across the ground and point out the
kernels they’d missed. She imagined he was the type of uncompromising
father who congratulated himself for enforcing all of his many rules.

“I'm not punishing you,” he said. “This is just you fixing a problem you
created.”

When they finally made it back to the front of the house, Schaefer said
that he had decided not to call the police but that he hoped they’d learned
a lesson.
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“Yes, sir,” AJ said right away. The light from the porch shone on his face
and showed little droplets of sweat along his hairline even though it was
cold. Behind him, the front door was open, and the note was still there on
the glass, folded once.

“What lesson?”

“Actions have consequences,” AJ said. “I understand that, and I'm sorry.”

Hearing what sounded like genuine remorse in AJ’s voice sent a flare
of anger through her chest, and she made herself breathe in a long deep
breath.

Schaefer turned to Emma. “I don’t want to see you again. Understood?”

They had come to the end of this finally; he was ready to let them go, but
she knew that if she didn’t say something, she’d hate herself.

“This wasn’t random,” she said. “We know who you are.”

“Let me guess,” he said, looking at her hoodie and her Vans. “You think
you're a lesbian.”

He was so sure of himself that she understood he was used to these com-
plaints. He had made himself famous by fighting against equality; pissing
off gay people proved he was making progress.

“Yes,” she said, her heart pounding. “That’s right.”

“You should be thanking me then. You don’t see it now, but I'm trying
to help you.”

He seemed to believe what he was saying but that was almost worse.

“You need to do better,” she said. “You're living your life in the wrong
way.”

Schaefer laughed. “Okay, honey,” he said. “Right back at you.”

On the car ride home, AJ retold each moment of the story. Everyone else
seemed determined to hear it as a triumph, but what she kept thinking was
that he’d had a gun, that they’d expected him to have a gun, and that they’d
gone anyway. They’d put the path of their lives in danger for no real reason,
and luckily, miraculously, they’d been okay.

When she got home, it was almost midnight and the house was dark and
quiet. On the bathroom mirror, Kristen had left a sticky note that said
they’d be leaving at 7:30 for the Family Day at the research center if she
wanted to come. She brushed her teeth and splashed water on her face and
then lay in bed, composing a text message to her mother. My choices can’t be
undone, and I know they’ve caused us both a lot of pain. A nurse told me that it was
probably not my fault that Iggy died, but I did drugs in the early weeks and of course
we’ll never know. I live with this, but I'm trying to be a better person. She didn’t
send it, but she would, eventually.

The next morning Jason drove them all to a research lab in the middle
of miles and miles of cornfield with a security guard out front who looked
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at everyone’s ID. Jason showed them the desk of monitors on the third
floor where he tracked the size and shape of the earth’s landforms and
then they went back to the first floor and walked through the exhibits
with the rest of the families—images of wildfires in Arizona, rainforest
in South America, maps of arable land in North America. A collection of
monitors at the entrance showed the images the satellites were gathering
in real time from all over the world, cameras sliding along the beaches
of Mozambique, the mountains of Colorado, the Black Sea. The images
looked less like photographs and more like brown and blue and green
shapes that could be anywhere in the world. It wasn’t the pictures they
were after, Jason said, but the finely calibrated data, gathered over and
over, every sixteen days the size and shape of the whole world captured
before it became something new.

THE IOWA REVIEW 131





