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LATER, FRANKIE WOULD REMEMBER the car speeding past in the dark
as she stood at the edge of the old dirt road. She would remember that she
had been aware of the smell of smoke for a while. Someone having a fire,
she had assumed then, and that would turn out to be correct—though
not in the way she was imagining it. She had the quick thought, briefly
entertained amid the other, rushing thoughts that were moving through
her tired brain, that it was odd for someone to be doing this, having a fire
this late—or this early—on an already warm summer night.

But in the moment she didn’t go beyond her quick assumption, her
fleeting thought. She smelled the smoke, she saw the car approaching,
and she got quickly out of the road, stepping first into the ditch that
ran alongside it, and then, because it was night and she worried that
the driver might not see her in the dark, onto the scrubby bank, pulling
herself up between two trees that stood there. By the time she turned
around to face the road again, the car had passed her. She stood for a
moment watching as the wink of the red taillights disappeared behind
a rise in the road, appeared again, dropped from sight, and appeared
once more; and then was gone, the car’s sound fading into nothing, into
the rustle and odd croak of the night. She’d been walking for more than
an hour by then, awash in memories and images of the life she’d just
left behind.

She’d waked, as she’d known she would, at about one-thirty, and in her
jet lag and confusion, she didn’t know where she was, or even, for just a
second or two, who she was. She’d felt this way only a few times before
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in her life—in childhood mostly—a disorientation so profound that it
momentarily wiped her consciousness clean. It left her breathless now,
t00, her heart knocking hard in her chest as she lay there slowly feeling the
room and her life—her sense of being precisely herself, Frankie—return
and settle around her. It took her a few seconds longer than that, though,
to understand why she might be here, in this room that meant summer,
family.

She lay still for a while, feeling her body grow calm again, taking in
the familiar shapes in the dark around her. The clock next to her on the
bedside table glowed greenly—now 1:40, now 1:45. She turned on her
back and stretched. She heard an animal screech somewhere far off and
the tick of something shifting somewhere in the old house.

Two o’ clock.

Okay, sleep wasn’t going to come again for a while. She got up. She
dressed in the dark, pulling on the same clothes she’d shed onto the floor
five hours earlier when she’d come, exhausted, upstairs to bed. Carrying
her shoes in her hand, she went into the black hall, found the stairs, then
the smooth wooden handrail, and descended slowly, each step loudly
protesting her weight, even though she tried to stay at their edges on the
way down.

The bright moonlight fell into the living room, clearly delineating the
furniture. She could see the deep old slipcovered chairs hunkered com-
panionably by the fireplace. This was where her parents sat on chilly
nights, usually reading. The couch was turned toward the view of the
mountains. Behind it, the globe of the earth with its obsolete borders
and nations was bulbous in its wooden stand. The chest of drawers that
held dress-ups and puzzles and games—Monopoly and Clue, Parcheesi,
Scrabble—was a large dark block in the far corner of the room. She
could hear her parents’ twinned snoring from their bedroom in the new
wing down the hall from the kitchen, the wing they’d built this past year
because they were retiring—retiring to this farmhouse they had used as
a summer home for as long as Frankie could remember. She stood still
and listened for a long moment. She thought she could distinguish one
from another, her father’s snores low and regular, the proverbial sawing
of logs; her mother’s more intermittent, more fluttery.
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She thought of their faces as they’d looked at the dining room table
carlier tonight, both turned to her inquisitively, both seeming to ask to
understand something of who she was now, both seeming to want some-
thing from her, something she could feel herself pulling against giving,
=s usual.

She had a sense, suddenly, of how useless it was, that reflex. Probably
they were just being polite. Probably the questions they were asking had
oeen designed to keep the sense of a conversation going. Her resistance
seemed to her now the residue of some childish impulse that had stayed
with her into adulthood, the impulse to keep her life from them, not to
‘et them own it.

She sat down in one of the chairs by the fireplace. As she bent to pull
on her shoes, the smell of old ashes rose toward her, and she felt flooded
with a sense of nostalgia—but a kind of aimless nostalgia. She couldn’t
locate its source. Nostalgia for this place? For something in her past here?
Or, perhaps, lost to her, in her past elsewhere? She sat there for a long
moment, swept by this formless, hungry feeling.

Then she stood up, walked through the dining room, the kitchen, and
came outside, setting the screen door of the little porch carefully, sound-
lessly, back into its wooden frame.

The moon was bright here, bright on the grass around the house and
the field beyond it, bright on the gravel driveway that led to the black-
ness of the trees at the driveway’s end. The air was cool and smelled fresh
after the closed-in warmth of the house. The noise of the gravel under
her shoes seemed explosively loud.

When she got to the road, she turned left, away from town, and
emerged from the dark well under the trees. The moon made a glowing
white band of the road in front of her, made the woods on each side of
the road read as more deeply black. As she walked, she was going over the
steps that had brought her here the day before, a day that had gone on
and on, that had lasted more than thirty-two hours as she traveled north
and then west, across continents and oceans and time zones.

She saw herself in Lamu, climbing down onto the old wooden ferry
that plied the water between the island and the airport, holding the hand
of the weather-beaten, skinny ferryman as she stepped from the pier to
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the boat’s edge, then to the'built-in bench that curved inside along its
hull, a bench covered in fresh straw matting. There were assorted other
travelers waiting to be helped on, too, including a few tourists and a
fat woman wearing a buibui. She looked ancient, her heavy, sallow face
deeply lined, but Frankie knew from experience in Africa that she might
have been only a few years older than she herself was. The woman was
carrying two live chickens, white and plump, held upside down. This
seemed calming to them. They were quiet anyway, they jerked their
heads back and forth, looking around with a mild disinterest at every-
thing within their purview.

The last to arrive were two younger women in head scarves. Once the
boat had pushed off from the dock, once the ancient motor had caught
and they were out on the choppy gray water, the girls pulled their scarves
off, and the breeze lifted their thick dark hair. One of them closed her
eyes and shook her head slowly in pleasure.

During the short trip across the channel, Frankie watched the dhows
heading out to sea or returning, the one belling lateen sail turned this
way or that to catch the wind. She looked back at the stone town ris-
ing behind the dusty waterside quay. She’d stayed for just four days this
time, alone in one of the tall town houses. She’d slept out on the rooftop
under a lattice covered with jasmine and bougainvillea and waked before
dawn each morning to the electronically amplified call to prayer, to the
rich erotic smell of the jasmine. She’d walked the streets slowly, avoiding
the open-water channel, the meandering donkeys. She looked into the
open shops, she bought food and trinkets from the street vendors. She’d
wanted to mark what she thought might be the end of her life in Africa,
and this was a place she had particularly loved.

On the other side of the wide channel, everyone disembarked in
nearly perfect reverse order and walked up the sandy path to what con-
stituted the airport—a few thatched-roof pavilions and huts where
others were waiting, a short runway with a small plane parked on it.
Fveryone, including the chickens, got into this plane, each person having
to lower her head when she passed through the narrow, low door hatch.

As they flew, Frankie leaned against the window and watched the
plane’s winged shadow move across the steady brown and green of the
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~zvanna below. Occasionally they passed over a village with thatched
roofs, or tin roofs winking in the sunlight, and Frankie could see the ris-
:ng smoke from cooking fires and people standing in the cleared spaces
of red dirt, looking up, shading their eyes.

In Nairobi, she took a taxi home. She repacked her small bag quickly.
Then she carried it, wheeling her larger bag, too, out to where the taxi
driver waited at the gate by the guardhouse, talking in Kikuyu to Robert,
tae day guard. As the cab took her back to the airport, the sun set quickly,
undramatically, equatorially: day, then night.

The driver helped her into the chaos of the brightly lighted airport
with her large bag, and she checked it through to Boston. Then there
was the long wait in uncomfortable orange plastic chairs for the plane
@ Amsterdam, delayed for some reason or other, as planes in and out
of Nairobi often were. It was almost midnight when she finally boarded
2nd settled into her seat. A tall blond flight attendant with thick, almost
clownish makeup came by with a warmed hand towel, then with a packet
containing socks, a miniature toothbrush with a tube of toothpaste, and
2 sleep mask. Frankie had the sense of the beginning of different rules
for life, different expectations. The note of improvisation was falling
away, the developed world was beginning to encircle her.

The sky outside the plane was dark, and she slept, a broken, uncom-
fortable sleep, alternately too hot and too cold and full of vivid, dis-
turbing dreams she couldn’t remember when she woke. The plane was
squalid as they disembarked, blankets and pillows thrown on the floor
along with trash, newspapers. She saw little empty nip bottles wedged
into seat-back pockets here and there.

In Amsterdam, where it was morning, the airport smelled of espresso,
there were expensive first-world goods for sale in the shops, there
were people at computer stations and on cell phones, there was real
luggage—not boxes taped and tied, not old suitcases held together with
ropes. Frankie had a two-hour wait. She wandered in and out of the
duty-free shops for a while, though she didn’t buy anything. She startled
herself with her reflection in a mirror in front of a perfume shop. She
stopped and stepped toward it. She didn’t ook particularly American—a
tall woman wearing a white blouse and khaki pants, her long wavy red
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hair pulled back, her pale face washed out without makeup. A missionary
from Scotland, she thought. A dour anthropologist from the Netherlands.
A very tired missionary or anthropologist. She went into a women’s
bathroom and washed her face with the odd-smelling soap. She brushed
her hair. She put on fresh eye makeup. She didn’t look very different, but
she felt better.

On the flight to Boston, there was a movie, astonishing to Frankie
in its stupidity and crudeness. Was this all right now in the States? Had
she lived in Africa too long? She looked around at the others watching it
with earphones in, watched as their faces changed in amusement. From
time to time, she heard the ripples of light laughter sweep through the
plane.

The sun was bright as they came in for the landing in Boston. There
were sailboats and motorboats on the dark blue water, their wakes mak-
ing curling white lines behind them. There was the familiar urban sky-
line off in the distance and the closer village one across from the airport,
the toylike old-fashioned wooden houses seeming to look out benignly
over the water at the boats and the airport activity. Frankie was struck,
as she often was on the return to the States, particularly in good weather,
at how pretty everything was, how fresh-looking, how clean. Tears rose
to her eyes.

The bus north to New Hampshire was loading up as she arrived at its
bay. There were only twenty or so scattered passengers, so Frankie had a
seat to herself. She fell into it with a great sense of relaxation and relief.
The driver came on board and started the engine.

The bus passed quickly through the streets around the station, and
then they were on the highway. Frankie watched the sprawl around Bos-
ton fall away. She settled back for the long ride into a green that seemed
vast and unused compared with Africa. She watched it rolling by, emp-
tied, only occasionally a house, a farm, a gas station. She thought sud-
denly of Sam, one of her colleagues at the NGO she worked for. He had
seen a photo of her family’s country house once, with the overgrown,
blooming meadows stretching out forever beyond it. “What crops are you
raising here?” he had asked, pointing. When Frankie said, “Nothing,” he
shook his head in wonderment. “All that land and no farming.” And here
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:5¢ was, she thought—back where she belonged, in the prodigal Western
world of no farming. Undeniably an American after all. She felt this in
same pointed way, since, for the first time in the fifteen years she'd lived
= Africa and come home to visit her family in the States, she didn’t have
z return ticket. She didn’t know when she was going back. Or if she was.

She leaned her head against the cool glass and dozed, then woke, then
cozed again. The sun was getting lower in the afternoon sky when the
aus pulled off the highway. They were approaching Winslow, and then
“hey were there, at the little grocery-store-cum-gas-station that served
25 a bus stop. As they rounded the corner to the parking area behind it,
=rankie saw several people waiting outside. It took her a few seconds to
rzalize that one of them—the old woman sitting alone on a bench in
iront of the big glass window under a faded sign that advertised Salada
tea—was her mother.

This had happened to Frankie with Sylvia before in recent years, this
l2g in recognition. I must have a picture of her, Frankie thought, maybe
at forty-five or fifty, the same way you're supposed to form a persistent
image of yourself that stays indelibly the same, in spite of the years that
pass. The wear and tear.

Wear and tear indeed. Sylvia’s face looked ravaged in repose, and yet
she also still looked powerfully strong, in what was to Frankie—always
had been—a slightly frightening way. The bus pulled into its spot, and
Frankie watched her mother stand up from the bench. Watched her face
come to life, watched as some energy, willed or not, animated it, and it
became, somehow, beautiful.

Sylvia was there at the foot of the steps as Frankie stepped down from
the bus. “Darling!” she cried, and threw her strong arms around Frankie.

And there was a part of Frankie that wanted it: to be held, to be
taken care of, to be mothered. Though this was illusory, Frankie knew—
mothering wasn’t a gift of her mother’s. But for the moment she welcomed
the illusion, she leaned into it, into her mother’s austere, slightly lemony
smell, feeling her mother’s breasts soft against her as she returned the hug.

They broke apart. The bus driver had come down the steps and was
opening the luggage compartment at the side of the bus. He began pull-
ing out bags to get at Frankie’s. When he yanked it to the ground and
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deposited it in front of them, Sylvia took hold of it and tilted it toward
herself.

And then made a face. “Good Lord, Frankie!” she said. “You'd think
you were some kind of hit man, getting rid of the body” The driver
laughed as he was flinging the other bags back in. Sylvia smiled at him,
pleased.

“I'll take it then,” Frankie answered, reaching for it.

“No, no, it’s all right. I've got it. 'm just amazed, that’s all.” Her mother
gestured to the car, the old green station wagon Frankie’s parents had
driven for years, parked at the side of the lot.

“What on earth is in here?” Sylvia asked.

“Just the usual” This was a lie. Frankie wasn’t sure why she hadn’t yet
told her parents that she didn’t think she was going back. Mostly, prob-
ably, because she wasn’t absolutely certain she’d decided yet. And she
didn’t know what else she wanted to do. What else she could do, really.
If she were going to stay, she’d need to do something, and the blankness
that rose in her mind when she considered this frightened her.

“Then I'm getting older,” Sylvia said. “Weaker anyway.”

“No. Not you,” Frankie answered. “No way.”

Together they heaved the duffel into the back of the car. Then each of
them came around and got in. As Frankie was fastening her seat belt, she
said, “No Daddy. Boohoo.”

“Boohoo, indeed. He’s mired in his own world, as ever”

They were pulling out of the parking area onto the paved town road.
Frankie looked over at her mother, at her profile. She looked her age,
her hair was white, and yet the effect she made when animated was of
a person undeniably, sexually, female. For as long as she could remem-
ber, Frankie had thought of womanhood as a territory her mother had
staked a claim to. In order to be female herself, to be sexual, she’d felt that
she needed to get away from Sylvia. Sometimes, when she’d been home
awhile—too long—she thought that was the point of Africa for her.

“What world?” she asked her mother now. “I thought he’d retired
from his world.”

“Oh. That’s just not going to happen, I don’t think.” Her mother
shook her head, an almost-grim smile playing around her mouth. “He
has projects.” Her voice put quote marks around this.
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In Frankie’s adult memory, her mother had always spoken of her
sziher’s professional life this way, with a tone of only-slightly-veiled con-
wzmipt, or disdain. It was something Frankie didn’t like in her mother,
~ut she tried to resist that feeling now. It was too soon to give over to it.
she said, “Well, good for him, I say.”

“Mm,” Sylvia said.

Atter a moment, Sylvia asked about the trip, and Frankie talked about
1. Then about her work in south Sudan, where she had spent the last
=w months training and supervising the staff at the health centers her
NGO was helping to set up. In turn, she asked her mother about the
sznovation of the farmhouse, which Sylvia explained in a depth of detail
Erankie could tell she was enjoying. When they’d driven without speak-
ing for a minute or two, Frankie said, “So, how does it feel, living here
fll-time?”

Sylvia tilted her head to one side. “I'm not sure. It’s been raining off
znd on since we got here, so Alfie and T have been more or less trapped
ogether in the house.” She made a face. “No fun.”

Frankie had a quick sinking sensation.

Sylvia spoke again. “But right now, it’s paradise. As you see.”

Frankie turned and looked out her window. It was paradise, she
thought. The afternoon sun touched everything with gold, so that the
crass, the fields, every tree, all seemed an invented green, not of this
world naturally. Even the air seemed golden—the light itself was speck-
led and glittery where it was caught slantwise by dancing motes, by
miniature insect life. She sat, silent. They were passing the old famil-
iar landmarks—the hills, the wide fields with early corn in precise, lush
rows. Intermittently she could see the black river rushing by below the
road, and every now and then, around a corner or on a rise, there were
the mountains off in the distance, bluish in the early evening’s light haze.

They passed a tidy farmhouse and barn she remembered well. A mile
or two after that, a familiar abandoned house that had gotten more dere-
lict in the last few years. For the first time in a long time, she was relaxed,
she realized. Her mother at the wheel, these old signposts. She felt herself
drifting into sleep.

The road got bumpy, and Frankie opened her eyes. They'd turned
off the asphalt village road onto dirt. Frankie sat up. They passed the
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Louds’ farm. There was a red tractor down in their fields, moving slowly
through the tall grass, a bareheaded man, shirtless, driving it. Every rise
and dip in the road were known to her now. Every house they passed
had a name Frankie could attach to it, faces she could call up. They went
right at the fork, and a minute or two later, there it was. Home.

She corrected herself mentally. Not home. It was no more her home
than the Connecticut house had been.

They turned into the driveway. “Here we go,” her mother said. She
pulled up to the closed doors of the small sagging unpainted barn,
attached to the house, which served as a garage in winter.

The air, when Frankie stepped out of the car, was cooler here. Was
better, she thought, and remembered that she had always thought this,
even as a child. It had been magic then, to arrive from wherever they
were calling home that year. To feel the gift of some cleaner, finer life
beginning. She breathed it in now. She stretched. Her mother had come
around to the rear of the car and opened it, and together she and Frankie
lifted the heavy bag out of the Volvo. Sylvia took the lighter bag, and
Frankie followed behind her, pulling the heavy one over the resisting
gravel and up the few steps to the little porch outside the kitchen.

“We're here!” Sylvia called as she stepped inside. She crossed the
kitchen and disappeared into the dining room beyond. Frankie had
just gotten the bag up over the threshold and into the kitchen when her
father appeared in the doorway between it and the hallway.

“Francesca,” he said with quiet satisfaction. He came forward and
embraced Frankie, gently, less commandingly than her mother had. He
stepped back, hands still on her shoulders, looking at her. “Frankie,”
he said.

“Cest moi,” she answered, stupidly.

Sylvia bustled back into the kitchen, and Frankie’s father’s hands
dropped; he stepped away from her.

“We’ll have just a little light supper,” Sylvia was saying to Frankie,
already moving on to the next step. “I know you’re ready to collapse.”
And then: “Can you get that bag upstairs by yourself?” It was less a ques-
tion than a directive, and Frankie felt it beginning, the irritation with her
mother that was part of her life in her family.



