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Qutside my office, | hear the rubbery squeal of a wheelchair, followed by the
danp exhal ation of a sick child s sigh. The shadow of the punp-kin-headed boy,

Jonny, crosses the wall |ike a dark hand sl apped on a sheet.
"Come in," | call through the open door
"Sure, Dr. Arian," Jonny says, lisping. It sounds |like "Sssir, docker awin,"

but I'mused to the way hc talKks.

Jonny wheels into nmy office. He's very linber with the chair. In his hand is a

smal I, crooked paper Santa and sonething else that | can't quite fathom nmade
of
festive paper. | finish the letter I'mconposing and smle. It's not easy to

smle at Jonny.

He hol ds the paper Santa up. "I made this for G anma," he says.

"That's a great St. Nick," | say. My nmouth twists in a funny way, and | don't
like the feeling. Hi s grandmother hasn't visited himfor at |east three years,
yet Jonny makes her sonething for every holiday. Her presents are all in a

shoebox, tucked neatly in his cubby in DormA., where the seriously il
children

live.

"This is for you,"
t hat

it's pieces of paper, cut and pasted to ook like a Christmas present.

he says, holding out the other bit of artwork. | see now

The little present has "I love you, Dr. Arlan" witten on it in spidery
letters.
"That's a great job, Jonny."

In a fit of the unprofessionalismwhich seens to have beconme ny habit of Iate,
I

push away fromthe desk and wal k to Jonny's side, then kiss his patchy scal p.
Jonny giggles and kisses ne back. If | ook in his good left eye, which is

| arge, brown, and very pretty, | can pretend for a nonent he's a normal child.
He tuns toward nme as he laughs, and it's inpossible to pretend any | onger

Jonny's third eye stares vacantly. He can see only fromhis |left eye, not the



one on the right or the one in the center of his large, flat forehead.

gently

stroke his veined head, which is twice as large as the head of a child his age
shoul d be, and | whisper that his grandmother will be very pleased with his
gift.

Soneone has naned the syndrone from which Jonny suffers Webern syndrone. it's
not a common birth defect, but it's one of the nore unpl easant conditions
children have come to suffer fromin this, our pestilent age.

I'"m Hedrick Arian, forty-six years old, a doctor of education, not nedicine.
|'ve been the administrator of Southern California Sherman Institute for
Differently Abled Children for six years. Jonny is nearly seven. He and
arrived at this place on the sane day. He is a part of the |andscape, |ike our
chairs, molded in solid hunks of indestructible plastic, the nottled gray
conposite floors, the nurses, the aides, the everpresent nedication and the
constant streamof visitors who want to gawk at the children

"Gramma i s coning,"
know she' Il cone."

he says, spraying ny face with his spittle. "This year,

"OfF course she will," | say. The lies fall so easily fromny |ips these days.
I

pat Jonny's tw sted back and watch himwheel slowly frommy office, waving
goodbye with one tiny six-fingered hand.

Jonny's famly signed himover to the state and has forgotten he was ever

bor n.

Part of ne understands their distress at bearing such a child into the world.
Anot her part of ne knows the history. and | can't help but feel a nasty stab
of

fury in my gut, because Jonny's nother drank daily during her pregnancy, and
took every drug she could find in staggering quantities.

Was it the drugs that nade Jonny what he is? | don't know. They say the virus
whi ch altered Jonny's genes is both sly and opportunistic. The thing at work
inside of himfound a dirty needl e sonewhere or canme through a perforated
condom that much we do know.

When | first came, ny friends would ask, "How can you stand all those little
children, suffering?" They said this in a disbelieving tone that really neant,
"I can't believe you' re taking care of those wetches."

Now, they ask |ess often

Years ago, Shernman housed devel oprental | y di sabl ed children, the ones they
called "nmorons" and "inbeciles."” But no |l onger. This di sease Jonny has, the
DNA

thief, started a decade ago. The initial wave of the stricken didn't fall ill,
so nost of themdidn't realize that anything was happening, while the tiny bit
of protein that saw them as a universe of neat |odged in their gamnetes,
multiplied itself, changed things. Then, they bore children. Children with
somet hing worse than missing |inbs, or hydrocephaly or spina bifida or
nmuscul ar

dystrophy or cerebral palsy.

These children were born with bizarre defects, |ike Jonny's; a head sized and
shaped |ike a great jack-o-lantern covered with patchy hair, extra fingers,
extra toes, a spinal deformity that rendered himparaplegic and the ultimate
horror, a blind, filmy, goggling third eye.



Then there were the children with no eyes, nmerely a nose hole and a gapi ng maw
for a nouth. The children with three arnms and a tail, with fishy scal es and
slit-eyes, the ones with fins in place of hands and feet.

And the horrible irony was that nost of Sherman's charges were of normal
intelligence. No gravely nmentally disabled anong them these children were
born

with the ability, though they nmight not have even had eyes with which to see,
of

knowi ng how different they were, and one day perhaps realizing that despite
al l

their pretty names, like "differently abled," they were what nost people
cal |l ed

nonsters.

I know the histories of our children, save the few found in dunpsters or on
somne

church doorstep. Mdst are inner city kids, many of them brown or black or
gol den

under their fur or scales. Jonny is black

On certain nights, when | wake in a sweat at three in the norning and trudge
to

the patio for a cigarette, because nmy wife Monique will not allow ne to snoke
in

the house, | wonder if God forgot all these children, while they grewin the
wormb. Why did he gift themw th these deformties, why not nerely with

ol d-fashi oned spina bifida or rmuscul ar dystrophy or retardation or fetal

al cohol

syndr ome?

This virus, it's like Blake's scaly angel of death, coming for the first-born
sons of the Egyptians, their parents waking to find their bel oved children
dead.

Bl ake's angel, drawi ng his foul gossamer wings over the lintels of all the
parents of all the children of Sherman.

It's the poison in our lives leaking out, | think, as | drive home to Mnique
and ny lovely girl Karen, who is fifteen and bl ossonmi ng and perfect in every
way; fierce poison |eaching fromthe evil that is our nodemlives, destroying
and tw sting genes, changing babies into nonsters. It's the vile despair of

t he

i nner city, the hopel essness, the cruelty, the poverty, witing itself |arge
and

maki ng itself manifest, opening itself to the cruel, blind dance of proteins,
am no aci ds.

I'"ve left Sherman, and |'mpulling into the pizza place, to bring home a treat
for Karen. W |ike pizza. Monique is on a diet again, and if | don't bring
somet hing hone, Karen and I will be stuck with pot pies, and | can't bear the
t hought of that.

I"mstill thinking about Jonny and his absent grandnother as | park. | don't
notice the guy in the lurid pink mnitrack backing out. He squeals to a stop a
few i nches fromny bunper, gives ne the finger and yells something ugly.
ignore him It's not safe these days, getting into sonething, even in this
bright minimall in nmy well-to-do nei ghborhood. The stink of his screeching
tires

stings my nostrils as | get out of the car. It snells |ike gunpowder. It



snmel l's
| i ke deat h.

Karen gobbl es a piece of pizza, then kisses me on ny cheek, before rushing out
the door with one of her friends, Gna or Ga, | can't renenber which

"Cheerl eader practice, Dad," she says, by way of explanation

So, I'mleft with Mnique, who has settled in with her nail polish and a
ronance

novel . | watch the news until it sickens me, then try to read sone nystery
novel

t hat Moni que had purchased and tired of.

I'"d hoped | could talk with Karen about Jonny. Karen had al ways shown an
interest in the children, even when she herself was a young child. She's such
a

bright girl, so sensitive. But, | thought, she's grow ng up. She's out nore
often than in. My friends tell ne all teenagers are like this.

Moni que's face is porcelain smoth as she reads her book. It's as if nothing
has

touched her over the years. 1've put on nore pounds than | care to count. MWy
face is lined, my nustache peppered depressingly with gray, and | wear what we
used to charitably call "old nman pants," yet Mnique | ooks barely different

t han

the day we married. There's no point in talking to her about Jonny. She
doesn' t

even renenber his nane.

Moni que has cl osed the book and is filing her nails. "Karen's at cheerl eader
practice," | say.

She nods and murmurs sonething. | can't quite hear her
"Tonmorrow the Governor's wife is visiting with some people,” | say. | hadn't
meant to tell Monique about this, but sonmething is pressing me to talk to her

thi s eveni ng.

Moni que puts the nail file down and | ooks up. "Really?" Her cold blue eyes
bri ght en.

"They're coming at el even. W' ve got a nusical program planned."”

"Ch, 1'd love to come! Can | just show up?"

"Sure." | wonder why | haven't said sonmething earlier. Everyone has invited
their relatives, at |east those who are interested in the Governor's wife.

Moni que should be there. It would | ook strange if she wasn't.

"That's so exciting. Wiy didn't you tell me earlier?" Monique is pouting.
Several lifetimes ago, | found that expression fascinating.

"It's been so hectic. | forgot, | guess.”
Moni que shakes her head. She picks up her book

"Jonny nade anot her ornament for his grandnother today. He's expecting her for
Christmas," | say, then | open ny book



Moni que pushes her hair back and smiles. "Hed, what should | wear? Do you
t hi nk

the creamsuit, or the red jacket, for Christrmas?. What do you think the
Governor's wife will wear?"

| pretend to read. | think I tell Monique to wear the creamsuit, and a
hol i day

pin. It doesn't matter. She'll |ook fine. She always |ooks fine. Everyone
tells

me what a beautiful wife | have. I'mglad she wants to see the Governor's
wife.

Moni que is very lovely. She sits in her high-backed, beautiful chair and the
light falls across her face, highlighting its delicate planes and perfect
features. Her lips curl inatiny snile

| can't imagi ne ever touchi ng her again.

I"mcolor-blind. That's why | had so much troble recogni zi ng Jonny's holiday
gift. One of the only colors | can truly see is yellow Perhaps that's why I
| ove Sherman's auditorium W painted it in shades of yellow and orange, to
m nor the Southern California sun

Moni que wal ks beside nme in her creamsuit as | |lead the Governor's wife and
her
ent ourage on a tour of Shernman.

After the first dorm the Governor's wife's smile |ooks forced, as if she'd
set

her face that way and now coul dn't change. She's not a youngwoman. The |ines
in

her forehead deepen with each child we visit.

A tiny vein in her neck starts throbbing when we visit DormB. W see the

tw ns,

Ky!e and Kieran, getting their daily noisturizing bath. It's inportant for the
boys' skin to be kept noist. Their scales flake away and | eave | arge raw

pat ches

wi t hout daily treatnent.

"Ch, what has happened to theme?" the CGovernor's wife whispers.

"They call it congenital ichthyosis,” |I tell her. "The skin thickens into
scal es. The boys al so have rudi nentary gills."

| pat the attendant's arm She's a great, dark-skinned woman with a brilliant
smle. The twins giggle and squirm "This is their favorite part of the day,"
she says, in a voice that echoes her native Venezuel a.

The Governor's wi fe asks the attendant a few questions about the twins. | see
pain and horror in her eyes, as the boys snmle and coo. "You're pretty," one
of

t he boys says. He's talking to Monique. | turn, and ny wife | ooks as though
she's eaten a dried-out |ine.

| mutter about how the boys are very affectionate.
"How can you stand it?" Moni que whispers through gritted teeth.

I just smle. W say goodbye to the attendant and the twins. It's time for the
program | don't want to be late.



W enter the sunny auditorium The children have col ored butcher- paper
banners.

Their thene is "What | Want to Be Wien | G ow Up, Santa." The banners show
nurses, doctors and railroad engi neers. There are no cartoon characters anong
them Sherman's children are blissfully ignorant of violent superheroes and

i nsi pid cartoons. The pictures rem nd me of what we used to draw as children,
when we believed that nurses and police officers and fire-fighters were

her oes.

The Governor's wife smiles again, a nore genuine smle. Jonny's class conmes to
the stage. He is in the front. They sing "Jingle Bells" and "Hark the Herald
Angel s Sing." Wen they get to the chorus of "Hark the Herald Angels," Jonny
sings "Gory to the newborn King," in a high, sweet, slightly bubbly voice.
The

CGovernor's wife claps. Tears glisten in her eyes.

I reach over and grasp Monique's hand. She purses her |ips and draws away.
"Ch, his eyes! \What would cause that?" the Governor's w fe excl ai ns.

I tell her the name of his syndrone. She shakes her head. Jonny approaches the

m crophone. "All | want for Christmas is to give nmy gramma a kiss," he says.
The

Governor's wife makes a little choking noise, and puts her hand to her nouth.
Moni que sits still, beside ne. The nuscles in her thighs are tight as stee
cords.

"WIl his famly be here for Christmas?" the Governor's wife asks. | shrug.

Jonny and his class wheel away, am d the appl ause of the staff and the
teachers

and the CGovernor's w fe. Mnique claps her delicate hands |ike a doll someone
has wound up and set to perforning

The younger children cone on stage. They have prepared a m ni-Nutcracker for
t he
Governor's wife.

The Governor's wife asks, "Who's that darling girl?"

"Little Gyla,” | tell her. Gyla is four, nearly five. She's dressed as a tiny
Snow Queen, though under the costune she is covered with soft, silvery fur

Her

face is heart-shaped, with a sharp chin and a rosebud mouth, her head covered
with short fur, save two tufts above her tenples that mmc a puppy' s ears.

Moni que | eans near and whi spers, "You' ve never told ne about her."
| shake ny head. "No, | suppose | haven't. Gyla is a very happy girl."

"What is the matter with her?" The Governor's w fe's eyes are narrow,
guest i oni ng.

"She's a lycanthrope. It's possible she could bite another child. W may have
to
i solate her, if her

"That's horrible! She's really very pretty, in an odd way," Mnique says. Her
mouth is a tight line. I know what she's thinking. She's thinking, what if
Kar en



had been born like this little girl?

Gyl a's parents were poor Mexican people, Indians, froma state they call

M choacan. Her nother worked in the garnment district in Los Angel es, before
Oyl a

was born. After a series of foster placenents, she came to Sherman. She speaks
with the accent of her foster parents, who were also from Mexi co.

"She says she wants to be a ballerina,”" | say to the Governor's w fe.
pronounce it as Gyl a does, "bayareena."

Tears stream down the cheeks of the Governor's wife, marring her perfectly
powder ed conpl exi on, as the programdraws to a close. | touch her el bow. She
stands and cl aps beside me, as we all do. "What can | do for them" she says,
as

she dabs at her eyes with a tissue. Mnique is pressing at her arm nuttering
how pl eased she was to neet her. "Wat would they like for Christmas? Wat
woul d

they really |ike?"

My mind whirls. What would the children like? Wuld the children Iike
band- ai ds,

to put across their weepi ng wounds? New bodi es? New skin? The renoval of
excess

eyes and digits and |linbs? Should we get video toys for the blind children
nmusi ¢ di sks for those who can't hear? Could the Governor's w fe purchase
acceptance for them a society that wouldn't stare?

"Socks," | hear nyself say. "The children need warm socks." The Governor's
wife

asks how many socks are needed.

I tell her there are one hundred and five children, and it would be nice if
each

child could have two pair, one white, and one colored. Even the children with
fins and flippers can use socks.

The socks are pronised before Christmas. The CGovernor's wife kisses nme lightly

on the cheek, and her handlers | ead her away. As she leaves, | feel a tug at
ny
jacket. 1 look down, and Jonny is beside ne.

"WIl you call G amm?" he asks.

| smile down at him "I1'll call her. She's giving you socks for Christnas,
Jonny," | say. More lies. So sinmple. | kiss himatop his sensitive head, which
is very warm and Mnique and | |eave the auditorium

Moni que serves nme coffee on our patio, which is furnished in the style of
wrought iron favored in New Ol eans. The cup is hot, the coffee steamng its
aroma delicious. Mnique makes a magnificent cup of coffee.

"Why did you tell her socks?" she asks as she sits beside ne. She has her hair
in a sleek ponytail. It nakes her look like a young girl.

"They need them ™ | murnur, as | sip the coffee.
"You need a break. Tell the board you want a week off. Two weeks. Let's get

away. Karen can stay with ny sister.” Monique's expression is serious. She
pats



my hand. It feels as though she's touched ne with a warmmnitten

I pull nmy hand away. "I can't |eave now The staff is continuing class through
Christmas. The kids need ne. They haven't got homes or families. Jonny stil

"Jonny be dammed! Aren't you worth sonething, Hed? You can't be his father
I'm

sorry for them but they' ve got to learn to accept what they've been given.
Don't pretend to be their father. It's not helping this Jonny. He needs to
know

there isn't anyone there for him there isn't

"How can you be so vicious!" | slamny coffee cup on the table. Cerami c shards
spray across ny lap, along with nost of the coffee. Mnique gasps and backs
away. | wipe at the ness with the napkin. The | ook on her face is terrible.
I've

fri ghtened her.

"You need sone tine off, Hed. | mean it," she says, and starts toward the
house.

"Wait," | say. She tums. | remenber how it was for nme, long Christnmases ago,
waiting at our apartment wi ndow for my father. My nother always said, "Maybe
he'll conme." Years and years of it, until at last, | didn't go to the w ndow.
And he still didn't cone. Perhaps that's why | feel this way about the

chil dren.

Perhaps this pain is why | can understand their pain. Mpnique |ooks at ne,
guest i oni ng.

"I"'msorry," | say. "lIt's because | spent so nuch time waiting for my own
father."

"You told nme what happened,” Moni que says. Her pale, shiny eyes narrow. "Your
not her was too weak to tell the truth, that your father had another famly and
he'd stopped caring for you. Don't make the same mistake with these kids.

nmay

not know very much about the professional parts of your job, but I do know one
thing. Lies always hurt nmore than the truth. A ways." Mnique swiftly gathered
the ceramic chips and spilled coffee with a napkin before she went back in the
house.

"Maybe you're right,” | called after her. Mnique's unexpected insight

di st ur bed

me. Long ago, | had thought that she |oved nme. But it had been so | ong since
she

was there for me, so many little hurts gathered together, that | coul dn't
renenber the way | had once felt. | rested ny chin on ny cupped hand as |

surveyed our pristine yard

"Tell the boy the truth, Hed," she called fromthe kitchen wi ndow. "And ask
for
that time off. W need it."

Per haps | woul d ask. Jonny's face appeared in the back of nmy mnd, demanding
ny
attention, like a credit card bill | couldn't afford.

| wal k beside Jonny as he wheels to his dorm I've told himthat his



gr andnot her

won't be coming for Christmas. Snot streams over his upper lip. His third eye
rolls aimessly, the way it always does when he's angry or upset. | feed a
steady stream of tissues fromny pocket into his left hand as he steers the
chair with the other hand.

"I can't believe it, Doctor Arlan," he snuffles. "Wy won't she cone?"

| keep wal ki ng, but the chair slows, then stops. Jonny turns. Now cones the
hard

part. "I don't know," | say. This isn't alie. | not only don't know why she
won't cone, | don't know where the grandnother is. Al of our letters and
noti ces cane back unopened. Her phone was | ong ago di sconnect ed.

"I remenber her," Jonny says. "She said she |oved ne. She gave ne candy."
Though Jonny hasn't seen his grandnmother since he was three years old,
bel i eve

t hat he does remenber her. Many of Sherman's chil dren have exceptiona
nmenori es.

"I know she did," | say. "Maybe she's sick, Jonny. Maybe sonet hi ng has
happened

to her, and we can't get in touch with her, to ask her to cone."

"You didn't try! You don't care!" Jonny wheels away, furious. My hand is

caught

in his wheelchair and a | arge piece of the skin on the back of nmy hand | eaves
with him | swear softly and put my hand to nmy nouth, then trot after him
Sone

of the aides stop and stare. | wave themaway as | grab his chair.

"We did try, Jonny. Maybe sonet hing has happened to her. You have to
under st and

"I don't understand! You just want to keep us here. That's why nobody ever

cones, because you're afraid they' Il take us away!" Jonny stares at ne, his
face

slick with nucus and tears. His right eye, which is as blind as the one in the
m ddl e of his forehead, is cast off, fixed sonewhere on the wall. The eye from
whi ch he sees gazes darkly, fiercely, at ne. | turn away.

"Someti nes peopl e have things happen,” | say, nmy voice sounding as feeble as |
feel. "My own father never canme to see me at Christmas. | waited for him tine
after time, but he never cane. | w sh soneone had been able to tell nme not to

wait, then, the way I'mtelling you now "
"You always lie,"
she

didn't come. Now you say she can't cone."

Jonny says. "You told ne Granma was com ng | ast year, and

Hs face is full of childish anger and pain. | try to kiss himatop his head,
which is lolling forward at an alarm ng angle, and he pushes nme away. My sore
hand throbs. He hits ne in the ribs and that hurts, too.

"I hate you," he says in a tonel ess voice. Then he starts down the hall. His
wheel chair creaks softly.

I murmur soothing things as | follow himto his dorm He doesn't respond. His
| eft arm dangl es as he mani pul ates the chair with the other arm He enters the



dormand slowy, painfully, transfers fromthe chair to his bed. | watch

t hr ough

the security wi ndow. He doesn't cry. Finally, | turn away. I'll rem nd the

ai des

to give himsonething special for Christmas, perhaps a drawi ng set. He enjoys
artwork. I"'mtold his pieces are very colorful, though they all |ook gray to
ne.

Moni que has done the Christnas tree in silver and white. She's obsessed with

t he

new. | remenber ny chil dhood trees. The sane little toys, the sane fading
tinsel, the hundred bel oved objects, sonme paper, others glass or plastic,

whi ch

my mother and | hung with care. Mnique adores gl anorous trees, the ones wth
each brand-new ornanment carefully matched. Last year, she inforned ne that the

tree was pink and burgundy. At least, | think, as | sip ny eggnog and watch
our
fake gas log fire, | can tell that this year's tree is silver and white, al
t he

varyi ng shades of the paler portion of the gray scale.

Karen is off at some church program They're maki ng stockings for poor

chil dren.

It bothers ne that she's gone, and |I'm al one again with Mnique. How ol d was
Karen when Mni que began decorating the tree? Five, six? Jonny's age. Was t hat
t he age when children began to |l ose their sense of magic, their trust in the
love in the world? | swirl the nutneg atop nmy eggnog, then swallow t he whol e
sweet nmess in one gulp.

| pour nyself another eggnog and add a stiff slug of bourbon. The phone rings.
I

stay in nmy chair by the tree, staring at the fire. Monique is in the kitchen
She can get it.

| hear her voice. She sounds frightened, or angry. Her face is white as she
brings me the phone. "Here," she says, thrusting it at me. The antenna stabs

ny
chest. | adjust it and lift it to ny car

It's the charge nurse at Sherman. Something terrible has happened. They' ve
cal l ed an anbul ance.

"Il come," | say. "l can be there in ten mnutes."

"I't's Jonny," the nurse says. My heart skips a beat. My foot slips alittle on
the thick rug as |I stand. Mnique gl ares.

"You're not going down, are you?" It's not a question

"I have to. It's an energency,"” | say.

"You're drunk. You can't drive. I'll drive you," she says.

Suddenly, | don't want her with me, her accusing eyes, her porcelain face.
push her aside, grab ny keys and I'mout the door. | speed through our quiet
nei ghbor hood, and I'mat Shernman within ten mnutes. | park crookedly in ny
spot

and run into the building.

The charge nurse greets me. She leads ne toward Dorm A, "I'msorry, Dr.



Arian,"

she says. Her voice is breathless, rushed. "W had a new aide on duty.
Chri st mas

Eve, you know. All our experienced people have the night off. He cane froma
pl ace for autistic children."

We're drawing closer to the dorm Children are crying. Sone of them are
scream ng. Nurses and ai des crowd outside the dorm peering through the
security

wi ndow. The charge nurse calls out a warning, and the crowd parts. W enter
t he

dorm

"I can't understand why the anmbul ance isn't here," she says. Jonny is in his

bunk. Hs leg twitches feebly. | see a huge, dark splash on the wall, his
beddi ng and hair stained the same color. The stain is a rich, deep gray,
nearly

bl ack, the color of bl ood.

"What has happened to hinf? Has someone

"He was beating his head against the wall. Al night |Iong. The attendant |et
it

go on, because he was used to autistic children. He didn't realize what could
happen. "

"He didn't realize how delicate Jonny was," | whisper. The coppery, sickening
snel |l of blood is everywhere. | push the physician's assistant away from his
feebl e searches with a stethoscope, and touch Jonny's shoulder. It feels cold.
He's bled a trenmendous anount, and there is a gaping hole in the side of his
head where he nmust have been hitting the wall. | can see the delicate nmenbrane
i nside, see where it has tomand the blood and tissue has rushed out. H's
third

eye and the other blind eye stare at me. His one sighted eye faces the bl oody
beddi ng.

I want to run, but | keep nmy hand on his shoulder. "Jonny," | whisper. "Jonny,
I"'msorry." Then, someone's strong hand grasps ny shoul der. A paranedic. The
anbul ance has finally arrived

"Move aside," the paranedi c says, then he gets a good | ook at Jonny and swears
under his breath. "W the hell bashed this kid' s head open?" Then, he sees

t he

third eye and | ooks toward nme, questioning.

"Webern syndrone,” | tell him The paranedic's partner brushes by and noves a
gurney toward Jonny's bunk. The noise of their radios, their equipnent, and
their chatter is disorienting.

Soneone pushes ne in the small of ny back. Yet another paranmedic. "You need to
step aside,"” he says. | do, and the charge nurse follows. They lift Jonny's
tiny

body fromthe bed to the gurney. One of the paranedics gri maces and | ooks away
for a brief nonent. Even they're not hardened to boys |ike Jonny.

"He's not going to make it," | say, to no one in particular. Then, they're
wheel i ng hi mthrough the crying children. The bl ood spreads across Jonny's
bunk

like the wing of a huge black crow



"We need to call the counselors in, for the children. Look at them" | tel
t he

charge nurse. The ones still in bed are agitated, flapping their fins back and
forth, kicking their stubby flippered | egs. The children who can wal k are

gat hered here and there. | hear sone trying to confort the others. One piping
voi ce says, over and over, that Jonny's going to be okay. Even so, | can't get

the nmenory of his head, split |like an overripe punpkin, frommy m nd.

At seven-thirty, the shifts change. I'mreturning to ny office when soneone
hands me a portabl e phone. Mnique is on the line.

"We're not waiting for dinner any |longer," she says. "Karen's very upset."

| hear sobbing in the background. "I can't cone now," | tell her. There is a
| ong sil ence.

Moni que sighs. "I'mgiving you two hours. |If you're not home by then, I'm

t aki ng

Karen to my sister's, then I'mleaving for Cabo. | may not "

"Jonny's been taken to the hospital,"” | say, the words rushing out. "He m ght

die: There's nmssive trauma."

"There's trauma at home," Mni que says. "What can you do for hinP

There's no point in staying." Her voice is icy.

"You don't understand."”

"I do understand," she says, very slowy. "You're killing yourself, Hed."
Soneone touches mnmy sleeve. One of the nurses. | hold the phone away. She wants
me to go to anot her counseling session, then check in with the children in the
dorm | put the phone back to ny ear, but the line is dead.

There were nore counseling sessions. | oriented the third shift. Then, the
hospital called. Jonny was dead. They had not been able to repair his thin,
spongy skull. Could I notify his fanmly?

The board of directors keeps a small wet bar in their neeting room | keep the
key. Call his famly. | laugh, bitterly, as | open the doors to the wet bar
and

pour nyself a scotch and soda. |'ve brought in plenty of ice, fromthe

children's ice nmachine.

The night wears on. Mre scotches, nore sodas, between conferences with the
counsel ors, the psychol ogi st, the new charge nurse. The ice is gone, and ny
coffee cup is nearly all scotch, just a splash of nuddy institutional java.
Am d

a neeting | stand awkwardly, munbl e something, and rush for the restroom As |

relieve nyself, | see nmy aging belly hanging miserably. It's gray, gray with
dark hair on it, as gray as | feel. | slunp against the cold enanmel wall of
t he

stall for what seens |like an eternity, before | finally |eave.

Instead of returning to ny office, | stunble into the auditoriumand sit in
one

of the folding chairs. They've kept the decorations up, the ones the children
made for the Governor's wife. Firemen. Nurses. Doctors. Alittle train

engi neer.

The fireman held his fire hose between flipper-hands. The nurse had a third



eye,
very nicely drawmn, with long curly | ashes.

| stare at the figures, until they split and dance before ny drunken eyes. M

stomach rebels. I'mafraid |'mgoing to be sick, and stagger fromthe
auditorium | avoid Jonny's dorm and return to my office. | call hone. No one
answers. There is nothing on the machine. | put ny head down, just for a
nonent ,

and sl eep takes ne.

The norning charge nurse wakes ne. She has pale hair, braided tightly at the
nape of her neck. "A nessage," she says, flinging a piece of paper on ny desk.

The nessage is from Moni que. "We opened presents by ourselves. |'ve gone to
Cabo
for a week. Karen is with ny sister."

| stare at the bit of pink paper. It's Christmas Day, and Monique is gone, ny

darling Karen is gone. | crunple the nmessage and | ook at the gray,

har d- car pet ed

floor. My mouth quivers. Something hot and wet hits ny hand. | am crying.

As | cry, | hear soneone at the door. The nurse again? | can't face her. Her
eyes accused me of sonething, when she left the message. O what? Killing
Jonny?

Abandoni ng ny wife and child? The door opens a crack, and | hear a tiny voice,
asking to cone in.

| sniff back the tears. It's not Jonny, but a little girl. She enters, and
touches nmy leg. Gyla, the little dancer. She has sonmething in her hand.

"I made this, Doctor Arlan," she says. She holds out a pretty white ornament,
with ny name witten on it in silvery glitter. She clinbs into ny |ap

"Thank you," | say.

"You're crying." She wipes the tears fromny cheek with her silver-furred
hand.

| sigh, and draw her head toward my chest, and stroke her between her tiny
poi nted ears.

"I'"'msad."

"You' re sad because of Jonny," she says with a child's sinplicity. "W're al
sad too, but we think he's happy because he went to heaven."

I nod ny head. | can't speak. She nestles against nmy chest. She is wearing
tiny,

cheap tennis shoes that | ook |ike ballet slippers on her delicate feet.
"I"'mgoing to dance in all the ballets, when | grow up."
hug.

She gives ne a big

Her face is a perfect little heart, with lovely pale eyes and a sweet rosebud
nmout h. Karen | ooked like that, when she was this child' s age. A perfect angel
Gyla's silvery fur is very beautiful. It shines in the dimlight of ny office.

Gyl a does not need these cheap tennis shoes to dance in, | think. She needs
slippers, real toe slippers, with ribbons that [ace around the ankle. Not
pi nk,



but silver to match her silvery fur

"I"ll get you some real ballerina shoes,"” | say. | pronounce it "bayareena,"
as

she does. Children deserve their dreans. | shall not break Gyla's dream by
telling her she pronounces ballerina incorrectly. | stroke her soft fur, and
t he

nape of her neck. She is alnmpst purring. What a lovely child, my little girl
I
feel her heart beating against ny chest.

"I"ll be a beautiful ballerina, and everyone will |ove ne," she whispers.

"Ch yes, ny dear," | say. "Everyone will love you." Gyla kisses ne on rough
cheek, but she seens not to notice the stubble. How easily the lies conme. How

much like the truth they seem

Gyl a kisses ne again, harder. It feels like I've cut nmyself with a razor. She

noves away, and | see sonething dark on her rosebud mouth. | raise nmy hand to
ny

cheek, then look at ny fingers. | see blood, as dark as Jonny's blood. | put
ny

fingers to ny lips. The blood tastes salty and sweet.
"Mustn't do, nmy love," | say. "Ballerinas don't bite."
Her little brow winkles, beneath the fur. She |ooks at ne, w de-eyed. "No?"

It
i s the Spani sh no, nobre question than statenent.

| shake ny head and hug her once nore. "You will have slippers and dresses and
tights and everything a little ballerina should have," | say. "Everyone will
| ove you."

She feels like a quivering bird in my arnms, as she nestles against nme, and
rock her in nmy lap, crooning a little ballerina song, a song she will Iike, ny
little girl, ny angel, ny dear one.



