A word of warning:
There are scenes in this story that nay be disturbing to sone.

Patsy sits on a bar-stool at ny breakfast counter. She is sipping a glass of
soy mlk through a straw. | glance at her, then | ook away at ny rainforestcam
on the wal |l screen behind her. My granddaughter had an incisor renmoved so that
she coul d drink through the straw with her nouth closed. She clains it is nore
sanitary and |l ess offensive to other people. | donZ know about "ot her
people.” It offends the hell out of her grandnother

"So. SATAS next week?" | ask her hopefully.

"Uh- huh," she confirns and | breathe a small sigh of relief. She had

contenpl ated refusing to take them on the grounds that any coll ege who wanted
to rate her on a single test score was not her kind of place anyway. She

swi ngs her feet, kicking the rungs of her stool. "IAnstill debating

Nort hwestern versus Peterson University."

| try to recall somnething about Peterson, but | don& think | Ave ever heard of
it. "NorthwesternAs good," | hedge. As | set a plate of cookies within her
reach, | notice a bulge in the skin on her shoul der bl ade just above the
fabric of her tank top. An irritated peace sign seens to be enbl azoned on it.
"What AS that? New tattoo?"

She gl ances over her shoulder at it, then shrugs. "No. Raised inplant. They
put a stainless steel piece under your skin. Wrks best when thereAs bone
backing it up. Mne didnA cone out very good. G andma, you know | can/ eat
those things. If the fat doesnA clog up ny heart, the sugar will send nme into
a depression and | A1 kill nyself."

She nudges the plate of cookies away. | smile and take one myself. "I think
that & a bit of an exaggeration. |/Ave been eating chocol ate chip cookies for
years."

"Yeah, | know. And Mom too. Look at her."

"Doesn& it hurt?" | ask, nodding at her inplant. | evade the topic of her

mom It is not that | expect ny granddaughter to always get along with ny
daughter. It is that I donA want to be wedged into the mddle of it. | tell
nmysel f that this is not cowardice. By standing apart fromtheir

not her - daughter friction, | keep the lines of conmunication open between Patsy
and nysel f.

My ganbit is successful. "This?" She tosses her head at her inplanted peace

sign. "No. Alittle slit in the skin, then they free the skin layer fromthe
ti ssue underneath it, slide in the enblem put in a couple of stitches. It
healed in two days, and now it/AS permanent. Besides. Wnen have al ways been
willing to suffer for beauty. Inject collagen into your lips. Get breast

i mpl ants. Have your ribs renoved to have a smaller waist."

| give a mock shudder. "I never went in for those sorts of things. | think God
meant us to live in our bodies the way they are.”

"Yeah, right." She snorts skeptically, and picks up a cookie crunb, then licks
it off her finger. | catch a brief glinpse of her tongue stud. "You rmade Mom
wear braces on her teeth for two years. SheAs always telling me what a pain
that was. &E"

"That was different. That was for health as much as for appearances."”



"Ch, letAs be honest, Gran." Patsy |leans forward on her el bow and fixes ne

wi th her best piercing glance. "You didn/&E take her to an orthodonti st because
you were worried she coul dnA chew a steak. She told me the kids at schoo

were calling her afFang. £

| wince at the nmenory of my twelve-year-old in tears. It had taken ne an hour
to get her to tell me why. Katie was never as forthcoming with ne as her own
daughter is. Perhaps itAs a part of the nother-daughter friction heritage.
"Wel |, appearance was part of it. It was affecting her self-esteem But
straight teeth are inportant to |Iifelong health andu"

"Yeah, but the point is, it was plastic surgery. For the sake of how she
| ooked. And it hurt her. But you still made her do it. For dental hygiene. So
she woul d | ook |ike the other kids."

| feel suddenly defensive. Patsy is going over all this as if it is a

wel | -rehearsed argunent. "Well, at |least itAS nore constructive than some of
the ways you hurt yourself,"” | challenge her. "Tattoos, body piercing, tooth
renoval . ItAs alnost |ike youAe punishing yourself for something. It worries

me, frankly, that so nmany peopl e can damage their bodies for the sake of a
fad. "

"Hardly a fad, Gran. People have been doing it for thousands of years. ItAS
not some weird self-punishnent. ItAS not just that it |ooks good, it nakes a
poi nt about yourself. That you have the will to nmake yourself who you want to
be. Even if it means a little pain." She pokes specul atively at the heaped
cooki es.

"O a lot of infection."”

"Not with that new antibiotic. It kills everything."

"That A what worries me," | nutter

| take anot her cookie. Nothing betrays ny anusenment as Patsy absent-m ndedly
takes one and dunks it in her mlk. She slurps off a bite, then says with a
full mouth, "I A getting cut nyself."

"Cut?" The bottom drops out of ny stomach. | A seen it on the netnews. "Like a
joint off one of your little fingers |like those BaseChristian kids did? To
seal their prom se to never do drugs?" An al nbost worse thought finds nme. "Not

that facial scarification they do with the razor bl ades and ash?"

She | aughs al oud and my anxi ety eases. "No, Ganma!" She hops off her stoo
and grabs her groin. "Cut! Here, you know "

"No, | donZ know." How can | suddenly be so afraid of what | donZ& know?

"Circuntision. EveryoneAs tal king about it. Here." Wiile | amstill gaping at
her, she takes her net link fromher collar and points it at ny wallscreen. M
rai nf orest cam scene gives way to one of her favorite links. | cringe at what |
see. Some net star in a glam pose has her |egs spread. Larger than life, she
fills ny wall. Head thrown back, hair cascading over her shoul ders, she is

sharing with us her freshly heal ed fermal e circuntision. Symretrical and
surgically precise are the cleanly healed cuts. It is a pharaonoic

ci rcuncti sion, and the shaved seamed pudenda rem nd nme obscenely of the
stitched seam down an ol d-fashioned football. | blink and force nyself to | ook
again, but all | can see is the absence of the flesh that should be there.
turn away, sickened, but Patsy stares, fascinated. "Doesn/& it |ook cool? In



the interview, she says she did it to get a role. She wanted to show t he
producer her absolute conmitnment to the project. But now she loves it. She
says she feels cleaner, that she has cut a |lot of animal urges out of her

life. Wien she has sex now. . .here, | can just play the interview for youu"
"No, thanks," | say faintly. | tap my nmaster control and the screen goes
conpletely blank. After what | have just seen, | could not bear the beauty of
the rainforestcamw th the wet, dripping | eaves and the calling birds
everywhere. | take a breath. "Patsy, you can/& be serious.”

She clips her link back onto her collar and pops back onto her stool. "You
know | am G anma. | came over here to tell you about it. At |east you arenAt

having a nmeltdown |ike Momdid."

"She knows you want to do this?" | canZ& grasp any of it, not that some wonen
do this voluntarily, not that Patsy wants to do it, not that Katie knows.

Pat sy crunches down the rest of her cookie. "She knows | Angoing to do it. M
and Ticia and Samantha. Mary Porter, too. WeAl be like a circuntision group

like some African tribes had. WeAve grown up together. The cerenony will be a
bond between us the rest of our lives."

"Ceremony." | don& know when | stood up. | sit back down. | press ny knees
t oget her because they are shaking. Not to protect my own genitals.

"Of course. At the full mnoon tonight. The nidwi fe who does it has this
wonderful setting, itAS an open field with these big old rocks sticking up out
of it, and the river flow ng by where you can hear it."

"A mdw fe does this?"

"Well, she used to be a midw fe. Now she says she only does circunti sions,
that this is nore synbolic and fulfilling to her than delivering babies. But
she is medically trained. Everything will be sterilized, and she uses

antibiotics and all that stuff. So itA safe.”

| suppose | should be relieved they are not using broken glass or old razor
bl ades. "I donZ get it," | say at last. | peer at ny granddaughter. "Is this
some sort of religious thing?"

She bursts out |aughing. "No!" she sputters at last. "G annma! You know | donZ&
go for that cult stuff. This is just about me taking control of my own life.
Saying that sex doesnZ run ne, that | wonA choose a man just because | Am
horny for him that | An nore than that."

"You/ke giving up sexual fulfillment for the rest of your life." | state it
flatly, wanting her to hear how permanent it is.

"Granma, orgasmisn/& sexual fulfillnment. Orgasmisn/A that nuch better than
taking a good shit."

| smile in spite of nmyself. "Then youAe sleeping with the wong boys. Your
gr andf at her 0"

She covers her ears in nock horror. "DonZ gross nme out wth ol d-people sex
stories. BEw" She drops her hands. "Sexual fulfillnmentuthatA |ike code words
that say wonen are about sex. Winen need sexual fulfillnment, like itAS nore

i nportant than being a fulfilled person.”

W are arguing senmantics when what | want to tell her is not to let sone



fanatic cut her sweet young flesh away from her body. DonAt |et anyone stea

that much of you, | want to say. | donA&. | suddenly understand how grave this
is. If I becone too serious, she wonZ& hear ne at all. She is poking ne,
trying to provoke nme to act like a parent. | hold nyself back fromthat futile
abyss. | sense that Katie has already plunged to the bottomof it. Reasoning
with her wonZ work. Get her to talk, and maybe she will talk herself out of
it.

"Have you any idea how nuch itAS going to hurt? Well, |Am sure sheAtl use an

anesthetic for the surgery, but afterward when youZe healingu”

"Duh! That woul d defeat the whol e purpose. No anesthetic. It would go agai nst
the traditions of female circuntision throughout the world. Ticia and Mary and
Samand | will be there for each other. It will be just wonen sharing their
courage with other wonen."

"Femal e circunctision was invented by nen!" | retort. "To keep wonen at hone
and subservient to them To take away a precious part of their lives. Patsy,
t hi nk about this. YouZe young. Once done, you can/ go back."

"Sure you can. At the mdwifeAs site, thereAs a link to a place that can make
you | ook like you did before. Here." She is fiddling with her netlink. | press
the OFF on ny master control again.

"That A5 appearance, not functionality. They can/ restore functionality. How
woul d they nake you a new clitoris?"

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. And you should know that nuch before you get into this. | can/
under stand how that woman can do this to girls." The parent part is getting
the better of nme. | clanp ny |ips down.

Pat sy shakes her head at ne. "Granma! It has al ways been wonen doing it to
other woren, in all the cultures. Look." She reaches over to push ny naster
button back ON. "HereAs a link to the mdw feA website. Go | ook at it. She
has all the historical stuff posted there. You |ike anthropol ogy. You should
be fascinated."

| stare at her, defeated. She is so sure. She argues well, and she is not
stupid. She is not even ignorant. She is nerely young and in the throes of her
time. Patsy will do this if she is not stopped. | donZ know how to stop her
Her words come back to nme. Wbnen doing it to other wormen. Wonen perpetuating
this maiming. | try to imagine what this midwife nust be like. | try to

i magi ne how she began doing this to other wonmen, how she could find it
fulfilling. | canA. "I Ad have to neet her," | say to nyself.

Patsy brightens. "I hoped you would. Look. On her site, ny link is the Mon

Sisters. Qur password is Luna. Because we chose the full noon. ThereAs

pi ctures of us, and the date and time and place. YouZe invited. Mary wanted
to have a webcam on the cerenony, but we voted her down. This is private. For
us. But 148 like you to be there."

"WIl your nmom be there?"

Agai n her snort of disbelief. "Mn? O course not. She gets all worked up

whenever | talk about it. She threatened to kill our mdw fe. Can you believe
that? | asked her if she ever bonmbed abortion clinics when she was younger
She said it wasnZ the same thing at all. Sure it is, | told her. ItA al

about choice, isnf& it? Wnen making their own sexual choices." Her beeper



chimes and she leaps fromthe stool. "Ww, | Ave got to get going. TeddyAs
going to drive ne out there. He won& stay, of course. This is only for
wonen. "

I make ny last stand. "How does Teddy feel about this?"

She shakes her head at ne. "You just donZ get it, Ganma. |ItAS not about
Teddy. ItAS ny choice. But heAs excited. After this, if | have sex with him
he&| know itAS not because | An horny at the noment, but because | want to
give that to him And | think heAs excited because it will be different.

Ti ght er because of how she sews us up. You know nen."

She doesn/& wait for an answer from ne, which is good, because right now | am
sure that | donZ even know wonen, |et alone nmen. As soon as she is out the
door, | phone Katie. In a nonent, | see her in the inset of nmy wall screen

but she does not neet my eyes. She is | ooking past ne, at something on her own
wal | screen. Her hand is uplifted, guiding a tinkerbell pointer device. Her

bl ue-green eyes are rapt with fascination. | stare for a nonent at ny
beautiful talented daughter. By a suprene effort of will, | donZ& shriek,
"Circunti sion! Patsy! Help!" Instead | say, "H, whatchadoi ng?"

"Sorting beads fromthe St. Katherine site. ItAS fascinating. You know ny

beadmaker fromthe Charlotte site? Well, |Amnmfinding her work here, too.
TheyA e unmi stakably hers fromthe anal ysis. Wi ch neans these people travel ed
over a far greater area than we first supposed." She nmoves the tinkerbell in

the air, teasing a bead on her screen into a different w ndow.

"Or that the trade network was greater,"” | suggest as | smile at her. Despite
my current panic, | have to smle at the sight of her. She is so intent, her
eyes roving over her own screen as she continues working. Wen she is
enraptured in her archaeology like this, she suddenly | ooks ei ghteen again.

There is that huntress-fierceness to her stare. | amso proud of her and al
that she is. She nods her agreement. | know she is busy, but this is
important. Still, | procrastinate. | love to see her like this. Soon enough I
wi Il have to shatter her ardent focus. "Do you ever miss actually handling the

beads and the artifacts?"

"Ch. Well, yes, | do. But this is still good. And the native peopl es have been
much nore receptive to our work now that they know all the grave goods will
remain in situ and relatively undi sturbed. The canmeras and the chem scanners
can do nost of the data gathering for us. But it still takes a human mnd to
put it all together and figure out what it nmeans. And this way of doing it is
better, both for archaeol ogy and ant hropol ogy. Sonetines weAte too trapped in
our own tinme to see what it all means. Sonetinmes weZe too close, tenporally,
to understand the culture weZe investigating. By leaving all the artifacts
and bones in situ, we make it possible for later anthropol ogists to take a
fresh look at it, with unprejudiced eyes." She glances up at nme and our eyes
nmeet. "So. You call ed?"

"Patsy," | say.

She cl enches her jaw, takes a breath and sighs it out. The intent eighteen-
year old anthro student is gone, replaced by a worried, tired nmom The lines
in her face deepen and her eyes go dead. "The circuntision.”

"Yes. Katie, you have to stop her!"

"I can&." She | ooks away fromne, staring fiercely at her beads as if she
will find some answer there.



"You canZ?" | am outraged.

She is weary. Her voice trenbles. "Legally, her body is her own. Once a child
is over fourteen, a parent cannot interfere inu"

"l don/& give a dam about legalu"” | try to break in, but she continues
doggedl y.

"uany decision the child makes about her sexuality. Birth control, abortions,
adopti ng-out of children, gender reassignment, confidential nedical treatnment
for venereal disease, plastic surgeryuitA all covered in that Freedom of
Choice act." She gives ne a woeful smle that threatens to becone a grinace.

"I supported that legislation. |I never thought it would be construed Iike
this."

"Are you sure it covers things like this?" | ask faintly.

"Too sure. Patsy has forced ne to be sure. Shall | forward all the web |inks

to you? She has, in her typical thorough way, researched this conpletely .
at least in every way that supports her viewpoint." She shrugs hel plessly. "I

gave her a set of links to websites that oppose it. | donZ& know if she | ooked
at themat all. | can/ force her."

| realize | have my hand cl enched over ny nouth. | pull it away. "You seem so
calm" | observe in disbelief.

For an instant, her eyes swmwth tears. "I Annot. |Anjust all screaned out.

| Ain exhaust ed, and she has stopped listening to ne. What can | do?"
"Stop her. Any way you can."
"Li ke you stopped M ke from droppi ng out of school ?"

Even after all the years, | feel a pang of pain. | shake ny head. "I did
everything | could. |A4d drop your brother off at the front door, | A8 watch him
go into the school, and heAd go right out the back door. Battling himwas not
doi ng anything for our relationship. I had to let him make that nistake. |
stopped yelling at himin an effort to keep the relationship intact. At |east,
it saved that much. He dropped out of school, but he di dn# nove out or stop
being my son. W could still talk."

"Exactly," Katie says. She stares past ne at her screen but | have broken the
spell. She can no | onger forget her daughter A decision in wonder at sone

anci ent beadnmaker & work. "I was quite calmlast night. | told her that all
asked was that she al ways renenber the decision was hers and that | conpletely
opposed it. &Fine, £she said. aFine. £At least this way, shef&l cone back here
after the dammed cerenpny instead of overnighting in a circuntision hut with
just the other girls. If she gets an infection or doesn& stop bl eeding, at

| east | A1 know about it and can rush her to the hospital ."

"Can you legally still do that?" | ask with bitterness that nocks, not her
but the society we live in.

"I think so." She stops speaking and swallows. "Pray, Mom" she begs nme after
a nonent. "Pray that when the other girls scream she |oses her courage and
runs away. ThatAs ny |ast hope."

"ItA a slimone, then. Qur Patsy never |acked for guts. Brains, maybe, but
not guts." We smile at one another, pride battling with despair. "Once sheAs
said sheAl do a thing, she won& back down no matter how scared she is.



SheA | let that woman cut her up and sew her tight rather than be seen as a
coward by her friends."

"ItAS the baby | feel sorry for," Katie says suddenly.

"Baby?" Al the hair on my body stands up in sudden horror

"MaryAs baby. She decided to have her baby done, the mdw fe is doing the baby
first."”

| didn4 even know Mary had a baby. She is only a year ol der than Patsy. "But
she canZ! She has no right to make a decision like that, to scar her daughter
for the rest of her life!l™

Again the bitter smle nmakes Katie a sour old woman | donZ know. "ItAS the
flip side of the Freedom of Choice act. The conpromn se Congress nmade to get it
passed. Under the age of fourteen, a parent can nake any choice for the child.
Mary is Bartol emaAs nmother. ItAS her decision.”

"ItAS barbaric! ItAs abusive!"
"You had M ke circunti sed when he was two days old."

That jolts ne. | try to justify it. "It was a different time. Al nost all boys
were circuntised then. Your dad and | didnZ& even think about it, it was just
what you did. If the baby was a boy, you had himcircuntised. They told us it
made it easier to keep the baby clean, that it hel ped prevent cancer of the
penis, that it would nake himlike all the other boys in the | ocker room™

"They did it without anesthetic."

| amsilent. | amno longer sure if we are tal king about MaryAs baby girl, or
my own tiny son, all those years ago. | renenber tending to the fresh cut on
his penis, dabbing on petroleumjelly to keep his diaper fromsticking to it.
| am suddenly ashanmed of myself. | had not hesitated, had not questioned it,

all those years ago. | had charged ahead and done what others told ne was

wi se, done what everyone el se was doi ng.

Just |ike Patsy.

The silence has stretched |Iong, and said nore than words. "She invited ne to

be there," | say quietly. "Do you think I should go? Is that |ike giving ny
approval ?"
"CGo," Katie pleads quickly. "If it all goes wong, you can rush her to a

hospital . She wonZ& tell nme where it is, and | won/& ask you to betray that
confidence. But be there for her, Mom Please."

"Ckay," | say quietly. |/Awe said it. |14l go watch her daughter and ny
gr and- daught er be mai ned.

Katie has started to cry.

"I love you, baby. YouZe a good nmom" | tell her. She shakes her head wildly,
tears and hair flying, and breaks the connection

For atine | stare at ny rainforest. Then | get up. There is a backpack in the
hall closet. | take it to the bathroomand begin to put things init. Cean
towel s. Bandaging. | shudder as | put in the alcohol. | try to think what

el se. There is a spray antiseptic with a "non-sting, pain relieving



i ngredient." Feeble. Wat else should | take, what else? | stare into the
nmedi ci ne cabi net but find no help there.

| draw a breath and ook in the mrror. KatieAs face is an echo of m ne, nade

perfect. Patsy, | see you in ny green eyes and al nost cleft chin. They are

m ne, the woman and the girl, the daughter of my body and ny daughter A
daughter. Born so soft and pink and perfect. | nake ny arms a cradle and wi sh
they were both still mne to hold and protect. Protect. It is what a nother

does, and no matter how ol d one gets, one never stops being a nother

| grope behind the stacked towels on the shelf and take it down. Shining

silver, it slips fromthe holster, releasing the snmell of Hoppes G1l. There is
a horsie on the handle. Fred always |loved Colts. There is a dusty box of
ammuni tion, too. | break it open, and begin to fill the enpty cylinders, one

by one. The bullets slide in |like prom ses to keep

| am suddenly calm DonZ be afraid, baby. Not ny baby, not MaryAS baby, no
oneAs baby need fear. Granna is conming. No oneAS going to cut you.

I think for a nonent of what a mess | Angoing to make of ny life. | think of
the echoes that will spread out fromone bullet, and | wonder how Patsy and
her friends will deal with it, and what it will do to Katie. This is ny
freedom of choice, | tell nyself fiercely. My turn to choose. Then | know | am

too close to any of it to understand. Maybe we should just |eave the mdw feAs
body where it falls. In situ. Perhaps in a hundred years or two, soneone el se
wi Il know what to nake of it all.



