Thirty WhiteH orses

Jessie, the second wife, did as asked a the memoria and read
the poem Frank had burdened them with. It waslike him to
insist; when they@ been married, Frank had come home every so
often with astylish little book that looked asthough it went to
Secret- society meetings, and sat down at the dinner tableto read it,
leaving her to smile sociably a her plate and eat done. After his
death, hisgrown son had cometo her with the memorial poem,
and said that his mother Bthefirst wife Dhad asked if she@ liketo
read it. Jessie couldn®think of away to decline. It was asif he had
come from his mother with abasket of Frank@old, old laundry.

AsChris, the son, stood in her foyer, explaining what Frank
wanted and collecting his square gesturesto himself, she watched
him with an old wariness, her dry skin shining in thedim hall. It
was possible that in his sturdy middle age he@ forgotten the school
friend he@ brought to lunch one Sunday, the onewho@ held an
inquidition on her ideas about death. The boy had inssted that she
defend her contribution, as he put it, during that barbaric summer
of @7, which had festered and hedled over long before he was
born, and which had never been asimportant to her asit becamein
the public mind. Jessie watched this grown-up Chris, ruddy and in
adriped polo shirt, and believed he had forgotten.

Soin thelittle rented memoria room, with its carpeted air of
concession to old people who perssted in such events, she sood on
thedaisin awrinkled skirt and read carefully into the microphone:
OQ if your wish beto close me, | and my life will shut very
suddenly, beautifully,Owhich was apt, and she wondered whether
he@ been imagining his own desth sometimes when he read
poetry. Shethought of him stting on the edge of the bed reading
newspapers, sretching out histhin radiating worry about things so
far away no one could possbly think of them. No matter where
shewent in the gpartment, she fet him there, asag on the edge of
the bed. And yet he was the one who@ left her.

At the back of the memoria unit was alittle mob of young
people, loutishly quiet, with sgnsleaning againg thewall that sad
DEATH ISPUBLIC. When shefolded up the poem one of the
young men hoisted hissgn, which sartled her. Another skinny
young man had been up on the news amonth before. She@
watched the program a home, folded in the green corduroy chair,
ligtening tiredly as he talked about death being public and
universa, and worth memoridizing, and how they ought to have
graveyards again. She@ agreed but felt they missed the point, this
gang, and that they seemed to like some fey, book-learned idea of
funerals. And besides, she@ heard they wereinconsiderate. She@
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heard you had to have the reception somewhere ese, otherwise
they ate dl the fresh fruit. But the young people caused no
trouble and left as soon as Chrisclosed the ceremony, shuffling out
asif classwas over.

Asshegot her things, though, she found one of their flyers
in her purse, on chegp green paper. It had adesign on thefront in
the shape of asnewave, and in itdicsWE ALL FEEL DEATH.
Ingdeit sad:

WHY should we pretend we are not affected by each and
every death?

WHY do some people want to stop you from fedling the
cessation of procesesin others?

WHY can we remember the dead in our minds?

WHY don®we tak about DISEM ERGENCE?

Shedropped it on the floor and stepped away, annoyed and
troubled.

At home again after the smal reception, she and Chris sat
together in front of the TV and she watched him watching soccer.
They werein theliving room with the afternoon pale and sociably
bright and undemanding. She gazed a hishairline. It had never
occurred to her, when he was a boy, that he might go bad. He sat
on her couch in the offhand, entitled way he@ had when he was
smal and Frank was apologetic for al the hardships he imagined
Chriswould grow into, the hardships Frank dug up and invented
and gared into with his shirt hanging open. The thought pained
her, and she ssid O, Oand clamped her mouth shut, but it was
too late; Chrisglanced a her uneasily. M ateridism wasn®
supposed to mean the end of mourning, thiswaswhat professors
on the radio were dways saying, but it didn®matter, the word had
goneout of fashion. A saturating pity had fixed departed soulsin
her childhood dining room. H er mother had cried out, about the
neighbors. D on®you remember how she used to get Neil to go up
on theroof? Don®you recdl the rabbit he kept in the garage?

Jesse said to Chris, O® home, now.O

OSould I cal you about the apartment?0

O¥s Gshesaid. Ofease go,0and he sat for another minute,
watching the game, before he dapped histhighs, and got up, and
went.

Humiliated, she sat like aknucklein the green corduroy
chair: In the gray light of the kitchen window Frank would stand
ingpecting pears for bruises; she thought of the deteriorating
Christmas shopping bag he used as afile cabinet, suffed full of
bundled receipts. She was aware of theillicit dendty of her
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mourning, and it did fix him therein the quiet and privacy of the
high-ceilinged room. She hadn®seen the man in three years, not
been married to him in seventeen.

T here was among younger people not pity for the dead or
bereft, but a sense of poignance, or thewish for it. More
genuinely there wasrdlief at the collapse of aghos into itsdf, the
relief of anonymous cleanth. There was a sentimentality she hadn®
grown up with, an abiding desire to be kind, because life was
weightless and therefore innocent, amomentary ghost arisen from
concurrent bioprocesses that continuoudy closed themsalves up,
even as new processes were born. How this had come about Bhow
people had cometo like vanishing -- she didn®understand and no
longer expected she would.

She had tried; she ill tried, now and then. Once, over for
dinner, Chris®wife, Gara, had |eft apile of her sixth-grade
materials, as she caled them, on Jesse@counter, and Jessie, with a
colander of washed mushrooms, had meant to move them but a
cheap book on top caught her eye. On the cover wastheiconic
photo of aM udim man clutching a phone and being helped by
policemen out of agrave, and she sucked in her breath at the
thought of giving such thingsto children. The book was called
The Burial Wars. She set aade the mushrooms and picked up the
little book, and had a sense that the past had closed up behind her
and that whatever authority she@ had to talk about it was gone.
Sheread, and when Chrisand Garacameinto thekitchen she
looked up and said, OMay | borrow this one?O And Gara, wearing
s0 much daffodil for such aliteral woman, glanced from the book
to Jessie, a an uncharacterigtic loss

O curious,Osaid Jessie.

Garashrugged. Oud probably learn something from it.

L et@leave her doneto read her book,Oshetold Chris, and went
out of thekitchen, and Chrislooked down by way of gpology and
went after hiswife. By the time they came back Jesse had put the
book away. She and Gara chopped and cooked emphaticdly, as
family, and then they sat down for dinner a the dusking table and
watched the end of summer until Chris grew restless. After they@
gone, after that vibrating twilight had filled the gpartment, she sat
in the old green corduroy chair and turned on the reading light,
and read from the beginning a schoolbook with no author.

Can you imagine what it would be like to live in a shopping
mall? Fifty years ago, that’s just what many families did. But they
were not buying school clothes or the latest games. Instead they were
Zooking for a roof }47) sleep under. It was a big surprise to America, but
our population was growing fast. In one year the population of America
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grew by 35 million people. In some cities the crowding forced several
Sfamilies to live together in small houses. This sometimes led to violence
and homelessnes. The government had to help. A lie. That had been
thelie put out by immigration advocates. Stories of old people
being shoved out in their nightgowns. T here had been studies,
searches for asingle homeess granny in her nightie. She@ argued
with her boyfriend about it: Wasit her parentsesponsibility,
where so many people had come from? No, how could it have
been. Her parents had had a house, they knew where they would
put their children, they had wanted incineration anyway, but if
they@ chosen burid they@ have made the appropriate plans.

L uck, the boyfriend replied. No, her parents had been careful.
There were provisons, insurance. People could be careful.

T he schoolbook took itsfacts from the activigts, the ones
who@ shouted about the master grip on property. Pride of home,
they said, pride of home was only arehearsa for apermanent grip
on land.

Sheread.

The American government built many housing developments and
apartment buildings. You may live in one of these developments, which
still stand today. That helped solve the housing crisis. But another crisis
was looming. It was not about where people would live, but what
would happen when they finished living.

Until the turn of the century, it was the custom for many people to
bury their past relatives in holes in the ground called graves. This was
wasteful because it took up so much room, over 80 cubic feet per person.
However, it was a very old and meaningful custom that many people
respected. The problems began when the parks where people were buried
in graves began to get full. There was no room to dig more graves.

It was sadder now, shethought, than it had been a the
time. Shehad laughed at first: No cemeteries, what next Bbut
then there was video of the deceased and their familieswaiting
ther turn a theincinerators, the middle-aged women
accompanying their deceased mothers, turning over the injustice
heavily and minding their manners.

Sheturned back to the book. Then there was an epidemic.
Many people caught a virus called HB13A. It ended many people’s
lives. Suddenly millions of people wanted to bury relatives, but there
was no room. Even if there had been room, it would not have been safe.
The bodies carried the virus, and had to be incinerated. Few people
liked this idea. They thought burying in graves was the only way to take
care of the bodies. For them it was an important ritual. In reality it
helped to spread disease. She began to skip pages, thumbing past the
photos of airplanes, the review of the charlatanry that told the
gullible they could bury their dead in Mississppi. Morevividly she
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recalled the fat Floridian on televison, shaking hishead like a
deepwaker with open eyes, inasting that he would be burying

M om, and the obscenity of the nearly laughing reporter telling him
the casket would be dumped in the ocean, or burned. Olgot my
certificate, Ghe@ said, refusing to meet the reporter@®eyes. To
every needling question he said, Olgot my certificate.O There was a
burid time, he had been sent photos of what the buria would look
like. Finaly hesaid, OMom knows | @ doing what | can,Oand
walked away, alarge dangerous animdl.

And there, in the schoolbook, was the photo that had
haunted magazines for thirty years and only recently, who knew
why, had been replaced by the photo of the man stepping from his
sdfish grave.  There the sorefront, itsflat Midwestern
unambition. There had been abody that lay in an apartment
above agtorefront mosguein Ohio, the atypicd bombingsten and
thirty yearsgone by. A young sheriff -- so much younger on the
textbook page, aboy redly, agray nervous creasein hisdouble
chin, said, @ am ordering you to incinerate.O T hirty years on she
could hear the quaver in ordering. A woman with dark circles under
her eyes had explained the dead man needed his body intact for
resurrection. But where could you puz it?the newsgirl demanded.
Weéell bthose storefront M udims had a graveyard of their own.

Flat landscaped green and flat markers, tucked behind a defunct
ged mill, invisble from the highway.

Then tolerance Bthat thin-lipped Quaker virtue -- was gone.
People more suspicious than she was asked, with sub-audible
violence: Who édse had land? The M udim man did, buried with a
phonein another secret M udim graveyard. The man, wild-eyed
and ashy, stepping out of the hole with the policeman®arm under
his elbow, those officersand the TV crew al witnessto hisland,
bought legdly, his. An emblem, he had become, they held him up
ason apole. Shehad never quite understood. It had seemed
incidentd; there were dways people getting caught under the
whedsfor al sortsof things. M oreimportant things had gone on
Pwhy his picture in the paper? W hy this ashy Arab? Now she
redized she hadn®seen theimage in years, and fdt pleasantly
nogagic.

The living room was dark now, and she held the booklet up
under thelight: 7%e resistance to change led to tragedy. People no
longer thought about life. All they could think of was finding places to
put bodies forever. Many people believed that we live inside our bodies
like genies in bottles. SO we may, shethought. They thought people
went out of their bodies when they died. Many people believed that they
would need their bodies again. With no solutions, people grew upset.
At that time, people thought of society as being made of many groups
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which were all different from each other. A group could be a few
thousand people or many millions of people. Some groups suspected other
groups were keeping graves to themselves. When hidden graves were
Sfound, many people became violent. It was a very challenging time for
America.

Through the summer that tasted like slver fillings, people
traveled with an army of invisble family; the grocery store and
resaurants fet crowded with them. A heavy woman in astore
said, OV, | think it@sdlfish of zem to say we can®bury,Gand
Jessie put down her packages and went back out to the glary
sdewak. And on the beach, where she@ gone, with her surgica
mask on agang the virus, to find the scrubbing lightness and the
pae, flung sat sky, she saw thirty, maybe forty men sanding
together, up the beach, wearing religious medas with ther bathing
auits and masks, and aloose-fisted expectancy and nervousness.
Everywhere the Public H edth implored with the image of blood
cdls, the discoids with their Saran-wrap membranes wrinkling and
giving under the touch of a probe, yielding virus.

Violence, she read, led to hatred of the extra people. In some cities,
housing shelters were burned down. After weeks of violence, the
President called an old friend at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology. His name was Dr. Ken Miller. Dr. Miller was a
Unitarian spiritual leader. He was also a bioprocess engineer.

Together, they created a video series for the American people. Dr.
Miller had a very calm demeanor. People enjoyed listening to his voice.
He convinced people to pay attention to life. He gave people a new way
to think about what life is and what happens when it ends. His idea
was called emergence. Emergence just means that we are all made of
molecules. The molecules perform certain life processes. The interaction
of those processes makes us who we are. Dr. Miller called it a miracle.
He also said that when those processes stop, people stop being, just like
when a program stops running and its function ends. He did not think
we are like genies inside of bottles. But most of all, he thought people
should concentrate on life, instead of what to do after life processes end.
Many people disagreed with him. But others thought bis ideas made
sense, and were tired of the fighting.

Asshe had lived that gruesome year, autumn came; there
were dections and the digtractions of snow in Buffao and border
control in winter. After that, she did remember, the tak about life
processes began, and slly conversations on the radio about how
people were like computers. She went to work for aflorist-supply
company and ignored the foolishness for about sx years. Then she
looked up from her fulfillment records because she@ redlized it
wasn®that they@ lost memoria business, but that there hardly
was amemoria busness anymore. It seemed to her there was
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something crud in not marking death, something that shoved
people dong without giving them timeto fed it properly, large or
amadl. In the back office Jesse had asked the bookkeeping girl:
Ondyou think you@ have amemorid if it was someonein your
family20T he girl, lankhaired, turned and looked a her asif she@
cdled out something indecent down the sdewalk.

OWI...Gand then, clear-voiced: Oldon®quite get what
you@e asking? | mean | guess| don®redly seethe point of
memorids, but old people like to have them.O

OWhy don®you see a point?0

Olmean things begin and end al thetime? L ike BOand she
opened her mouth and heditated, seemed on the brink of
explanation, and there, asummary look, identifying: aflash
tribunal. Dédlicatdy, shesaid, Olguess things were different when
you were young.O

W hen Jessie gave the schoolbook back to Garaand began to
tell her own stories, Garahad had to explain to her that younger
people found her past, the one which spoke through her, offensive.
Sheretorted that she@ had nothing to do with that summer or the
man climbing out of the grave. But it seemed her language carried
that summer and the thoughtsthat had dlowed it. Her voice, like
the voice of al benighted generations, carried choking soot and
niggers, chattel wivesand jingo. H er time®contribution was
Death. Tha®got nothing to do with me! she said.

Chris®mother wanted nothing to do with cleaning out
Frank@apartment. Jesse asked Chris Qs she getting around these
days?O W hich meant: Did his mother think it was nonsense, the
idea of effects? W as she modern? So quickly persona disclosure
had closed down; there was something disreputable about the idea
of the narrow we, the peer group. Once, drying dishes, she@
stopped to listen to an old man on the radio whose voice had had
her own craving for the insde jokes and camaraderie of people
from acertain time and place N what®wrong with it?he@ asked
N but the woman expert talked impatiently about the
meaninglessness of individuas and subgroups, and then they were
on to thenext caler. They@ put him in hisplace. From processes
arose the person; from al human processes arose the society.

T here were no peer groups, no cohorts, only humanity. Wdl, one
abided by conventions, but you couldn®say, Oh, | just want to
know how we@e doing, us old ladies. You couldn®look around
yourself anymore, to seethat you hadn®been Ieft behind.

Chrisonly said, O8eSgreat,Oand asked whether Jesse
wanted time to hersdf in the gpartment first, or whether she was
coming to help shovel out in generd.
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O take sometime. Twenty minutes.O

OWnt boxes™O

ON.O Thiswastrue. Shefdt modern. On the day of the
cleanup Chrisand Garabrought abox anyway, and Garamade her
takeit.

W hen Jessie got upstairs and opened Frank@door, she found
the old odor of marriage surprisngly faint. It wasalong narrow
apartment with warped wooden floors and yawning sash windows,
and painted radiators. Someone had thought of curtansand a
little braided rug at the sink of thetiny kitchen. They didn®
overcome the sense of the long room as being best for roller
skating on arainy day. Frank wouldn®have minded the old
kitchen, and his desk would have asserted itself aswork anywhere,
pushed againgt awall. Someone had left a plate of sandwich crusts
on theradiator BFrank always ate the whole sandwich -- and there
was another on a bookshelf with a bottle of Jamaican cola
N ewspapers and plastic shopping bags had been |eft where they@
falen. H e@ been robbed if the nurse fee was supposed to have paid
for light housekeeping, and about this she was sharply angry.

There was a sock under the dining room table, acrumpled
footy black sock. W hen they@ been married she@ civilized him
into picking them up. She thought, O5, pick it up. But the sock
reposed on the floor; an unusua gravity pinned it there.

She@ been afraid of finding D eath collected in the high
corners of the room, as she had in her mother®house, after her
mother died. But in this apartment there was only the cheap-
painted factua walls, and dirt, and garbage, and the sock, and not a
soul otherwise. She was mortified. She put ahand to her mouth
and couldn®think why she felt so savage.

She went back down the stairs.

ODdn®find anything?d

OThosefilthy! they robbed him. You know that.OT he
vehemence surprised her. Garafumbled with the thermoslid and
poured avigorous cup of coffee, and made Jessetakeit.

ODink,Oshe said.

O¥sOEmbarrassed, Jessie gazed at the coffeg, its surface
shifting in convection currents.  Asif offended by her watching,
the migt abruptly changed direction, and itsold vaporous shape
might never have been. I ndeed she forgot, moment to moment,
the hypnotizing form. She blinked and declined to notice what she
had seen. W hether or not it was evil she couldn®tell. Then shefét
GaaBeyes on her and sipped the coffee.

Oowdl, 1@ tired,Oshe said, giving it back.

O8re,OChrissaid. Olie down upgtairs, if you want.O
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O go. Leavemy shareto do.O
ONb,Ohe said, Ohere®@not that much to do.O

On the bus home she looked out the window at the leafy
greets and wished not to think of Frank, though she renembered
the back of hishead ashe sat at the desk and licked envelopes. It
occurred to her that if she@ read Frank@poem for anyone, it had
been for the young activigts, greedy for any memory. Archivists
who knew why. She sucked in her breath and felt she@ given him
to abad home. Though he had been a husband who treated her,
in the end, shabbily.

| want an orange, shethought, severely, and was 0 tired she
closed her eyes.

In her friendsChuilding she sat a around tablein the
sunwashed lounge, and ate oranges. She picked the membrane off
carefully asthey listened to the news and small groups of women
played cards. Theroom was deliberately open to dl but there were
never young people around. It wasdean, in here. In timethe sun
would bleach the carpets, and this afternoon gaff in neutra
uniform would clean up thetiny detritus. Tomorrow would be as
ary. Inthelazy light of the tall windows, she felt unmoored.

She spoke abruptly to the man cracking peanuts beside her.

OWe had amemorid for Frank,Oshe said.

O - did you.OH e opened his red-rimmed turtle eyes and
blinked a her. Hewatched her asif from behind awindow. And
then bwasthiswhat dl the long practice was for, the practice of
getting dong with people?Phe drew alittle bresth, and asked
genidly if the orange was ajuicy one. Yes, shereplied, it was, and
they marveled together, in wordsthat meant no harm, about the
wondersthat alowed oneto eat an orange a any time of year.
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