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To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven: A time to be
born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted; a time to
kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up, a time to weep, and a time
to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance; a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather
stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; a time to get, and a
time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away, a time to rend, and a time to sew, a time to
keep silence, and a time to speak; a time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of
peace. What does the worker gain from his toil? I have seen the burden God has laid on men.

He has made everything beautiful in its time.

Ecclesiastes 3: 1-11

A time to die

Afternoons like this one emitted a unique pitch, the aggregate of countless summer tasks.
The low, raspy rattle of lawn mowers trimming postcard-shaped swatches of green, suburban
grass. Layered a pitch above this, insects droned, the tempo of their chirps directly proportionate
to the heat of the sun. The nasal whine of a plane cutting through a hot, blue sky.

Skinny, pale-leafed trees sprouted in nearly every yard, some supported with stakes and

protected with little white plastic fences. Every street—smooth black asphalt not yet pocked



with potholes and cracks-- intersected at a right angle; the houses’s small, square windowpanes
echoed the design of the streets. A tidy grid superimposed on rolling, woody hills--each
intersection resembled a weathervane, streets pointing north, west, east and south. Hundreds of
little crosses nested in the greater grid of the neighborhood.

The McCormick family lived in Soaring Oaks. Their yard suffered from a modicum of
neglect. The grass was kept clipped, but it was a little crispy and ragged around the edges.

The house’s interior featured wall to wall beige carpet and wood paneling. Framed
pictures lined the bedroom hall. They followed a roughly chronological pattern. In the most
recent photograph, Miles, a three year old Gates, and a young, beaming mother, Sarah, sat in
front of a backdrop that depicted a forest of aspens in their full, gold and red fall glory.

Gates frowned disapprovingly at the camera, apparently concerned that the flash would
burn her young retinas. Miles, though he composed one third of the photo’s dignified triad, was
the least notable part of the picture. He resembled nothing so much as a stranger who had
stumbled into somebody else’s family photo. He rested his hand on Sarah’s shoulder, gingerly,
as though she were a beautiful and expensive prop that he did not want to damage. He looked
bewildered by his budding family, stunned by his good fortune in life. Sarah possessed the
careless, almost insouciant beauty characteristic of young children, those who have neither the
time nor the inclination to notice their own attractiveness. This woman could not have escaped
knowing she was beautiful, but she looked as though she had never learned that beauty, like a
lawn, was a thing to be fenced off, guarded, maintained, and admired by the world at large. She
seemed like the kind of person who bought lemonade from neighborhood kids and picked up
litter even when nobody else was looking. Her hair was undyed, and her face bore not a trace of

makeup. Except for a simple gold cross necklace, she wore no jewelry..



There were other pictures, each bearing gaudy seasonal backdrop, depicting the family.
Besides the backdrops, the only distinguishing difference between them was Gates’ age—she
grew younger and younger until finally she disappeared from the photos entirely. There were
Miles and his bride on their wedding day, she in a long sleeved, high-necked gown, he in a
rented tuxedo, this time looking appropriately uncomfortable in his cummerbund and bow tie.

In the front yard, Gates sat in grass that felt warm and frayed. She watched an ant scale a
blade of grass. Her father watched her watching the ant scale the blade of grass.

At a gas station, a truck collided with a bicycle. A man was in the truck and Sarah was
on the bicycle. The site of the wreck became a magnet; every person who had witnessed it came
closer, pulled like bits of iron ore. In her front yard not four blocks away, the toddler turned her
head in the direction of the crash, aligning herself with a new polarity. Even the ant ceased its
ascent. Her father kept his eyes on his daughter. Minutes later, he went inside to answer the

ringing phone.



A time to get

The August sun hung heavy and voluptuous in the sky, like an overripe mango. Gates
stood motionless. Her calves and arms burned with lactic acid, each molecule of the stuff
chewing at her muscles like a tiny, malicious maw. A strand of hair escaped from her ponytail
and stuck to her face. Ititched. She refused to scratch it.

“I am a terra cotta soldier,” she thought. “No. Stone. I am made of stone.”

Footsteps crunched on dry, football field grass behind her. She felt the eyes assess the
angle of her elbows, the uprightness of her posture, most of all, her motionlessness, before
yelling into her ear.

“Feet!”

“Together!” Gates yelled back.

“Stomach!”

“In!” Her scream ripped through her like a long, serrated blade, severing any last ties to
discomfort.

“Chest!”

“Out!”

“Shoulders!”

“Back!”

“Chin!”

“Up!”

“Eyes!”

“With pride!”



“I can’t hear you!”

“WITH PRIDE!” Gates repeated.

“Like you mean it!”

“WITH PRIDE!” Gates roared.

“Thank you, Gates,” her father said softly. “You can sit down now.”

Gates exhaled and dropped her arms from the horns-up position to join her father’s
marching band students on the bleachers.

“Now that, that’s how you should look when you’re marching,” Miles McCormick said,
addressing the group of fourteen and fifteen years olds who draped themselves on the bleachers
and each other seemingly bonelessly, like a tangle of cats.

“Everyone in formation for a drill-down!” Miles yelled. The kids ran down from the
bleachers and assembled themselves into a “block,” or four-by-four step grid.

Miles was a firm believer in the value of drill-downs. A drill-down was essentially a
glorified version of Simon Says. Band members could be eliminated for any infraction: falling
out of step, turning right instead of left, executing a flank instead of a slide, until only one was
left standing. In these final, tense moments, only two band members vied for first place. The
pressure was enough to cause any freshman to crack, but it prepared them for the pressures of
live performance, taught them the basics of marching, and encouraged group solidarity.

Miles climbed to the top of his stand and held a megaphone to his mouth. His throat felt
raspy and sore; he hoped his voice would last until the end of band camp.

“Mark time mark!” he said. The tidy grid of students raised and lowered their heels to
the beat without moving forward, marching in place. Three students were eliminated for

marking out of step.



“Forward march!”

Gates never participated in drill-downs, though she did enjoy marching with the
freshmen, earning their respect with her perfect posture and gliding roll-steps. Gates had
attended band camp for the last eight years, because her father disagreed with the concept of
daycare centers. Even though Gates was nearly thirteen, her father remained reluctant to leave
her at home alone. He considered band camp a wholesome diversion for Gates and thought she
set a good example to the incoming freshmen.

“Back march, hut!”

Miles watched two students join his daughter on the bleachers. Gates was such a gifted
marcher. At the tender age of five, she had been executing diagonals and flank turns. Even then,
her movements had possessed a focus and crispness rare in even the most seasoned
upperclassman. She had been a virtual marching prodigy. She was never nervous or flustered.
She waited with unflappable calm for the next command, and when it came, she followed it.

“Right oblique, hut!” Miles stepped up the tempo to a brisk 150 beats per minute as he
issued the command. As a result, a large portion of his band was eliminated.

“Mark time mark!” Miles called.

Once every marching band season, to his students’ delight, he even participated in a
drill-down. This final drilldown, held once a year before State Finals, was the stuff of legend.
Drum majors used countless tactics to trip Miles up, but after three decades of marching band, he
was inured to them all. No student had ever beaten Miles, though all who had ever marched in
his band had tried. Band students hotly anticipated this drill-down. They debated probable

finalists, set bets on how long each participant would last, and tried to undermine one another’s



confidence. Of course, no student had ever placed higher than second in the final drill down.
First place honors always fell to Miles.

Two freshmen soon made the mistake of forward marching instead of marking time. One
was the boy who made a point of practicing shirtless each day, perhaps hoping to tan his
colorless, skinny chest, and the other a girl, who wore what seemed to Gates an inordinate
amount of makeup, considering the strenuous nature of the camp.

“Forward march!”

Miles, instead of watching his three remaining contenders, let his gaze drift to Gates. She
sat at a distant corner of the bleachers, a tiny island to the continent of grouped bodies. Miles
hoped she would socialize with his students. If she made friends with the freshmen, she might
be more likely to undergo a change of heart while there was still time to learn an instrument. Of
course, she was a few years younger than the rest. That probably explained it. There was still
time.

Miles snapped out of his contemplation when he remembered it had been a while since he
last issued a command. Two of his students had ceased forward marching when they reached the
endzone; only the shirtless boy had continued. To the amusement of his peers, the boy now
marched through the parking lot.

“Okay, okay, okay,” Miles called through the megaphone. “That’s enough. We have a
winner.”

The boy threw his lanky arms in the air and jumped in mock exuberance. When Miles
announced that it was time for the lunch break, the boy’s exuberance became genuine.

Gates followed a few steps behind her father. “Did you space out up there?”

Miles started; he had not thought she was so close behind him.



“Sorry,” she said when she saw him jump.

“Guess I'm still a little spacey,” Miles said.

“What were you thinking about?”

“Nothing,” Miles said. “Just, you know, the show.”

“That kid, he thinks he’s so funny. Marching in the parking lot.” Gates had unlimited
reserves of vitriol for band members she held in low esteem. As a veteran marcher, she felt she
had earned the right to be critical. “He thinks he’s so great.”

“It’s my fault for not stopping him,” Miles said. “And I don’t want to hear that kind of
talk from you.”

“He thinks he’s so great,” Gates whispered.

“Gates,” Miles said.

“But he’s not.” She mouthed these words.

“That’s enough.”

Gates opened the door for her father.

“Thank you, madam,” he said.

“You’re welcome, sir,” she said as they entered the Band/Choir/Theater/Strings hall.

The Choir Room, Band Room, Theatre Classroom, and Strings Room were all housed in
the same hall, which the school administration diplomatically referred to as the Performing Arts
Hall. The name the students used was a way to show where their loyalties lay. Band members,
of course, referred to it as the Band Hall. Thespians called it the Theatre Hall, and fledgling
divas called it the Choir Hall. This disparity of names was a source of many heated debates
between the school’s aspiring performing artists. Theatre junkies argued that it was the theatre

hall, more so than band or choir, since the auditorium also connected to this space. But band and



choir members pointed out that since the auditorium was utilized for plays and concerts alike, it
should be considered a neutral zone. Miles and his band were of the opinion that it was first and
foremost the Band Hall, not only because the band boasted more members than any of the other
organizations, but also because the band room was the biggest room in the hall. Since most of
the hall’s real estate belonged to the band, the hall’s name should logically reflect that. The
debate raged on year after year, but the hall’s residents managed to coexist more or less
peacefully in their multi-artistic home.

Gates skipped ahead of her father and got her bagged lunch out of the back room where
instrument cases were stored. The room was rough but functional: concrete floors, shelving that
soared all the way to the ceiling, where piping and wiring components were visible. Teachers
and other authority figures rarely entered the back room, so it had the air of a clubhouse or
basement, a place teenagers went to escape the tyranny of well-intentioned adults.

The room was filled with signs that had been stolen (or “liberated,” as the
upperclassmen’s euphemism went) from businesses, neighborhoods, and streets. “Cheese is now
a request item,” proclaimed a sign from the local deli. An inverted triangle encouraged students
to “Yield.” Another sign, the pride and joy of the tuba section (whose legendary section leader
had procured it years before any of the students had joined the band, but whose sign stealing
capacity was still spoken of with reverence) had been stolen from a rural area that had a cow
crossing. A bovine silhouette rendered in black on a yellow background, urged motorists to
decelerate. Added to the sign’s allure was the fact that yellow and black were the school colors.

Gates viewed the signs with a mixture of interest and disapproval. She worried about the
consequences of their removal. Would deli patrons become angry and riot when they noticed the

dearth of cheese on their sandwiches, a dearth that was entirely preventable if the patrons had



simply known cheese must be requested? At the same time, the signs were a tradition, alluding
to a shared band history that extended far into the past.

Miles had perfunctorily attempted to curb the sign-stealing habit over the years, making
idle threats to alert the authorities. Gates suspected that her father enjoyed his band members’
hijinks and saw them as a way to increase camaraderie. Perhaps this explained the feeble nature
of his threats.

In the band room, students flopped on the floor and leaned against the walls, lounging
like a group of fresh-faced, sunburned teamsters. No chairs assisted their weary forms—only the
music stands furnished the band room. The marching band rehearsed its music the same way it
performed: standing up.

Gates nibbled a room-temperature carrot stick, watching her father confer with J.D., the
drum major. J.D. listened to Miles intently, nodding his head with incisive precision, each nod
like a little chop of a chef’s knife. Watching the clock on the wall, Gates figured out that J.D.
nodded at an approximate rate of one nod every three seconds. When J.D. and Miles stopped
their conference, Gates was disappointed; she had hoped to average his nods per minute.

Miles smiled at J.D.’s retreating form. J.D. had been a genuine punk as a sixth grader;
when Miles met him, Miles expected that JD would soon trade his snare drum in the Wind
Ensemble for a drum kit in a heavy metal garage band. When JD was caught smoking weed and
sent to military school for a semester, he returned, amazingly, utterly rehabilitated. Long, greasy
hair had been cropped into a crew-cut, and his eyes (not dilated, not bloodshot) held the gleam of
youthful ambition and propriety.

J.D. joined ROTC upon entering high school. He anticipated a military career, stoked by

his brief experience in military school. However, like any classical hero (and Miles did think of
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the young man’s struggle and eventual triumph over marijuana addiction heroic), J.D. possessed
a fatal flaw. Like Achilles, J.D’s fatal flaw was a flaw of podiatry. He was missing a bone in his
left foot. It was not life-threatening or even disabling, but the Army would not take him.

Something about not being able to run the required long distances, they said.

Miles installed himself at the head of the bandroom, leaving the podium for J.D., who
ascended it with a mixture of authority and deference to his teacher, like a disciple paying
obeisance to his master. Both watched the clock. As soon as the second hand completed its
orbit, officially signifying the end of the lunch hour, J.D. called the band to attention.

Miles faced his pupils without speaking for a few moments. He cleared his throat. Gates
leaned against a vending machine in the corner of the bandroom, standing apart from the
students. She knew what was next. She could recite “The Speech” by heart.

“Been a rough week, huh?” Miles said.

Students voiced their agreement: citing sunburn, blisters, heatstroke (although it was
generally agreed that the case of heatstroke was a misdiagnosed excuse to sit in the shade for a
while), pulled muscles...

Miles nodded and drew a large triangle on the board. At the top of the triangle, he wrote
“State Finals.” “That’s where we want to be at the end of October. To be there, we’ve got to
have a perfect, polished field show. Perfect music. Solid drill. We’ve made some progress so
far. How far do you think we’ve come?”

The freshmen murmured, confused. None of them had known parade rest from marking
time before that Monday. The skinny, pale boy Gates had avoided approached the board. Now

he was wearing his shirt, which depicted a martial artist mid-roundhouse kick and the slogan
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“We bust our’s to kick your’s!” Gates decided whatever the people in question were busting and
kicking was not grammatical ass. The boy picked up a piece of chalk and drew a line halfway
up the pyramid.

“I think we’re right here,” he said, in a burst of confidence.

Miles nodded. “Anyone else?”

A girl whose bangs were sprayed straight up, like those of an eighties rock star, left her
mark on the board. Several other students followed, leaving their marks in the same, area,
roughly the middle of the pyramid.

“Okay,” said Mr. McCormick, examining their evaluations of their progress with what
appeared to be great interest. “Okay. You want to know where you really are?”

He drew a slash mark about an inch from the pyramid’s base. A collective slump washed over
the students.

“But what have you learned in that week?”

Students spoke up, hesitantly at first, then chiming in with greater volume and frequency:
To stand at attention. To forward march. To back march. Keeping in step. Guiding left and
right. Making diagonals. Flanks. Slides.

J.D. wrote all these on the board. When the room fell silent, the board was nearly
covered.

“Is there anything else you’ve learned?”” Miles asked. “Anything that’s not on there at
all?”

Band is hard work, Gates mouthed.

One of the girls saw Gates and raised her hand tentatively. “That...that marching band?

Is hard work?”
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Miles put one finger to his nose and pointed the other at the girl, who looked back and
forth as though worried that she had said something wrong.

“Marching band is hard work!” he repeated, with greater emphasis. “There’s this study
out about marching band,” Miles continued. “Has anyone seen it? That study? About marching
bands and heart rates?”

Everyone shook their heads but Gates.

“Some researchers decided to monitor the heart rate and breathing of a tenor player
during an eleven minute show,” Miles said. “Turns out—Ilisten to this—turns out the stresses,
heart rate, and breathing are similar to that of a marathon runner. A marathon runner!”

“And you know what’s even harder than the physical part?”” Miles continued. “Marching
band is a mental game, too. Just think about all you’re doing, everything that’s going on, during
a performance.”

“You have to know where you are on the field,” added someone else.

“And you have to run to get there, sometimes,” Miles said. Last year, during the show’s
drum feature, his students had to run to their positions at 220 beats per minute. “What else?”

“Music. You have to remember music,” piped up a short, skinny red haired girl.

“Note for note. Rests. Downbeats. Upbeats,” Miles added. His face shone from
enthusiasm and a generous coating of sunscreen. “You have to make it sound good!”

“You have to breathe.”

“March with proper technique.”

“Play clean with others.”

“Keep your eye on the drum major.”

13



“So what this means is, don’t listen if other kids call you a geek,” Miles said. “You are
not geeks. You are athletes.”

The students stood up, forgetting their sore calves, blisters, sunburns, and cheered
heartily. Gates had to admit that her father knew how to motivate his students. As the group of
freshmen disbanded, Gates crept away. Her father would linger and chat with the students
before meeting her at his dented 1994 Honda.

Gates entered big, dark room adjacent to the Choir Room. Before flipping on the
fluorescent light, Gates heard the rustle of plastic dry-cleaners sleeves protecting the wool
uniforms. So shrouded, lined up expectantly, the uniforms reminded her of some sort of

cadavers that were resurrected each fall. The jackets were yellow with black rope trim, and the

pants were black polyester. Though many students had noticed the resemblance of the band

uniforms to Star Fleet uniforms on Star Trek: The Next Generation, Gates was the only one who
knew this resemblance was not accidental. Nor was the fact that she shared her first name with
the actress who played Dr. Beverly Crusher on the program. She hoped the band would never
discover the nerdy, Trekkie origin of her first name. She decided that if anyone knew the name
of the Star Trek actress, they wouldn’t be able to share the sensitive information without
implicating themselves in the process. She reassured herself that her secret would remain just
that.

Pair after pair of glossy black shoes were lined up, awaiting sweaty high school feet.
Gates and her father had spent hours cleaning and polishing those shoes, which resembled black
nursing sneakers. Though the band members volunteered to help, Miles was never satisfied with
the hurried, second-rate job they did on the shoes. Rather than hassle his cheerful volunteers, he

stayed after they had all left, going back over each shoe until even the tiniest scuff mark had
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been fixed, the dullest polish imbued with a liquid shine. Although he didn’t want to discourage
his students by critiquing their polishing skills, he felt no such qualms about critiquing Gates.

He would hold a polished shoe to his eye, comparing it with the Platonic ideal of a
marching band shoe he held so dear to his heart, honing in on any infraction with Borg-like
precision.

“Right here.” Last year he pointed to a miniscule clump of brown embedded in the black
crepe soles. “You need to get that out.”

“Dad, no one can see the bottom of the shoes,” Gates had protested.

“Heels down, toes up, ” he reminded her, invoking the command that described the heel-
to-toe rolling motion of the marching step. “A judge should be able to see the bottom of
everyone’s feet.”

“But won’t they get dirt and stuff in their feet on the field?”

Miles pretended to ignore the last remark. “You can use a dull pencil to scrape that
manure out.”

Gates wished he had not reminded her of the brown clump’s origin. The band had
marched in a parade the previous weekend, right behind a bunch of Clydesdales. Miles told his
students to never, ever break rank and file, even when it meant marching through (rather than
around) a pile of steaming dung. As an extra incentive, he offered a dollar to anyone who could
show him horse shit on their shoes at the end of the parade.

“Not if it’s Astroturf,” Miles added.

“What?”

“They won’t get dirt and grass on their feet if it’s Astroturf,” he explained.

15



Gates pondered this. Would a judge really examine the bottom of the band’s shoes, see a
clump of dirt, really stop and ponder the origins of that dirt, determine that it could not have
come from an Astroturf field and thus must be from some previous engagement, in which case it
ought to have been cleaned off, and deduct points? She doubted it.

“Judges wouldn’t take off points for that.”

“GE, Gates. It’s all GE.”

GE stood for General Effect. Along with music and percussion scores, GE was one of
the major categories that determined a band’s ranking. Could a band dazzle a crowd? Did the
color guard have huge, colorful flags? All these things contributed to GE. While the Regiment
had solid musicianship and drill, they routinely failed to rack up GE points, probably because
Miles considered a lot of the stuff the judges awarded high GE points to “flashy” and “tacky.”

That was why he was so sensitive about having the shoes spotlessly polished.

“Gates?” Miles called into the uniform storage room,

Gates put down the shoe and the memory of polishing it and its many brothers. She knew
she would be re-living the memory soon enough. “In here.”

“Trying to find some more manure?” he joked, trying to sound lighthearted.

“Just poking around,” Gates said. She didn’t find the manure incidents as humorous as
her father did. “Can we get out of here?”

“Hold up a second.” Miles had honed in on one of the shoes and was running a fingernail
over a frayed lace. “Hmm.”

Gates did not like the sound of her father’s simm. It was a hmm that suggested he wanted

to examine the shoes in further detail. Gates made a mental note that in the future, she should
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wait for her father in the senior locker hall or on a bench outside, a place that did not present so
many temptations. “I’m hungry. Come on.”
“Okay, okay.” He set down the shoe but kept looking at it. “I don’t know how I could

have missed that,” he said, shaking his head.

Gates ate a candy bar as they drove home. Miles had repeatedly urged school
administration to stock the vending machines with bottled water and granola bars, healthy snacks
that would provide sustenance for his band members during their long rehearsals. He eyed her
candy bar with distaste.

“So,” he said, shifting into third. “How did we look today?”

“They’re coming along, I think,” she said, chewing a bite of chocolate and nougat. “But
watch their slides. They’re not cranking them as much as they should be.”

Miles nodded. “I look out while they’re marching, I see all these heads bobbing up and
down.”

“What about the egg exercise?” Gates suggested.

Miles shook his head. “Never again.”

The egg exercise was designed to teach students to keep their upper bodies motionless
while marching. Instead of holding an instrument, they held spoons at face level. Each spoon
contained a raw egg. The trick was to keep one’s egg from breaking. However, the egg exercise
backfired. The band members, incited by the same tuba player who had stolen the Cow Crossing
sign, did not balance their eggs, but instead hurled them at each other. This wouldn’t have been
so bad, except that the tuba player discovered hurling eggs at inanimate objects (the school, the

principal’s car) was even more fun than hurling them at human targets. Eggs rained down like
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sulphuric bombs, leaving yolky carnage all over campus. The administration forbade the band
from ever doing that exercise again. There were still stains on the school’s walls, eternal
testaments to the foolishness of combining teenagers and raw eggs.

“That was five years ago. You have a different band now. I think they’re mature enough
to handle it.” Gates enjoyed assessing the maturity levels of her father’s students, because such
an action inferred that she had maturity herself as well as the ability to recognize it in others.

“I don’t know. I don’t know.”

“They’re bobbing when they march. You saw it,” Gates said, appealing to her father’s
sense of order.

“We’ll see.”

Gates crumpled her candy bar wrapper and put it in the ashtray. “What if we used hard
boiled eggs?”

“Hmm.” Miles said noncommittally. This ~zmm suggested he was ready to end
discussion of the issue. “J.D.’s coming over for dinner Sunday night. I want you to clean your
room before then.”

“What? Dad, why?” Gates asked.

“Because it’s a pigsty in there.”

“No, I mean, why does J.D. have to come over?”

“He’s my drum major,” Miles said.

“You never invited the drum majors before,” Gates pointed out.

“That was different,” Miles said.

“Different how?”

18



“Those drum majors didn’t have anything...” Miles paused. “They didn’t have anything
at stake. *

“And J.D. does?”

“He’s a recovering marijuana addict,” Miles explained. “I’m thinking the pressure of
being a drum major could drive him back.” This was partly true. Miles also hoped Gates might
strike up a friendship with J.D. Maybe then she would join the band. Or, if not the band, the
color guard.

Gates wished she weren’t any only child. She sometimes wondered if the attention her
father lavished on the band (and now J.D.) was the result of some misguided paternal impulse.
“That makes, like, no sense.”

“Will you just clean your room, Gates? Just do that for me,” Miles said.

“I hope we’re not having stew,” Gates said. “I’'m sick of stew.”

Miles cooking ability was limited to the Crock Pot. He enjoyed chopping food into small
pieces, placing the ingredients into the pot, and returning home to find a warm, simmering meal.
Gates had long since tired of stews, sometimes eating a bite or two, but more often than not
retreating to her room with a bag of microwave popcorn or peanut butter sandwich. Miles,
however, was perfectly capable of eating the same meal day after day. He continued to concoct
Crock Pot meals a few times a week, alleviating the sense of guilt that comes from not preparing
home cooked meals for one’s child. This way, Miles was not guilty of negligence; Gates was
guilty of pickiness.

“I’m making lasagna. Now look, about your room...”

“I’ll clean it! I’ll clean it!”
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“Thank you.” Miles tapped his finger to the beat of Sousa’s Semper Fidelis, which
emerged tinny from cheap speakers.

“So,” Miles said after a few measures. “Acolyting on Sunday?” It was a foolish
question; they both knew Gates acolyted every Sunday. Miles only wanted to change the
subject.

“9:45 service.”
“All right, then.”

For some reason, Miles felt as though a problem had been resolved.
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A time to plant

When the postcard with a smiling tooth wearing a baseball cap came in the mail, Sarah
felt excited. Unlike many children her age, Sarah didn’t dread the dentist. She liked his shiny,
bald head and the way he said, “Let’s see that smile, little lady!” Because she was particularly
fastidious about brushing and flossing her teeth, she had never had a cavity, and thus never
associated the dentist with pain and suffering. She secretly thought the dentist admired her oral
hygiene and afforded her special privileges for it. Once he had given her not only a free
toothbrush, he also took her to the special cabinet and let her choose the color. Also, he had
thrown in a tube of blue toothpaste. Its flavor, an antiseptic blast of mint, was more exhilarating
than any bubble gum Sarah had ever tried.

“It’s like a roller coaster ride for your mouth,” she had told the dentist. He had laughed
and asked if he could quote her on that to his other clients.

“What’s quoting?” she asked.

He laughed again and explained it and told her that what she said was pretty clever.
Sarah’s mom, Grace, smiled ruefully and said “Don’t tell her that. She’s already too clever for

her own good!”
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“I bet she’s the class clown!” Dr. Drum said, rumpling her hair. Sarah smiled meekly.
She didn’t want to tell him that she was only charming and comfortable around adults, people
with whom she felt more of an affinity than her pre pubescent classmates.

So when the tooth postcard came (Sarah wondered if the dentist had taken pains to
choose it especially for her) she brought it to her mother eagerly.

“It’s time already?” her mother sighed. But she called and made their appointments.

A week later, they sat in the waiting room. Sarah’s mother knitted while Sarah searched
for something to amuse herself. She had read all the issues of Highlights magazine because she
had her own subscription, and the brightly colored building blocks had lost their allure long ago.
She searched through the magazine rack and found a big book with words and pictures she
hadn’t noticed before.

The pictures were beautiful, full color renderings of magical scenes. A handsome man
and a beautiful woman lounged in a garden. The woman had flowers in her long hair and they
wore only curling, leafy vines. Sarah flipped a few pages. A huge, wooden boat, filled with
wise-eyed giraffes, monkeys, kittens and parrots, floated across an endless sea, under a huge,
arching rainbow. Sarah pulled her mother’s sleeve.

“Let me finish this row.” She knitted a few more stitches. “What?”

“Can I take it home?” Sarah asked.

Her mother took the book and turned it over. Her mouth tightened a little. “It belongs to
Dr. Drum.”

“What if I ask him if I can borrow it? Can I take it if he says yes?”

“Sarah, he’s a dentist, not a librarian.”

“But if he says yes...”
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“No, Sarah.” She took up her knitting again, as if to show that the conversation was over.

Sarah picked the book up again. She was glad there was always a long wait. A boy
battled a giant. And here was a man walking on water. Sarah read the caption under the picture:
“It is I; don’t be afraid.” Sarah was not afraid. She read on, eagerly.

“Sarah?” The dental assistant stood at the door to the office, holding a clipboard. “Dr.
Drum will see you now.”

The hygienist chatted while she picked at Sarah’s teeth with a shiny metal hook. Her
daughter was in fifth grade, just like Sarah, but they went to different schools. The hygienist
liked to compare notes about what Sarah and Lindsey were doing in their respective classes.
Though Sarah had never met Lindsey, she knew that Lindsey had made an erupting volcano for
the science fair and that she was in the advanced reading group, but that, to her mother’s chagrin,
she made C’s in math. Sarah sometimes wondered if Lindsey had similar information about her,
that Sarah’s canine tooth had chipped on the merry-go-round, or that she would need braces in a
few years.

Finally, Dr. Drum came in. “Hey little lady!” he said, giving her his customary greeting.
“Let’s see that smile.”

Sarah grinned so big it looked more like a grimace.

He sat down and inspected her teeth: “Mm-hmm. Mm-hmm. Looks great!” he said. He
looked down at Sarah’s lap. “How’d that get in here?” he asked.

Sarah glanced at the book. She had forgotten to put it back on the rack, so eager had she
been to answer to hygienist’s call.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. “I forgot to put it back.”
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“Oh, that’s okay!” he said. He looked at her differently, as though she had magic teeth
that were tartar repellant and perfectly straight. “Are you interested in it?”

Sarah blushed. She had felt like she was doing something wrong. “Uh-huh,” she
managed to whisper.

“Have you ever seen this book before?”” he asked. “Or one like it?”

“No,” she said. “We don’t have any books like this at my house.”

“I see,” said Dr. Drum, looking at her. He stood up and went to a cabinet. He brought
her back a sparkly purple toothbrush, a small box of dental floss and a pamphlet. “These are for
you, Miss Sarah.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“And borrow that book, too, if you want to read it. Just bring it back when you have your
next appointment.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Really,” he said. “Gosh, will you look at those teeth? That’s a beautiful smile.”

Grace frowned when she saw the book, but when Sarah explained that Dr. Drum had lent
it to her, she said nothing, paying the lady at the desk. In the car, Sarah examined the brochure.
It didn’t outline proper flossing techniques, but instead was an illustrated newsletter for
Broadmoor Methodist Church. In the back, Sarah saw a picture of Dr. Drum. It turned out he

was the director of youth outreach ministries.
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A time of peace

Gates walked ahead her father, who had taken his time locking the back seat doors,
securing the wheel with an anti-theft device menacingly titled “The Club” (though who would
steal a /1990 Honda from a church parking lot, Gates wondered?) and then double- checking to
make sure the doors were still locked.

The walk was a lengthy one. Broadmoor Methodist’s proportions rivaled those of a small
university. Weekly donations routinely reached thirty thousand dollars and plans for more
buildings were underway. The church had expanded along roughly concentric circles. Walking
from the outmost edge (which was bordered by parking lots) to the sanctuary at the center, Gates
and Miles passed the newest buildings first and then, as they approached the sanctuary, the
oldest. It was not unlike walking straight through a log, where the most ancient wood is the
center, the newer growth at the edges.

Miles fell further behind when he stopped to greet a few people from his Bible Study
class. Many single women had taken note of Miles’ devotion to the church and to his daughter,
and they frequently discussed what a great catch he would make. But Miles had eyes for none of
them. Between his church, his band, and his daughter, Miles’ life was comfortably full.

Gates did not acknowledge the kids her age. After she began acolyting, she quit
attending Sunday School and lost touch with the fashions and habits of the more youthful
congregants. She noted, though, that sometime in the past few years, the girls had exchanged
their patent leather Mary Janes for heeled pumps, their cotton floral dresses for miniskirts. They
wore makeup and had obviously spent a good amount of time on their hair. They looked as

though they were going to some exceptionally wholesome dance party. Gates felt certain that

25



they laughed at her knee length dress and Mary Janes. She kept her head down and her mind
focused on her acolyting goals as she passed the middle school girls.

Miles poured himself a cup of coffee when they entered the Fellowship Hall, which
resembled a school cafeteria in all respects except for the vaulted ceiling. As an afterthought, he
offered a cup to Gates. She declined, but was inwardly pleased by his gesture. It was a sign of
her maturity, she thought.

Miles and Gates approached the dusty wooden cabinet where the acolyte robes, along
with the choir robes, were stored. It didn’t seem long ago to him that the robes were too big for
Gates. Now she no longer needed his assistance rolling up the waistband and safety pinning it
into place; the robes were actually a bit short following a growth spurt that had left her thin and
lanky.

“One green robe, coming right up,” he said.

“Pentecost lasts forever,” Gates groaned. She preferred the purple robes of Lent or the
gold robes of Easter. Gates marked the passing of a year by Liturgical seasons rather than the
seasons of spring, summer, fall, and winter. Her father did something similar, dividing the year
into musical categories: marching band, concert band, and band camp.

“Advent’s right around the corner,” Miles comforted her. Gates pulled the long green
skirt over her Sunday dress, then the top with its wide sleeves and embroidered bottom. She
enjoyed everything about the uniform except for the dickey, which made her neck itch.

“How do I look?” she asked her father.

“More and more like your mother every day,” Miles answered.
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Mrs. Poltzer, the Sunday School teacher (now youth director) had often reminded Gates
that Gates’ mother was in heaven with Jesus. Gates did not remember her mother, but she did
enjoy the inference that she looked angelic.

Here Miles’ and Gates’ paths diverged. Miles would stay in the Fellowship Hall with his
fellow congregants until the sermon started, while Gates would go wait in the narthex along with
the ushers and her co-acolyte. She was a little anxious because she had not seen her counterpart
yet, and the other robes still hung in the cabinet.

“The other acolyte’s not here,” Gates said.

“It’s only nine-twenty.”

“If you’re on time, you're late,” Gates said, invoking a marching band slogan she had
taken to heart years ago.

“If you’re early, you’re on time,” Miles finished. He knew that if marching band practice
was slated to begin in twenty-five minutes and his students weren’t anywhere to be seen, he
would feel a similar anxiety. “Well.” Miles looked at his diligent daughter with fatherly pride.
“Do your best.” Giving an encouraging slogan to an acolyte was tough work. Go get ‘em, Tiger,
sounded unnecessarily aggressive. Break a leg was too theatrical and invited mishaps. Good
Luck seemed vaguely blasphemous.

Gates shrugged, neither encouraged nor discouraged by the phrase she heard weekly, and
headed towards the sanctuary. Miles noticed that the robes were not only too short, they were
also a bit too tight. Gates’ strides were shorter than normal in the narrow skirt. He decided he
would ask Mrs. Poltzer if there was room in the budget for new, more accommodating robes.

Gates enjoyed the walk to the sanctuary far more than the walk to the Fellowship Hall.

She gave everyone benevolent smiles which were returned with pleasure and, Gates thought, a
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hint of respect not unlike that given to the preachers. Outfitted in robes, childish Sunday School
clothes covered, Gates saw herself as holy, angelic, and more advanced in the church hierarchy
than the common members. From this lofty position, she offered eye contact and greetings with
impunity.

“Hi, Mr. Fensterstock!” She greeted the elderly usher.

“Morning, Miss McCormick.”

Throughout her seven year tenure as acolyte, Gates had seen a lot of changes: ministers
came and went, Sunday School teachers were promoted to Youth Directors, church members
died, babies were christened. Mr. Fensterstock had remained as constant as the stained glass
windows. Gates felt an affection for him that was tinged with reverence. She held him in high
esteem because he was the only usher whose diligence came close to her own. But even if he
had lacked that quality, Gates would have liked him for his big ears, gentle hands, and cryptic
smile.

Mr. Fensterstock, an avowed atheist for the first fifty three years of his life, had
undergone what Mrs. Poltzer said must have been a profound, life-altering encounter with
Christ. Mrs. Poltzer said that if there was hope for the most hopeless of atheists (and Mr.
Fensterstock had been a hopeless case, selling not only banned books but pornographic
magazines from his bookstore) then those who already had accepted Christ had a bright future,
indeed. But Mr. Fensterstock never disclosed the details of his conversion, only smiled the
cryptic smile and said, “God comes in his time. In time, he came to me, too.”

Mr. Fensterstock extended a palm in which peppermints, butterscotch, and Hershey’s
kisses rested. Gates thanked him and accepted a Hershey’s kiss. Though she was particularly

fond of butterscotch, she worried that walking down the aisle with one cheek distorted, swelling

28



from its candy cargo, was undignified. She supposed it would be possible to chew the candy, but
chomping on butterscotch while congregants filed in would do little to convey the image of
propriety she sought to project.

Gates stilled what little qualms she had about eating candy before acolyting by reminding
herself that athletes fueling up for a race and scholars fueling up for an exam were encouraged to
consume small quantities of high energy food. Viewing her acolyting activities as no less intense
than theirs, Gates decided her sweet indulgence served a similar function.

“What time is it?” she asked Mr. Fensterstock.

He examined a heavy, silver pocket watch. The watch was just something else Gates
liked about him. “Nine thirty-six.”

“It’s not slow, is it?” She shifted, wrapping the foil into a tight ball.

“Timmy’s gonna make it. Don’t worry.”

Gates did not like the name 7immy. She had already decided she would not like her peer
acolyte on account of his lateness, and the name only compounded her distaste. It sounded too
much like the name of an endearing, consumptive orphan. “Where is he?”

“I saw him out by the fountain. Poor tyke, he’s got stage fright. I told him you’d coach
him through it.”

Gates said nothing. She had no intentions of holding a scared young acolyte’s hand,
literally or figuratively. She generally disliked her fellow acolytes, viewing the good ones as
competition for the role of “Best Acolyte” (a role that existed only in Gates’ mind) and the bad
ones as besmirchers of her flawless Sunday performances. If Timmy knew anything at all, he

would be more afraid of going up against Gates than going up before the rest of the
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congregation, who devoted the same attention to the acolytes as to the minister—that is to say,
not much.

“This is his first time?” she asked, horrified.

“He’s been through the training.” Mr. Fensterstock flicked his lighter open and closed.

Gates was of the opinion that beginning acolytes, like beginning drivers, should be
subject to a tiered training approach, first learning the basics, then acolyting a few of the slower
services: the casual Friday night service, for instance, which drew very few members. “Hmm,”
she said disapprovingly, in a tone not entirely unlike her father’s.

“There he is!” Mr. Fensterstock announced.

The figure that graced that door of the narthex could have stepped from a greeting card.
Flaxen blond hair framed blue eyes; from the trembling lashes, teardrops glistened. His dear
little hands barely protruded from the over-long sleeves, giving the boy a look of doll-like
proportions. Even Gates had to admit, grudgingly, that Timmy was adorable.

Timmy stood next to Mr. Fensterstock. “Who’s that?” He pointed at Gates and shifted
the peppermint in his mouth from the left to the right cheek.

“She’s an acolyte, too.”

“But she’s so old.”

“Gates has been doing this since you were a little baby. She’s our most experienced
acolyte.”

Gates noticed that he did not say best. She compressed the silver ball of foil between her
forefinger and thumb, squeezing it until a red indentation emerged on the pad of her fingertip.

The first strains of the prelude sounded, a piece Gates immediately recognized as Saint-

Saens. Timmy’s tears threatened to reassert themselves.
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“Just follow me, kid,” Gates said. Using the casual appellation instead of his name made
Gates feel tough and cool, like a gangster of the thirties. Timmy looked at Mr. Fensterstock

“You’ll be fine,” the old man said.

But Timmy was not seeking reassurance. He held his hand out for another candy. Mr.
Fensterstock either ignored or did not notice Gates’ glare. Timmy stuffed a second peppermint
into his mouth, looking like a mumps afflicted orphan rather than the consumptive variety.

Mr. Fensterstock lit Gates’ wick first, then Timmy’s. “Be very, very careful,” he
admonished the boy. Timmy nodded and sucked his candy contentedly.

Gates slipped into the ultra-focused yet meditative mindframe of an operating
neurosurgeon. She did not notice her co-acolyte’s enthusiastic candy-slurping or the way the
congregation uttered a collective Aww at the sight of him. She paid attention only to the details
that would directly affect her acolyting. She noticed his shorter stride and adjusted her pacing so
that they were walking at a steady tempo (Gates, unconsciously, walked to the beat of the organ
pieces). She carried her wick on the left hand side, the side opposite Timmy, to avoid
incinerating his robes.

The sanctuary’s vastness always startled her, but when it was filled to the gills it seemed
even larger. This Sunday was one of average attendance, but Gates had acolyted on Christmas
and Easters and seen it standing room only. The Christmas Eve candlelight service had a special
place in her heart, not only because of the beauty of the experience, but because Gates’ role was
even more pivotal, as there were not two but thousands of candles to light.

As they approached the circular altar, Gates and Timmy took opposite paths. Gates
walked clockwise to her candle in the center of the altar, and Timmy walked counterclockwise.

She lit the candle, watching Timmy out of the corner of her eye. She held her wick to the candle
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a few moments longer than necessary, waiting for Timmy to light his candle so they would give
the illusion of perfect symmetry and timing.

As they settled onto their special bench behind the minister, Gates had to admit that
Timmy had done a passable job. She had seen some do worse. Now that one of their major
tasks was done, Gates allowed herself to relax a bit in the warm orange glow of the stained glass.
She had been, she decided, a bit too quick to judge poor Timmy. After all, she had been new
once, too. Gates nudged her young counterpart and gave him the thumbs-up, feeling quite
magnanimous as she did so.

Gates folded her hands and assumed the expression of prayerful introspection that she
had developed over the years. Unlike other, lesser acolytes, Gates never fidgeted, whispered, or
passed notes to her peers. Though any casual observer would assume she was listening to the
sermon raptly, Gates was actually counting rafters on the ceiling or recalling favorite scenes
from movies. Still, even most adults lacked her ability to maintain a fagade of devotion.

Even more impressive was her ability to sustain this facade. Early in her acolyting career,
Gates had signed up to acolyte at the 8:30 and 9:45 services. It wasn’t uncommon for her to pull
a double header. When the 11:00 acolyte called in sick with a cold, Gates stepped up to the plate
(or altar, as it was) to acolyte three straight services. Throughout the three sermons, she never
displayed a hint of restlessness or discontent. Mrs. Poltzer, the youth director and acolyte
coordinator, often spoke of that legendary Sunday, calling it the “Gates Trinity.”

Gates glanced at Timmy. He was cheerfully picking his nose. Gates decided to ignore it,
rather than risk creating a disturbance by correcting his behavior.

“What we must do,” the pastor was saying, “is love one another. This is the lesson Jesus

taught us. To love one another.”
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The task of clearing his nostrils appeared to be endlessly fascinating for the youngster.
Gates administered a firm but inconspicuous poke to Timmy’s ribcage.

“OW!” The boy said, very audibly. Gates frowned. She hadn’t poked hard enough to
cause pain. The assistant pastor fixed Gates with a disapproving stare.

“No horseplay!” he whispered.

She yearned to explain herself, but it was impossible with the minister in the midst of
preaching.

“But how,” continued the minister. “can we love one another? It’s hard sometimes.
Some of you might not even be loving e