
A barren desert.  
A girl sits, covered in dust. !

GIRL 
My sister was the first to go.  !
I’d just turned thirteen. Summer in the desert was all dust and stars; Shirley just couldn’t 
take it. One day she went up to her closet bedroom with Raymond Joyce and they turned 
themselves into birds and flew right out the window, never to return. That’s God’s honest 
truth, right there. I don’t know how they did it, but I like to imagine the transformation 
occurred out of  sheer willpower. If  I concentrate hard enough I can see it like a memory 
of  my own: her all in white, blonde hair spilling down her back, the soft skin of  her 
shoulders giving slightly to the pressure of  Raymond Joyce’s lean brown fingers. I hear the 
sound it must have made, bones cracking to dust, skin giving birth to white, crisp feathers. 
I see clearly how they must have looked at each other, and smiled little bird smiles before 
spreading thick new wings.  !
They loved each other so much that they disappeared. What could be better than that? !
The next day when I told Momma about Shirley she didn’t say a word, just kept scouring 
the inner ring of  the tub. I sat on the floor, watching as she scrubbed and scrubbed until 
the enamel started to wear.  After a few hours, she pressed her face up against the tile with 
her eyes closed. That night we ate without speaking, silverware clanking against our 
plates.  !
After dinner she told me that what Raymond Joyce and my sister had done was sinful, 
and that I should stay away from sin or I’d turn animal too.   !
For the next few weeks I tried to find her, capture her back. I filled every last inch of  my 
room with birds in cages. I’d hold each one in front of  my face, look into its eyes and say, 
“Shirley, are you in there? Shirley is that you?” !
But it never was, so eventually I gave up. !
And then it happened again.  !
Didja hear? Didja hear? Didja hear didja hear didja hear? !
No, what? !
Maritza Padilla turned into a bug! !
Maritza Padilla? Ugh.  



!
Maritza was the most beautiful girl in school, that’s the honest truth. She had huge, 
glimmering eyes with curly spider lashes and chewy cherry lips. Her bones were teeny-
tiny, like some kind of  oversized doll’s. Since our last names were next to each other in the 
alphabet, I always ended up sitting behind her, my gangly hugeness even worse in 
comparison.  !
And now. I couldn’t believe it. Of  course, it would be her. If  it was gonna be any of  us, it 
would be her.  !
I don’t believe you.  !
Look, see? !

The girl’s face changes.  
Awe.   !

Oooohhhhhh.  !
Shiny green with skinny legs. A gleaming, iridescent beetle with black, flowery spots. It 
was Maritza all right. I should have known it was only a matter of  time.  !
And that’s when they started dropping like flies. By lunch, Lydia had turned snake, 
Yvonne had become a small, yapping dog, and Mr. Baker, my English teacher, had 
sprouted barnacles mid-lesson and took off  for the lake.  !
Everybody was turning into something but me. I’d put my hands into the pocket of  my 
shorts and stick my finger through the hole in the bottom, hoping for fur or feathers. I was 
disappointed time and time again by the cool press of  my own pale flesh.  !
I wanted to shed my skin so bad my bones ached. I’d spend hours in the barn trying to 
will myself  into horsehood, become some big cat, something.  !
I’d daydream about what I’d be. Maybe I’d be a gopher, or a worm deep in the ground. A 
dove like my sister, or an ostrich maybe. An ostrich. Maybe that’s how I’d end up, my 
thick head in the sand. !
I never did like animals. Maybe that’s why I stayed the way I was. At my core, I both 
desired and feared the new order. I liked being a person. I loved the trickle of  words, soft 
cotton on my skin, popsicles and magazines and getting sand stuck to the surface of  my 
freshly painted toenails as I walked to the drugstore. You can’t hold a book with wings. 
When the time came, what would I leave behind? !



Momma was even more afraid of  the changes than me. After awhile, she locked the doors 
and kept me inside. When a stray animal would come to the window, she’d shoo it with a 
broom. When that stopped working, she took to setting big steel traps. The cats stopped 
coming around after that, which made me sad. I’d liked that little grey one, with the 
stripes. He looked at me with big kind eyes and liked to sleep curled up on my lap.   !
The night before Shirley transformed, she’d brushed her hair in the bathroom mirror 
while I sat in the tub. I wore a swimsuit and kept the water cool, cool, cool. The sun had 
bleached her hair gold and it tumbled down past her little shoulders. She stared herself  
straight in the eyes. I could see what was in there.  !
You’re drowning in an ocean of  sin, I told her. You need to grab hold of  the life preserver Momma’s 
offering up.   !
When you fall in love, she said, you let go of  the life preserver. When you fall in love you cling to the 
water.  !
I said, I know what’s going on. I hear it when Momma’s asleep. If  you don’t stop, I’m gonna tell. 
I’m gonna tell I’m gonna tell I’m gonna tell I’m gonna tell.  !
She just looked at me with those cool dove eyes and walked out. The next time I saw her 
she was nothing but a speck in the distance.  !
I wish Shirley had taken me with her. I would’ve flown out that window so solid and true, 
I never would’ve looked back not once ever. !
Momma hated Raymond Joyce. She hated him so much she melted down to a puddle of  
wax. Now I love my Momma but I’ve just got to say it: Stand in the way of  true love and 
you’ll burn burn burn.  !
I didn’t know Momma was gonna turn into a candle. If  she was gonna be anything I 
figured she’d be a tiger or a giraffe or some other exotic creature. That’s just how my 
Momma was. She was wild inside.  !
So, a candle? That was rather mystifying, to be sure. I kept checking and double-checking, 
but sure enough that candle was my Momma, no doubt about it.  !
Momma turned into a candle and I didn’t want to melt her, but one night there was a big 
lightning storm that knocked out the power lines and I was so scared I forgot.  !
That morning I woke up in a terror. The lights were still out and our windows were all 
boarded up, so it was real dark. I looked for Momma for a good five minutes before I 
realized what I’d done. 



!
And then I got so mad.  !
This stupid world. My stupid Momma. My own damned skin.  !
I loved my sister more than anybody, and she flew away before we even knew this was 
something that happened. She flew and flew, and she and Raymond Joyce went over that 
mountain wing in wing together and nobody took one second to think of  me, stuck in a 
boarded up house with my stump legs. !
I stayed inside for a week at least, trying to figure out what to do. Then one night it came 
to me: I had to find Buffalo Bobby. He would be able to help. !
Buffalo Bobby was what my Momma called a gentle soul. He was slow, or something. 
Older than me, but younger. When Maritza Padilla and I were kids—back before she was 
pretty—we’d throw stones at him, till one day Shirley saw and told us to stop. He always 
liked her better after that, which put a thick knot in my stomach.  !
I never told anybody this before, but when I was nine and he was sixteen, Buffalo Bobby 
pulled me behind a tree and kissed me, a real grown-up kiss like in the movies. He was too 
big; I got scared. He made me promise not to tell, so I didn’t. But he never looked me in 
the eye again after that, and when he got all crazy over my moon-eyed sister I felt my 
blood turn from fire to ice and back again.  !
I was the one who started calling him Buffalo Bobby. He had a leg that wasn’t right and 
was always walking with that sad limp, all bulky and slow. It just slipped out one time, and 
landed so perfect on his square face that the name stuck.  !
I wouldn’t have called him that if  I’d known it was gonna stick.  !
So you can see why I thought to look for Buffalo Bobby. Evolution had not been kind to 
him. Like me, he’d have to fight for his place in the new world.  !
In town, there were no humans left. Packs of  animals roamed the streets. Things you 
couldn’t imagine. Wildcats with lizards on their backs. Dogs in packs with chickens. A 
zebra asleep on the hood of  an abandoned car. I held a big stick for protection, but didn’t 
know if  I’d have the heart to use it. It was hard to tell who was who, and I didn’t want to 
smack some badger that used to be my cousin. !
Finally, I got to the barn. Buffalo Bobby was there in a corner, huddled over a ragged, 
maggoty dead barn cat.  !
Hello?  



Hello? 
Buffalo Bobby, I can see you. I know you’re here.  !
What d’you want? !
He looked haggard, frightened, but human after all. I was so relieved I could’ve cried.  !
Do you remember me? !
Yeah.  !
I need help.  !
I swallowed hard. He looked at me with those brown saucer eyes.  !
I think I’m growing scales, I said. Maybe. I need you to check.  
	  
Scales where? He said.  !
I’ll show you.  !

She unclasps her overalls, peels off  her shirt.  
She is human underneath.  
Skin. !

Check for me.  
Please?  !

A moment. 
She pulls her overalls back on. !

He said no.  !
No no no no no no no no no no.   !
And then the worst thing happened. Buffalo Bobby started to cry. Sobs so deep he 
couldn’t stop shaking. I knew I should never have come.  !
Buffalo Bobby, you must miss your Momma very much. Is that why you’re crying? !
No, he said. No no no no no no no.  !
And then he pulled up his pant leg to reveal a beautiful cloven hoof.  !



I thought I was gonna be sick. Why is it everyone but me? !
Pretty soon I was the only one left in this desert. Just me and all the animals. Buffalo 
Bobby went two days after he’d broken down about his own poor dead Momma. He 
stood watch over her for months, standing tall over those tiny barncat bones. I still see 
him sometimes, grazing in what’s left of  the fields.  !
There’s enough food to last me years. Stuff  in cans, mostly. All the meat’s gone. There’s 
no electricity. Every so often I find some batteries with a little juice left in ’em... but this is 
a pretty small town and I went through things quick. !
So now I just sit and wait. I wait for scales, feathers. I wait to feel my body push itself  into 
another shape. I wait to feel the pulse of  change. I wait to join you on the other side. 


