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•   O N E   •

Hydrogen

A Recipe

T a k e  o n e  s i n g u l a r i t y .
Heat to unimaginably hot and concentrate to un-

imaginably dense.
Allow to cool slightly.
Stir in gravity and a handful of X and Y bosons.
Electronuclear force will begin to separate. Keep 

stirring.
Cool again slightly.
When strong nuclear force and electroweak force 

have fully separated, mixture will expand and cool 
rapidly.

Pour off quark-gluon plasma.
Remaining quarks will congeal. Exercise caution, as 

mutually annihilating hadrons and antihadrons may 
cause burns.
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Beat protons, neutrons, and electrons vigorously. 
Nuclear fusion will begin automatically within the 
glowing fog.

Simmer in cosmic microwave about twenty minutes.

Yield: One hundred thousand quadrillion vigintillion 
atoms, of which approximately 75% will be hydrogen. 
Serve at once, as leftovers are likely to fuse into heavier 
byproducts.



•   T W O   •

Helium

A Tall Tale

B a c k  i n  t h e  d a y s  when buffaloes big as freight cars 
roamed the prairie grass that grew from here to heav-
en, every mustachioed fool with a ten-gallon hat spent 
twelve hours out of ten poking around in the dirt hop-
ing to strike it rich.

“Here there’ll be a vein of gold long as the Mississip-
pi!” one would say and they’d all stampede like Baptists 
at the sight of a lady’s ankle. In no time flat they’d be 
carving out the mountainside with tin spoons till there 
was nothing left of mountain nor spoon and only gold 
enough to fill a rotten tooth.

Then another’d say, “Silver to overflow Lake Tahoe!” 
and they’d all be off and running again even though the 
silver wouldn’t overflow a puddle from one of Nevada’s 
late afternoon thundersprinkles.
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And if by chance they dug up more than gold glitter 
or silver smut, in short order all the profit would be et 
up and drunk up and shot up and bet up, and if there 
was any left over for a girl or two, well, it was a wonder.

Now girls may be fools too but mustachioed fools 
they are not. It didn’t take a month of Sundays under 
that western sun blazing down on Lode City to reckon 
that a life spent indulging lead-headed miners stinking 
of bad gin wasn’t much worth living. Even if it was still 
better than the groping slapping hands of the farm help 
back home or the bleeding fingers and blind eyes of the 
thread and button factories.

What was that big sky for if not freedom? Why that 
endless prairie if not for galloping across? Why those 
snowy peaks if not for clambering over and seeing what 
was on the other side?

They dreamed and they waited but they didn’t know 
what for.

Till one day on the edge of the desert strange por-
tents arose. Black-tailed jackrabbits came racing in 
from the sagebrush and jumped into cooking pots for 
safety. Magpies deposited offerings of spent bullets, 
safety pins, and two-bit pieces out in front of the sher-
iff’s office. A knot of vipers slithered from their sandy 
den and performed a twenty-one rattle salute.
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It could only mean one thing. Big Rosa Catfleet-
Lightfoot was coming. She was coming in person. She 
was coming to Lode City.

Everyone knew about Big Rosa. She’d been found an 
orphan baby taking a bath in the Rio Grande but she 
was already so damned big that she dammed it all up 
and the ships docked at the Port of Brownsville sud-
denly found themselves run aground.

At the age of eight she’d gotten work as a maid and 
one day doing her mistress’s ironing she forgot to stop 
and ironed the earth clean flat from Indianapolis to 
Denver.

At fifteen Kansas hired her to snatch tornadoes 
from the sky and use them to whip cream for pie-eating 
competitions.

By twenty she suffered such a plague of proposals 
from suitors dazzled by her blackberry eyes and acres 
of cinnamon-brown skin that she lassoed an elephant 
named Wilgefortis at the circus in Topeka and rode her 
off into the sunset. Neither of them had ever been seen 
east of Wichita again.

But everyone knew that from time to time Big Rosa 
still dropped in on the pioneers dotted across those saw-
tooth mountains between the Plains and the Pacific.

Sometimes she’d pluck up a grove of quaking aspens 
and knit the trunks into a dance hall. She’d keep time 
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for the fiddlers by slapping her vast thighs because if 
she danced there’d be an avalanche.

Or if she couldn’t help herself from dancing and the 
avalanche came on anyway she’d stop it from burying 
folks alive by flinging herself in its path and making a 
gigantic snow angel for the overrun to flow into.

Or if she was feeling really good she’d entertain the 
children by pouring a quart of corn kernels into her 
huge hands and blowing on them a blast of her hot 
summery breath till popcorn snow fell into their greedy 
grateful fat little fingers.

Now this one and the same Big Rosa Catfleet- 
Lightfoot strolled into Lode City on a Saturday late in 
the spring. She planted her feet on the dry plot in front 
of the dry-rotting chapel and planted her hands on her 
hips.

“How many amigas I got here?” she bellowed at the 
mass of petticoats and bodices gathered round her. 
“We gotta a job to do. You find your things. You say 
your adiós. You come back here in twenty minutes. And 
we go!”

The ladies of Lode City took no more convincing 
than that and raced off to pack.

But the men of Lode City did not like this one bit. 
The barkeep tried to threaten his prettiest employees 
into staying but Big Rosa cast her coal eyes in his di-
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rection and the curses died in his throat. Half-hearted 
beaux turned into pleading swains but it did no good. 
Hattie and Mattie who cooked for everyone and his un-
cle had to fight off with their parasols a swarm of weep-
ing wailing supplicants. The blacksmith tried to put a 
stop to it all by shrieking valentine vows at Big Rosa 
herself but she shut him down by booting him up into 
the prickly embrace of a bristlecone pine.

When the twenty minutes were up the women 
climbed aboard a cart hitched to Wilgefortis the El-
ephant. Rosa hopped astride and led the women in a 
rousing chorus of “Louis the Longnose Leopard Lizard” 
as the great gray beast stomped out of town with the 
breeze from the distant mountains flapping her fan 
ears.

They rode through the day and on into the night. 
They made camp in the foothills and lay down fearless 
under the moon and looked upon her grandmother face 
and wondered if she really was made of green cheese 
till they all fell asleep.

In the morning Rosa fashioned a waffle iron out of 
barbed wire. She ate a hundred waffles and the women 
ate a hundred more. Once they were all fed Lilibeth got 
around to asking everyone’s question.

“What’re we gonna do, Big Rosa? Where’re we gon-
na go?”
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Rosa pulled out a pipe made of a thousand corncobs 
and got it smoking and said, “Up.”

All the women turned as one to look at the pinnacles 
of the peaks looming over them.

“I found a place,” Big Rosa went on. “In the rock. Is 
full of helium. We mine it, we bottle it, we make the 
childrens happy.” With her hands she sketched a bal-
loon blown full bouncing on its taut line and sailing 
away to kiss the morning sun. The women watched the 
imaginary balloon disappear into the distance and they 
all sighed and kept watching till the light burned their 
eyes and they had to look away.

Then Big Rosa jumped up and took out a couple of 
railroad ties she always stored in her back pocket for 
occasions just like this. She bent them into skis and 
strapped them onto her feet. She harnessed the sledge 
across her powerful bosom and almost before Hat-
tie and Mattie and Louisa and all the rest had time to 
grab their seats Big Rosa was skiing uphill. Straight up 
the mountainside and over the pass and down into the 
next valley. Then she did it all over again. Wilgefortis 
galloped behind her like a conqueror.

The women of Lode City squealed and cheered and 
prayed and wept for the sheer joy of the thing. They 
stopped only once when Betsy Blossom went into labor 
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and her little Glenda became the first child to be born at 
the peak of Mount Moriah.

At last Big Rosa skied up one more slope but this time 
she stopped before tipping down the other side. She 
wiped the face of the mountain clean the way a refined 
mademoiselle blots her brow with a hanky. She laid her 
ear to the rock and listened using her giant hand like a 
stethoscope till she shouted, “O-kay! Is here!”

She peeked over the nearest peak, spied a prong-
horn and grabbed him. She wound him up tight like a 
spring and then let him go at the mountainside so his 
antlers bored right through the rock. When the hole 
was big enough for an ordinary-sized woman to crawl 
through she set him down again. He staggered off and 
told his friends about the visitation come unto him and 
a pronghorn revival started that very day leading to the 
salvation of thousands.

Big Rosa set her lips to the breach in the rock like a 
lover leaning in for a kiss.

“Did you find it? Is it the helium?” squealed Pauline 
and Lilibeth and Susanna.

“This is it!” cried Rosa in such a tiny squeaky voice 
that everyone laughed and leapt off the cart and raced 
toward the hole and dove in.

It was dark inside but hilarious as they all shrieked 
and squeaked and giggled and hollered. Big Rosa let fall 
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into the hole all kinds of leather sacks and canteens and 
casks and old purses and rotgut flasks. “You fill!” Rosa 
shouted as loud as she could in her tiny voice. “You think 

of the childrens!”
The thing of it was, Betsy Blossom had already been 

thinking about her child and what the two of them 
would face after the helium expedition was over. It 
was about as appealing as dysentery at Christmas. And 
before she even knew what she was doing Betsy had 
slipped off her petticoat and knotted it at the top and 
holding on tight with the baby strapped to her back she 
slowly but surely began to rise to the roof of the helium 
cavern and out through the hole.

On the outside Big Rosa jumped in surprise and top-
pled backward but Wilgefortis caught her with a quick 
lash of her trunk. Woman and elephant stared in amaze-
ment as the petticoat balloon wiggled and popped out 
of the breach and shot away toward the clouds.

“Where you going?” bawled Rosa at full force. “The 
sun gonna burn you!”

“I don’t rightly know,” Betsy called back. “Some-
wheres better!” And in no time at all she was out of 
sight.

By then Susanna and Maribel and May had crawled 
out of the mine only to see Betsy and baby vanishing 
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into the high-up sky. “I wanna go too!” cried May as she 
stripped off her petticoat.

“I’m heading for the moon!” whooped Josephine. 
“Look! It’s right over there where Betsy went,” and she 
pointed to a pearly disc so pale the blue sky shone right 
through it.

“Me too!” shouted a dozen others and soon scads of 
women were hanging on tight as their homemade air-
ships swelled and swayed and lifted them clean off the 
ground.

“Wait! wait!” begged Big Rosa. “You don’t have to 
go! We stay here! We build houses and balloons and the 
childrens is happy and we is happy too!” But one after 
another her mining crew took to the heavens. She gath-
ered up a snowball the size of a barrel and hurled it at 
Maribel but it only knocked her a little off course and 
up and away still she went.

Even Wilgefortis got so excited she skedaddled 
down the mountainside and went baying after them.

Now Rosa didn’t wear a petticoat but she did have a 
great big sack where she kept things that might come 
in handy someday like spare boulders and unused cliff-
heads and Rhode Island. She dumped them all out and 
held the sack over the helium hole and watched it poof 
up till it was all full and then she tied it and waited to 
soar away in the company of her new friends and then 
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they’d build their balloon-financed houses wherever 
they landed.

But nothing happened. Big Rosa was too big.
She screamed and she cursed, she kicked off her 

clodhoppers, she filled more sacks with more helium 
and they strained for the stratosphere but it was no 
good.

She was too big. She was earthbound.
One by one all her friends disappeared.
And that was the end of the helium expedition.
Nobody ever saw the women of Lode City again ex-

cept it might be they were mistaken for a thunderhead 
gathering on the horizon that vanished again with-
out giving forth any rain. Likely as not they made it to 
the moon and are all living there together. A colony of 
women eating their fill of green cheese.

And every so often an extra geyser starts spurting 
at Yosemite only it isn’t a geyser really but Wilgefortis 
having a little fun.

As for Big Rosa, some say she ran the whole spine 
of the Sierra trying to catch up with her friends till it 
dumped her in the Yukon and in her sorrow she moved 
in with a pack of grizzly bears. There she lies hibernat-
ing year in and year out till true love’s kiss comes to 
wake her.
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Others say she went back across the Rio Grande 
looking for her mama and papa and whether or not 
she’s found them she’s living in one of those great big 
old pyramids in the jungle feeding on alligator pears 
and chocolates fresh off the tree.

But what really happened is that she did finally 
clamber over those mountains to see what was on the 
other side. Turns out it was Hollywood. They got her 
to hold up the lights for the kinetograph and she was 
pretty good at it. Then they tried to sign her up for a 
ten-film contract with no talking so nobody would 
mind her funny accent but she said she’d do nothing 
but the lights. One time a reporter asked her why she 
liked them so much.

She told him, “They remind me of my grandmother.”


