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Trampoline Games

A trampoline is attractive to nuisances. That is how Imet Finn
Levy.

My mother and I moved to Sandy, Utah on the first Sat-
urday of summer 1986. The next morning, Finn skulked
through the tall, brown grass of our backyard, wearing a
white laboratory coat decorated with New Wave buttons. He
kept his head down as he went, long red bangs covering his
eyes. With each step, a mismatched Converse high top stirred
a cloud of crickets—crickets so large I could hear the meat
of their bodies pelt the baked earth when they landed. As I
watched from the kitchen window, Finn mounted the fence
and clambered over, disappearing into the neighbor’s yard.

My mother hadn’t noticed. She was busy watching a game
showwith a drink in her hand. She hadmade it clear from the
outset she was unhappy with my father’s decision to relocate
our family to this Salt Lake City suburb for two years, espe-
cially once she discovered hewould remain in California until
Labor Day to orchestrate a massive round of layoffs “thanks
to the Japanese.” I didn’t like it much either, but whenever I
complained,mymotherwould set her jaw like an animal’s and
acidly explain my father was at a critical juncture of his career
at National Semiconductor and we all had to make sacrifices.
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I knew the red-haired kid in the lab coat was a Levy because
he was a boy. When the woman from my father’s company
had let us into the barely furnished house, she mentioned a
family with four girls to our left named the Hansons and a
family with four boys to the right named the Levys. After the
woman had gone, my mother made a joke about Mormons,
Catholics, and rabbits.

Inside the kitchen, the microwave was loud, industrial,
working hard to rotate macaroni and cheese for breakfast.
The plastic wrap gurgled and warped. I held my fork in a fist
and stared through the murky portal, waiting for the ding. In
the next room, my mother watched The Price is Right on TV.
A large, black woman was overwrought with the prospect of
winning a rotating Buick. A shrill bell clanged. She threw her
hands to her mouth, high-stepped in a circle before throwing
her big arms around Bob Barker’s neck. My mother laughed
and swirled the ice in her drink. I removedmy breakfast from
the microwave with an oven mitt and went into the backyard
to eat it. A lazy rhythm of squeaks drifted over the fence from
next door.

Behind our new house, a seamless grid of suburbia ran
all the way to the Wasatch Front, a jagged wall of Tolkienian
mountains. I sat on the back step of the bare patio to eat. A
cricket leapt onto the concrete beside me. Crickets plagued
this place. They were everywhere. Utah was unlike California
in many ways—mountains, Mormons, crickets. And the air
was thin and dry. My lips felt like the salt flats we’d driven
across to get here.

I finished my macaroni and cheese and left the plastic dish,
fork, and oven mitt on the step beside me and snuck across
the lawn to the fence that the red-haired boy disappeared over.
Peeking through the slats, I saw the green of their grass, but
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couldn’t see what was squeaking, so I climbed the fence as
quietly as I could.

Finn jumped on a large, round trampoline in the center of
the yard. He bounced from his back to his feet to his stomach
to his feet to his back. The tail of his lab coat fluttered like a
flag as he sailed through the air. His Converse lay in the grass
between the fence and the trampoline where he’d kicked them
off. He rebounded gracefully back to his feet from his stom-
ach and then spotted me staring over the fence and paused,
bouncing idly.

“Hey!”
He stepped gracefully from the black mesh of the tram-

poline, lit like Peter Pan upon the skirt of blue padding that
ringed it and landed hard in a crouch on the grass, his knees
absorbing the impact.

“You just moved in.”
“That’s right,” I answered.
He glanced at the Hansons’ house.
“I don’t live here. I live on your other side. It’s okay, though.

These people aren’t home.”
“Are we allowed?”
“They’ll be at church for hours. Come over and jump.”
I climbed over and let myself carefully down into the Han-

sons’ yard.
“You’re sure it’s okay?” I asked, taking off my shoes.
“Sure, I’m sure,” he said, climbing back onto the trampoline.
I crawled up onto the padded skirt, stood, and stepped

carefully out onto the fabric of the trampoline, immediately
losing my balance. Its surface warped and lurched treacher-
ously beneath me. The force of Finn’s leaps made the trampo-
line surface buck like a horse. Off balance, I fell to my hands
and knees. My skeleton jarred uncomfortably.
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“Jesus,” I said. “Hold on. Wait.”
I scrambled backwards, my elbows locked up, unready for

each new jolt. I felt ridiculous and a little scared. The alien
physics of the trampoline paralyzed me. Finn laughed from
somewhere above me. His buttons—The Clash, The Cure,
No Heroes, Devo—glimmered. Beneath me, the warm, black
mesh had a pleasant plastic smell in the sun.

“You swore. You said Jesus.”
“Stop for a second, okay?” I asked.
The trampoline’s convulsions petered out. I climbed un-

steadily to my feet while he waited at the perimeter.
“You’ve never been on a trampoline before?”
“Uh-uh,” I said, cautiously bending my knees to test the

force of the springs.
“They’re really big here. A lot of kids have them. Put your

feet wider apart and bend your knees more. Your center of
gravity is important. There.”

After some experimentation, I found a rhythm and began
leaping higher. It was a giddy sensation. The higher I went,
the longer the weightlessness lasted, the deeper the tram-
poline’s black mouth sucked me in, the louder the springs
squeaked. Before I knew it, I was laughing, bouncing high
into the air. I could see over the fences into a succession of
yards, each green and square like the last, in every direction.

“Yeah!” Finn yelled. “That’s the ticket.”
I smiled down at him as I rose.
“Now I’m coming on. Move back a little.”
As I rose again, he jumped on, contrapuntally timing his

rhythm with mine. We passed each other in the air, rising
and falling, our bodies flying dangerously close as their tra-
jectories varied. We jumped until we panted and sweat, until
our rhythms lagged, fell off from the other’s. At one point
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when I landed, the trampoline felt like cement and my knees
crumpled. I lolled about on my side, exhausted and cring-
ing beneath Finn as he jumped over me from one side to the
other laughing, enjoying the sight of me flopping about be-
neath him.

Before we climbed back over the fence into my yard, Finn
beckoned me to a window of the Hansons’ house.

“Look,” Finn whispered. “This is their room. They all sleep
in the same room. The twins sleep in the same bed. I swear.”

Hepeered through the glass, hands cupped aroundhis eyes.
It made me nervous.

“Come on. Come look. Their underpants are on the floor.
They wear pink panties. I think that’s a bra on the bed.”

I took a few steps toward the window, but lost my nerve.
Instead, I retreated to the trampoline and examined its mus-
cular springs. There must have been a hundred of them, wide
as Susan B. Anthonys and as long as my arm from wrist to
elbow. Too tight to stretch by hand.

“Come on. Let’s go back to your yard,” Finn said, tossing
his shoes over the fence and mounting it.

Gratefully, I gathered my shoes and followed.
Finn’s family were “Jack Mormons,” he explained. His par-

ents had recently quit the church. His father was a judge.
Finn toldme this like it explainedwhy they’d stopped going to
church. He was surprised I’d never in my life stepped inside
one.

“You’re lucky. I spent four hours of every Sunday of my life
in a church. Until this summer.”

Finn said everyone else in the neighborhood wasMormon,
including the Hansons. No one liked that my father’s com-
pany owned our house because it kept bringing non-Mor-
mons into the community, he said. The church described
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non-Mormons as disruptions—unwanted wrinkles in the so-
cial fabric of Utah. Finn also said Mormons didn’t call them-
selves Mormons. They called themselves Saints. Only non-
Mormons called themMormons. Finn clearly enjoyed calling
Mormons Mormons.

As he talked and talked, I sensed his family’s break from
the church had freed Finn in some way. He reminded me of a
Wild Kingdom episode where Marlin Perkins released a griz-
zly bear into the tundra of Alaska. The bear, which had been
raised from a cub by humans, just walked in circles around
the camera crew for hours, utterly confused by the vast space
of the world surrounding it.

We entered the dark interior of my house through the
backdoor and I yelled to my mother to give her a warning.
Thankfully, she was up and about. When I introduced Finn,
his entire demeanor changed. He stood up straight, brushed
his bangs off his forehead, and with a formal air shook my
mother’s hand.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Lore,” he said.
I couldn’t tell if my mother bought his act or not, but she

cooked some cheese-filled hot dogs in the microwave for us
and didn’t ask where we were going or when we were coming
back.

“Sundays are weird for me now,” Finn said as we walked
through an empty lot full of weeds. “It’s like the aftermath of
a nuclear holocaust. I’m the only one walking around. Until
you came along, that is.”

Excited, Finn ran ahead, down through the weeds, crickets
leaping frantically out of his way as he went. And I followed.
The back of the empty lot was a convoluted BMX track, its
dirt berms built up on each turn. But it was empty. Finn ran
up the face of a berm and down its other side, the tail of his
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lab coatswhipping behindhim. I followed, andwe ran around
the track once, kicking off the tops of the berms as wewent. In
California, a track like this would’ve been packed on a Sunday
with a hundred screaming, pedaling kids.

“Come on. I’ll show you the creek,” Finn said.
Finn veered off the track and disappeared down a slope of

tall, yellow grass and into a stand of cottonwoods, leaves flash-
ing in the breeze like coins. The crickets were even worse,
raining through the weeds onto our feet.

At the creek, we found Jerry, whose head was so big it
looked like it was going to burst. He was older, maybe nine-
teen, but half as smart. Finnmarched right up to him. I didn’t
like the way Finn was acting, as if he had something to prove.
He glanced back at me.

“Come on, he won’t bite.”
Jerry was breaking dirt clods in his hands.
“Toxic Avenger. Destroy, destroy. Kill, kill,” Finn said.
Jerry had been talking to himself while crushing the clods.

He looked up, an expression of surprise and joy distorting his
pinched features.

“Hi guys!” he cried out with a wave.
His voice was cartoonish and scary.
“You’re pretty strong, Jerry, breaking dirt clods like that,”

Finn said, looking down at him from the crown of the creek’s
bank. “You’re a regular circus strongman.”

Jerry didn’t get sarcasm. He smiled, proud, let the dirt fall
through his fingers while he struck a muscleman pose, arms
like weird cobras pointing out from his body, their backs flex-
ing. Jerry had big muscles. He was a man.

“Jerry, this is Jake. He moved in between us and the Han-
sons.”

“Hulk Hogan!” Jerry said, flexing at me. “Hulk Hogan!”
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He grrrred and Finn laughed. I smiled, disturbed by the
theatrics. I didn’t know what was wrong with Jerry. Did he
have a disease? Was it something that could be caught in
Utah? The breeze picked up and we all closed our eyes for
a second while loose dirt was lifted and carried through the
air around us.

“Hulk Hogan,” Jerry said.
But now Jerry was showing us his dick, which was huge.

Swollen like his head. Unnaturally large and standing up on
its own, big and red.

“Hulk Hogan,” he said again.
In a flash, Finnpickedup a dirt clod and chucked it at Jerry’s

crotch, fast and hard and with remarkable accuracy. Jerry
screamed and squirmed away, clutching his big, hurt penis
in his hand and crying out over and over. I turned and fled,
Jerry’s wails chasing me up through the weeds and crickets
and cottonwoods. When I reached the BMX track, I slowed
down and waited for Finn to catch up.

“Hulk Hogan,” Finn said, out of breath and laughed. “He
shouldn’t do that.”

“What’s wrong with him? With his head?”
“Hydrocephalus. There’s fluid trapped in his skull and it

expanded. It’s called water on the brain.”
“And his…?” I asked, pointing at my crotch.
“What?” Finn asked, cocking his head and smiling at me

strangely.
“His dick, too.”
Finn laughed out loud.
“Right! Water on the dick,” Finn said, punching me in the

arm a little too hard. “Funny.”
I smiled, unsure of whether he was laughing at me or with

me. We stood across the street from the small, unfamiliar
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house I now lived in. Mustard yellow. Aluminum and bright
red brick. Nauseating.

“Listen, I should go home,” I said.
“Do you want to come over after dinner?”
“My mom’s not going to let me tonight,” I lied. “But prob-

ably later, maybe tomorrow.”
“Well, I’m glad you’re here.”
“Yeah, me too.”
“We’re going to have serious fun.”
When I got home, my mother was asleep in her clothes

on the sofa. I picked up her glass and washed it in the sink,
cooked a pizza pocket in the microwave, then watched TV
until I fell asleep beside her in the chair.

I awoke the next morning to the sound of the trampoline
springs and girls’ laughter. My mother cranked open an eye-
lid, looked at me, then at the open window.

“What the hell is that?”
“Trampoline.”
“Mormon girls on a trampoline at…” she looked at her

watch. “Nine o’clock. Jesus.”
My mother groaned as she rose from the couch, lurched to

the window and slammed it shut. Muttering to herself, she
lumbered to the bathroom, cursing Utah and my father.

I cooked breakfast and ate it peering out the kitchen win-
dow. Four blonde heads rose and fell over the fence line.
Long, dandelion-yellow curls bounced in pairs. I finished my
microwave popcorn, stuffed the bag in the trash and wiped
the butter on my shorts, then made for the back door. I
needed a better look at these Hanson girls.

“Not so fast,” mymother said, coming out of the bathroom.
Hermouth frothed. She brandished a toothbrush like a wand.
“The movers are coming in less than an hour.”
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I pushed the curtains back from the window and looked
out on a typical summer day in Sandy, Utah. The neighbor-
hood had exploded with activity. The BMX track across the
street was awash with kids, cars passed on the streets, people
emerged from their houses and went to work. It was like The
Twilight Zone. Where had they all come from?

“I’m not joking around.”
“Okay, okay.” I returned to the living room and changed the

channel. The TV was hot to the touch. It hadn’t been off since
we arrived. Despite the closed windows, I remained tortured
by the sounds of squeaking springs and full-throated Hanson
girls.

I spent the day carrying boxes of familiar things into the
cramped, unfamiliar house. My room was in the basement.
Its windows looked out into web-filled window wells. Just a
sliver of sunlight penetrated tomydepth. On the upside, I had
the whole downstairs to myself. Other than my room, there
was an empty rec room and a big storage closet. Upstairs, as
my mother supervised the movers with a drink in her hand, I
unpacked my clothes and toys and games and stuffed them in
the storage closet. I hung my Joe Montana and Banzai Pipe-
line posters on the wall, set my globe and swimming trophies
on the desk beside the door, and made my bed with its Star
Wars sheets and comforter. I stepped back and took a look.
The room felt wholly alien.

Upstairs, my mother had returned to the couch. Boxes re-
mained unopened in their respective rooms. I had to climb
over three boxes thickly labeled bathroom in pen to pee.

“Mom,” I asked. “Should we unpack?”
“Why don’t you start in the kitchen? When you get enough

done, I’ll make dinner for us. How’s that for a deal?”
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On TV, Simon & Simon were exchanging witty banter
amidst a fistfight with goons. I opened the tops of eight boxes
and gazed down at our hoard of kitchenutensils, plates, bowls,
knick-knacks and appliances. I studied our new kitchen.
There was no way it was all going to fit.

“Mom! There’s not enough room.”
“Goddamnit Jacob, take what won’t fit downstairs and put

it in the storage room. Show some common sense.”
“You mean the rec room.”
“Wrong,mister!”Mymother yelled over her shoulder at the

kitchen. “I mean the storage slash rec room.”
“But I don’t know what you want to keep up here!” I

protested.
My mother’s frustration and anger was seeping into my

voice as if I were involuntarily mocking her.
“Don’t make me come in there!”
Enraged, and because she couldn’t see me, I flipped her off

with both hands. I kicked the nearest box. A large, metalmix-
ing bowl crashed onto the floor with an ear-piercing clangor
and rolled across the kitchen. In an instant, my mother leapt
from the couch and stormed into the kitchen, all furious eyes
and set jaw. I backed away, an armup for defense and a stream
of swear words pouring uncontrollably from my mouth. She
snatched my elbow in one claw-like grip and raised her other
hand. I shrugged low, trying to somehow retractmy head into
my body as her hand leapt from my elbow to my collar. My
shirt ripped in her hand as I fell to the dirty linoleum among
the boxes. She tried to kick me, but I scurried between two of
the boxes, picked up the mixing bowl and held it like a shield.
Just as she was about to destroy the entire kitchen in pursuit
of me, the doorbell rang. We both glanced in the direction
of the front door. She pointed down at me, placed a finger
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to her lips and pointed at me again for good measure. “Best
behavior,” she hissed.

As she walked out of the kitchen, I crawled from among
the boxes and peeked around the corner to see who was at the
door. My mother blocked the gap with her body.

“Can I help you?” she askedwith the artificial sweetness she
reserved for strangers. Not unlike Finn, I thought.

“Welcome to the neighborhood!” A woman’s sing-songy
voice reached the kitchen. “We live right next door on this
side. My name is Marie Hanson and these are my daughters:
Debra, Brenda, Dawn, and Rebecca.”

A four-part “Nice to meet you” chimed. I poked my head
into the entryway for a look. Framed beneath the portcullis
of my mother’s arm, I saw one of the girls. She looked about
my age. She glanced into the house and saw me. When she
smiled, I ducked back into the kitchen, my heart pounding.
She was the prettiest girl I had ever seen. Like a girl from
TV. And she lived next to me with three of her sisters. I had
snuck into their yard, jumped on their trampoline and peered
at their underpants through their bedroomwindow. Cold fear
gnawed my gut.

“What pretty girls!” My mother said. “How old are you,
each of you?”

I wondered if they could tell she’d been drinking.
“I’m four!” piped a shrill voice.
“You are?” My mother asked in syrupy facsimile. God, I

pleaded, please shut her up. Kill her right now so she doesn’t
say another word to these people.

“Rebecca’s the youngest. Brenda and Dawn here are nine.”
“Are you twins?” My mother’s voice was outrageously con-

descending and bizarre.
“Yes, ma’am,” the twins chirped in unison.
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“And this is our oldest, Debra. She’s twelve.”
“Why, that’s my son’s age!”
“You do have children. We weren’t sure. Is he your only

one?”
“Yes.”
There was a pause, as if Mrs. Hanson was waiting for her to

continue.
“Well…I know you must be busy getting settled.”
“What pretty girls you are,” my mother said again. “Just

dolls.”
“We brought you this,” a Hanson girl said. “We made it

ourselves. It took all morning.”
“Debra!” Mrs. Hanson reprimanded her without anger.
“My word, it did? Well, it’s lovely. Thank you.”
“Is your son home?” Mrs. Hanson asked.
“Oh, he’s very tired right now, but I’m sure you’ll meet him

soon.”
“If there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate to ask. In

the card, on the cake there, I’ve put our phone number. I also
run a little business out of my home. A hair salon. I cut most
of neighborhood kids’ hair.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”
My mother shut the door and walked back to the kitchen.

She shoved the cake onto the counter, then ripped open the
envelope. Inside there was a greeting card with an angel on it.
A smaller business card fell to the floor. She put the greeting
card on the counter and picked up the business card.

“Of all the nerve,” she said. “Can you believe that? That’s a
fine welcome to the neighborhood.”

“Can I have some cake?”
“Hanson Hair Styles. The audacity of these people.”
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I cut a piece. Carrot cake. I put it on a plate, then began to
eat it with my fingers.

“Use a fork,” my mother said, dropping the cards into the
garbage and opening the freezer in search of ice cubes.

“Mom, what does ‘water on the brain’ mean?”
“Water on the brain? I have no idea. Where did you hear

that?”
“Nowhere,” I said, piling more cake onto my plate.
She took her fresh drink to the living room and rejoined the

brothers Simon. The sound of the trampoline springs began
again and my mother swore. I peered out the back window,
wiping white icing from my lips.

“Don’t even think about going out there. You’re tired, re-
member?”

I silently told her to go fuck herself, loudly droppedmy dish
in the sink, and went into the bathroom. Stepping over boxes,
I looked at myself in the mirror. I needed a haircut.

A week after the movers delivered our possessions, awkward
piles of boxes still cluttered the house, turning my mother
and me into hunter-gatherers. As we fished out whatever
we needed on a day-to-day basis, things slowly found their
places. The kitchen was equipped for cooking, but we con-
tinued to rely on the microwave, a device that still hadn’t lost
its novelty. Weekly shopping trips consisted of freezer-fillers
at the Smith’s Food King up the road. My mother visited the
state liquor store more frequently.

I hadn’t been able to convince her I needed a haircut, de-
spite combing my bangs over my eyes every morning, but I’d
managed to see the Hanson sisters a few times during the
week. I’d even spoken to the twins once through the fence be-
tween our backyards. They’d peeked through a knothole and
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askedmewhy our yard wasn’t pretty and the lawn hadn’t been
cut. I told them I didn’t know. When they asked me why my
Daddy didn’t do it for us, I told them that he was in California,
firing people. Horrified, they ran back into their house, leav-
ing me squinting after them through the fence slats. I prayed
they didn’t tell their mother I’d scared them. I wanted to get
back on that trampoline so badly I could’ve died.

Before long, the trampoline coupled to Debra Hanson in
my pre-pubescent mind. At twelve years old, I was obsessed
with sex, yet ignorant about its mechanics. I spent hours de-
vising elaborate plans involving the trampoline and impress-
ing Debra Hanson. The blood rushed to my hairless penis.
To what purpose? Why should anything except urine come
out of it? Thanks to a black-and-white pictorial in the health
section of the California public library system, I had a gen-
eral understanding of how the sexual act was performed, but
I assumed sex felt just like dry humping my pillow: arid and
mildly titillating. When I fantasized about a girl, I visual-
ized buddy-like adventures with long kisses, hand-holding,
and deep hugs. Mostly, I associated Debra Hanson with the
great, warm, bouncy black mesh in her backyard. The rhyth-
mic sound of the springs haunted me.

I began spending a lot of time at Finn’s. His mother was
very friendly and always offering food. Plus, Finn’s little
brothers kept her busy so we could do whatever we wanted.
The youngest of the brothers were two and three. The oldest,
Peter, was nine and always wanted to tag along. Finn hated
Peter, who was creepily quiet most of the time and had a
disturbing habit of cowering and kowtowing to his brother,
standard traits that Finn shouldn’t have held against him,
but Finn, like many older brothers, could be exceptionally
cruel. Peter was the oddball of the family, and I suspected
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Finn resented Peter’s originality. Peter had a long, gothic face
and raven black hair. He looked like he could play drums for
The Cure. Ultimately, none of Finn’s scorn was Peter’s fault.
Finn was just passing on themisery and abuse heaped on him
by the community at large. He assured me none of the kids
in the neighborhood had permission to be friends with us,
an opinion I gathered held some truth. Kids were friendly
with us in a civil way, never telling us we couldn’t join them
on the BMX track or in the pool or down by the creek or
at the basketball courts, but never inviting us either. Before
long, I enjoyed Finn’s humiliation and ostracism of Peter. I
even jumped in now and again with a deprecating remark.
Afterward, I felt a little rotten about it, but Peter could be
maddeningly spineless.

Finn’s prized possession was a massive Bolivian bullfrog
named Johnny Fank-Fank, who ate crickets like popcorn. We
spent a lot of time catching food for him and constructing
what we perceived as a Bolivian bullfrog utopia in a plastic
wading pool. Johnny Fank-Fank didn’t seem to appreciate
our labors. All he did was sit wherever we set him and wait
for live crickets to be dropped in his vicinity. But once the
crickets entered Fank-Fank’s Cricket Death World, Johnny
transformed into a horrific, murderous creature, befitting his
name, which Finn said was themost evil name he could think
of. The Hanson sisters were terrified of Johnny. Finn put him
in their bags or under their hats where they’d left them on the
grass, or even, Finn winked once, up Debra Hanson’s dress. I
couldn’t stand the idea of Johnny Fank-Fank anywhere near
my dream girl, but I decided to hate the slave instead of the
master. A friend like Finn was a rare commodity.

Yet tending to Fank-Fank’s needs was no replacement for
the trampoline. I wondered if an ache for God was anything
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like my ache for the weightless thrill and peace of the trampo-
line. The sight of Debra Hanson’s hair flouncing wildly over
the fence, the sound of the springs and peals of angelic laugh-
ter, it was all too much for me sometimes. Tormented and
over-stimulated, I retreated to my shadowy basement.

When Sunday finally came, I stood breathless inmy house’s
entryway, watching theHansons pile into their stationwagon.
The girls wore long, flowery dresses with high necklines and
big straw hats. Debra Hanson, hatless, looked grown and
beautiful with her hair tied back in a ponytail. Their father,
whom I now saw for the first time, was a small, balding man
in a light blue suit. He ushered his blond brood into the
car. Then, along with every other family in the neighbor-
hood, the Hansons backed out of their driveway and drove
slowly to church. The trumpet-blowing angel Moroni capped
the temple’s enormous spire, which dominated the suburban
landscape for miles. Themoment the Hansons’ station wagon
turned the corner, my hand lit upon the doorknob.

“I want the front and back lawnsmowed today,” mymother
said. “The realtor said the lawnmower in the garage is per-
fectly good.”

“But—”
My mother shot me a glance. I whined and sighed and

turned around and went to find the mower. I opened the
garage door and examined the old, heavy machine. I un-
screwed its gas cap and peered inside. Dust. As I filled the
mower from a flaking, rusty can of gasoline, the gas spilled
over my shoes and dribbled into the driveway, filling the
garage with fumes. As I yanked uselessly on the ripcord,
Finn materialized at the sun-dappled mouth of the garage,
his hands casually stuck in the pockets of his lab coat.

“Ready to jump, amigo?” he asked.
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“I have to mow the lawn,” I said, kicking at the lawnmower.
“But this thing is a piece of shit. It won’t start.”

Finn laughed. He liked it when I swore.
“You have to prime it, see?”
He reached down and pushed a little rubber button four or

five times.
“Now try.”
With one yank, the lawnmower coughed a cloud of exhaust

and idled with loud chugs. Impressed with Finn’s expertise, I
killed the engine so we could talk.

“Thanks.”
“You sure you can’t jump?” Finn asked, poking around our

garage.
The thing was, I probably could have ditched mowing. My

motherwas fairly oblivious to anything outside the house after
mid-morning, but I realized I didn’t want to associate Finn
with the trampoline just now.

“Yeah, my mom’s a total bitch.”
Finn picked up the gas can, unscrewed its lid, and took a

big whiff. The can might have been freshly baked bread. “You
ever huff gas?”

I didn’t answer straight away. It felt like a trick question. I’ll
huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house down, I thought.

He screwed the cap back on.
“Gas is like model airplane glue or spray-paint. It gets you

high.”
My idea of getting high was a lot like my notion of God.

Unclear. A word with no meaning attached to it.
“I’ll show you sometime.”
“Whatever. I’d better get started,” I said, yanking the rip-

cord and starting the mower.
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“Don’t forget the bag on the back or all the grass will fly up
in your face!” Finn yelled over the engine.

I waved, annoyed by the noise and his inscrutable ques-
tions, and watched him saunter to the Hansons’ side gate.
Huffing gasoline sounded dangerous. High? I picked up the
can, unscrewed the cap and smelled the fumes. The inside
of my nose burned and my eyes watered. I screwed the cap
back on. As I struggled to attach the bag to the rear of the
lawnmower. The trampoline springs squeaked plaintively
next door.

Finn and I were carrying a boxful of crickets to Johnny Fank-
Fank when I talked to Debra Hanson for the first time. She
was sitting in the shade of some cottonwoods in her front yard
and reading a book as we passed.

“Finn, you don’t have Johnny in that box, do you?”
“Not to worry, milady,” Finn said, a crooked grin on his

face.
“That’s good,” Debra said, heaving an exaggerated sigh of

relief.
“‘Tis but a boxful of doomed crickets for Johnny to gobble.”
“I hate that toad,” she said, screwing up her face in disgust.
“He’s a Bolivian bullfrog.”
“I still hate him.”
“What are you reading?” I asked, desperate to be part of the

conversation. Her expression changed from disgust to non-
chalance when she looked at me. After a moment, she flipped
the cover over. AWrinkle in Time.

“That’s a good book,” I said.
“I’ve just started it. You’re the new boy next door.”
“Jake.”
“I’m Debra.”
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“Come on, Jake. Fank-Fank hungers.”
“It was nice to meet you.”
She smiled and returned her attention to her book.
As we walked away, Finn reached into the box and crushed

a cricket between his thumb and forefinger.
“I hate that bitch,” he said, wiping cricket guts on his lab

coat.

Finn wasn’t what you would call a sports type. It’s not that
he wasn’t athletic. He may have even been athletically gifted.
He just didn’t care for normal activities. He was exuberantly
talented on the trampoline. He performed his flips, flops,
twists, turns, pikes, somersaults, and other strange, unnam-
able contortions with the utmost grace. He was also fixated
on lawn darts. He’d found some at a garage sale—six huge,
vicious, metal darts fletched with a quarter pound of brightly
molded plastic. Darts with serious heft. Not toys. They felt
deadly. Like holding my father’s service revolver. And they
just cried out to be used in an irresponsible manner. Finn’s
lawn dart game invariably deteriorated into Finn’s lawn dart
wars, usually at Peter’s expense, but occasionally at mine or
even his own. We’d hardly finished feeding Johnny Fank-Fank
before Finn snatched the lawn darts. He jogged out to the
front yard and threw themhigh into the air one after the other
and dodged them as they fell. When each dart sank heavily
into the turf, Finn somersaulted like a commando. I ran into
the yard behind him, followed by Peter who was beginning to
show some confidence due to my vague acceptance of his ex-
istence. Finn tossed one high over our heads and yelled, “In-
coming!”My eyes searched the sky for a deadly falling needle.
Peter looked at me and covered his head with an arm, his lip
curled back to reveal his crooked front teeth. I grabbed him
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and yanked him out of the way of the dart, which sank to its
hilt inches from where he’d been standing.

“Goddamnit, Finn!” I yelled.
Peter looked atmewith a frightenedmixture of respect and

devotion. Finn walked towards us, the rapture of themoment
slowly yielding to guilt on his face.

“It wasn’t going to hit him.”
“You could’ve killed him. More importantly,” I said, push-

ing Peter away, “You could’ve killed me.”
Finn had stopped listening. A new game was afoot. Jerry

approached, wandering down the sidewalk with a finger in
his ear. The tail of his dress shirt fluttered from his corduroy
pants. His body strained its too-small clothes. Jerry looked
like a disheveled superhero. I imagined his origin story. Jerry:
amild-mannered, normal boywhowas kidnapped and exper-
imented on by an evil crime organization. They used a giant
turkey baster to inject serum into his brain cavity, transform-
ing him into a ultra-soldier bent on world domination. Un-
fortunately, the experiment went horribly awry and the serum
that was supposed to uber-ize him distorted his features, in-
flated his skull, and destroyed his wit.

“If it isn’t Hulk Hogan,” Finn said.
“Jerry!” Peter yelled out, his voice a garbled mockery of

Jerry’s. “Jerry! Duhhh!”
Peter danced and crowed like a drunken jester, ecstatic not

to be the object of scorn for the time being.
“Hi, Peter!” Jerry called out, a big, happy grin on his face.
He looked pleased to see Peter and I guessed that they were

some kind of friends. However, their power dynamic was en-
tirely altered by Finn’s presence. I couldn’t keep my eyes off
of Jerry’s crotch, knowing what I did about what monstrous
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thing lay there. Instead, I busied myself collecting the lawn
darts from where they’d landed around the yard.

“Comeon, showus your bigmuscle, Hulk,” Finn said. “Let’s
see it.”

Jerry ignored Finn, refusing to be baited. “Peter, do you
want to come to the creek?” he asked.

“N-o-o-o!” Peter answered as if that was the dumbest ques-
tion he’d ever heard in his life. “I don’t.”

“Mybrother’s not coming down to the creekwith you, Jerry.
I’ve seen what you do at the creek. I’m thinking about telling
your parents.”

“F-F-Finn!” Jerry stammered, his face red and his eyes
scared. “Don’t talk to me.”

Peter clapped his hands. “F-F-F-Finn!” he mimed, cock-
eyed, his tongue poking grotesquely from his mouth.

Finn laughed and his little brother glowed in response.
When I chuckled, Jerry trained his sad eyes on me, and I
suddenly felt a surge of anger. I threw a lawn dart high in
the air, then watched it apex, waver, and turn its heavy metal
point straight down towards Jerry’s big head. Jerry hadn’t
even looked up.

“Watch out, dumbass!” I yelled.
With a gunshot crack, the dart struck the sidewalk behind

Jerry and clattered away. Jerry flinched, startled by the sound.
He looked at the dart on the ground and looked at me, creep-
ing toward a realization.

“Jerry! Jerry, dear!”
We all turned to see Mrs. Hanson emerging from her side

gate.
“Would you like to jump on the trampoline with the girls?”
Jerry’s face lit up again.
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“Yes, Mrs. Hanson,” he replied, shuffle-jogging away from
us.

Agog, I watched his bubble butt and bubble head follow
her into the Hanson’s backyard. Mrs. Hanson glared at me
for a long moment, shook her head, and shut the gate. My
heart sank. For a moment, I thought I was going to throw up.
Shame permeated every cell of my body.

“How do you like that?” Finn asked, shaking his head.
“That guy’s a retard,” Peter said.
“Shut up,” Finn said, shoving Peter in the chest, reviving the

boy’s simper.
“I’ll see you guys later,” I said. I dropped the remaining

darts and headed for my front door.
“Hey!” Finn said, jogging over and placing a hand on my

shoulder. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” I said, shrugging off his hand. “I just gotta go.”
Finn’s eyes burned at me as I slipped out of the sun and into

the cave of my house.
“Is that you?” my mother called from the living room.
“Who else would it be?”
“Watch your mouth.”
I went into the kitchen and poured myself a glass of milk.
“I swear to God, that trampoline, that squeaking, is going

to drive me crazy,” my mother muttered into her glass.
“Why don’t you tell them to stop?”
She glanced over her shoulder at me. “Maybe I will.”
This onlymademe feel sicker. I rinsedmy glass and slipped

out the back door as quietly as possible. The springs were
louder than ever. I saw Jerry’s head float over the fence like
a great, idiotic balloon, a look of rapture distorting its sur-
face. He began to howl and I noticed none of the girls were
jumping. Wondering where they were, I snuck along the side
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of the house and leaned against the fence. I stopped in my
tracks when I realized that Mrs. Hanson and Debra were just
on the other side.

“…made some people from a different mold. I want you
and your sisters to be nice to him. Do you hear me, Miss?”

“He scares me. I don’t like him.”
“He is a perfect gentleman. He deserves our sympathy and

compassion. Do you understand?”
“Fine.”
“I’ll be in the salon until four o’clock. If it’s something im-

portant come get me. But don’t disturb me unless you abso-
lutely have to.”

“Fine.”
Mrs. Hanson crunched down the pea-gravel path that led

from the backyard to her salon, which smelled strongly of
chemicals and shampoo. I remained perfectly still. The fence
shook asDebra scrabbled up it and stuck her head over to look
at me.

“You’re eavesdropping,” she said, pushing blond curls be-
hind an ear and cocking her head.

“I didn’t mean to.”
“I could have told on you.”
“Thanks,” I said, “for not doing that.”
She eyed me, enjoying her point of view. “I’ve read books

about perfect gentlemen,” she said. “Jerry isn’t anything like
them.”

“No, he’s not,” I said.
“He’s imperfect and crude. Like Dr. Frankenstein’s mon-

ster.”
“I don’t think it’s his fault. The way he is, I mean.”
Debra glanced back into her yard. I peered through the

slats to see what she was studying. Her sisters sat on a garden
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bench and watched Jerry jump on the trampoline. The girls
held hands tightly as if afraid this strange man-child might
leap down on them at any moment.

“Sometimes I feel like Meg.”
Shewas looking down atme again, her beautiful face ringed

in a halo of curls. The blue sky above seemed to swim and
fume and waver.

“Like who?”
“Meg. The girl in A Wrinkle in Time. My whole life, I’ve

tried to fit in. Be like everyone else. Or, you know, be like I
thought they wanted me to be.”

“Like Meg.”
“You know how she gets in fights at school and hates being

different, but can’t help it?”
“Yes,” I said, warming to my lies.
“I feel like I just want to push back at church andwith teach-

ers. Even at home, sometimes I hate my sisters. I’m never
alone. Is that weird?”

“Weird is normal,” I said. “I feel exactly the same way. Liv-
ing here in Utah? It’s like living on a different planet.”

Debra smiled down on me and a buoyancy overtook my
body, filling it with helium. I almost floated into the sky and
kissed her. Debra executed a practiced wink, like Madonna
on MTV, before she slowly disappeared behind the fence. To
watch her go, I pressed my face against the coarse slats. The
splintered wood hurt my face. She sat on the ground a few
feet from her sisters and opened her book, but didn’t read. In-
stead, she looked to the trampoline. Together, the three girls
watched grimly as Jerry, gibbering like an ape, cavorted on
the trampoline above them.

One morning, I watched Finn’s parents and younger broth-
ers pile into the family Suburban and drive away. I clambered
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over the fence and dropped into their backyard. Through the
sliding door, I saw Finn seated at a piano, his back to me.
I knocked on the glass, but he didn’t turn around, so I slid
the door open. A flood of music surprised me. It had never
occurred to me that people actually played pianos in their
homes. The piano in our old house was basically a glorified
shelf for knick-knacks. I was at Finn’s side before he noticed
me. His fluid fingers froze over the keys and the music vapor-
ized in mid-air.

“Geez, Jake. You scared me.” He carefully closed the piano’s
key-lid and turned to face me.

“You’re really good,” I said.
“I’ve been playing forever.”
“What was that?”
“Chopin.”
I nodded. The word meant nothing to me.
“Where did your family go?”
“Hiking in the mountains. Here, I want to show you some-

thing.”
He slipped off the piano bench and crossed the room. I

followed him to the stairs, which we bounded up three at a
time. In his room, he dropped to his knees and dug under the
bed until he found a wooden cigar box. He undid a tiny brass
clasp and opened it.

“Two things, really. First these.”
He handed me a pack of cigarettes.
“I stole them. Cool, huh?”
I nodded. It was cool.
“And this.”
He unfolded a piece of paper and handed it tome. It looked

like a recipe for something, but the list included water, Drano,
and aluminum.
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“What is it?”
“The ingredients for a bomb.”
“Where’d you get it?”
“Some guy.”
“Who?”
“I know lots of guys. Come on.”
I followed him back downstairs and into the kitchen. He

pulled an empty two-liter soda bottle out of the trash and told
me to fill the bottom with water. As I did this, he fished under
the sink and emerged with a bottle of Drano. With the con-
fidence of a chemist, he poured drain cleaner into the soda
bottle, mixed it with the water, and replaced the cap.

“Look in that drawer there,” he said. “Pull out the Reynolds
Wrap and tear off a few feet and follow me.”

We went into his garage, which was almost empty. His dad
didn’t seem to have any tools. Nothing in there but a snow
shovel, a lawnmower, a bunch of oil stains, and a boxy, red
container with gasoline printed diagonally in yellow letters.
Finn picked up the container and sloshed the liquid around
inside. He unscrewed the top.

“Smell that,” he said, swirling the spout under my nose.
“Breathe it in.”

“Careful,” I said, gently pushing the can away. “You’re
spilling it.”

“Gas evaporates almost instantaneously. Don’t worry. You
want to get high?”

“I thought we were building a bomb.”
He nodded and screwed the cap back on the can and

grabbed a pair of gardening gloves from a shelf. “You’re right.
First things first.”

We hiked to a plateau above our neighborhood where
housing developments hadn’t begun in earnest yet. These
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benchlands consisted of large, flat spaces filled with weeds,
dirt clods and vast numbers of leaping crickets. A forest of
survey stakes marked the sites of future homes—an entire
mini-suburb from the looks of it. Finn amused himself by
catching crickets as we walked and dropping them into the
bomb. By the time we reached a spot that Finn deemed safe,
the clear plastic bottle was filled with dead and dying crick-
ets soaked in our brew. After clearing a test site by tamping
weeds down with our feet, Finn gave us each a cigarette. We
smoked and made a solemn study of the towering Wasatch
Range to the east. I mimicked Finn’s technique and found the
burn of the cigarette felt good. Manly. What we were doing
here on the plateau was serious and cool, I decided. With
some ceremony, we ground our cigarettes into the sand and
shook hands. Finn put on the gardening gloves and picked
up the bomb, addressing it with cold calculation. He eyed the
concoction through the green filter of the plastic bottle and
nodded, satisfied with what he saw.

“Aluminum,” he said.
I handed over the long sheet of foil and he tore it into

pieces, balled them up and stuffed them, one after the other,
in quick succession, into the bottle. A strange, acrid white
wisp emerged as Finn screwed the cap on as tight as he could,
shook the bottle wildly, and placed it back on the ground.

“Back away! Back away!” Finn cried. “Hurry!”
I stumbled backwards, startled by the alarm I heard in

Finn’s voice. When we were about twenty feet away, Finn
placed a hand on my chest, stopping me, his eyes never leav-
ing the bottle. It didn’t move. Seconds passed. Seconds
turned into a minute. Two minutes. I finally relaxed and
glanced over at him.

“It’s a dud,” I said.
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“Shhhh,” Finn hissed.
“What’s happening?” I asked.
“Sodium hydroxide in the drain cleaner. Aluminum.”
“So?”
“Hydrogen gas.”
The bottle began to swell and harden, filling with white

smoke. It shook with frustration and slowly tipped over on
its side. Suddenly, a loud, concussive POOM shook the air.
The force of the explosion shocked me and I stumbled back-
wards over my feet, landing on my butt in the dirt and weeds.
A salamander of white gas slithered from the bottle and into
the sky. Smoking bits of material sailed through the air.

“Time to go,” Finn said, a lunatic smile on his face.
We ran all the way back to his house, taking a route through

the creek bottom and sneaking at times on our hands and
knees so no one would connect us with the scene. When we
finally reached safety, fire sirens had begun to wail. Finn had
suffered a chemical burn the size of a quarter on his forearm.
He treated it with salve without flinching and bandaged the
wound. Next, we burned the bomb instructions and flushed
the ashes down the toilet. Then we sat in front of the TV and
pretended to watch it, sweating and tense, waiting for the au-
thorities to pound on the door. After an hour passed, the
sirens were long gone. We began to smile, then laugh, then
roll on the floor with exhilaration. POOM! I closed my eyes
and saw our genie of white smoke surrounded by swirling
chemical fairies and felt proud and overjoyed. At that mo-
ment, I didn’t think I had ever felt closer to another person in
my life. “Friends for life,” Finn said, clasping my hands in his.
“Friends for life,” I promised.

That night I didn’t think about Debra Hanson or the tram-
poline as I fell asleep.
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After the bomb, the Fourth of July seemed unspectacular,
especially under Utah’s strict laws about fireworks. Finn and
I sat on the fence, watching the neighborhood kids wave
sparklers and ignite black inchworms. From the fence, we
could see the street and the Hansons’ backyard. To the de-
light of the congregated Hanson clan, the girls were perform-
ing choreographed routines with sparklers. Dressed in red,
white, and blue outfits complete with cardboard top hats, they
high-kicked to a Sousamarch emanating from speakers in the
windows of the house. Hunched like a vulture, Finn sneered
at the scene next door.

“Of all the lameness.”
I nodded vaguely. The Hansons were highly practiced.

Even the youngest kept in time. It was obvious they’d been
preparing for a long while.

“Come on,” Finn said. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Hold on a second,” I said.
Finn hunched further on the fence to demonstrate his con-

tempt for all things Hanson and patriotic. The girls’ sparklers
whizzed in smart arcs through the air. Blonde curls radiated
like platters of sunshine from beneath the Uncle Sam top hats.
Tan knees poked from beneath sky-blue skirts at precise an-
gles as they marched, spun, kicked, and knelt. Calf muscles
flexed and strained beneathwhite tube socks. The toes of their
shiny black shoes cut through the freshly cut grass, kicking in-
dividual blades into the air. As the Sousa March oompahed
to a big finish, the girls spun, fell to one knee, doffed their hats
expertly, and held their sparklers high in the air, four identi-
cal white smiles glowing in the soft dusk light. The Hanson
clan erupted into applause, and some of the families on the
street glanced toward the house.

“Come on!” Finn said again.
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“Wait,” I said.
The music suddenly shifted and the Pointer Sisters’ “Jump

(For My Love)” erupted from the speakers. The girls hopped
up from their finale kneels and, to the delight of all assembled,
ran to the trampoline and climbed on, sparklers in hand.

“Come on, Jake. We’ve got things to do. We’re wasting
time.”

Finn sprang from the fence and began walking towards his
house. I ignored him.

“Do you want to be a part of this mission or not?”
“What mission?” I asked, tearing my eyes away from the

Flying Patriotic Hanson girls and their fabulous golden curls.
“You have to come with me to find out,” Finn said, contin-

uing into the house.
I watched them for another minute, and with a sigh, ran

after Finn.

Finn drew the cigar box from under his bed and opened it
with a solemn and official air. “I trust anything I show or tell
you is in strict confidence.” The lid fell back, and in the box,
on a bed of felt lay three ninja throwing stars. They weremore
beautiful than any jewelry I’d seen and fathomlessly black and
wicked as a shark’s eye.

“Whoa,” I said, reaching for one. “Are they real?”
“Don’t touch,” Finn said, brushing my hand away. “We

don’t want fingerprints on them. We only touch stars while
wearing gloves.”

He grabbed two pairs of ski glove liners from his bedside
table and handed me one. I put on a liner and picked up a
star. It was heavy.

“Feel the balance?” he asked, hefting the biggest of the three
stars. “Finely tooled in Japan. Only one place in the world
makes them like this.”
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“What do they say on them?” I asked, running my fingers
over the Japanese characters on the face.

“Death is honor,” Finn replied without a moment’s pause.
“Or death before all.”

I nodded, wondering how he knew that.
“Careful. They’re as sharp as Ginsu blades.”
“Okay,” I said, practicing the throwing hold I’d seen in

movies.
“Between your thumb and forefinger. Like this. Hyaaah!”

Finn said, demonstrating proper technique in slow motion.
“Properly thrown, these things can go right through the hu-
man body.”

I nodded. “I’ve seen that.”
“Really?”
“In a movie.”
“But they’re more commonly used as messages.”
“What?”
“When someone was marked for death in feudal Japan, a

ninja hucked one of these and stuck it in the target’s front door.
As a warning.”

“That they were about to die.”
“Exactly. The Japanese have always been known for their

exceptional cruelty. The target knew he could be killed at any
time.”

“Who’s our target?”
“Our target is a zeek named Troy Coleman.”
“Who’s he?”
I returned the star carefully to the felt, stood up, and looked

in on Johnny Fank-Fank, who’d been surveilling me from in-
side his terrarium. I still hated him.

“Troy Coleman is the biggest zeek in school. Plus, he
sucker-punched me once. Knocked out one of my teeth.”
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“Which one?” I asked, peering into his mouth.
“It was a baby tooth.”
Outside, darkness came in earnest. The street was lined

with kids waving sparklers.
“He beat you up?”
“He didn’t beat me up. He got one sucker punch in.”
“Did you hit him back?”
“He knocked my tooth out,” Finn said. “The teacher broke

it up before I got a chance.”
I nodded and plucked Johnny Fank-Fank from the terrar-

ium. He must have weighed five pounds. I didn’t know about
Utah schools, but where I came from, getting beat up by the
biggest zeek in school made you the biggest zeek. Whatever
a zeek was. I didn’t mention this to Finn. “So what are you
going to do?”

“We are going to send a little message.”
“But it only takes one of us to throw the star.”
“Ninjas always work in pairs.”
“I thought they always worked alone.”
“You just think they’re working alone. There’s always an-

other one around, backing the first one up.”
I replaced JohnnyFank-Fank. He resettled onhis haunches,

then continued his thousand-yard stare.
“When?”
“Tonight.”
“I can’t. I told my mom I’d be back an hour after dark.”
“Tonight, tonight. We’ll sneak out after yourmom’s asleep.”
He was not joking.

Sneaking out was a cinch. My mother was comatose by ten
every night. You could light her eyebrows on fire and she
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wouldn’t wake. Wearing my blackest clothes, per Finn’s in-
structions, I eased back the deadbolt and slipped out the front
door in a turtleneck, sweatpants, and sneakers. Liberated into
the night, I stepped onto the cool, green grass of my front
lawn, slipped from one puddle of shadow to another, hun-
kered down in the hedge and waited for Finn. The street was
an entirely different place after midnight, desolate like Sun-
day, only darker. I was confident I was the only one up and
about.

That night, Finn was late. I’d almost gone back to bed when
he finally slipped out his front door and ran to the hedge, a
black satchel over his shoulder. Wordlessly, he handed me a
pair of the glove liners and signaled me to follow him. We
made our way from yard to yard, cautious at first, then in-
creasingly reckless.

Drunkon adrenaline and the summernight air, we sprinted,
ducking and rolling, leaping and swerving through the yards,
crossing the shadowy bridges that linked islands of lamppost
light to one another. Whenever a car passed, we dove for
cover and lay still, our chests heaving, heads down. Once it
was gone, we were back on our feet and running. We looked
in on sleeping families, stole the bulbs out of porch lights
and smashed them in the street, rang doorbells and brazenly
waited to hear movement in the house. We cavorted up one
block and down another, over this fence and through that
gate. Private property meant nothing to us. We dismantled
lawn ornaments and destroyed gardens, terrorized pets and
frightened sleepless children. We were boogeymen.

By the time we reached the Zeek’s house, we’d been out for
hours. We hunkered between two large cottonwood trees in
Troy’s yard. Finn opened his satchel and withdrew the throw-
ing star in a deeply ritualistic manner. He lifted it in the air
between us. Lamppost light glinted off its surface.
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“First,” Finn whispered, reaching into his satchel and with-
drawing two rolls of toilet paper. I snatched one and we leapt
to work, webbing the Zeek’s trees, his mailbox, the lamppost.
The pale tissue hung in shameful fat ribbons that pleased me
greatly.

When we finished, Finn positioned himself twenty feet
from the Zeek’s front door. He withdrew the throwing star
and ran his gloved finger over its razor sharp edge. He looked
at me and smiled. I gave him the thumbs up, ready to run
once it thunked into the door. Finn drew back slowly, his
breath measured. His technique appeared flawless. But when
he released the star, it sliced sideways through the air and
bounced off a glass window with a terrific clap. I was already
halfway down the block before the lights snapped on and the
yelling started.

The following Sunday, my mother tried to rope me into an-
other morning of lawn maintenance, but I simply walked out
the door, pretending not to hear. She yelled my name so
loud the Hansons probably heard it in the church pews. I was
already sprawled on the warm, polypropylene mesh of the
trampoline next door, dozing in the sun. My mother yelled
my name one last time before slamming the front door shut.
Earlier in the week, I’d heard my mother on the phone, warn-
ing my father that I was becoming unmanageable. But he was
a thousand miles away firing people. I couldn’t see the threat.

An hour or so later, Finn joined me on the trampoline and
we played a game called Crack The Egg. The egg was one guy
wrapped tight in a ball. The other guy bounced him as hard as
he could, trying to crack him open. It was a riot. Sometimes
the egg bounced three or four feet into the air, sometimes off
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the trampoline altogether. It was a game of endurance. Finn
called it training.

The Hansons’ backyard was an Eden on Sundays. When
we grew bored with our trampoline games, we dozed side by
side on the trampoline or planned night missions or peered
through the windows of the house for underpants and other
visible taboos.

During the rest of the week, when the gates of Eden were
slammed shut by Mrs. Hanson, we lived for the night. While
the sun was up, we resented the world with a quiet and know-
ing arrogance. Who were these kids playing on our lawns, in
our streets, riding bikes down our sidewalks?

Meanwhile, the unsavory needs of Johnny Fank-Fank, his
despotic rule of the wading pool, began to resemble the dull
life of a listless bullfrog. My mother complained that all I did
was lie around and sleep. She even threatened to find some
camp for me to go to if I didn’t “shape up.” So I spent even less
time at home. I’d get up, cook something in the microwave,
and go over to Finn’s if only to sit in his backyard and wait for
him to finish his chores or piano practice.

As for Debra Hanson, I rarely saw her anywhere but on the
trampoline. Of course, she might as well have been jumping
on the surface of the moon. I didn’t dare climb the fence and
wave to her. But if she was jumping I would be close, lounging
in my backyard or taking out the garbage or kicking the ball
against the side of the house. I prayed she would clamber up
the fence and talk down to me again. When she wasn’t in the
air next door, she vanished.

Eventually I forced my mother’s hand by getting gum stuck
in my hair. It hadn’t been planned, but served my purposes
nicely. Brandishing the scissors like a Cossack, my mother
had put a huge divot near the crown ofmy head trying to hack
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the offending glob out of my hair. The next morning, when
she woke up, she’d felt bad enough to call Mrs. Hanson. Hold-
ing the receiver of the phone a few defensive inches from her
ear, my mother listened to Mrs. Hanson’s shrill, cheerful sug-
gestion of three o’clock. I wondered if she remembered the
lawn darts incident with Jerry. She didn’t seem like the type
who forgot such things.

At ten minutes to three, in my nicest shirt, I walked over
to the side gate. My mother had looked at me strangely when
she sawwhat I was wearing, but had refrained from comment.
The smell on the salon side of the house was a mix of noxious
chemicals and nose-crinkling perfumes. I followed the sound
of a tinny radio playing pop music to the door of the salon,
which was tiny—two chairs in a room no more than twelve
feet long and half that wide. An older woman I didn’t recog-
nize from the neighborhood sat in the closest chair, a plastic
bag over her head. Black grease dripped down her neck from
inside the bag. She gave me a kind smile. Mrs. Hanson beck-
oned me to the far chair.

“Hello Jacob. Don’t you look nice. Take a seat. I’ll be right
with you.”

I squeezed past the crone and took a seat. There was noth-
ing to read. My California barber had lots of magazines and
comic books in his waiting room.

“This is Jacob, Mrs. Young. He’s the boy whomoved in next
door.”

Mrs. Young looked at me as if with an injured neck. I as-
sumed she was trying to prevent the grease-drip frommoving
further down her neck.

“Hi,” I said.
She nodded, eyeing me. An odd smile wedged wrinkles

this way and that about her face.
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“Mrs. Young is our bishop’s wife, Jacob.”
“Oh?”
“There,”Mrs. Hanson said, making final adjustments to the

bag onMrs. Young’s head. “Tenmoreminutes andwe’ll rinse.”
Mrs. Young closed her eyes as if she were about to imme-

diately fall into some profound sleep.
“What for gosh sakes happened here?” Mrs. Hanson said,

running her fingers over my divot. Mrs. Young opened a cu-
rious eye.

“Gum.”
“I should say so,” she said. “Why don’t we try to soak it first?

Debra?”
I heard steps on the gravel outside and I tensed, trying to

look cool while her mother fastened an apron around my
neck. Debra appeared at the door with a book in her hand.
She wore shorts and a tight white T-shirt that highlighted her
tan skin and blond curls. I looked at her, then looked away,
then looked at her again. She smiled.

“Go get me some of that special detangler we keep in the
kitchen, please, hon.”

She disappeared.
“She’s more beautiful every day I see her,” Mrs. Young said,

her eyes closed.
“And she’s beginning to know it,” Mrs. Hanson said.
The women laughed. I stared uncomfortably at a poster of

different angular hairstyles. Debra returned and handed her
Mom a plain, white bottle.

“My special ingredients,” Mrs. Hanson said, shaking the
bottle. “Guaranteed to get the gum right out.”

“How did you get gum in your hair?” Debra asked.
“I don’t know,” I said, totally cowed.
“That was dumb.”
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“Debra, be nice,”Mrs. Hanson said, turning the water on in
the sink behind my chair and testing the temperature.

Mrs. Young clucked her tongue.
“Yeah, it was,” I conceded, trying to absolve her.
Instead of leaving, she leaned against the wall and studied

the poster. She pointed at one woman with dark New Wave
hair and heavy mascara.

“Do you think she’s pretty, Mrs. Young?”
Mrs. Young squinted. “She’s very handsome. Her cosmet-

ics, however, are overdone.”
Everyone looked at the woman who seemed brooding, an-

gry, tense. I thought she was a knockout.
“I can’t wait until I get to wear makeup.”
“Well, I hope you show more sense than she did,” Mrs.

Young said.
“My mom says I have to wait until eighth grade to wear

make-up. Just two more years.”
Mrs. Young zagged up a puckered eyebrow.
“I said we’d talk about it. I think eighth grade is too young.”
“No it isn’t!”
I was surprised by how young she suddenly sounded.
“What do you think, Mrs. Young?” Mrs. Hanson asked.
“No reason to rush out of childhood. Girls have their whole

lives to be wives,” she answered.
Debra scowled. “I don’t want to be a wife.”
“Debra!” Mrs. Hanson barked.
Defiant, Debra snatched her book from the counter and

walked out.
“I am so sorry,” Mrs. Hanson said. “I don’t know what’s

gotten into her.”
“Strong-willed child,” Mrs. Young said, closing her eyes.
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I’m not sure when the poltergeists began. Maybe the first
week of August. Although it continued to be deeply satis-
fying, sneaking out had become almost routine. We moved
through the neighborhood like rumors, reaching through
open windows to ruffle the hair on the backs of sleeping
families’ necks, disturbing their dreams. We paid no heed
to property lines. I suppose it was a natural progression to
breach their walls.

After a long night of sneaking, we foundourselves in a com-
pletely new and different neighborhood. We rarely spoke to
each other when we were out. We complemented each other’s
movements in the dark as if telepathic. He climbed the porch
of a big two-story white house and before his hand even
reached for the knob, I knew we were going inside. The thrill
of the invasion, the ease of walking into people’s privacies
was spellbinding. We moved from room to room, silent, not
touching anything. White hallways glowed around us. Re-
laxed as cats, we strode purposefully through living rooms
and into kitchens. In one, Finn opened the refrigerator, took
out a cucumber and set it in a dirty glass in the sink. I picked
up a photograph from the counter and peered at it in the weak
light. Parents, five kids. Nice Mormon family, as my mother
would’ve said. I slipped the photo out of the frame and re-
placed it backwards. Finn signaled approval with a thumbs
up. We moved through the rest of the downstairs rooms, re-
arranging one or two things. We flipped a seat cushion over,
unplugged a lamp, opened a coffee table book to a certain
page, inverted flowers in a vase. In one living room, Finn
raised a finger to get my attention and plucked a metronome
off the top of a piano. I looked around and grabbed the first
thing I saw: a small-scale model of the Tabernacle. Then we
disappeared out the door, running and rolling, giddy, swerv-
ing back the many blocks home. Just before we split up to
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steal again into our respective houses and lie awake in our
beds until the blood stopped pounding wildly at our temples,
Finn named our forays.

“Tomorrow night we poltergeist again.”
And so we did.
But whilemy nocturnal life grew ever richer and riskier, my

diurnal life encountered increasing harassment from a front
I had foolishly considered quiet. My mother decided she was
done with drinking. After seeing Jane Fonda, a woman my
mother’s own age, on a talk show, my mother bought an aer-
obics video, deciding she was going to lose all the weight she’d
gained in Utah. My father, after all, was due to join us the first
weekend of September, less than a month away. The Fonda
video came with a booklet outlining the caloric values of dif-
ferent foods and drinks. When my mother saw how many
calories were in a fifth of vodka, she steeled herself for sobri-
ety. When she got an idea in her head, my mother executed
discipline. Unfortunately, her new clarity meant that she was
much more conscious of my movements and began to inter-
rogate me to learn what I did with myself every day. When
she learned I spent the majority of my time over at the Levy’s,
eating their food and using their bathroom, she grew a terri-
ble shade of red and blew embarrassment and anger and frus-
trated sobriety inmy face. Shocked by her sudden awakening,
I stupidly tried to ignore her and walk out. She responded
by slamming me up against the entry closet door and back-
handing me across the face. I stumbled down to the base-
ment, shocked tears on delay. A few hours later, I heard the
doorbell and my mother’s voice explaining to Finn that I was
grounded. With unwise cheek, Finn questioned the grounds
of my punishment and got the door slammed in his face.

A week passed before I could visit the Levy’s again. My
mother lost a few pounds and occupied herself with TV and
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the slow unpacking of a few boxes every day. Eventually, she
settled into her new pattern and even formally apologized for
hurting me. She gave me a hug to show she was sorry.

In the basement, I spent my time admiring all the items
I’d stolen, reliving each theft. My mother never asked about
my treasures because she didn’t know they existed. She never
came downstairs. When I tired of reminiscing, I stretched on
my bed and let the sound of the trampoline lull me to sleep.
When night fell, my real life commenced.

Not long after my grounding, Finn beat Jerry with a rake.
Over the weeks, I’d come to see Jerry enjoyed a great deal of
compassion and vocal sympathy in the neighborhood—not
just from Mrs. Hanson, but also from many of the parents on
the street. When Jerry ambled down the sidewalk, cars slowed
and fathers and mothers waved and called out, “How you do-
ing, Jerry?” or “Enjoying your summer, Jerry?” while trying to
convince their kids to do the same. I wondered if Jerry felt like
a celebrity. Personally, I still didn’t like him and mistrusted
him after the first incident down by the creek, but I did my
best to be civil. Mrs. Hanson was always home whether she
had a client in her salon or not, so I controlled my behavior
in case she was watching.

On the day of the rake, Finn and I were in the front yard
building a mesh cricket-catcher of Finn’s own design to facil-
itate the gathering of food for Johnny Fank-Fank when Jerry
strutted up the sidewalk. We stopped what we were doing
to watch him approach. He looked immensely pleased with
himself, due to, I assumed, the new pair of folding Porsche
sunglasses wedged on his huge face.

“Snazzy sunglasses, Jerry!” Finn called out as Jerry ap-
proached.
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Jerry beamed and paused on the sidewalk. He touched the
lenses with his fingers as if confirming the existence of the
sunglasses. “They’re the coolest,” he said. He took off the sun-
glasses a la Tom Cruise in Risky Business and wiped them off
on his plaid brown, short sleeve, button-up shirt. “M-my Pop
bought them for me.” With the sunglasses off, two bright red
indentations ran from his nose to his ears where the shades
had been cutting off circulation to his face.

“You’ll be getting some girls now,” Finn said.
“Y-you bet,” Jerry said.
Just then Debra and her twin sisters emerged from the side

gate, most likely coerced by their mother to be nice to Jerry.
They approached hesitantly, so I knew theywere on a distaste-
ful mission. I wondered if they were going to invite him to
jump on the trampoline again, and I suddenly wished misfor-
tune on him. Why should a retard get their attention? Jerry
glanced at the sisters and waved. They waved back.

“Hello, Jerry,” the twins chimed.
Debra stepped from the protection of her yard’s cotton-

woods for a better look at what Finn and I were doing. She
held a book as always. Jerry gave us a serious look, then with
some difficulty slid the sunglasses back onto his face.

“W-watch this, guys,” he said, brushing his hand through
the pube-like head-hair. He stepped in front of Debra, star-
tling her. “Hi D-Debra,” he said.

“Hi Jerry. How are you today?”
“Do you like my sunglasses, Debra?” he asked, stepping

closer.
Instinctively, as if beginning a folk dance, Debra retreated.

She lifted her book to her chest in a defensive posture but re-
mained silent.

“My Pop bought them for me,” Jerry said.
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“They’re nice,” Debra said.
As if gauging the distance, she glanced back at the side gate

of her house.
“They fold up and go in here,” he said, pointing to a little

black case attached to his belt at the hip. “Like James Bond.”
The twins peered from either side of Debra, staring up at

Jerry towering over them, their faces meek but filled with an
awful curiosity.

“I was wondering, D-Debra…if I…” Jerry began.
Jerry paused and looked back at Finn as if seeking his ap-

proval. Finn wore an awful smile on his face. Debra waited
patiently, trying hard to be a good, compassionate Mormon
girl. Instead of finishing his question, Jerry lurched forward,
grabbing Debra by the shoulders. As his grown-man’s hands
seized her body, Debra’s expression flashed from surprise to
horror to a terrible blankness, as if someone was turning the
dial on a television. The twins ran screaming unintelligibly
back to the side gatewhile Jerry lost control of himself, smoth-
ering Debra’s face with kisses. He dragged her to the grass
and proceeded to rub his crotch against her hip. He slobbered
on her ear with the entirety of his mouth, the way a lamprey
feeds. Debra only stared into the hot blue Utah sky, praying
no doubt. She moved her book to protect her crotch. What
could she be thinking? Maybe nothing. Before I could get
to my feet, Finn had grabbed a rake from a nearby flowerbed
and started whaling on Jerry with the handle. He unleashed
a flurry of jabs at Jerry’s ribs, breaking the handle into two
pieces, then substituted with his feet, kicking until Jerry was
separate from the girl. I tried to help Debra to her feet, but
she pushed my hands away and rolled over to her knees.

“Don’t touch me!” she screamed.
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Mrs. Hanson sprinted towards us, closely followed by the
twins. A salon customer with wet hair stood farther back,
holding the youngest Hanson daughter in her arms. Jerry was
weeping, his sunglasses in pieces on the lawn beside him.

“What in God’s name is going on here?” Mrs. Hanson
screamed. She scowled from Finn to me to Debra.

Dropping her book, Debra reached for her mother and
broke into gasping sobs. Mrs. Hanson took her daughter in
both arms and lifted her up, half-carrying, half-trotting her
across my front yard and through their side gate.

“He went berserk,” Finn said, looking at the rake handle.
“He attacked her. I think he was trying to rape her.”

The wet-haired customer, a woman roughly my mother’s
age, sent the youngest Hanson girl inside the house and came
forward to assess the situation. She studied Finn for a long
moment then me. Our faces must have corroborated Finn’s
story because she then looked down at Jerry.

“Jerry, I think you oughtta go home now and sit with your
mama. Someone’s going to call you real soon.”

Jerry looked. “I-I…,” he said, his face contorted and wet
from tears.

“Come on now. Get up and go.”
Jerry struggled to his feet, bent over, still crying, and col-

lected the fragments of his Porsche sunglasses.
“I don’t think you should come around here any more ei-

ther. Not for a long while, okay? Go on home to your mama
now.”

Finn picked up the rest of the rake. Instead of watching
Jerry’s shamed departure, I watched Finn. His chest was still
heaving from effort.

“Jacob.”
My mother was standing on our porch.
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“In the house.”
Finn and the wet-haired customer watched me walk back

into my house. As I went, I wondered if I’d looked like a
coward, freezing instead of acting as Finn had. How had he
moved so fast? My mother put her arm around me as I came
in and shut the door behind us.

“I knew it from the first moment I laid eyes on him. That
boy is dangerous.”

I couldn’t tell which boy she was talking about and didn’t
ask.

After Jerry’s beating, Finn refined our poltergeists for in-
creased difficulty and risk. Instead of one a night, we began
to do two and then three. No longer satisfiedwith rearranging
the details of common rooms, Finn started sneaking into bed-
rooms, opening drawers and books, upsetting wastebaskets
and resetting alarm clocks inches from the heads of sleepers.
Finn’s escalations redoubled the stress of our invasions. At
times, people awoke and stared into the darkness or asked if
anyone was there. Once, I watched Finn fetch a little girl a
glass of water. She sat up mid-poltergeist and looked right
at him through the dark and said she was thirsty. Instead of
panicking, Finn carefully put the lampshade he was holding
down and slipped out of the room. He returned in moments
with a glass of water from the bathroom. The girl sipped,
then wiped her lips with the back of her nightgown sleeve.
As Finn took the glass back from her, she thanked him and
rolled back to sleep. Finn took the glass from that house—
that and a newfound desire to interact with people in their
dreams. “It’s the next logical step,” he said.

I loved the feeling of rummaging in other people’s lives; I
owned them somehow, but I was becoming aware of a loom-
ing threshold. Our ratchet clicked toward certain rupture.
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Some night, a father would wake up or we’d set off an alarm.
A patrolman might spy us hiding in a flowerbed. But I was
afraid to vocalize my doubts to Finn, especially after I’d failed
to defend Debra. I didn’t want to get caught or go to jail, but I
also didn’t want to lose Finn’s respect because I found myself
increasingly in awe of him. When I was unscrewing the top
of a salt shaker in some stranger’s house, I worried the lights
would snap on, revealing a middle-aged Mormon with one
finger on the switch and another on a trigger, but Finn never
balked or hemmed.

Ultimately, our poltergeists ended because our own privacy
was invaded. One night in late August, we met at our secret
headquarters, the hedge beneath Peter’s window. Communi-
cating with hand signals, we agreed to head north towards the
elementary school and then work our way east. Together, we
hurtled through the neighborhood. As the last of the televi-
sions turned off and the one a.m. patrol passed on Albion, we
crossed an empty lot and chose a house to poltergeist.

Finn climbed the porch stairs. But just as he was about to
try the doorknob, he froze, glancing into the street behind us.
He shook his head and pushed me back. We scuttled around
the edge of the house and hid. I stayed very still, trying to
hear what had startled Finn. A ragged pant, like the sound of
a tired dog, came from the vicinity of a hedgerow across the
street. I indicated to Finn that I heard it. As we watched, a
pale moon rose over the hedge. A face! We had a stalker, and
he’d lost track of us. Finn slipped away and I followed, but
instead of running in the other direction, we circled behind
the wall and crept upon our quarry.

Finn sprang and threw a hand over Peter’s mouth, muffling
his little brother’s scream. When he was satisfied Peter wasn’t
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going to cry out or run, Finn slowly withdrew his hand. Star-
ing furiously at his brother, Finn zipped his own lips for quiet.
Together, the three of us skulked home through the pleasure-
less night, hiding from what seemed abundant traffic. A half
block from our street, a patrol car surprised us, and it was
only by chance that we didn’t get caught. Peter was standing
in clear sight of the patrol as it passed. I don’t know why we
were spared. When we separated, I looked back to see Finn
shoving Peter roughly home.

The next day, I came out to the backyard withmymicrowaved
breakfast in hand. I found Finn perched on the fence, staring
morosely at the mountains. In my living room, my mother
was performing leg lifts in time with Jane Fonda. I walked
to the fence and stood beneath Finn. He didn’t say anything,
so I climbed up beside him and continued eating. Looking
across my yard, I could see the Hansons’ trampoline. It had
sat unused since Jerry’s attack. The day after the incident, the
Hansons had piled into the family car and left on a camping
vacation. Neither Finn nor I had even suggested jumping on
the trampoline in the meantime. Something had changed.

“He’s ruined everything.”
“How did he find out?” I asked through amouthful of bagel

dog.
“He saw us from his window.”
“What are we going to do?”
“Not much we can do. He threatened to tell if I hurt him.”
“We could let him come along.”
“We’d get caught in no time.”
He was right. “Let’s just wait a few more nights until his

guard’s down and he’s falling asleep again.”
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Finn shook his head. “No, it’s over. It’ll never work. We’d
have to spend too much energy worrying whether he’s ratting
us out. It would affect our concentration just enough to screw
us up,” he said. “We’re going to do something new today.”

“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah. My parents are taking my brothers out to Jordan to

visit my grandparents. That takes all day. My grandparents
try to convince them to rejoin the church. Come over when
you see them leave?”

“Okay,” I said, popping the ass-end of my breakfast into my
mouth.

Later, Finn was acting strangely when I let myself into his
house. Outside, cricket-saturated fields roared under a dry
and searing sun. The Levys’ air-conditioning raised goose
bumps on my arms. Finn was jumpy, lacking his usual self-
assured gravity. He led me straight past the piano, through
the kitchen, and into the garage. Still carless, it echoed with
emptiness and un-use. In the dark, oily garage, Finn bent over
a gas can. “Come sit,” he said.

I made my way across the concrete, letting my eyes adjust
to the gloom. Three small diamond windows cut diagonally
in the garage door were the only sources of light. They hadn’t
been cleaned in ages. I found a spot on the floor without an
oil stain and sat cross-legged next to Finn. He unscrewed the
lid of the can and sloshed the fuel around some.

“Are you sure about this, Finn?”
“Troy and I did it once.”
“The Zeek? The guy whose window you hit with the star?”
Finn shrugged.
“We did it last year, before the fight.”
He passed the can to me, and I held it in my lap.
“Put it on the ground and lean over it so you don’t spill.”
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“What’s it like?”
“Dreaming really hard, but you’re awake.”
I placed the can on the ground before me and leaned awk-

wardly over it.
“Put your lips right on the threads. Form a seal with your

mouth.”
I bent down and the fumes scorched my eyes, so I sat back

up. “Just try. It won’t kill you. I promise.”
I pushed the can over towards him.
“Show me.”
He lifted the can, wiping its mouth clean with his hand. He

placed his mouth over the threads, forming a seal and took
four long gasps off of the can, one after the other, exhaling
long and slow. After the fourth hit, his head began to nod and
his chin fell to his chest. The gas can began to list precariously,
so I took it from him.

“Unnnn…” Finn mumbled, his eyes closed.
I watched him, scared that hewas going to pass out. I shook

his shoulder and repeated his name. His hooded eyes opened
and spotted me in the gloom. He gave me a lazy smile, then
closed his eyes again. After a few more moments, he gath-
ered his bearings, ran his hands over his face and sat up a little
straighter.

“A thousand helicopters flying through my head, all their
blades swishing at the same time. Foosh, foosh, foosh, foosh,
foosh.”Hemassaged the heels of his hands against his temples.
“It’s the craziest thing.”

He reached for the can again, but I held it back from him.
I wiped off the mouth and leaned over it with my eyes closed.
With my lips over the threads, I formed a seal and sucked in.
The fumes burned my lungs. I wrenched my head back and
coughed.
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“Again, again,” Finn said.
Steeling myself, I drew three long huffs, exhaling each as

quickly as possible. Before I’d finished the third, the garage
floor tilted beneath me and I tipped over. A fountain of
sparkles erupted from somewhere inside me, prickling and
tingling through my body. I could see and hear currents
shoot to my fingertips and toes. My head swelled, and for a
moment, I feared I was turning into Jerry. I could hear my
skull cracking as fluids deluged it. On the ceiling, a movie
ran in reverse, the film threaded sloppily in the viewer: a man
with wings played the trumpet backwards, the eerie and un-
naturalmusic of a distant siren. The angelMoroni sawme and
winked just as the film caught in the projector and burned,
melting the image grotesquely. When reality returned, Finn
was leaning over me, his eyes worried.

“Jake! Jake! Can you hear me?”
It took me a moment to remember where I was and what

I’d been doing.
“Sit up, you’ve got oil all over your back.”
When I righted myself, my brain squirmed inside my skull.

“My head hurts.”
“It’ll go away. Let’s go outside, get some fresh air.”
“No, let me sit. If I move, I’ll puke.”
“You were really gone. You took too much your first time.”
Finn screwed the cap back on the can and set it against

the wall. He stood and pressed the garage door opener. The
mechanism whined and growled, then laboriously hauled the
door up with a medieval clanging, admitting the midday sun-
light, which reflected off the white driveway, scouring every
last corner of the garage, and blinding me.
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Two weeks before Labor Day, when my father was finally go-
ing to join us in Utah, the Hansons returned from their vaca-
tion. Finn and I were lounging with Johnny Fank-Fank un-
der the sprinklers of my front yard. As the Hansons pulled
into the driveway, I made eye contact with Debra, who was
crammed into the backseat with her sisters. She looked away
as the car came to a stop. The doors flung open and Debra’s
three sisters piled out and disappeared through the side gate,
down the pea-gravel path and into the backyard. Within mo-
ments, the trampoline springs’ squeaks resounded through
the neighborhood once again. I imagined my mother swear-
ing to herself inside the house behind me.

Debra, book in hand, stepped out of the car. She followed
her mother into the house without a glance at me. Her father,
looking exhausted and happy to be home, began undoing the
magpie’s nest of rope that held the camping chairs and suit-
cases to the roof of the Chrysler Town and Country.

“I was hoping they weren’t coming back,” Finn grumbled,
dribbling a handful of sprinkler water over Johnny Fank-
Fank’s dark, knobby spine.

“Why?”
Something had changed between us. We still saw each

other every day, but joylessly. We hadn’t snuck out at night
since Peter tailed us, and we hadn’t even taken advantage of
the trampoline while the Hansons were on vacation. Instead,
we spent our time wandering the cricket fields or the creek
drainage. Finn never suggested the garage again, nor did we
talk about what had happened there. Our relationship now
felt compulsory. We marched through the summer days,
talking less and less.

My mother continued to spend her time leg-lifting with
Jane Fonda and snacking on soda crackers in front of the TV.
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Shemanaged to whittle the number of unpacked boxes to one
or two in each room. Our house was beginning to feel a little
like a home, and my mother became a lot nicer to me as well,
treating me more like an adult. Maybe she sensed a change
in me, a seed of maturity in the weariness and anxiety I’m
sure I radiated. Regardless, I avoided her and most everyone
else, as much as possible. Sitting alone in my room was the
most comfortable place for me. At one point, I even told my
mother to tell Finn I was sick when he came over. Instead of
going home, Finn tried knocking on my window with a stick.
I ignored him until he went away.

A few days after Debra’s return, something fell into my win-
dow well. I stirred from my funk and worked to open the
grimy window so I could pluck the envelope out of the well’s
Byzantine network of spider webs. The lavender envelope was
from Debra. Inside, Debra asked me to meet her down by the
creek the next day at four o’clock. The note was written in big,
purple cursive letters on unicorn stationery. I smelled the pa-
per. No perfume. No hearts nor Xs and Os. Not even a ‘dear.’
A perfunctory note stating time and place. I spent the rest of
the day on my bed, tracing the words and numbers with my
fingertips. What could she possibly have to say to me?

The next morning, Finn’s mother, screaming at her son,
shattered our neighborhood’s calm.

“Griffin Levy, what in the world have you done? He’s your
brother! How could you do something like that?”

Curious, I jumped the fence into Finn’s backyard and
walked towards the sliding glass door. From the patio, I
could see into their dark living room. Finn was sitting on
the piano bench and looking out at me, his face drained of
all emotion. The shrill, congested steam whistles of Peter’s
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asthmatic lungs coughed and sputtered in blubberings from
an upstairs window. Mrs. Levy, noticing me, turned around
and furiously slammed the sliding glass door shut, effectively
sealing the drama off from the neighbors’ ears. Through the
glass, she stared me down and pointed at my yard. I retreated
and remained there until I heard the garage door go up and
heard the Levys’ car leave the house. Soon, the front door
slammed shut and Finn slipped over the fence into my yard,
a backpack on his shoulder.

“Jesus, Finn, what in the hell did you do?”
He dropped onto the grass, wiped his hands off and re-

shouldered the pack.
“I’m leaving. Do you want to come?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean I’m leaving.”
“Running away?”
“Are you coming?”
“What did you do?”
“Got my brother back for ruining everything.”
Finn’s voice chilled me.
“Where’d your mom go?”
“To take him to the hospital. I chucked the throwing star

at him—I just meant to scare him, but I missed. He needs
stitches in his face.” Finn took Johnny Fank-Fank out of his
backpack. “You need to take Johnny. He can’t come with me.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want him.”
“Then come with me.”
I shook my head again.
“Why not?”
“I’ve got something to do.”
“Like what?”
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Johnny Fank-Fank and his abiding stare remained perched
on Finn’s outstretched hand. Both owner and bullfrog seemed
to be accusing me of something.

“I’m meeting Debra,” I said.
“Debra Hanson?” he said. “She’s why you won’t come with

me? What happened to undying brotherhood? What hap-
pened to our oath?”

“Nothing,” I tried, lamely.
“You have no honor, Jake. And that’s the worst possible

thing I could say to someone. Goodbye.”
Finn satcheled Johnny Fank-Fank again and walked to the

fence.
“What are you going to do?” I asked, following a few feet

behind him.
He clambered onto the fence, straddled it and looked down

at me, the backpack hanging from his shoulder. “I’m gonna
let Johnny free in the creek and then I’m leaving.”

“Where will you go?”
Finn disappeared over the fence.

Debrawas seated cross-legged in the dirt beside the creek. She
picked up a dirt clod and broke it apart, dropping the chunks
into the lap of her dress, which was stretched tight between
her knees. The dirt bounced on the taut fabric. “It’s like a
trampoline,” she said, without looking up.

I sat down next to her.
“And we’re like the dirt,” she said. She laughed, but it wasn’t

really a laugh. It was a mean sound. A sarcastic exhalation.
Suddenly I felt afraid. She said, “Some seed fell on stony
ground, where it had not much earth, and immediately it
sprang up, because it had no depth of earth, but when the sun
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was up, the seed was scorched, and because it had no root,
withered away.”

A fat fly landed on Debra’s cheek, then backrolled into the
air. She didn’t seem to notice. Flies circled Debra’s head like
a halo and visited the dirt in her lap, their buzzing a grim
melody amid the static of the crickets’ drone. They circled
her head like a halo. They visited the dirt in Debra’s lap.

“You’re going to ruin your dress.”
“Do you think bad things are meant to happen to bad peo-

ple?” Debra asked. She broke another dirt clod onto her lap.
“Or do people become badwhen bad things happen to them?”

I looked away instead of attempting to answer. Below us,
just at thewaterline of the creek, a thick horde of flies swarmed
two flat rocks, blanketing a dark mass of skin and blood and
intestines. I leaned forward for a better look. Johnny Fank-
Fank lay smeared across the exposed sides of the two rocks.
He was very much smashed to death. I eased down the bank
and scraped Johnny Fank-Fank’s carcass from the stones as
best I could, but only made a bigger mess. Finally, I pushed
the two flat stones into the water. They sank heavily to the
bottom, each creating a new series of ripples on the creek’s
surface.

I looked around for Finn, but didn’t see him.
“The thing is dead,” Debra said. Her voice was almost lost

beneath the roar of the crickets in the fields around us.
“Finn said he was going to let him go. He would never do

anything to hurt Johnny.”
“You don’t know anything,” Debra said.
“What?”
“I said you’re dumb.”
At the shore, flecks of bloody skin and intestine lay here and

there. Flies continued to greedily gorge themselves, one spot
to another.
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“Go back to where you came from,” Debra said. “You and
your pathetic lies and your drunk mother and your crude-
ness.”

The roar of crickets and flies deafened me. Debra glowered
from where she sat on the crown of the creek’s bank.

“Right,” she finally said.
She stood up. Dirt fell from her dress, revealing blood-

stains and chunks of Johnny Fank-Fank sticking to her lap.
Shewaited forme to say something. When I didn’t, she smiled
and in that smile was a cruelty I had never supposed existed,
least of all in a twelve-year-old girl. I watched her walk away,
parting the flies and crickets as she moved.

I turned to the creek and, for a long time, hours maybe, I
watched the water flow over the rocks. Insects fattened them-
selves on what remained of Johnny Fank-Fank. When at last
I walked home, the ground felt exceptionally baked and hard.
It had no bounce to it. None at all.
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TheMoth Orchid

Fifteen degrees below zero. The hothouse glowed like an em-
ber in the false light of another winter morning. Miniscule
leaks in the dome blew jets of steam into a monochromatic
landscape—white birch, black spruce, white snow, black
night, white stars. The steam curled and writhed in the frigid
air before dissipating in the fathomless sky. The dome: a
great, foggy cataract, stared in all directions but saw nothing.
Within, a riot of red and purple orchids, of white fabric and
fluorescent light. Long tables set in rows and loaded with
a descending spectrum of Phalaenopsis Blume from a deep
bruised purple to a tangerine red. Swaths ofmuslin hung spo-
radically from the ceiling like fragments of a Bedouin tent,
creating the indirect light shade-loving orchids need. Fans
whirred from the corners of the room, circulating the warm
air in Zephyrus currents. The space was filled to bursting with
rich heat and light, with dizzying vibrancy and the smell of
earthy life.

Alasa Memnov slept on a cot surrounded by the orchid-
laden tables. Pale and raven-haired, she blocked the hum-
ming fluorescent light with a sleeping mask. Her single,
sweaty sheet clung to her body like a film, provoking a terrible,
constricting dream. A lifeless, three-pound fetus had grown
in the stomach of a four-year-old girl. A team of doctors
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operated on the girl’s swollen stomach. As they worked, the
doctors discussed how it was possible. A rare congenital de-
fect, the fetus had grown inside the girl when she herself was
just a fetus in her mother’s womb. With mouthless masks and
piercing eyes, the doctors probed the unborn mass. Alasa
recognized herself there, embedded at the girl’s core. The
alarm clock beside her bed shrilly bleat six a.m., and Alasa
was torn from the body of the unconscious girl and lifted into
consciousness by the cold grip of forceps. She awoke into a
fierce and cleansing light.

Alasa untangled the sleeping mask from her hair and
swatted the clock silent. The dream receded. She re-closed
her eyelids and nearly recaptured the dream, but it slipped
away into the abstraction before she could grab its wriggling
tail. Resigned to wakefulness, Alasa kicked the sheet off and
dragged her underwear from a nearby chair, wishing, as she
did every morning, for a shower.

The hothouse was constructed of polytetrafluoroethylene-
coated glass, a cloth woven from fine glass filaments and
stretched across the dome’s geodesic frame. Beyond: an un-
human darkness. The sun wouldn’t brush the land for hours.
Alasa had grown up in Alaska, but far to the south, near the
ocean. The Interior, here in Fairbanks, was different. Back
home, storms blew down from the Aleutians. Winter raged
and blustered, gnashed and stomped, but eventually moved
on. In Fairbanks, a bell jar of winter descended. Beneath it,
nothing moved, not even the air. Snow piled twelve inches
and higher on branches and power lines. Daylight died to a
dusk near high noon. Winter sun arrived through a slit of
cracked open sky, sprinkling photons across the tundra like
seed on barren ground before darkness ruled again.
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Alasa drowsed to a fogged wall and wiped condensation
from the glass and drenched the forearm of her long under-
wear. Bright, crisp stars shone like tiny holes poked in oil-
cloth, as if the night sky had been draped over an adjacent
world made of blinding light. She imagined gutting the sky
with a skinning knife, letting all the golden light in the uni-
verse pour over the world like hot butter. Sealing everything
in eternal warmth.

The glass fogged again, and her own features confronted
her. She still looked young. Limited exposure to the sun
had its upside. She pushed the slithering black eels of her
hair around with both hands in a half-hearted effort to put
it in place. Alasa noticed a strand of gray and plucked it from
her head. Gray hair unsettled her. Hair is made of proteins.
Neurotransmitters are made of proteins. Bioelectricity prop-
agates because of proteins. Receptors, too, function on pro-
teins. Hair and memory are linked. We inherit both and can’t
control either. Alasa didn’t like to think about it.

She crossed the space of the dome to her bathroom: a gray
water bucket. She removed its lid and, without acknowl-
edging its contents, squatted and relieved herself. From the
sound in the bucket, she knew she had to empty it soon.
From the acrid smell, she knew she needed to drink more
water. “Drink more water,” she said, and the sound of her
own voice startled her. She addressed a row of orchids on
a nearby table. During the night, their petals had begun to
wither. She inspected the gauges affixed to a support at the
center of the hothouse. Eighty-one degrees. Good. Humidity
read twenty percent. Not good. Her orchids were thirsty.

Vexed, Alasa navigated the labyrinth of tables and long
swaths of hanging muslin to reach the humidifier. She slid
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the water tray from its base. Dry. Dusty. She hissed at her-
self. Not a simple thing, to keep orchids thriving in the arctic.
Each step in the regimen was vital, and she had been miss-
ing some. Last night, the humidifier. She tried to remember
falling asleep but couldn’t. She did remember a fetus within a
little girl. She yanked the humidifier’s water tray out, refilled
it from a five-gallon can of water and replaced it. Moist air
once again puffed gently from the machine’s snout. She could
almost hear her flowers sigh.

Amid the remaining orchids, Alasa found one too close to
the hothouse wall, its petals black and withered. She took her
time amputating the blighted bits with paring shears. When
she finished her rounds, it was nearly nine-thirty. She was
late.

Alasa drove from the wooded hothouse road to the George
Parks Highway. She hit ice fog just after the entering fair-
banks sign. The fog enveloped her truck, forcing her to slow.
Ice fog. A Fairbanks specialty. The frozen exhalations of
thousands of chugging tailpipes. An immobile, cotton candy
ball of smog trapped by the temperature inversions of the
Fairbanks basin. Months could transpire without clean air.
Alasa loathed the ice fog, along with trips to town.

Fairbanks proper was a floe of hotels, churches, bars, and
other businesses, each exulting itself as the “Farthest North”
of its kind. The New Horizons Assisted Community claimed
no such distinction. Hermother’s nursing homewas a nonde-
script three-story building downtown. Alasa found a parking
space nearby and left the truck’s engine running so it wouldn’t
freeze. Standard practice in Fairbanks. She plucked the or-
chid bag from the seat beside her and hurried across the park-
ing lot, through two sets of sliding doors, and into the recep-
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tion area. A nurse’s aide looked up from a book,Winter Blues:
Seasonal Affective Disorders and You, as Alasa approached.

“Ms. Memnov. So wonderful to see you today.”
“Hi, Jill. Is my mother ready for church?”
“Marne saw to her at ten.”
“Thank you.”
Alasa repeatedly punched the elevator button. On the ride

to the second floor, she unzipped the orchid bag and peered
inside. The blanketed flower remained upright and intact.
The elevator opened, and she hurried down the hall to her
mother’s room. On the far side of the bed, her mother sat
—or had been set—in a wicker chair. She faced a lit televi-
sion. Her hands rested as if placed in her lap and her back
seemed too straight, almost propped. She had been dressed
in an olive-green cardigan, burgundy wool pants and a pair of
institutional yellow socks, the kindwith grip tape on the soles.
She looked costumed, clownish. BebeMemnovwas sixty-one
years old. She looked much older. Her blank expression aged
her, as did her gray hair. Alasa didn’t like to visit her mother,
but as soon as she admitted this to herself, she felt guilty.

“Good morning, Mom,” Alasa tried to be cheerful. She
walked around the foot of the bed, set the orchid bag down,
and kissed her mother’s gray head. “I brought you an orchid.”
She unwrapped the flower from its various layers of protection
and set it on top of the television. She fussed with its petals
until she was satisfied they looked perfect. A flower that could
win prizes. Bebe continued to stare at the flickering television.
Her favorite show was on. The Sunday Morning Silver Screen
Gem. This morning it wasCleopatra. Before the disease, Bebe
could have recited lines verbatim from this one.

“This orchid is from my new batch of clones. I’m getting
closer, see? Almost the same hue as the dress. Remember that
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spring dress you’d wear when I was little? I loved that dress.
Oh, sorry.”

Alasa stepped back from the TV so hermother couldwatch
Elizabeth Taylor sail the Nile on a golden barque. Shortly, a
nurse came in with an armful of fresh towels. A good nurse,
Marne. Alasa was always impressed with her care and effi-
ciency. She was Swedish, with an accent both sing-songy and
dour like a northern dirge. In practiced motions, she set the
towels on the bed, opened the closet, withdrew a long coat,
draped it over her arm, and approached Alasa’s mother, plac-
ing a hand on each shoulder.

“Up, Mrs. Memnov. Up, now.”
And Alasa’s mother, like a charmed serpent, stood and

moved two steps to the left under Marne’s direction.
“You’re running late this morning,” Marne remarked.
“A special strain of my orchids is finally blooming. I lost

track of time.”
“Is this one of them?” Marne lifted the orchid and admired

it in the light. “It’s wonderful. It’s a miracle you manage to
grow these here.”

“You should have that one.”
“Oh, heavens no,” Marne said. She set the flower down and

nearly knocked it from the television set. Alasa quashed a re-
flex to leap to its rescue.

“You take good care of my mother. It’s the least I can do.”
She tied a scarf around her mother’s neck and pulled her hat
further down over her forehead. Her mother’s face pinched
into the face of a shrunken apple doll. She didn’t look com-
fortable, but frostbite could set inwithout hermother somuch
as whimpering. Not an inch of her skin could be exposed to
the air for long.

“But it’s a gift for your mother. You brought it for her.”
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Alasa wheeled the chair toward the door and into the hall-
way as Marne began to make her mother’s bed.

“Marne, she’ll never know it was here.”
“Don’t be so sure. Your mother, she’s got a secret life. She

comes and goes.”
Marne unfurled a clean white sheet across the mattress and

expertly tucked its corners.
“Does she ever speak to you?” Alasa asked.
“Not with words. Sometimes she’s…her spirit—”
Marne cast blankets and pillows through the air and they

found the bed with a neat, sentient precision. She tucked her
surplus towels under an arm. “It’s more just a feeling I get
sometimes, Miss.”

Beneath her parka, Alasa was already beginning to sweat.
She worried her mother might be overheating, too, before she
took her outside, but Alasa found herself suddenly angry. She
realized she resented Marne, not because she spent so much
time with her mother and not even because of what she said
about her mother’s supposed secret life. The nurse knew so
much about them and Alasa knew nothing about the nurse.
“Explain what you mean,” she said, just shy of snappish.

“I often feel like she’s somewhere else. Somehow watching
me from some other part of the room while I feed or dress
her. Even walking out the room. Leaving her body behind all
together.”

“Ms. Memnov?”
The man’s voice broke the spell of Marne’s chilling words.

In the hallway, Alasa faced a small man wearing a black down
jacket that threatened to swallow him. Straight dark hair, dark
skin. Latino or Native, she assumed. He had a hawkish nose
and wore thick glasses.

“You are Ms. Alasa Memnov?”
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“I am.”
Alasa shookhis hand asMarne excused herself and squeezed

past them. Alasa watched her go, then pushed her mother’s
wheelchair down the hallway in the opposite direction. The
man followed, almost jogging to keep up.

“I’m sorry,” Alasa said as they reached the elevator, “I’m
very late. Whatever you want is going to have to wait.”

He slipped in front of her and thumbed the elevator button.
“I am Dr. Rene Funes.”

Latino, then. “Are you new? I don’t recognize you.”
“I don’t work for this facility, Ms. Memnov. I drove from

Anchorage to speak with you.”
“I’m sorry to be rude, but this just isn’t a good time. Today’s

the theophany. We’re late.”
Dr. Funes followed Alasa and her mother into the elevator.

He punched the button for the first floor and sealed them into
the box together. Noticing a bead of sweat on her mother’s
forehead, Alasa cursed. She loosened the scarf to allow air in.

“Theophany?” Dr. Funes said.
“The Feast of the Epiphany. My mother is Russian Ortho-

dox. What do you want, Doctor?”
When the elevator reopened, Alasa rolled her mother out

backwards, swung her around, and headed across reception.
Again, Dr. Funes trailed. “I’m principal physician and re-
searcher at the University of Alaska’s Center for the Study of
Alzheimer’s.”

“My mother has already seen a lot of doctors. Honestly, I
don’t know if it’s worth bothering her with more.”

“Actually, I traveled all this way to talk to you.”
Alasa pulled up short before the first set of front doors.

Outside, the ice fog hazed with a weak and distant dawn. “If
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this is about billing, you’ll have to contact my insurance com-
pany directly.”

Dr. Funes, slightly winded, unzipped his jacket and with-
drew a manila. “No, it’s nothing like that.” He ran his hand
along the edge of the folder. “This is difficult. I don’t know
how to begin.”

“Out with it, Doctor. My mother needs to get to church.”
He handed her the folder. “Your results.”
Hesitant, Alasa took the folder. “Results of what?”
“Can we sit?” Dr. Funes tugged at his collar and gestured to

the lobby chairs. “Your mother submitted your material to us
on December 29th, 1972. It’s rather extraordinary, actually.”

“What is?”
“Your mother’s foresight. Her faith in the program.”
Alasa’s name was written across the folder’s tab. A label

was affixed to its face. the lowe program in molecular
medicine and human genetics. university of alaska,
anchorage, alaska. 99504.

“She was involved in a study that became a genetic analysis
of early-onset dementia. The gene was isolated last fall.”

“And she submitted my genetic material?”
“A lock of hair.”
Alasa thrust the envelope back at him, and he flinched.
“You’re saying this folder will tell me if I’m going to end up

like my mother?”
Dr. Funes tried to smile, but instead he just looked ill.

“There are some other things as well. Personal effects. Things
your mother left with us to give you when the time came.
Perhaps I should have called first.”

Dr. Funes refused to retake the folder, so Alasa stuffed it
under her arm and pushed her mother towards the door.

“Wait.”
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Alasa paused but didn’t turn around. She’d triggered the
door’s automatic opening. Buffer air from the artic entryway
blasted the three of them.

“I’m sorry. That was tactless, indelicate. I’m a research
physician. I have no experience with this type of thing. Can
we meet later? Let me explain why I’ve come.”

Alasa sighed and looked down at her mother. “Look me up
under orchid growers. I’m the only one.”

Alasa pulled into the small, crowdedparking lot of hermother’s
church. Its hipped roof, painted a dull gold, glimmered
through the ice fog in the mid-day dawn. Alasa slid from
her truck and plugged its block heater into the spot’s outlet.
The sound of an organ and the congregation singing in Rus-
sian poured from the church as one of the ushers jogged out
through the cold to help Alasa with her mother.

The priest was delivering the Sermon of the Theophany.
The congregation stood. A pair of children to the rear rocked
back and forth on the balls of their feet, tired and antsy. Alasa
parked her mother in the aisle, and a family shuffled quietly
aside to make room for her. “And the sons of the prophets
that were at Bethel came forth to Elisha, and said unto him,
knowest thou that the Lord will take away thy master from
thy head today?” The priest stood before a golden Iconostasis
laden with three rows of Orthodox icons. His voice resonated
high in the church eaves. “And he said, Yea, I know it. Hold
ye your peace.”

Alasa’s eyes wandered to the dark, somber icons of saints
behind the priest.

“Faith! When we have faith, there is no fear of oblivion
for there is no oblivion to fear. By faith, Enoch, in the Book

68



Above an Abyss: Two Novellas

of Genesis, walked with God: and then he was not, for God
took him.”

Alasa studied the icon of John the Baptist’s severed head
upon the plate.

“He was translated that he should not see death, and was
not found, because God had translated him.”

Alasa’s gaze traveled the concavity of the ceiling, high into
the eaves where dim light shone through a tiny window.

“Enochwalked so close toGod, that one day he crossed into
eternity.”

When the service concluded and the congregation had filed
out, Alasa waited. Her mother held a vacant stare toward the
altar. Smiling, the priest approached and knelt before her. He
was an old man, much older than Alasa’s mother, but he was
nimble and there was clarity in his eyes when he spoke. Alasa
couldn’t help feeling a little jealous and awed.

“How are you, Bebe? I’m glad you could come. You look
wonderful today.” Wryly, he looked up at Alasa. “I wish you’d
taught your daughter Church Slavonic, though. Her mind
wanders during my sermons. And she gets tired of standing.”

Patiently, the priest helped Alasa shepherd her mother out-
side again, into the cold, into the truck. “The fog gets worse
every winter,” he said.

“More people, more cars, more ice fog.”
“Or maybe our view of the world just grows hazier. Drive

careful, okay?”
Alasa shut the passenger door and hurried to the driver’s

side as the priest shuffled quickly back towards the church.
Exhaust billowed from the tail of a jacked-up truck in front

of Alasa at a stoplight. The traffic signal hung like a fuzzy
red disc in the air. Alasa glanced at her mother, checked her
seat belt as the light changed. The truck ahead of her revved
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and spewed exhaust, obscuring Alasa’s vision. She plowed
through the cloud toward the city limits, turning off near the
Chena River. She followed the narrow road down through the
grade of black spruce. Bent, drunken, desperate trees clung to
the permafrost. She slowly crept the truck down the bank and
onto the thick ice of the Chena. The truck’s headlights speared
the patchy fog, illuminating the warped topography of the
frozen river. Alasa and her mother sat, idling, staring out
the windshield. Alasa’s breath punctuated the silence. Before
them, the frozen river ran like a heavenly road to nowhere.
Everything was still.

Alasa stamped on the gas. For a moment, the wheels spun
before finding traction. The truck jumped, its engine roar-
ing violently. They fishtailed wildly across the ice, and Alasa
yanked the steering wheel to the right. The force of the turn
pressed her up against the window. Her mother leaned, too,
straining against the seat belt. The truck completed a circle
and slid to a stop. Alasa clutched the wheel with both hands
and stared out forward again. The truck’s engine coughed and
died. Alasa screamed. She pounded the wheel with the heels
of her hands. Her mother only leaned awkwardly against her
own seat belt. Outside, headlights illuminated the silver band
of frozen river.

At the nursing home, a fresh-looking orderly Alasa had never
seen before materialized from behind the reception desk to
wheel her mother back to her room.

“Welcome home, Mrs. Memnov, how was church?”
“Don’t ask her stupid questions.”
Theorderly—just a boy really—hesitated, blinking away his

surprise. “I’m new here. That’s what they train us to do.”
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“Figures,” Alasa said. She handed her mother off and sped
to the hothouse.

When she awoke the next morning, Alasa found the manila
folder atop her alarm clock. She cast aside her sleep mask and
took the folder into the hothouse’s arctic entryway, the foyer
between her orchids and outside. Shutting the door behind
her, she slipped into her down jacket, stepped into her fur-
lined boots and opened the outermost door.

Steam burst into the dark sky as Alasa shut the door be-
hind her. The exposed skin of her legs brittled, as if trans-
formed to porcelain. Her face crackled with cold. Her breath
was painful and shallow. It was always at this moment, when
her lungs felt like two Ziploc freezer bags, that Alasamarveled
at the resilience of the body. For an impossibly complex and
fragile bag of blood, bones and flesh, it seemed too forgiv-
ing. The cold stung like needles, butmade her feel undeniably
present. Overhead, laser green light slipped and swirled and
eddied in the sky. Emerald smoke blown across the strato-
sphere. The mystery of the northern lights gave Alasa some
comfort when the months rose like torpid bubbles through
the cold oil of winter. The university’s lauded Geophysical In-
stitute had spent years firing rockets loaded with gauges and
instruments up into the lights. Not long ago, Alasa had seen a
headline in the local newspaper that read, $16million later,
gi still doesn’t know what makes lights glow. When
her skin finally became so cold it stopped stinging, Alasa went
back inside.

The telephone rang. She couldn’t remember the last time
she’d heard the phone ring.

“I was wondering if it wasn’t too much trouble, what your
schedule was today.”
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Dr. Funes. She had not opened the folder. She’d merely run
a finger along its flimsy spine, worrying whether she would
have to open it in order to get on with her life.

“This morning then,” she said. “Do you need directions?”
“I can find my way.”

She boiledwater for tea and returned to her orchids. The spec-
tra of color splashed across the hothouse in waves of purple
to red—a violent beauty, this floral hemorrhage. And her cre-
ation. No denying that. Yet it mystified her. Alasa looked in
the manila folder. Inside: a map of her hometown, Lotus,
Alaska; a photo of her as a teenager, her arm around another
girl, Lucy Chandras, her best friend from high school; and an
odd, charcoal drawing of a small girl curled up, sleeping in
the snow. She’d looked at the drawing for a very long time,
wondering who had drawn it. And if she had drawn it.

Alasa was heating a knife over a Bunsen flamewhenDr. Fu-
nes arrived. She examined the blade to ensure it was red hot
before cutting the orchid on the table beside her. The exterior
door creaked open and Dr. Funes knocked to enter. Bundled
against the cold and carrying more folders, the doctor stag-
gered under the drastic rise in temperature.

“The door, PLEASE!” Alasa ordered.
Dr. Funes hurriedly pulled the door shut. “My, but it’s

so very—good lord.” He took off his steamed glasses and
squinted around at the orchids.

“Take something off before you have a stroke.”
Dr. Funes stripped without grace to his shirt, suspenders,

and wool pants. “This is remarkable. You live here?”
“Yes.”
“It’s like the tropics. What are the cloths?”
“They filter the light. Orchids don’t like direct sun.”
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Dr. Funes approached and looked over her shoulder. “May
I ask what you’re doing now?”

“Topping this strain to make clones. The flowering node
is cut above the internode.” Alasa severed the stem with her
knife, then tweezered a tiny triangle of material on the cut-
site. “I cover the dormant growth with a sheath.”

“Blinding it.”
“Protecting it.”
“And what trait, precisely, are you trying to isolate?”
“A very specific color.”
“I see. Yes.”
“What percent of people who carry the gene develop the

disease?”
“One hundred, of course. If they live long enough,” Dr. Fu-

nes said.
Alasa set the tweezers down.
“I’m sorry, let me restate that. Just because you carry the

gene doesn’t mean you’ll experience early-onset dementia.
You might be sixty, even seventy years old before it affects
you.”

“But my chances of getting it earlier are high.”
Dr. Funes wiped sweat from his gleaming forehead. “Yes.”
Alasa turned to the sink and filled a glass of water. “It could

start in my thirties, couldn’t it? It could have already started.”
“Have you been experiencing lapses of memory? Mood

swings? Disorientation? Hallucinations of any kind?”
Alasa handed him the water. “No.”
“Thank you. Do you remember exactly when your mother

began to exhibit symptoms?”
“In Lotus, where I grew up. She said it started a few years

after my father disappeared. I wasn’t much older than a baby.”
“Your father, Ms. Memnov. Where is he now?”
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“Dead.”
“Ah. I’m so very sorry.” As if toasting her dead father, Dr.

Funes drained half the glass and set it on the table, then
wiped his forehead again and squinted at the fluorescent
lights. “How, may I ask, without seeming rude?”

“He was first mate on a halibut vessel that sank off Kodiak.”
“A brave man. You must miss him.”
“I never met him. I miss my mother more.”
“You and your mother were close?”
“Inseparable. What are the folders you’ve brought with

you?”
“The data,” Dr. Funes said, pleased. He waved the folders at

her. “I’ve brought—“
“I’m not interested in the data unless they contain a cure. I

think you’re finished here.”
Dr. Funes opened his mouth to speak but said nothing. He

wiped the sweat fromhis face and began again to dress himself
in layers. “I’ve made a terrible mess of this. I truly am sorry,”
he said, putting his hat on and zipping up his parka.

“Stop apologizing. You could have just sent the results in
the mail. I suppose I appreciate what you’ve done, delivering
them by hand. It was a nice gesture.”

“I wouldn’t for a moment lead you to believe I have a cure,
Ms. Memnov, but I have been developing a proactive cogni-
tive regimen. Memory exercises. A program of action.”

Alasa stroked the petal of an ailing orchid. She plucked it
from the plant and let it fall to the floor. She inspected the row
of orchids. Petals fell like a train behind her.

“A problem with your flowers?” Dr. Funes asked, his voice
startling Alasa.

“Are you still here?”
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“I apologize one final time. Good night. Or morning,
rather. If you have any questions or concerns, I’m at the Best
Western until tomorrow morning.”

“For the last time, shut that fucking door.”
In his wake, Alasa flopped on her cot and stared at the

ceiling. The sky was a shade lighter than pitch black. The
sun was coming up in its slow, hazy, tortuously wintered
way. Like an incomplete thought. She tried to imagine the
sun’s warmth. Summer. Green leaves. She couldn’t. How
long since summer? Years. This winter was lasting five or
ten. Alasa clenched her hands and lurched from the cot,
nearly upending the nearest table. Wracked by claustropho-
bia and despair, she snatched an orchid and smashed it on
the ground. Next, she spiked the alarm clock like a football.
Finally, she wheeled on the gentle, puffing humidifier and
kicked it. Her fury sent plastic parts across the hothouse. The
machine stopped breathing. The hothouse was silent save
the humming of the fluorescent lights. On the floor amidst
the contents of Funes’ manila folder, she saw the charcoal
drawing of the little girl asleep in the snow.

Alasa had been drinking in a bar next to the Best Western for
an hour before Dr. Funes joined her in the booth. He ordered
coffee. She re-upped her whiskey.

“I want to knowhowmymother got involvedwith you peo-
ple.”

Dr. Funes showed her a map of the Bering Sea with labels
written in Cyrillic. A small island near the center was circled
in red. “In the late 60s, I was part of a project researching a di-
aspora.” He turned from themap to copies of old immigration
paperwork, photos of two people, aman and awoman in their
mid-twenties dressed in their finest blacks, their hair as inky
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as their clothes. The woman wore a dark headscarf. Somber
expressions. The poor quality of the photos rendered their
eyes depthless and opaque. They appeared as if they’d been
arrested returning from a funeral. A third photo captured a
baby just a few months old, yet the baby stared at the lens of
the camera with a startling clarity. “These are your grand-
parents. The baby is your mother. They arrived in Alaska
in 1947. As you probably know, only a few cases of standard
Alzheimer’s appear to have a strong genetic basis. There is
much nobody knows. We can’t predict whether any given rel-
ative of an Alzheimer’s patient will develop the disease.”

Alasa tore her gaze away from the infant’s.
“Early onset dementia, on the other hand,” Dr. Funes

added, “runs in families and is thought to have a significant
genetic component.”

“I know this.”
“Of course,” he said. “But what you might not know is that

the dementia your mother suffers from is so rare, it’s almost
unheard of outside of this one place.” Dr. Funes tapped the
circled island. “In the middle of the Bering Sea. Where it
occurred in eighty-five percent of the Caucasian population.”

Alasa had begun to feel nauseated, but she did not inter-
rupt.

“Now these,” Dr. Funes said as he revealedmore old photos,
“are photographs taken by the cultural anthropologist Anton
Barbeau who studied the community in the years leading up
to the Second World War.”

He handed her a beautifully composed shot. Grim-faced
children shepherded adultmen andwomen in dirtywhite cas-
socks across a rocky windswept hillock lined with partially
submerged, bunker-type houses. Tied together with a rope
to keep them from straying, the adults looked insane. One’s
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mouth and eyeswerewide as if hewere singing or yelling. An-
other raised her arms and kicked out her legs goofily. A few
others appeared wholly emotionless. The children each held
one end of the rope that looped around the adults’ waists.

“The children served as primary caregivers.” He passed her
the next photo. At a longwooden table in a dim, low-ceilinged
room, children used large, carved spoons to feed the adults.
“The unaffected tended to the essential activities: agriculture,
animal husbandry, hunting.” Dr. Funes flipped through more
photos depicting adults at work in rocky, windswept fields,
tending flocks of sheep, and fishing and hunting from sealskin
kayaks.

“So, you tracked downmymother,” Alasa said, plucking the
photo of the infant from the table.

Dr. Funes fidgetedwith hismug, turning it about. “Actually,
she was referred to us.”

“By who?”
“The State of Alaska.” Dr. Funes said. “Your mother was a

single parent, no family to speak of.”
“You paid her?”
“She was compensated to participate in the study, yes.

Thanks to her we’ve identified mutations in several genes that
predispose a carrier for early-onset Alzheimer’s.”

Alasa reached for the map and Dr. Funes slid it to her. The
circled island was in the middle of the Bering Sea. As remote
a place as any on the planet.

“The island’s name?”
“Today it’s called St. John’s.”
“Eighty-five percent of the population. More than five to

one.”
“Originally, yes. But this ratio changed when the Cold War

necessitated a military presence on the islands. The gene pool
was diluted by Soviet soldiers and later by emigration.”
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“What about the natives? Didn’t they mix in, dilute things
further?”

“There’s little record of a native population. The island is
extremely remote and its winters almost unbearably harsh.
The island was, of course, strategically important to the So-
viets. If it wasn’t for government food drops, I don’t think
year-round existence would have been possible. Aleut hunt-
ing parties stopped over but there were no permanent native
settlements on St. John’s, nor any instances of miscegenation
as far as we know.”

“Whoever wound up there inbred like royalty, embedding
the gene deeper and deeper into the community.”

“Apparently. There are no records.”
Alasa drained her glass and set it down, crunching an ice

cube between her teeth. She leaned back, exasperated, and
buzzed. “Remarkable.”

“Yes.”
“This is a nightmare.”
“I recognize how unsettling this must be—”
“Save it. You can’t fake empathy. What else have you got?”
“A suggestion. Would you like to hear it?”
Alasa signaled the waitress for another drink.
“Go back home,” he said.
Alasa picked up her refill, and a little spilled over the rim,

pouring down her hand. “Right after I finish this, I think I
will.” She shot the glass dry.

“I meant to Lotus. Where you grew up.”
“Why?” Alasa croaked. Her esophagus burned from the

drink and she winced. “Why would I do that?”
Dr. Funes leaned forward. “As a cognitive exercise. It will

help us gauge the effects, if any, on both long- and short-term
memory simultaneously.”
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“Us?”
“My interest isn’t altruistic, or not entirely. I’m hoping to

advance the science.”
Alasa swam through her drunkenness to a realization. She

had no idea about this doctor. Was he even a doctor? Who
was this man who knew so much about her and her family?

“Ms.Memnov.”Dr. Funes leaned even closer. Alasa smelled
coffee, mint, and licorice on his breath. “My research has con-
vinced me this disease is combatable, but the patient must be
proactive. There is no way for me to truly empathize with
how you must feel. I will not even attempt it. But I have spent
my life fighting this disease and I want to help you. More-
over, I think you want my help. Why else would you call me
tonight?”

“I’ve been forgetting things.”
“We all forget things.”
“My orchids are dying. I’m forgetting things I don’t forget.”
“Such as?”
“I lose sense of what time it is. Day or night. What month

it is, even.”
“When the sun is up for only a few hours a day—”
“This isn’t some seasonal disorder. I’m Alaskan.”
Dr. Funes sipped from his mug for some time. He finally

said, “I can provide no guarantees other than a promise that
action is far preferable to inaction.” He placed cash for both of
them on the table, then picked up his coat. “You know where
to reach me.”

At the nursing home, Alasa eschewed the elevator for the
stairs. She climbed them two at a time, unzipping her parka
and taking off her hat as she went. Sweating, she rushed down
the hallway and into her mother’s room, which was empty.
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But from the bathroom, she heard someone. A woman hum-
ming something familiar. A waltz. “Blue Danube.” Alasa
flung her layers on the bed and entered the bathroom. Naked,
Alasa’s mother sat in a plastic chair in the shower. Steaming
water poured over her body. Marne, who had been humming
and scrubbing with a loofah, stopped. She turned off the
shower and took a large towel from a hook. Alasa’s mother
gazed dreamily at the gleaming tiles. She rocked back and
forth as if still listening to a tune while Marne dried her body.
Alasa walked out and sat on the bed. The orchid she’d left
on the television was wilting. Alasa’s mother, swathed in a
bathrobe and a towel around her head, soon emerged from
the bathroom. Marne guided her to a chair.

“Sit down,” Alasa said. “Please.”
Marne sat on the far side of the bed. Flawless skin, amarble

surface. Alasa wondered briefly how old Marne really was—
younger or older than herself? Alasa had assumed the latter
but suddenly she was unsure.

“Tell me what you meant the other day,” Alasa said. “About
my mother. You said my mother goes places.”

“I’ve been a nurse for twenty years, Ms.Memnov. I’ve taken
care of people like your mother all my life. When the disease
reaches a certain stage, the soul gets cast loose. Some people
get taken by surprise.”

Alasa watched a petal from the orchid atop the television
float languidly to the floor.

Marne said, “Years ago, there had been an old couple.
They lived together as husband and wife in the same house
for forty-five years. They did everything as a couple. They
even developed Alzheimer’s together. They remained in their
home long after both had lost their senses and had become
dangers to themselves. At this point, their son and his wife
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removed them from the home and placed them in a nurs-
ing facility. Not long thereafter, the son put the house on the
market. A young couple purchased it almost immediately and
moved in. But the old couple was still there. Not physically,
of course. Their bodies had been carted off, but their souls
—the energy that made them them—remained. The barrier
between consciousness and this other state had become per-
meable to them. Their energy remained in that house. Their
bodies resided with a nurse in a facility miles away. Their
energy went about its business in the home—watching TV,
cooking, doing the laundry, gardening—and somehow also
manifested physically in the real world. For the young fam-
ily, the result was terrifying. Televisions, lights, appliances
turned on and off mysteriously. Doors opened and closed by
themselves. The young couple managed to rationalize these
things for weeks, until they decided to update the living room
curtains, which were an old and unfashionable color of or-
ange. As young people do, they mocked the tastes of others,
laughing at the curtains’ dated ugliness while taking them
down and stuffing them into garbage bags. They returned
from purchasing new curtains to find the old ones shredded
into strips and themetal curtain rods tied savagely into knots.
The house went back on the market and remained there until
the old couple died. They passed away together, too. Within
an hour of each other. Sweetest thing I ever saw.”

Alasa’s head felt heavy and sluggish from alcohol. The
nurse’s ghost story had exhausted her.

“Are you okay, dear?” Marne asked, placing a hand on her
shoulder.

“Where does my mother go?”
“Sometimes she goes no further than the other side of the

room. Other times I sense her downstairs or in other rooms
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of this building or even in other parts of the city. Often I get
the feeling she’s a long way away from here.”

“Farthest North BestWestern,” said the tired voice of a female
front-desk clerk.

“Dr. Rene Funes.” Alasa plucked an eraser off the nursing
home reception desk and picked at it with a fingernail.

“Room number?”
“I can’t remember it.”
“Just a moment.”
“Yes?” Dr. Funes.
“I’m sorry to call so late.”
“Ms. Memnov.”
Alasa pictured him sitting upright in bed, his bony chest

and eyes squinting in the light of his bedside lamp.
“I’ve been thinking about your suggestion. Is tomorrow too

soon?”
“Not at all. What about your orchids?”
“They’ll be fine. Tomorrow then?”
“Tomorrow.”

In the hothouse, the orchids were dying. Petals darkened
with blight and stems lolled at sick angles. Drunken ghosts of
muslin lay across the floor and tables. Alasa stood beside her
cot, packing a duffel bag with clothes. To his credit, Dr. Funes
didn’t ask what happened. He said nothing as he watched her
turn down the dial of the temperature gauge and turn off the
fluorescent lights.

Alasa threw her duffel bag into the back of Dr. Funes’ SUV
and climbed into the passenger seat. She looked only forward
as they drove off the hill and turned south.
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“We’ll stay in Anchorage tonight and continue on to Lotus
in the morning,” Dr. Funes said.

Alasa bunched her jacket at her shoulder and rested against
the window. White birch, black spruce, snow, and rock
flashed past outside.

“I have to stop by my office tomorrow morning if that’s al-
right,” Dr. Funes continued.

Alasa studied the reflection of her own eye in the window
until the glass steamed up.

When she awoke, they were approaching Denali National
Park. The sun’s dim rays illuminated the enormous moon of
Mt. McKinley, rising up from the tundra. It glowed the light
pink color Alasa planned for her next spectrum of orchids.
The mountain’s summit cut a slit in the belly of the sky and
divided the jet-stream wake of frozen air for miles.

Halfway to Anchorage, they stopped for gas. Dr. Funes
came out of the mini-mart with two cups of coffee. Alasa
rolled down her window and took hers from him. A bearded,
shivering hitchhiker stood in front of themarket. Alasawaved
him over. Joyous with relief, the hitchhiker jogged over to the
SUV, took off his backpack, opened the rear passenger door,
and hopped in. Dr. Funes started the engine and pulled back
onto the highway without saying a word about their new pas-
senger.

“Oh man. Ahhhhhh, my face,” the hitchhiker said.
A young man. With his hat off, he looked almost childlike.
“You’d think this beard would be good for some warmth,

but it isn’t.” He rubbed his face with his hands. “I owe you
folks big time. I can’t tellmy head frommy ass in this cold. My
whole body is numb. You saved my life. That bastard kicked
me out of the store. Wouldn’t let me wait inside any longer.”
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“He should be arrested,” Alasa said. “He endangered your
life.”

“That’s true, that’s so goddamned true. I’m Tom.”
He thrust his hand over Alasa’s shoulder for a shake.
“Alasa. This is Dr. Funes.”
“How you doing, Doc?”
Dr. Funes didn’t take his eyes off the road. Rude, Alasa

thought. Maybe Tom made him nervous. Could be he didn’t
like hitchhikers or was just a careful driver. Tom, in any case,
didn’t seem to notice. He was a good-looking guy under all
his hair and wool.

“How long were you waiting?” Alasa asked.
“A while. You’re the first car going south in a long time. I

got a ride in a road sander from,” he said, rubbing his head
furiously, “…excuse me, Alasa, but this hat is just itching my
head to death….from the Talkeetna turn-off. Started from
Fairbanks this morning. Trying to get to Anchorage for a
wedding tomorrow.” He couldn’t keep his fingers away from
his head.

A siren distracted them and they turned to watch an ambu-
lance appear on the highway behind them. Dr. Funes pulled
to the side as the ambulance overtook them on the icy road.

“Looks like an accident,” Tom said.
“Where’s the hospital?” Alasa asked, as the flashing lights

disappeared around a bend ahead.
“There are little trauma centers in many small communi-

ties,” Dr. Funes said, as he pulled back onto the road. “Serious
cases require a medevac down to Anchorage.”

Tom was scratching his head again and looking at his nails
as if he expected to find something beneath them.

“Are you okay?” Alasa asked.
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“Fine. My head just itches and I’m, you know, feeling a little
tired.”

“Get some sleep. I’ll wake you when we’re in Anchorage.”
Tom reclined his head, then lifted it quickly and reached to

hold the back of it. His eyes widened as if with a badmemory,
but when he saw Alasa watching him, he tried to cover with
a smile but only managed to look sick before he reclined his
head again.

The SUV rolled down East Fifth past Merrill Field and into
Anchorage. The lights of the city played on Tom’s sleeping
face as Alasa reached back and gently shook his arm. “Hey,
kid. We’re here.”

Tom’s eyes cracked open and yawned. He was cute alright.
Alasa thought how nice it would be to wake up next to him.

“I was having the weirdest dream,” he said, as he realized
where he was. “Oh.”

Alasa understood his reaction, or believed she did. She de-
spised Anchorage. It combined everything she hated about
the lower forty-eight with everything she hated about Alaska.
“Do you know where you need to go?”

“Uh, drop me off anywhere.”
The SUV stopped at a downtown red light. The Macy’s

skywalk ran between two buildings overhead. Scratching his
head again, Tom grabbed his pack and hat and exited the car.
Alasa rolled down the window. The air felt almost warm. The
temperature was probably hovering around zero, but a posi-
tive fifteen degrees sinceDenalimade a difference. Tom stood
dazed on the corner.

“You sure you’re okay? Where are you going?”
The light turned green and Dr. Funes drove away. Tom

waved, then turned and began walking up the street, still
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scratching the back of his head. Rolling up her window,
Alasa erased him with a thin barrier of glass and ice.

Dr. Funes emerged from the office of theAnchorArmsMo-
tel and handed Alasa her room key. Alasa was exhausted.
She dragged her duffel bag down the row of doors toward her
room. Inside the room, she left the bag just inside the door
and stripped for a shower. How long since she’d taken one?
She reeked, but had to wait for the water to heat up. She no-
ticed a black blotch on her shoulder. Dirt? A bruise? Some
kind of rash? She approached the mirror for a better look.
A tattoo. A black orchid. With numbers beneath it. A date:
12/29/72. Panicking, she tried to wipe it off.

“What is this? What is this?”
In the shower, she scrubbed the tattoo until it hurt, rubbing

two hotel-sized bars of soap into the black ink to no avail. Her
skin burned hot and red. She gave up, slumping down in the
shower and wept in frustration and fear, letting the scalding
water anoint her head.

The Chugach were already backlit at nine the next morning.
Alasa had forgotten how beautiful these mountains could be.
Sunlight crowned the skyline—beatific sunlight. The tundra
of the Interior was so flat and still while the Chugach jutted
into the sky like cathedrals. Buttressing the Gulf of Alaska,
these mountains gathered more than six hundred inches of
snow a year. Ten times more than Fairbanks.

They stopped first at Dr. Funes’ office near the university.
Needing to use the bathroom, Alasa followed him into the
hospital. Nurses, patients, orderlies, and family members
crowded the hallways. Dr. Funes unlocked a door labeled
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lowe program in molecular medicine and human ge-
netics.

Alasa hurried down the corridor, passing a sign: critical
care – authorized personnel only. She turned where Dr.
Funes had directed her. No bathrooms in sight. Just a se-
ries of closed doors. She stepped cautiously through an open
door at the end of the hallway, hoping to find someone famil-
iar with the hospital’s layout. Inside, beneath an oxygen tent,
lay a bearded young man with a bandaged, shaven head and
two sunken, blackened eyes. Tubes protruded fromhismouth
and nose. Beside him, a respirator wheezed, and a heart mon-
itor beeped.

“Ma’am, visitors aren’t allowed in critical care. You’ll have
to leave.” The nurse who spoke sat in a chair just inside the
door.

“What happened to him?”
“Car accident on the Parks. He was medevacked in around

ten or so. He’s in an induced coma.” She urged Alasa out and
shut the door in her face.

The name on the paperwork beside the door: Thomas Port-
man.

Dr. Funes found Alasa crying in the women’s bathroom by
first calling in to her. After a few moments, he entered and
knocked politely on the bathroom stall.

“What are you doing in the women’s bathroom, Doctor?”
Alasa asked. She flushed the toilet, wiped the tears from her
face, and exited the stall with as much dignity as she could
muster.

“I was concerned.”
“The boy from last night. He’s in a coma. In this hospital.

The critical care ward.” Alasa washed her hands in the sink.
Warm water poured through her outstretched fingers.
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“What boy?”
“The hitchhiker.”
“I don’t know who you mean.”
“TOM. The boy with the beard! The kid who rode in

your backseat for four hours from Denali to Anchorage! We
dropped him off downtown.”

Dr. Funes placed a hand on Alasa’s shoulder and looked
into her eyes. “There was no one.”

Alasa shook badly, then wiped away tears, desperately try-
ing to regain her composure. “Let’s go,” she said.

“Are you alright?”
Alasa left the bathroom with Funes following. No, Alasa

thought, I am not alright.
“A dream. Youmust have dreamt of a boy similar to the one

in the hospital,” Dr. Funes said.
“Not similar,” Alasa said. “Not just similar.”
They drove south past Turnagain Arm, Alasa hypnotized

by the shifty, bobbing ice floes that sparkled in blinding
brightness. An hour later, jagged peaks, fjords, and crys-
tallized lakes dominated the landscape. A fairy kingdom. A
world made of glass and light. As they approached a tunnel,
Alasa said, “This is the first time I’ve ever driven to Lotus.”

“They just finished tunnel. It’s the longest highway tunnel
in North America now. Two and a half miles.”

“I liked the ferry.”
They pierced the heart of the mountain range, and the tun-

nel sang a strange doppler tune, a three-note warbled melody
that sounded like how hermother used to call her namewhen
she played outside in the summer. She saw a four-year-old
girl watering flowers in the yard of a beautiful house. An
enormous sapphire-blue castle wall of glacier encircled the
town. Alasa’s mother appeared at the front screen door. She

88



Above an Abyss: Two Novellas

was young, in the prime of her life. She wore a light spring
dress the color of Alasa’s special orchid, a complex color that
seemed both festive and bloody, ripe and bruised.

“Alasa,” her mother called, opening the screen. “Alasa!
Come in, dear!”

She set her watering can down beside her flowers and ran
across the yard, burying her face in the fabric of her mother’s
dress.

“Wash up for lunch.”
Her mother followed her into the kitchen and brought lid-

ded bowls to the table from the stove. Warm bread and a fresh
salad graced separate plates beside the stew.

“Go ahead,” Alasa’s mother said.
They bowed their heads.
“Great is our Lord, and great is His might, and of His un-

derstanding there is no measure. Take care of my Daddy in
heaven and my Mama and me down here on Earth. Amen.”

“Amen.”
The mother lifted the lid from the girl’s bowl. Full of snow.

A tiny child’s hand thrust up, cold and bloodless and blind.
It bloomed before her eyes like an arctic flower, ice-blue and
impossible.

“Alasa.”
Alasa opened her eyes. Emerging from the tunnel, she was

thrust into bright sunlight on the southern side of the moun-
tains. The Lotus Glacier, a mountain of sapphire-blue ice,
tumbled headlong into the sparkling waters of the Sound. At
its base, distinguished solely by a few hundred smoking chim-
neys, nestled the town where Alasa had grown up.

“Welcome home,” Dr. Funes said.
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Lotus was quaint, rugged, buried in snow. By December,
the town would disappear beneath fifteen-foot drifts and
be transformed into a labyrinth of claustrophobic corridors.
Only the main drag, a quarter-mile strip that ran from one
end of town to a large community parking lot, would be
plowed. Access to cars and therefore to the outside world
meant a rented space in that lot. Snow machines and walking
sufficed for local transport. Most of the shops closed for the
winter, but the bars and a few other essentials stayed open
year-round. The off-season population was five hundred, but
it quadrupled in summer. With the influx of tourists came
change—buses and ferries full of tourists from Anchorage
and the place exploded with money. Docks swarmed with
commercial and recreational fishermen. Glacier tours, ad-
venture tours, whale watching tours. In winter, things were
different. In winter, Lotus hunkered down and people lived
like rodents in a warren. They dug their own little bit of the
labyrinth out and generally stayed put. As they idled silently
down Lotus’ Main Street, Alasa, wanting time alone, asked
Dr. Funes to stop in front of the Green River Bar & Grill.

“I made reservations at the Lotus Lodge,” he said.
“Park down at the end of this street. You’re gonna have to

pay twenty bucks or so. There will be guys there to shuttle our
bags down to the lodge on snow machines, but it’s not far.”

“I’ll leave a key for you at the reception.”
Alasa nodded, exited the car and shut the door behind her.

It opened back up and Dr. Funes thrust her parka out at her.
“Your coat.”
Alasa snatched the parka and climbed over the snow bank

in front of the bar. It was embarrassing, forgetting your parka
inAlaska. She pulled open the heavy door andwalked into the
Green River. Inside, a half-dozen men lined the dim bar. All
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but one sat in front of drinks and stared up at a commercial for
deodorant on the television screen. The sixth was reading a
book. GeorgeThorogood played from a jukebox. A pool table
squatted like a green sarcophagus behind them, taking up a lot
of space. Except for the motion on the flickering screen, the
physical stillness was so total that Alasa felt she could have
been looking at an oil painting. She took a seat beside the
reader and watched the television until the bartender made
his way to her.

“Whiskey on the rocks and a glass of water.”
“I’ll get that,” the reader said.
The bartender looked to Alasa for an okay. When she

shrugged, he went about making and serving the drink. Only
coffee before the reader, who placed a marker in his book,
rested it on the bar, and lit a cigarette.

Alasa lifted the drink in thanks. He cheers-ed her with his
coffee.

“Just passing through?”
She nodded.
“Good idea.”
“You come to bars to read and drink coffee?”
“My therapist says I need to socialize. So I sit at this bar

with these numbskulls for an hour every day and read.”
“Fuck you,” said a man at the end of the bar without taking

his eyes off the television.
“The conversation keeps me coming back.”
The reader was good-looking, but not in an Alaska way. He

was young, but balding, and he wore glasses. Alasa liked his
jawline. She liked that he didn’t drink. In Alaska, sobermeant
trustworthy. Alcohol ruined ninety percent of all eligiblemen
in this state. Alasa liked to drink. She just didn’t like the men
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she slept with to drink. She finished the whiskey, took a sip of
the water and stood.

“Thanks for the drink.”
He placed his burning cigarette in the ashtray and reopened

his book. “Hey,” he said.
Alasa turned, afraid she’d left her wallet on the bar.
“You should stop by the library some time,” he said.
“Why?”
“Because I’m the librarian.”

Alasa followed a series of high-walled snow corridors to the
waterfront. In some places, people had sprayed arrows and
names on the walls to indicate where junctions led. Street
names. Business names. Sometimes just the words “This
Way” or “Do Not Enter.” As she approached the waterfront,
the corridors shrunk and finally disappeared all together near
the pier. It was four p.m., already past sunset and the Lotus
Glacier towered over the town in the gloaming, plunging its
icy teeth into the sea. As a sliver calved from its face into
the water, profound rumbling chased a gunshot crack across
the water. The glacier was always slowly moving, growing
out, expanding towards the town. Or maybe it was shrink-
ing. Alasa couldn’t remember which. It no longer seemed to
matter.

Her mother had learned her husband’s fate while standing
on this very pier. Alasa, fetal at the time. Yet her mother had
told her the story so often that she retained it as her ownmem-
ory. Family members of the crew had waited for the Coast
Guard to return from the site of the wreck. The Lotus May
had exploded and sunk off Twoheaded Island days prior. A
liquid gas line broke and ignited when gas met galley stove.
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The Coast Guard commander wrung his hat with worry as he
addressed the expectant crowd.

“The sea took all souls, folks, I’m sorry.”
The sea took all souls. The gray metal of the Sound rippled

in the wind. A hothouse-sized chunk of ice floated not far
from shore. Alasa’s pangs turned to anguish. She’d abandoned
her orchids, her beautiful sanctuary. What of the struggle,
the long hours, the frustration, the years it had taken her to
build her farm into a business? Was it even a business? She’d
never sold any orchids. For a living, she did something for the
university. Yes. Didn’t she?

Panic gripped her. She turned from the water and hurried
back into the labyrinth. It wasmuch darker now. She sprinted
the corridors, not slowing until she had regained Main Street.
Safe among the storefront lights, she doubled over before an
optometry shop and let her aching lungs recover and grow
warm. She saw through the window an optometrist, who
could be her peer. The woman was fitting an older man with
glasses. The customer twisted his face under a newly applied
nosepiece, and the optometrist didn’t appear to care. She
looked bored and irritated, smoking through the interaction.
She fiddled with the glasses and handed them back. Another
attempt by the customer. Another drag on the cigarette by
the optometrist. She met Alasa’s eyes and Alasa turned away
headed towards the lodge.

Alasa covered her tattoo when Dr. Funes arrived with dinner
at her room. Soda and fried halibut with tartar sauce. They
sat on her bed, using newspaper as a tablecloth, and ate the
greasy halibut with their fingers.

“How does it feel to be home after so long?” Dr. Funes
wiped his mouth with a napkin and sipped up his drink.
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“It’s like I’m dreaming about someone else’s life,” Alasa said.
“But I saw someone I recognized.”

“Someone you know well?”
“I think she was my best friend in high school.”
“What did you talk about?”
“We didn’t.”
“Well, you must, of course.”
“Why?”
The ball of greasy newspaper in her hand reminded her of

things within things, not-yets within not-yets. She recalled a
woman and an infant, a fetus within that infant.

“This is why we are here.”
“What would it prove? I’m a different person than I was

then.”
“Your shared history with people like this friend is the key

to strengthening re-cognition. The mind is a muscle. It must
be flexed. We must send your memory to the gym. It must
do bench presses and curl dumbbell. It must, as they say, get
ripped.”

She laughed, in spite of herself.
The next day, Alasa returned to the optometry shop.
“Oh my god. Alasa Memnov!”
Alasa approached the counter. She caught a glimpse of her-

self in one of the dozens of mirrors in the place. She took her
hat off and ran a hand through her hair. “Hi Lucy.”

“Hi Lucy? Are you fucking kidding me? Just like that? The
mysterious Alasa Memnov walks in the door after what—two
decades? Hi Lucy.”

Alasa shrugged.
“Alasa goddamn Memnov, the vanishing girl. Honest to

God, I can say I never thought I’d see you again. How the hell
are you?”

94



Above an Abyss: Two Novellas

“I’ve been better. Yourself?”
Lucy gestured at the shop, the street outside. “Lotus, you

know? Still living in the maze. Never managed to escape.
Nothing much ever really changed for me. I’m married, I
guess. Got two kids.”

“Congratulations.”
“It’s not really what I signed up for, to be honest.”
“Life is like that.”
“Damn straight.” Lucy suddenly brightened. “Hey! Let’s go

get a drink. Give me ten minutes to close up here.”
“Are you sure that’s okay?”
“Sure I’m sure! I’m the damn boss.”
This woman had been her best friend? Alasa couldn’t be-

lieve it.

So close to the shop, the Green River caught them. Lucy knew
everyone there. The librarian, again reading at the end of
the bar, lifted his coffee in greeting to Alasa. Lucy pounded
the bar and demanded drinks for her and her “long lost best
friend.”

“Ten pounds every ten years, they say. Look at me, Ally.
How much would you say I’ve gained?”

“You look great.”
“Bullshit. I look like the tourists we used to make fun of.

Remember? Remember how we’d get high and laugh?”
“Sure.” Alasa did not remember and affected a smile.
“Those fat, pasty, middle-aged bitches with the little dogs

under their arms and their bratty children and drab little hus-
bands?”

“Every summer,” Alasa said.
“Well,” Lucy drained another drink and slapped the bar. “I

got the brats and the fat, but my dog and husband sure as hell
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ain’t little. They’re both huge. They kind of look like each
other. The Rottweiler’s better looking, actually. Better hung,
too. And what about gorgeous you? What’s your story?”

“Nothing much to speak of. A few flings now and again
over the years, I guess.”

Even fortified by alcohol, Alasa could not match her gaze.
Lucy began to cry childlike tears and just as rapidly apologized
through them. “Why did you go?”

“I don’t know,” Alasa said.
“You just left me.”
“It was so long ago. I was young.”
“We were like sisters, you said.”
Dumbstruck, Alasa grimaced as Lucy patted her hand,

leaving it moist with tears. Alasa fought the urge to wipe her
hands with a napkin.

“It’s not your fault. I’m glad you made it out. I’m just…so
unhappy, Ally. After you left, everything kind of went to shit.
You meant so much to me.” A crude oil of mascara and tears
dangled in droplets from her lashes.

“I should have written.” Alasa spoke to the drink between
her hands. “Things have been tough. They haven’t been
good.”

“Don’t apologize,” Lucy said, collecting herself. She laid a
twenty on the table for the drinks. “I have to go back to work
now.”

“Why don’t we order some food or something, take a
walk?”

“It’s way too late for that, but don’t you worry about me,
baby. I can take care of myself.”

Alasa watched her go, her old best friend whom she re-
membered not at all.
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“You’re a real people person, aren’t you?” the librarian
asked, taking Lucy’s empty seat.

“She’s going back to work,” Alasa said.
“Don’t fret. Shewon’t blind anyone. Ahalf dozen kamikazes

are just a warm-up. I’ve seen her drink every man in this bar
under the table.”

“Comforting.”
“Fortunately, your eyes appear perfect. Black as night and

deep as an abyss, but perfect.”
“You’re a real charmer. Tell me, how did you become the

dusty old librarian of this backwater?”
“You make it sound so exciting.”
“It’s exciting?”
“Damn straight. The librarian is the most powerful person

in any community.”
“How’s that?”
“We’re the keepers of the collective memory, the only ones

who can ever really remember.”

The librarian led her, stumbling and laughing, to the small,
but high-ceilinged library. The wooded structure was bur-
nished to a warm glow. Alasa walked past the reference desk
admiring the tall wooden shelves filled with books, the hard-
wood floors, and the wrought-iron staircase, which wound to
an overhead balcony. “It’s like a church in here.” She hefted a
book from a shelf. The volume felt good. Solid and real.

“That’s because it used to be a church.”
For an instant, Alasa heard a chorus in the balcony, saw a

bearded priest sermonizing from the reference desk. “Russian
Orthodox,” she said. “I must have come here withmymother.
When I was a little girl. She was devout.”

“So you are from Lotus.”
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Alasa didn’t answer. Instead, she wandered into Fiction,
running her hand along the spines.

“The state acquired the building in the late seventies. When
the congregation dwindled,” the librarian said.

“To where?”
“Passed away, mostly. Kids move out of Lotus first chance

they get. So, where we once had a church, now we have a
library.”

He took a book from the shelf and moved it to its proper
space, aligning spines along the way.

“So are you a God-fearing librarian?”
“I’m good with God. You?”
“I forgot he existed.”
“What reminded you?”
“Death.”
She leaned against the stacks and grabbed the librarian

playfully by the belt as he approached.
“Death?”
“Or something very much like it.”
She took off his glasses and kissed him.
“It’s been a long time,” he said.
“Some things,” Alasa assured him, “you don’t forget.”

While the librarian slept in the loft, Alasa crept down the
wrought-iron staircase and found Borges in the stacks. She
plucked Labyrinths from the shelf and took it to the loft to
read, hoping it would put her to sleep, but it engrossed her
instead, as it once had long before. She forgot about the li-
brarian until he woke and beckoned her close. He examined
the book, almost seemed to caress it. “You like it?” he asked.

“One story in particular. It’s about this young guy who falls
from his horse and afterward he can’t forget any experience—
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real or imagined—from the present or the past.” She opened
to a page. “‘His perception and his memory were infallible,’”
she read aloud. “‘He knew by heart the forms of the southern
clouds at dawn on the 30th of April, 1882, and could compare
them in his memory with the mottled streaks on a book in
Spanish binding he had only seen once.’”

“That’s some memory,” the librarian murmured.
“‘The present was almost intolerable in its richness and

sharpness. As were his most distant and trivial memories.’”
“The old gift-that’s-really-a-curse trick.”
“He drowns in memory.”
“Hm.”
“He goes insane.”
The librarian ran his hand along her thigh and her hip, up

her back and across her shoulder. “What is this? A black
dahlia?”

“Orchid.”
“And the numbers? What are they—a date?”
“I don’t remember,” she said angrily.
“Apologies. I didn’t mean to pry.”
Alasa stood and began to dress as quickly as she could.
“Where are you going?”
Alasa slipped a sweater on and faced him, alarmed and vul-

nerable on the couch.
“If a doctor appeared and told you that you were going to

start losing your mind. What would you do?”
“What?”
“If he had studied your DNA and found out you carried

a gene that stole your mind and then turned you into a hat
stand. What would you do?”

“I’d be pretty pissed off.”
“After that.”
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“I don’t know. What could I do? It’s my mind. I can’t shore
it up with a two-by-four.”

Alasa donned her boots, grabbed her parka, hat, and gloves
and heaved the library’s heavy door open and slipped into the
cold. Overhead, the cranes’ heads of streetlights bowed over
the labyrinth of snow. Orange shadows dogged her as she
moved.

The northern lights in the magenta of her mother’s spring
dress rippled and swayed above. If only that color would pour
down into her orchids. Unsure of where to go, Alasa paced a
few circles like a wolf before lying down in the middle of the
street and resting her head in the snow. She allowed the aurora
to transfix her and felt not in the least bit cold.

“No peudo olvidar nada,” said the black-suited Funes beside
her. All around then, the ice-blue of glaciers, the blinding
whiteness of snowfields, and at their feet, the moraine lake of
unknown depth and extent.

“You remember everything?”
“Todo,” Funes said. His sapphire eyes: gimlets into her

own. “Me hace insano.”
“Soon, I won’t be able to remember anything.”
“Esta niña. Esta afuera. Ella va helarse. Hace muy frio. No

tenes frío.”
Alasa cocked her head, bewildered. A bitter wind suddenly

blew across the lake. Alasa turned her back. She grimaced
and folded her arms over her chest, shielding her body from
its bite. Clouds blocked the sun. It grew dark.

“Alasa!”
Whose voice? She turned again toward the lake. Funes had

gone.
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Stripped to her long underwear, Alasa awoke in her hotel
bed. A half-dozen heavy blankets weighed her down, and
she groaned as she pushed them off her chest. Groggy, she
stumbled into the bathroom and vomited, only to re-emerge
to Dr. Funes curled in a chair by the door with her parka over
him.

“How do you feel?” he asked.
“Hungover.”
Dr. Funes approached and laid a hand on her forehead.
“Very, very dangerous. Ten more minutes and I would be

treating you for hypothermia. You’re lucky I happen to be a
night owl. I found you by accident. I was taking a walk before
bed.”

“I want to see the house where I grew up.”
“Rest first.”
“I’m running out of time.”

In a tight section of the maze, snowdrifts towered overhead.
The corridors were narrow and poorly maintained. Alasa
would never have found the house without the marker of its
spray-painted number. A grotesque, gothic knocker adorned
the door. A gargoyle of some kind, resembling, Alasa real-
ized, Funes the Memorious. She knocked. The insulating
berms of snow ate the noise, reducing the knock to a sound
like a fingernail clicking against a tooth.

No one answered.
Alasa climbed the snow to look into a high window of the

house. All dark, perhaps abandoned. Yet nearby she spied a
crude, steep staircase carved into the snow. Alasa mounted it
and struggled up the side of the twelve-foot wall.

“Where are you going?” Dr. Funes called from below, but
Alasa let the question drift away without a reply.
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At the top, she pulled herself into the sparkling white to-
pography above the maze. The upper stories of houses dotted
the landscape around her. Towards the water she could see
the cavern that was Main Street. Smoke rose from chimneys.
In the distance, a pod of snow machines ferried guests from
the lodge. Behind her, the Lotus Glacier loomed. Alasa grew
a little dizzy, dazzled by the vastness outside the maze and her
proximity to the sun.

A post-holed trail led from the ladder to the back of the
house. The evident freshness of the trail puzzled her. The
house was obviously vacant. Probably for the rest of win-
ter. Why would anyone be up here? Possibly a caretaker of
some kind, checking the pipes or the meter. The postholes
were deep, but Alasa managed to follow them. She had to rest
every few steps. Sweat ran down her back. She stripped off
her parka and left it hanging off the gutter of the house. At
the trail’s end, Alasa paused at the edge of a deep well in the
snow. She expected to see a fuse box or a water main near
the back door. But no. Something else. Someone had dug a
huge square in the snow. It plunged all the way down to the
ground. Hidden in the shadowy murk, some kind of marker,
some kind of stone. Alasa found steps in the inner wall of the
well. She tried the first one, but it collapsed and set her tum-
bling, shrieking, into thewell. She struck the ground hard and
rolled with a groan onto her back. Overhead, a square of blue
sky.

It was peaceful down here, Alasa decided. But she’d landed
on something and crushed it. Its remains jabbed at her. She
arched up and extracted a dead, potted orchid. She stroked its
skeletal stem and set it down. She crawled across the bottom
of the well to a gravestone and wiped the snow from its face
with her bare hand.
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in loving memory
god’s precious orchid

alasa memnov
sept 2, 1968 – dec 29, 1972

Alasa’s breath hung before the stone, lingering between
them. Finally, she turned and clawed her way up the ladder,
out of the snowy well, away from the child’s grave.

Dr. Funes waited for her on the roof of the house. Hewould
remember this, too, as he remembered everything.

“I don’t understand,” Alasa said when she reached him.
“The mind creates gentle, if elaborate ways to tell us the

worst kind of news.” He handed her Labyrinths. A scrap of
newsprint marked her place.

toddler dies of exposure, mother held

A local girl died of exposure Tuesday after her mother acci-
dentally locked her outside the house overnight, according to the
Lotus County Coroner’s Office.

Neighbors discovered Alasa Memnov, 4, at 8 a.m. Wednes-
day morning on the front step of her own house. She was par-
tially buried in the overnight snowfall.

Time of death is yet to be determined, according to Sheriff
Carl Roy. An autopsy is underway.

“At this time, we are ruling the child’s death a terrible acci-
dent. Her mother appears to suffer from dementia. It appears
she should not have been entrusted with the care of a child,” said
Roy.

The mother, Bebe Memnov, 33, of Lotus, had been diagnosed
with early onset dementia.
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“I would say the system failed her, but from what her doctors
have said, the symptoms manifested far quicker than anyone
expected,” said Roy.

Memnov remains under guarded supervision at St. Peter’s
General Hospital in Lotus and will be transferred to an institu-
tion in Anchorage, according to Dr. Samuel Clowe.

“Mrs. Memnov is lapsing in and out of catatonia. She is
aware her daughter has died, but she does not appear to re-
member the incident.”

A public vigil will be held in Alasa Memnov’s memory on
Jan. 1 at the Lotus Library.

The combined glare of sun and snow overwhelmed Alasa.
She shut her eyes. When she reopened them, she and Funes
waited beside the empty bed of hermother’s room at the nurs-
ing home.

“How do you feel?” he asked.
“Ready,” she replied.
Funes lifted the sheet. She climbed into bed.
“Has she forgiven you?” he asked.
Bebe Memnov rested her head on the pillow.
“That remains to be seen,” she said.
Funes tucked the old woman in the bed and turned off the

light.
“The important part is that you have forgiven yourself,” he

said.
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