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PROLOGUE


It begins with a comet.


Decades ago, an infrared telescope captured the thermal emission streaking through the solar system. Eventually it was determined to be 300.2 kilometers wide and orbiting the sun in an elongated ellipse that would bring it within five hundred thousand miles of Earth.


The moon, by comparison, is 238,900 miles away. This would be, scientists said, a beautiful light show that everyone should enjoy all the more knowing that we’d narrowly escaped planetary annihilation.


The official name of the comet was P/2011 C9, but most people called it Cain, the surname of the astronomer who’d discovered it. Twenty years later, it burned into view and made its close pass by Earth.


People took off work. They gathered at soccer fields and in parking lots, on rooftops and along sidewalks, setting up lawn chairs and picnic blankets and grills and coolers as though readying for a fireworks display. Everyone suddenly owned a telescope. Vendors sold comet T-­shirts and hats and key chains and plush stuffed toys. Surfers stacked up on beaches waiting for the big waves they believed would come from the gravitational flux. At least two cults killed themselves off, announcing this was the end of the world and the comet a gateway to the vault of heaven.


Professors and scientists and religious leaders became regular guests on cable news shows, where they talked about how comets had long been associated with meteorological and human disasters—­tsunamis, earthquakes, and droughts. In 44 BC, when Caesar was assassinated, his soul was said to depart the Earth and join the comet flaming overhead. In AD 79, a comet aligned with the eruption of Vesuvius. In AD 684, when Halley’s comet passed by, the Black Death broke out, and in 1066, when it made another appearance, William the Conqueror won the Battle of Hastings. Celestial judgment and providence. Or an instrument of the devil, as Pope Callixtus III called it.


“Heaven knows what awaits us,” one professor said. “It is a reminder of our irrelevant smallness and accidental existence in the universe, a glimpse of something violently outside the bounds of human existence, as close as you can come to seeing God.”


Local news reporters interviewed people on the streets. “I don’t know—­it’s just kind of cool,” one man said. “Special. Once-­in-­a-­lifetime sort of deal. You want to be able to say, I was there. It’s almost like we’re living this two-­dimensional life, and now there’s this sense of it being three-­dimensional, if you know what I mean.”


Cain looked like a roughly drawn eye, some said. Or a glowing animal track. Or a slash mark in the fabric of space. A wandering star.


For a few days, the comet made night uncertain, hued with a swampy green light. And by day, the sky appeared twinned with suns. And then—­gradually—­the comet trailed farther and farther away, and people forgot all about it.


Until one year passed. The planet finished its orbit of the sun and spun into the debris field left behind by the comet. The residue of Cain’s passage.


This June, the sky would fall. That’s what the newscasters said.


The meteor shower was not as long-­lasting as August’s Perseids, but for several nights the sky flared and streaked and wheeled, the constellations seeming to rearrange themselves with ever-­shifting tracks of light. At first hundreds and then thousands and then hundreds of thousands and finally an uncountable storm of meteors.


The ground shook. Windows shattered. Grids of electricity went dark. Satellites shredded. Radio signals scrambled. Dogs howled and people screamed their prayers. Many of the meteors dissolved in the atmosphere, but many struck the earth, sizzling into the ocean, splintering roofs, searing through ice, punching craters into fields and forests and mountainsides, like the seeds of the night.


It was then that everything changed.
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Sometimes, when Chuck Bridges takes a long, hard look at his life, he feels like a time traveler who ended up in the wrong place, one of those alternative futures where things went haywire. He should have hair, for one. His hair had been glorious. Thick, inky curls that gave off a kind of light, like an oil puddle in a parking lot or something. Also: He should be a well-­respected mayor or an important scientist guy or maybe the beloved host of one of those programs about UFOs and Bigfoot on the Discovery Channel. Also: He shouldn’t be in a cell.


He’d been arrested before—­a New Year’s DUI, a fistfight at a county fair, a protest march in Anchorage—­but not for years and not for anything serious. Not like this. Port Authority had been waiting at the end of the jet bridge, and as soon as the plane engines quieted to a whine, the flight attendant unlocked the cabin door, and the cops marched in.


They found Chuck in his twentieth-­row seat, and when he said, “I don’t know what you’re looking at me for. I didn’t do nothing wrong,” they yanked him up and twisted his arms behind his back and cuffed his wrists. “You should be thanking me!” he said. “I was trying to save their lives! I’m a goddamn hero!” They escorted him up the jet bridge and along the concourse and through a locked door and down the stairs and into a hall that ended with a windowless cell in the basement of the Fairbanks International Airport.


He tries telling them the same thing he’s been telling everybody else. But they won’t listen.


It goes like this:


Cumulus. Cirrus. Altostratus. Nimbostratus. Clouds have names, right? But even though the sky is ever shifting, the cloud atlas doesn’t change. It’s more like the color wheel than the dictionary or star charts. The labels and order are firm. There is nothing more to discover.


Except that there is. Chuck believes he has identified a new formation. On six different occasions—­six!—­he has documented its existence. The photographs and videos on his cell are not comprehensive, in part because he really needs to order a new phone—­the screen on this one is so cracked, it doesn’t function properly—­and the weather events have been short-­lived, dispersing after less than a minute.


“But you should see it,” he tells everyone. “It’s wild, man.” Its appearance in the clouds at first resembles a stormy sea, with sharp gray waves and pulpy black troughs—­and then something shifts and tendrils lower, like those of a jellyfish. A puckered swirl forms at the center, what could be described as an eye or a mouth.


Then, just as quickly as it began, it dissipates. Briefly apocalyptic is how he describes it. He has sent his files and arguments to both the National Weather Service and the World Meteorological Organization, and they have dismissed him. Not once, but repeatedly. Because he won’t let up. Several scientists and meteorologists have blocked his phone number and e-­mail and a few even filed for restraining orders against him because they are—­in their words—­“Exhausted by the insane ramblings of a hobbyist and conspiracist.”


Of course he takes offense. Not at the conspiracist jab—­that’s fine. It’s the hobbyist label that bugs him. He is in fact a meteorologist for 93.3—the Grizz—­the fifth-­biggest FM market in north-­central Alaska. Or maybe meteorologist isn’t his official title—­he’s a classic rock disc jockey who also acts as the janitor for the station. But by God, he’s been reporting on the weather for more than twenty years—­thirty-­second updates every half hour—­and that’s got to count for something.


What hair Chuck still has he grows long. His wiry beard matches it, running halfway down his chest. He’s long-­limbed and bony except for a prominent belly that makes him look like he’s smuggling a basketball beneath the Hawaiian shirts he favors with his jeans and cowboy boots. He sometimes has at least three pairs of reading glasses on him—­cheaters, he calls them—­one perched on top of his head, another on the tip of his nose, another dangling from a cord around his neck, because he misplaces them so frequently.


And yes, it’s true that he has a blog—­called The Truth Is Out There—­that is responsible for inquiries into cloned celebrities, faked moon landings, microchipped vaccines, mind-­control television programs, alien lizard people, Sasquatch, and the Bermuda Triangle of the North. But so what? So what! There’s nothing illegal about any of that.


The truth of the matter is this: He should get credit for discovering a new cloud system. But he won’t because he made the mistake of telling the NWS that something in the sky was trying to communicate with him. At least he thinks it’s in the sky.


The first time he noticed it—­the whispering in his headphones when he cued up Zeppelin—­he wondered if he was picking up another frequency. And then he got this feeling—­this tingle-­at-­the-­back-­of-­the-­neck feeling—­that made him tear off his headset and spin around in his chair to make sure he was alone in the studio. That’s when he saw it. Out the window. The darkening sky. The lowering shoots. The swirling nexus.


It happened again, and again, and again. Over the course of several years. Not on any regular schedule and not with any steady connection to the temperature or pressure system or moisture index. He recorded the whispers and played them for others, including his wife, but she only said, “Maybe it’s the wind?”


This was in their kitchen, where slices of Spam sizzled on a stovetop pan. “Maybe it’s the wind!” he said with a mean laugh. “That’s what the stupid people say in horror movies before they get killed!”


She shut off the burner, and the meat continued to spit and pop. She crossed her arms and gave him a hard stare. “So I’m stupid, am I?”


“No!” he said, realizing his mistake, stepping back. “No! That’s not what I meant.”


Her name was Janey and she kept her hair and her nails cut short to avoid the fuss. She worked at the credit union as a teller and could butcher a deer in less than an hour and didn’t like much in the way of nonsense outside of the sitcoms she watched at night to relax. She had a way of inclining her head, like a boxer lining up a shot, that usually tipped him off to the fact a big fight might be coming. She was doing precisely that now when she said, “Then what did you mean?”


“I meant . . . I’m frustrated is all. I feel like something’s happening, something important, but I’m the only one who believes it.” He walked over to the kitchen table and flopped down in a chair and put his head in his hands. “I’m sorry.”


She found the spatula and scraped the Spam slices off the pan and onto a plate. She laid a paper towel over them to soak up the grease. Then she walked over to Chuck and rubbed his back and told him it was all right. But she was worried about him.


“You think I’m crazy, don’t you? You always think I’m crazy.”


“I don’t always think you’re crazy. I think some of your ideas are a little out there.”


“This is different. This isn’t some theory about Jack Parsons and the Jet Propulsion Lab. Or Area 51. Or the hodag or Mothman or any of that.”


“How is it different?”


“Because I saw it! I heard it! There’s no distance or speculation. This is raw data. A firsthand account.”


She said, “I think you should listen to the recording again.”


“Fine. Let’s do that.” He set his phone on the table and called up the recording and hit the Play button and they both leaned in. It was as if one of his ears heard it as a whispering urgent voice, and the other heard it as a scratchy recording of the wind. “Maybe I should play it for Theo when he gets home.”


“You should not play it for Theo.”


“Why not?”


“Because he’s fourteen and he already thinks we’re aliens and spends all his time with his friends. There’s no reason to give him another excuse to roll his eyes.”


He squeezed the phone in his palm and stared at his ghostly reflection in the black screen. “The whispering is one thing. But how do you explain the clouds?”


“Well, the TV signal doesn’t come through as sharp when the weather gets rough. I’m guessing the same can be said for radio.”


“I’ve been working at that station for how long? And there’s been some enormous weather. Some serious howlers. But I never noticed this—­never—­until we put up that omnimetal antenna.”


“What are you suggesting?”


He stood up from his chair and went over to the window. This was September and the lawn was yellow weeds. “I don’t know.”


“Well, until you do, maybe you should just take things down a notch.”


But he couldn’t. He sent off more e-­mails and made more phone calls. He brought it up at his favorite bar—­the Broken Mirror—­and ended up getting a bowl of peanut shells dumped over his head. He brought it up on the air during his morning shift and ended up in trouble with the station owner. “The world is a strange enough place right now, don’t you think? People don’t need another reason to be scared, and they sure as shit don’t need an excuse to turn the dial to another station. Give them the news, the weather, and a few laughs. Then shut the hell up and let the rock and roll take over.”


Chuck had become a regular on several Reddit boards and Facebook groups devoted to weather, and it was here that he learned about an upcoming meeting of the American Meteorological Society. The conference would take place at the Red Lion Inn in Portland, Oregon. There were several research meteorologists who would be presenting on subjects like predictive algorithms, atmospheric geophysics, NOAA leadership, and apps like RadarScope. But there was one thing in particular that caught his eye. A scientist named Dr. David Hyuck who taught at the University of Florida and had written a book called Synoptic Analysis was lecturing on the increase in extreme weather since the meteor strikes. Not just droughts and flash floods and hurricanes and tornadoes and blizzards but peculiar phenomena, like a rainstorm of blood in central Texas and a thunderstorm that lasted for ten weeks in Carbondale, Illinois.


Chuck had reached out to him before. Many times before. In fact, Hyuck was one of several scientists who had filed a restraining order against him. Which made no sense. It’s not like Chuck was jerking off on his lawn or threatening his dog or something. So what if he’d found Hyuck’s unlisted address by making a few calls to the Gainesville DMV? So what if he’d gotten hold of his private cell number by tricking the department secretary at the university? Chuck just wanted to talk. If the two of them could meet in person, things would be different. He was certain of it.


So he booked a flight to Portland. He polished his cowboy boots and wore a corduroy jacket over his Hawaiian shirt and even trimmed his nose and ear hair. Because he was going to make a good impression. But upon arriving at the hotel, he discovered that the conference was taking place in an annex that he couldn’t access without registering. To get through security, he needed a name tag, which he could easily acquire if he was agreeable to paying the two-­hundred-­dollar same-­day fee. But he was not agreeable. He had just blown a month of grocery money on the flight down here. He didn’t see the need to register for the same reason he hadn’t seen the need to book a room. He didn’t want to attend any of the panels and lectures. He just wanted to speak to Dr. Hyuck. All he needed was an hour. His flight home was later that afternoon. He would be in and out, so if they could point him in the right direction?


It didn’t take long for things to escalate. Chuck had a habit of speaking loudly—­it was part of being a DJ—­and sometimes people mistook this for yelling. The security guards gathered around him, asking him to please lower his voice, and as they were guiding him away from the annex, he broke free and made a mad dash past registration.


His feet pounded as he negotiated the maze of carpeted hallways looking for ballroom 1A, where he knew Dr. Hyuck would soon be taking the podium. He could hear the guards huffing and yelling, “Stop!” He knocked over a ficus tree, thinking that might slow them down. He dared a look back, and it was then that a catering cart rolled out of a conference room. He ran into it with a crash. Plates shattered. Coffee urns overturned. Linen napkins fluttered like doves, and water chestnuts wrapped in bacon bulleted the wall.


He tried to scramble up and keep running, but the guards had caught up to him. They weren’t so accommodating this time; one jammed a knee into his back and threatened him with a Taser when he screamed, “Dr. Hyuck! Dr. Hyuck!”


A few men in tweed blazers gathered to watch as he was dragged away.


Three hours later, he was back at the PDX airport. He wasn’t about to pay the fee for a flight change, and the cops promised not to charge him if he just got the hell out of their jurisdiction. He had broken his glasses and torn his jacket and lost four hundred and thirty-­five dollars to Delta for nothing. So he decided he might as well get drunk.


Six tiny bottles of vodka and six hours later, he was on a plane roaring past the white fang of Denali and over the forested nowhere of central Alaska. He couldn’t concentrate on reading or watching a movie. If he had worn a tie, he would have loosened it. He could feel the worry creases in his forehead aching from too much use. His tongue felt numb and his chest was slippery and warm. His window shade was open, but his eyes were unfocused, so the world unscrolling beneath the jet blurred.


He had lied to his family. He had told them he had an important meeting scheduled. Said scientists had finally agreed to review his findings. They wanted answers as much as he did and would likely name the new weather formation after him. The Chuck didn’t really work, but Bridges sure did. The Bridges Paradox. Yes, it was pretty much a done deal. Maybe he’d even end up on the front page of the newspaper. It didn’t feel like a lie, because he honestly believed it would happen.


Janey had always supported him. He had a tendency to get really passionate about something and then lose all interest and conviction. When he’d liquidated their assets into silver. When he’d signed up for courses at the U in economics, Mandarin, astrophysics, figure drawing, and creative writing, then dropped out of all of them halfway through the semester. When he’d bought books on coding and the equipment to build his own computer. When he’d rented a backhoe and dug a hole in their yard and begun construction on an apocalypse bunker he planned to pack with canned goods, propane tanks, water jugs. But lately she had grown more impatient with him and he knew that he was facing a week of stony silences and banishment to the couch. He deserved it. He was a big, dumb idiot. He was a—­


He didn’t know how to articulate it, but whenever the clouds gathered and the whispers issued from his headphones at the radio station, he felt . . . something. Something electric that couldn’t be captured through audio or video. Like his nervous system was expanding outward from his body and wiring its sensors into the very air. This same sensation bothered him now.


He tried to stand up but his seat belt caught him. He twisted one way, then another, as if there were somewhere to go. Then he stilled and cocked his head and cupped a hand to his ear. Because he heard it—­maybe spitting and hissing from the overhead ­speakers—­a voice. The words too soft and ephemeral to catch.


“Do you hear that?” he said to no one in particular.


The man beside him had meaty thighs and wide knees that jammed into the seat in front of him. He wore an eye mask and a neck pillow, and he was snoring softly with his mouth open. Chuck reached for him to give a little nudge, but the whispers rose in volume and urgency and made him unclip his seat belt and spin around. A few curious and annoyed gazes flitted toward him, but most everyone else seemed to be lost in a book or a screen.


He ducked down as a chime sounded over his head. The seat-­belt alert. The pilot’s grainy, boxy voice followed, asking passengers take their seats and make sure their belts were fastened because there was a storm system up ahead that had the potential to cause some severe chop.


He slumped back into his seat, buckled his seat belt. His heart thudded in his chest. He must have simply heard some interference in the comm before the pilot’s voice sounded—­that was all. A flight attendant hurried by and he motioned to her. “One more?” he said and held up his plastic cup, a single ice cube rattling on its bottom.


“Sorry,” she said. “We’re supposed to buckle in, and we’re not too far from our descent anyway. Enjoy that last sip.”


He tipped back his head and knocked the cup against his mouth until the ice cube came loose. The medicinal residue of vodka was soaked into it. He leaned his head against the cool glass of his window and scrunched shut his eyes. A couple minutes of sleep would be a nice escape. A narcotic blackness.


The first rumble of turbulence hit the plane. A few nervous laughs sounded after the flight stabilized. Then a hard jolt made several people cry out and grab their armrests. The fuselage groaned and quaked. A baby wailed.


The sun was an hour from setting and the light outside was hazy, so it took Chuck a moment to feel certain of what he saw. “No,” he said. “No!” The plane was shuddering its way into pulpy, swirling, bruise-­shaped clouds lit with sudden cracks of lightning that made it appear as if the sky were opening up.


The pilot’s voice came through the intercom again, but it was interrupted and unclear this time. “Don’t,” he seemed to say. “Look.”


“Don’t,” Chuck said. “Don’t, don’t, don’t.”


The man next to him tore off his eye mask and studied him blearily. “What’s your problem, buddy?”


The air suddenly tasted like hot cardboard. Chuck twisted the valve above him, trying for a fresh blast of oxygen, but his lungs felt like they couldn’t fully fill. He closed the window shade and immediately opened it again.


Because there were shapes in the clouds. They were not like the giraffes or alligators a child might imagine in a puff of white. They were tentacles coiling and oozing throughout the black thunderheads. Here was a giant eye in a flickering ball of lightning. Here was a gaping mouth, miles wide, its breath powerful enough to make the plane tremble.


“Don’t you see,” Chuck said, tapping at the window with his finger.


He didn’t wait for a response. He unclipped his belt and climbed over the man beside him and raced up the aisle. He tripped over a foot. An elbow knocked his thigh. He lurched into a seat, got up again. “We’re going to die if you don’t get us out of this system!” Chuck said when he finally arrived at the cockpit door. He pounded at it with his fists. “Do you hear me! We’re all going to die!”


It was then that the cabin lights went dark. The plane banked hard before settling into a steady shuddering line. Everyone’s cell phone lit up, and a scratchy static like the popping of an old vinyl record started to play from all of them. And the whispers began.


That’s more or less what he tells the Port Authority cops in the interrogation room at the Fairbanks International Airport. There are two of them: a big Alaska Native guy with sleeve tats, a ponytail, and acne-­scarred cheeks, and a short woman who chews gum like she hates it and has the kind of red hair that comes from a bottle. It is puffed up on top and clipped short along the ears and runs to her shoulders in back. His name is Ted-­O and her name is Diane. They keep their arms crossed and their eyebrows raised.


“I just honestly don’t know why you’re treating me like a criminal. I told you before, I didn’t do nothing wrong. In fact, I literally probably saved the lives of everyone on board that plane.”


“Saved their lives, huh?” the red-­haired one says.


“Yes.”


When Diane speaks, he can smell the puff of mint from several feet away. “How exactly did that work?”


“The pilot changed his course. He listened to me. And here we are.”


“Here we are, all right,” Ted-­O says. “You done?”


“I guess.”


“Ain’t you gonna ask for a lawyer or something?”


“Would I have to pay him?”


“Lawyers are rich, right? Reason for that.”


“I was a prelaw major for a few months,” Chuck says. “I think I’m perfectly capable of representing myself.”


Diane pulls the gum from her mouth and sticks it to the underside of the table. “Do you know that flight-­crew interference can come with a fine of up to two hundred and fifty thousand dollars and twenty years in prison?”


“Then,” Ted-­O says, “there’s fines the FAA can hit you with.”


“Plus you’re probably going to be banned from Delta.”


“My advice?” Ted-­O says. “You plead temporary insanity.” He poses the question to his partner: “Don’t you think? Insanity? Temporary?”


“Temporary?” she says. “He’s still acting crazy. When does the temporary end?”


“I’m not crazy,” Chuck says.


“Said every crazy person ever.”


“Flight-­crew interference.” Chuck straightens up and combs his beard with his fingers. “Is that what I’m being charged with?”


The Port Authority cops shrug their shoulders as one. “Up to the feds, man,” Ted-­O says.
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There was a time when Theo would hold his father’s hand when shopping at Big Ray’s or the Bentley Mall. He would imitate his style, wearing cowboy boots with Hawaiian shirts. He would listen to the radio every morning when he ate his Froot Loops and mimic his father’s voice when he transitioned into commercial breaks, saying, “Thanks for listening to the mighty roar of the Grizz, your source for classic rock!” He didn’t question the existence of Bigfoot or UFOs for the same reason that he didn’t question Santa Claus—­if his father said it was true, then it must be. Because dads were giants; dads were gods.


But that was before. His whole world changed the summer he graduated from middle school; that’s when puberty finally kicked into gear and he shot up six inches and gained fifty pounds of bone and muscle. Nobody recognizes Theo. Theo doesn’t recognize Theo. And that dumb little kid who worshipped his father? He’s the past. He’s a ghost.


These days, at fourteen, a high-­school freshman, Theo finds himself rolling his eyes and blowing sighs at everything his dad says and does. “Can you not call me buddy?” Theo says. “Buddy is such a weird, old-­man word.” And “Can you knock before you come in my room? I could be naked or something, and even if I’m not naked, it’s weird. It’s just weird having you barge in.” And “Can I get an unlimited data plan already? Everybody else’s got one.” And “You have food in your beard. It’s disgusting. Also, you have food in your teeth.” And “Don’t come to the door when you pick me up at my friend’s house, okay? Just wait outside and text me.” And “Don’t ask if I have a girlfriend.” And “Don’t burp.” And “Don’t have sex with Mom when I’m in the house. I can hear you. It’s revolting.” And “Also, don’t walk around without a shirt on. Also, don’t ever, not ever, not in a million years, touch my phone.”


Theo’s Hawaiian shirts have been replaced by a camo coat and thrift-­store vintage tees. He purged all Zeppelin and GNR from his phone and replaced them with Luke Combs and Drake. He scrapes his fork across his plate as quickly as possible, finishes his dinner, and asks to be excused so he can hide out in his room and get online with his friends to play Fortnite and Apex Legends. They no longer had family game nights or movie nights, and they no longer went on hikes or camped. Because Theo was busy with school or busy with his friends, which was another way of saying not in the mood. “I feel like we hardly see each other anymore, buddy,” his father sometimes says. “I feel like I hardly know who you are.” In response to which Theo can only shrug while thinking: Good.


He knew that everybody’s parents were embarrassing. Jim Jim’s dad rode around in a Buick with moose antlers anchored to the hood. Frannie’s mom didn’t have but three teeth in her mouth. The Ranson twins were always driving their drunk parents home from the bar. The Trachtenberg and Berdahl parents were always screwing each other and swapping houses. If Theo thought about it, just about everybody over forty was a total weirdo and disaster.


But there was something different about his father, even by the standards of Fairbanks, a place where you could live in a yurt or a school bus or a house made of welded-­together shipping containers and nobody would blink an eye. His loudness was the problem. People didn’t like being told what to do or think around here. They kept to themselves. Even Theo knew that, and he couldn’t even drive yet. Whether his father was on the radio or at the bar, his voice was always dialed up to eleven, and what he was broadcasting made people glance his way and shake their heads in pity or annoyance or judgment.


Now—­Monday morning at Lathrop High—­the other students are bending their eyes toward Theo and giving him that same look. Because this weekend, all the gate agents and luggage handlers and janitors and Port Authority cops and TSA officers at Fairbanks International headed home, pulled up their chairs to the supper tables, and reported that crazy old Chuck Bridges had gone totally off his rocker on an inbound Delta flight. Some said he was drunk and some said he was high and some said he was completely sober. Some said he tried to bring down the plane. Some said he was convinced a goblin was clinging to the wing or that a flying saucer was going to beam them all up. Who knew with that guy? Port Authority tossed him in a holding cell, and federal charges were expected before EOD Monday. But really, they ought to pretzel him into a straitjacket and send him straight to the loony bin, right? Right.


Lathrop High is a series of rectangular slabs cored with long hallways, cinder-­block walls painted white, and skinny windows that didn’t let in enough light. The floors are a purple tile that grow filmy with salt in the winter. There are glass trophy cases celebrating the rifle and cross-­country teams. Every classroom is a cold cube of fluorescent light with different posters tacked to the walls depending on the subject: Shakespeare, Einstein, Miles Davis, Thomas Jefferson, Frida Kahlo.


In first-­period English, Mrs. King moves up and down the aisles during a quiz and gives his shoulder a squeeze when she passes him. He looks up at her, and she gives him a pinched smile and whispers, “Are you hanging in there?” In American History, after he takes his seat but before the bell rings, he hears somebody a few rows back saying, “He was trying to go full 9/11. Take out the whole downtown.” In the restroom, he catches two kids staring at him in the mirror while he washes his hands, and when he says, “The hell are you looking at?” they race out without rinsing the soap from their knuckles.


As a young kid, Theo had always been big, but he was chubby. A-­pack-­of-­Oreos-­in-­a-­single-­sitting kind of child who preferred an elastic waistband. Aside from a few clumsy attempts at baseball and soccer, he avoided sports. But now his body is in overdrive. Hair everywhere. Bad smells. Growing pains that make his bones feel like they are marrowed with lava. He drinks three gallons of milk a week. He hit six feet over the summer, and his mother guesses he has a few more inches in him before he tops out. He let his brown hair grow down to his shoulders. Girls have started smiling at him, talking to him between classes and in line at the cafeteria, but he isn’t so good at talking back. His grandfather says he has the build of a grizzly bear. He doesn’t really know what to do with all this extra body. Most of his time is spent slumped in a chair or staring at himself naked in his closet mirror.


But he finds a use for his size today. Fifth period. Phys ed. They’re running the mile. For lunch, the cafeteria served meat loaf and mashed potatoes, and Theo made the mistake of returning for seconds, and now he feels like he’s ready for a big hot puke and a long nap. He slogs along, his feet slapping the track, two laps down, two to go. The September sun brings sweat to his forehead that burns his eyes.


The teacher, Mr. Reuben, who also coaches the football and track teams claps his hands and yells bland encouragement from the sidelines. “Let’s go, folks! You got this!” He is a box-­shaped man who always wears a purple hoodie with the malamute mascot on his breast. He clutches a stopwatch and periodically calls out how much time has passed. “Five and thirty. Five and thirty, everybody. Go hard.”


Maybe it’s just the sweat blurring his vision, but Theo thinks he sees something. For just a moment. North of town, a chain of hills rises into the White Mountains, and a few gray, cottony clouds cluster there. As Theo takes a couple more lumbering steps, the clouds swirl and solidify into the shape of an eye. His gait stutters; he nearly trips. A few girls giggle as he rights himself, and by then, whatever he thought he saw has gone.


He worries a lot about genetic inheritance. Some sloppy puree of his parents makes him him—­that’s inarguable. He can’t control his eye color (green, the same as his father’s) or the quality of his fingernails (flat and brittle, like his mother’s). Maybe he’ll go bald. Maybe he’ll get heartburn and precancerous moles. Maybe he’ll unavoidably develop a number of their traits. But he’s doing everything he can to avoid becoming their shadow otherwise. The crazy, especially. He doesn’t want that wrinkle in his brain that carries his dad’s breed of crazy. And yet here he is, seeing shit that shouldn’t be seen.


Theo has twice been lapped by Chris Peters, one of those honor-­roll kids whom parents and teachers love but who is actually secretly a giant dick. Student council, cross-­country, choir, golf. Blond hair, white teeth, white sneakers, muscles tight as rubber bands, wearing the same smug smile every hour of the day. He crosses the finish line now—­no doubt breezing in under six minutes—­kicks the lactic acid out of his legs, paces around, and scoops up his water bottle and sprays some over his head before taking a sip. He watches the other runners pass him, offering up a few high fives and an occasional “Way to go.” His eyes settle on Theo as he approaches, and something twists and lights up in his expression. “Junior terrorist here looks like he’s moving in slow motion,” he says.


Theo jogs five yards past him and stops running. He doesn’t know what he plans on doing, but his body takes care of that decision for him. He spins around and charges and wrestles Chris into a hug, then he uses the momentum to swing the boy up, almost over his head, and slams him down on the grass.


Chris’s eyes bulge, his face reddens, and his body goes rigid; from his mouth comes a choking sound. For a moment Theo worries he might have paralyzed him. But then the boy gasps and sucks air into his lungs, and Theo realizes he only knocked the wind out of him. Theo balls up his fists, waiting for a fight, but the boy curls into a ball, sputtering and blinking rapid-­fire as if he can’t quite focus on what Theo has become.


“Hey!” Mr. Reuben yells. “Hey, that’s enough, you guys!” He sprints across the track and puts his body between the two of them and bellies Theo back a few steps.


Theo doesn’t say he’s sorry, but he holds up his hands to make it clear he’s done.


“You going to live, Peters?” Mr. Reuben says to the fallen boy, but before he gets a response, he clamps a hand around Theo’s right biceps and says, “You and me, let’s go take a walk.”


The runners keep circling, but many of them slow their pace and crook their necks, watching Mr. Reuben lead Theo to the center of the field. Here—­out of earshot—­the teacher lets him go and lowers his voice: “I heard what he said to you.”


Theo doesn’t know what to say to this, so he drops his eyes.


“I don’t know what’s going on with your old man, okay? He’s obviously in trouble. But he’s him and you’re you. You can’t let his shit get mixed up in yours. You gotta be your own man. Understand?”


“I guess.” This isn’t the way Theo expected the conversation to go.


Mr. Reuben clicks his tongue a few times and walks around him in a circle and gives him an assessing look. “You’re quite the bruiser, aren’t you? Picked Peters up like he was made of paper.”


Theo’s shoulders rise and fall in a shrug.


“What do you weigh? Two thirty? Two forty?”


“Don’t own a scale.”


“Why didn’t I see you at football tryouts?”


“Don’t know how to play.”


“It ain’t rocket science, I can assure you.”


“Not really a sports guy.”


“Then what kind of guy are you?”


He shrugged again.


“You know it’s a good thing, being part of a team. You’ve got a support system. You make lifelong friends.”


“I got friends.”


“Yeah, I’ve seen your friends.”


More and more students cross the finish line and stagger off to stretch or flop themselves on the grass. Mr. Reuben glances at the stopwatch and beeps it off and tucks it in his pocket. “You’re probably going to be figuring some things out over the next few weeks, but I could sure use you as a lineman.”


“Aren’t you going to suspend me?”


Mr. Reuben has small eyes, made smaller now as his eyes pouch in consideration. “No, I don’t think so. And if you sign up for the team, of course I’ll be much more inclined to keep this between us.” He slaps Theo on the shoulder. “Now, go on. Shower up. Get changed. I don’t want you and Peters in the locker room at the same time. Not until you both cool off.”


An hour later, Theo is seated in study hall, a paperback open before him. He’s trying his best to read The Talisman, but the words keep crawling away from him; his mind is distracted. He tries to puzzle out the paragraph he’s in the middle of—­something about jumping between worlds—­then flips back a page for context, then another page, then all the way to the beginning of the chapter.


He’s still buzzing from what happened in gym. He’s never been in a fight in his life, and it felt kind of amazing to completely own someone like that. Especially a perfect little bitch like Peters. Theo hasn’t known power many times in his life. Maybe, if that sort of feeling is bottled up inside him and waiting for release, he should sign up for football and fuck some shit up. Fucking some shit up turns out to be fun.


High school was supposed to be a new beginning, and here he is, a month in, still hanging with the same dumb friends and playing the same dumb games and quoting the same dumb movies. You gotta be your own man, Mr. Reuben said, and that line keeps looping through his brain. Every now and then as his mother was reading a novel or watching a TV show, she’d say, “Now that’s a good line,” and go write it down in this leatherbound journal she called a commonplace book. If Theo had one, he’d put that Gotta be your own man shit on the first page. He even imagines it as a sweet tattoo in, like, a barbed-­wire font, probably running around his biceps. And then, when he was playing football and slammed another player to the grass, he would stand up and flex the tattooed biceps—­like, showcasing it—­and Mr. Reuben would yell from the sidelines, That’s what I’m talking about! Yeah. That would be pretty badass. He can almost see the white flash of the cheerleaders’ panties when they did cartwheels celebrating his hugely important tackle.


Alaska doesn’t have a baseball or football or basketball team of its own—­not outside of the universities—­so maybe that’s why Theo doesn’t care about sports. He knows plenty of people who cheer for the Seahawks (because they’re the closest franchise) or the Braves (because they’re always on TBS), but it just never clicked for him. The same as religion. He could watch a game or attend a service and make the same motions everybody else did without actually believing in any of it. Cheer here, pray there, “Hallelujah,” “Great game,” blah-­blah.


But maybe that isn’t fair. He’s completely in love with all things Marvel and DC. He wishes he attended Hogwarts and lived in Middle Earth and piloted his own Millennium Falcon. He and his pals play Magic, Warhammer, Dungeons and Dragons. Sure, at a glance, the jocks and geeks seem like they belong to separate camps, but when you get right down to it, they’re more or less the same. The people who love sports and the people who love sci-­fi and fantasy both wear face paint and costumes and pretend themselves into heroes. Their day is ruined or made depending on whether their team—­the Avengers or the Trailblazers—­pulls off a win. They obsess over minutiae, trivia: This is the batting average of David Justice in 1994, and also did you know Wolverine made his first appearance in The Incredible Hulk no. 181? Fandom just means you want to be part of something bigger, and what’s wrong with that? Because whatever you’ve got going on at home isn’t nearly as exciting or high stakes as what might be inked on the page or projected on the screen, so you transport yourself elsewhere. He can get behind that. If his heart rate spikes when dwarfs battle goblins in a cave system beneath the mountains, he can’t blame people for cheering when gladiators clash on the football field or basketball court. If he knows what a Beholder is and how to cast a healing spell, he can figure out when to blitz and the difference between a smashmouth and pistol offense. He can become a sports dude. Maybe he already is a sports dude? He should probably buy a jersey or something.


Really, it’s his dad’s fault that he doesn’t already play football. That’s something you’re supposed to be exposed to growing up. The old man should have invited Theo into the backyard to work on his spirals. He should have tuned in to ESPN at dinner and shared stats off the sports page. Theo is missing an essential strand of American DNA thanks to his father, who is a constant and total disappointment and—­


“Theo?”


The voice startles him to attention, makes him go rigid at his desk. The principal—­Mrs. Carthright—­is standing in the doorway. She—­and everyone else in the room—­is looking at him. “Can I speak to you a moment? In the hall?”


He shoves his book in his backpack and loops its strap over his shoulder and mazes his way through the desks. He figures Mr. Reuben decided to report him after all. Or someone from phys ed said something to somebody else and the news traveled down the halls and made its way to administration. Whatever brash certainty he felt a few minutes ago quickly deflates when he stands before Mrs. Carthright in the empty hall. He’s a kid again. Just a stupid sucky kid.


She wears round owlish glasses and a fleece vest over a gray cotton dress. Her hair is wound in a long silver braid, and she smells like lavender soap. She says, “Theo . . .” and lets his name linger in the air between them. Adults always slow down their sentences when they want to pry out a confession or lay down the guilt.


“I’m sorry,” he says, and he is. He’s never been in a fight, and he’s also never been so much as late for a class, so speaking to the principal shrinks him down to about two inches tall.


“Sorry?” She tips her head. “What do you have to be sorry for? I’m the one who’s sorry.”


“Wait.” He readjusts his backpack and neatens his hair behind his ear. “What?”


“It’s your father, Theo.”


“What about him?”


“He’s in trouble.”


“I know he’s in trouble. All anybody ever wants to do is tell me how he’s in trouble.”


“I mean his health. He’s at the hospital now.”


“No, he’s in jail. Or airport jail. Whatever you call that. He gets these crazy ideas in his head sometimes and . . .” His voice slows and grows shaky. “Is he really in the hospital?”


Mrs. Carthright nods, her face creasing in sympathy. “Your mother is on her way to pick you up.” She reaches out and cups his elbow with her palm. “I hope everything turns out for the best.”


“But what’s wrong with him?”


“That’s unclear.”


“You don’t know or they don’t know?”


“Nobody knows.”
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Rolf keeps forgetting he’s old. His license might say he’s seventy-­one, but in his head, he’s living somewhere in the neighborhood of forty-­five. Time lies. Somebody wound the clock of the world wrong.


He should be able to spend a Saturday splitting a cord of wood without throwing out his back. Hell, he should be able to put on his shoes without sitting down and climb the stairs without running out of breath. And eat a cheeseburger with fried onions without worrying about heartburn and diarrhea. And enjoy a book without reading glasses perched on the end of his nose, for God’s sake.


That’s his predicament now. A few minutes ago, he climbed into bed with a mystery novel and a tumbler of bourbon, but he forgot his damn glasses. Rather than get out, he’s squinting hard, holding the book at arm’s length, then bringing it within a few inches of his eyes, trying to decipher the text. They printed things too small is the problem.


The landline rings. The bedside clock reads 11:32. His wife does not stir—­her arms are folded across her chest and her eyes are covered with a pink frilly sleep mask—­but she says, “Don’t you answer that.”


The phone rings again, its shrillness shivering the air.


“Don’t you dare.”


His eyes dart around the room with his thoughts. A fan wobbles overhead. A Terry Redlin print of a black Lab fetching a shot-­down duck in a morning marsh hangs on the wall. A Pendleton blanket is folded on top of a pine chest. A spider spins a web in the horns of a deer mount. His holster lies on top of the bureau, and his uniform is draped over the back of a lacquered-­log chair. The phone rings again.


“World’s not going to come to an end,” she says. “I can promise you that, Rolf Wagner. Either they’ll give up or they’ll leave a message on the machine. And then you can figure it out in the morning.”


He’s been planning on retiring as sheriff of North Star Borough, but he just can’t quite make the announcement. For twenty years, he’s been in charge of an area roughly the size of New Jersey, and if you think that sounds impossible, it is. There’s the glad-­handing at pancake fundraisers and salmon-­fishing tournaments, and there’s the politics of press conferences buttressed by microphoned podiums, and there’s the ugliness of domestic disputes and car chases and overdoses and homicides that send him deep into the bush and directly into the concrete heart of Fairbanks. His phone never stops ringing and his e-­mail never stops pinging. He’s tired, but he’s addicted to the tired.


Doreen knows it and she made him promise to shut off his cell at eleven every night now that his time is winding down. Mostly he’s made good on that promise. But this caller is bugging them on their unlisted landline, and that’s not something you can just ignore.


“What if it’s the kids?” he says.


“It’s not the kids. The kids call Sunday.”


“What if it’s an emergency that made them call?”


“They’re fine. You let the machine do its job.”


“What if it’s work?”


“That’s what this is really about,” she says. “Work. You won’t be fooling me with your kid-­emergency nonsense.”


“Well . . .” He rolls over, the bed shaking with his weight. He’s staring at the phone as it rings once more.


“Rolf Wagner,” she says.


He grunts at her and hooks the receiver in his hand and brings it to his ear. “Yeah?”


“Emily here.” No I’m sorry it’s so late. No Hope I didn’t wake you up. A few decades ago, he and Emily Katoo worked as detectives for the city police, and they developed a shorthand they still share.


“What’s the news?” he says.


“You ain’t going to believe it.”


“I don’t know,” he says. “I can believe a lot.”


“And I’m telling you, you ain’t going to believe it.”


“That kind of lead-­up, you better deliver. Where are you?”


“Downtown. Roof of the Westmark.”


“Be there in fifteen,” he says and drops the receiver into the cradle.


His wife pulls up her sleeping mask and eyes him blearily. “I told you it wasn’t the kids.”


“You were right.” He swings his legs out of bed and hitches up his boxers. He gives his uniform a sniff before pulling on the shirt and snapping the buttons into place. “You’re always right.”


“You want me to put some coffee on?”


“Nah,” he says. He yanks on his pants, struggling to balance on one foot, then the other, and fumbles with the holster. “You know me. I get wound up this time of night anyway. Second wind.” He finds his hat and fits it on his head.


She pulls the mask back down and cozies her head into the pillow. “Tomorrow’s going to hurt.”


“Usually does,” he says. He approaches her side of the bed and bends to give her a quick peck on the lips.


But there’s nothing to kiss but the pillow.


A pillow that still smells like her rose-­scented shampoo. Because even though he still talks to her daily—­even though she still lives in his head—­she’s been dead six months. Time, once again, is a goddamn liar.


The late nights and full days have caught up to him. People probably assume he’s a hundred fifty years old from the look of him. He’s long and gray with a walrus mustache bending his mouth into a perpetual frown. His face is as wrinkled as a tissue pulled from a pocket. His systolic blood pressure regularly cranks up into the 170s despite the Losartan he pops every night before bed. His fingertips and teeth are stained yellow from all the cigarettes he burns through in a day. His left knee looks like a rotten cauliflower and clicks with every step.


Rolf imagines that if he peeled back his skin, he’d find, instead of nerves, tangles of frizzed-­out fishing line with the barbs broken off the lures. Didn’t used to be this way. Back in the day, you could have bottled up his blood and sold it as an energy drink. But he supposes you just get to a certain twilight hour in life when the easy chair beckons. His body is sure ready to quit, and his mind is right behind it. He can eat an entire meal without tasting it. Movies leave him feeling nothing more than mild amusement. Maybe that’s what happens when a stroke kills your wife in her sleep. Or maybe that’s what happens when you’ve been lied to and spit at, when you’ve shaken a million hands and cuffed a million wrists. He’s pulled too many bodies out of lakes and crashed cars and burned trailers. There’s been too much over too many years, and although he knows he’s ready for a rest, he can’t quite find the gumption to quit.


He understands the attraction of retirement. The only things occupying his mind would be a fly rod and a cold can of Coors. People could take care of themselves, and he would look after numero uno. Sounds nice. But it’s possible he’d be miserable. Work is the only thing that gives him a reason to live. He can’t remember the last time he felt wonder. He can’t remember the last time he felt surprised or happy or anything, really, other than some constantly exhausted and headachy version of alive.


Tonight, though. Tonight might have dang near done it. After he takes the elevator to the eighth floor of the Westmark Hotel and climbs the service staircase to the roof, he can feel his pulse behind his eyes. He steps into the cool night air and says, “Well, isn’t that the damnedest thing.”


He logged ten years as a patrolman, twenty years as a detective, and he’d made a promise in his first campaign for sheriff that he would continue to actively work cases so he wouldn’t forget what it meant to wear a badge. He didn’t want to become a hornless moose, as he put it. He’s stayed true to that promise. The papers and politics are the necessary focus of his days, but he still shows up at crime scenes at three a.m. to help deputies unspool crime tape, bag evidence, and interview witnesses.
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