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For John, always 
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chapter one


Silene steophylla: narrow-leafed campion. Seeds from this delicate, white-flowered plant were found in a prehistoric rodent burrow in the Siberian permafrost. Scientists were able to successfully grow them, making these twenty-three-thousand-year-old seeds the oldest living ones ever discovered.


In those early months, when the beautiful and mysterious Henry Lark and I began to do all that reading, I often skimmed over the name. Svalbard. I’d see all those consonants shoved together and my brain would shut off. I thought it sounded like a Tolkien bad guy, or a word that might cast a spell. Here’s what I suggest—don’t even try to pronounce it. Just imagine it. I love to imagine it: a hidden building, a narrow wedge of black steel jutting from the ice. When I close my eyes, I see its long, rectangular windows—one on the roof, one at the entrance—a beacon of prisms glowing green in the deep twilight of the polar night. Fenced in and guarded, with steel airlock doors and motion detectors, it is the most protected place on earth. Outside, polar bears stomp and huff in the frigid air.


Or imagine this: that first monumental day of excavation, when the mayor of Longyearbyen, Kjell Mork, stood on the chosen spot with a fuse in his hand, ready to blast open the side of a frozen mountain. Longyearbyen, Kjell Mork—more Tolkien words, and Kjell Mork himself looks like a Tolkien king, with his snowy white hair and full blizzard of beard, the ceremonial chain of silver discs around his neck, representing his people and his place. Okay, he’s also wearing a blue hard hat and an orange construction vest, which would never work in the film version. But that fuse burning down, it would. He looks grim but determined in the pictures.


It all sounds like a fantasy novel, but it’s real. As I write this right now, as you read this, that place is there, tucked inside that mountain. As I pour my cereal or shove my books into my backpack, as you pay the cashier at the drive-through window or stare at the moon, it’s there. And it’s all—the guards, the buried chambers, the subzero temperatures—in service of the most simple, regular thing: a seed. Actually, a lot of seeds. Three million seeds. That’s what it’s for. To protect seeds in the event of a global catastrophe. To make sure that, even if there’s a nuclear war or an epidemic or a natural disaster, even if the cooling systems within Svalbard itself are destroyed, the seeds will survive for thousands upon thousands of years.


What should never be forgotten is this: Even when times are dark, the darkest, even when you are sure that life as you know it is over, there are still things that last. I learned that. Henry Lark and I both did. You may not be able to see those things. They may be hidden deep under the ground, or they may be tucked even deeper into your heart, but they are there.


And how did I, a regular person, as regular as those seeds themselves, become connected to a frozen vault 3,585.1 miles from home? (5,769.7 kilometers and seven hours and twenty-seven minutes away by plane, to be exact.) You never know what life will bring; you never do. It’s something my mother always said. In good times and in the worst times she said that, and she was right. We—that vault and me—we’re an unlikely pair. There is that land of wintry wildness and midnight sun and the eerie blue of polar nights and then there’s me, a person who chops her bangs and reads too much. But I am now forever connected to this most brave and defiant place.


How and why is what this story is about. Here to there. Here to there is where all the stories are. Here to there is the sometimes barren land you must cross to find the way to begin again.





chapter two


Mucuna pruriens: velvet bean. One of the most irritating, confusing, multifaceted, and helpful seeds ever. The velvet bean can be deadly if eaten, but it’s often used as a food source for animals and a coffee substitute for humans. It causes terrible itching upon contact, but it’s also medicinal—supposedly curing sexual dysfunction, snakebites, Parkinson’s disease, and depression. Sometimes it’s smoked for its psychedelic effects. As a whole, if this seed were a person, it’d feed you, cure you, kill you, or drive you crazy.


Let’s start here. The papers my father uses. They come in an orange envelope, and they’re called Zig-Zag. There’s a picture of a man on the package—he looks like Jesus if Jesus got a good haircut and trimmed his beard. Step one: Take out a paper and lay it on the table, sticky side up. Step two: Curl a tiny piece of cardboard into a cylinder. Step three: Lay the “weed” onto the paper in a line. (“Weed,” which is what he calls it, makes it sound unplanned. Like it just happened to appear in his yard, so what’s a person to do?) Step four: Pinch, roll, and then lick the end down.


Dad pats his jeans, then the chest of his T-shirt, where the pockets would be if it had pockets. “Okay, where’d you go?” he says, as if his lighter is prone to practical jokes. Dad hunts around in the Folgers can by the telephone, which has a bunch of spare change in it, and then he fishes through the junk drawer—out comes masking tape and loose batteries. Now out comes a screwdriver, a key chain that says I SHOWER NAKED, a mini Magic 8 Ball, and farther back, the manual to an Osterizer blender we don’t have anymore. You get the picture of Mom and Dad right there in that drawer. Mom, the fixer of things, the saver of instructions, part-time office manager for Dr. Ned Kelly, DDS, and Dad, the guy who’ll take a glowy green triangle at its word. It is certain. Shake again. My sources say no.


Dad’s black-gray hair is in a ponytail, and, hey, that’s one of my elastic bands. He’s been wearing that same shirt for days. My father would say he’s been adrift since my mother died, but she and I would both argue that point. He’s always been adrift. I think my mom blamed Dad’s own mother, Grandma Jenny. Something about how Grandma Jenny used to do his homework for him, which saved him from “the consequences of his actions.”


“O-kay,” Dad says. He’s found another lighter. It’s a fast-food yellow, the shade of one of those plastic lemons with the juice inside. He holds it in the air in triumph, then flick-flick-flicks the metal wheel with his thumb a few times before a flame appears. “Man make fire,” he says in a caveman voice. “Man make fire, hunt bear, smoke joint.”


I know what he’ll do next, and sure enough, he goes into the living room and the rocking chair begins to creak. Sometimes he just sits there, and sometimes he puts Bob Marley on the stereo (a cliché, dear Dad), and sometimes he just stares at the news or old reruns of I Dream of Jeannie, which he says he loved as a kid, with Major Healey and the jeweled bottle with the pink smoke, from the time when people knew the names of astronauts.


I think he’s depressed. Depressed and trying to hide it. He doesn’t hide it well. He watches entirely too much television, for one thing. I hear him flip through channels—A fifty-dollar value for . . . After severe weather pounded these parts . . . The island is a stop along an ocean-wide migra . . . Difficult or painful swallowing, headaches, stomachaches . . . I put everything he’s left on the counter back in the drawer; then I start dinner. Mac and cheese, hot dogs. Fill both pans with two-thirds of a cup of water, and when the noodles are done, it’s one-quarter cup of margarine and one-quarter cup of milk and the package of cheese dust.


I hate it when he’s hazy; I hate the unfocused eyes. It makes me get that middle-of-the-night feeling, when you wake up and lie there in bed, sure you hear a sound when you probably don’t hear a sound.


“Ah, excellent! Thanks, babe,” he says, when I bring him dinner.


“Catch,” I say, and toss him his lost lighter, his favorite, the one with the picture of the two dolphins leaping from the sea, which I found in the silverware drawer.


“There it is!” He tucks it into the pocket of his jeans. “Hey, I just remembered. I heard something about dolphins today. Some scientist discovered that they give each other names.”


“Wow.” That is so cool. I love that idea. “How did they figure that out?”


He shrugs. “Didn’t hear the whole thing. What do you think they call each other?”


“Bart?” I suggest. I chuckle. Sometimes I crack myself up.


“Gino the Nose. Jimmy ‘Big Fin’ Balducci.”


We laugh. I should also say how much I love this guy, my father. I love him to bursting. My mom did too. “And Flipper is the common name, like John,” I say.


“You gonna eat with me?” He’s already shoveling it in.


“I’ve got homework. All the stuff they pile on at the end of the year.”


“You work too hard; you know that? Life is short.”


He realizes what he says. We catch eyes for a second, and there’s this awkwardness in the room. I wade through it to get to the doorway. I feel guilty leaving. My whole back, now turned to him, is crawling with guilt. You’d think that someone dying would draw people closer, but it doesn’t work like that. Or else, it didn’t work that way for us. What happened over the last six months is too intimate and important, and now neither of us knows what to do with it all. What is unspoken between people—it has a life of its own, I’ll tell you that much. It’s like some wild animal cub you find orphaned in the woods. The mistake is bringing it home at all, because of course it’s going to grow. Of course it’s going to get bigger and fiercer than you first think, looking at its harmless little face.


*  *  *


My bowl of mac and cheese is on my desk, and so is my laptop, and of course, the last pixiebell, with its delicate, clover-shaped leaves and its sturdy stalk rising from its terra-cotta pot glazed blue. Right away, I think of doing what I would have always done in the past (something I was excellent at: procrastination), calling Meg, my oldest best friend, talking for twenty minutes about nothing, her new shoes, what she heard Jessie say in the bathroom. Next year when we’re seniors we’re gonna . . . Or I could call Caitlin, who recently went on one of those trips to Costa Rica, the tree-planting/shelter-building-type trip everyone goes on now, to some country with bad water and patchy Wi-Fi that makes all of them, including Caitlin, come home changed and with a new worldview. At least, they stop dyeing their hair and getting pedicures for a couple of months before everything goes back to being exactly as it was before. Sorry. I’m so negative sometimes. Planting trees is a good thing.


I also think of calling Dillon Moore, who I am sort of seeing. We kiss a lot, anyway, which is interesting, but truthfully, a kiss needs something more important than curiosity. A kiss needs desire. A kiss should rocket past the excitement level of eating lettuce. I’m terrible. I am. I care about Dillon.


I don’t call anyone, though, because a loved person dying can make you feel distant from everyone, not just the person who’s gone. There’s grief and then there’s the loneliness of grief. The way it’s just yours and yours alone. After six months, the excitement of it is over for everyone else. They’re ready to move on from being the supportive, understanding friends, which is fine—God, more-more-more than fine—but nothing about it is over for you. It’s just getting started. You have gone on a long trip, the longest, and the water is very, very bad, but when you come back, the change is permanent.


I can hear Dad in the living room. It’s not old I Dream of Jeannie reruns, but Gilligan’s Island. There’s the disgusted voice of Skipper: Gilligan, you idiot! and the capable tones of the professor, who after all these years is still trying to make a phone from a coconut. “Fuck, man,” Dad says, and laughs. In this story—well, pardon my father’s bad mouth. I sincerely apologize. I’m not responsible for him. He’s not responsible for him either, but I believe we’ve covered this already.


In the end, I don’t call anyone. Instead, I get right to work, finishing up the semester’s final project in state history. Fort San Bernardino, 1851, where early settlers protected themselves against desert Indians, a to-scale model. Three feet equals one and a quarter inches. Honestly, it’s a step above those dioramas we made for book reports in elementary school, but I like doing it anyway. Cardboard, X-Acto knife, glue. Tiny rooms with thumbnail doorways. It’s a fort, and I sort of even like to imagine I’m inside it. A tiny me in the tiny rooms. After a long while, Dad pops his head in the doorway.


“Tessa Jane?”


“Thomas Quincy?” Imagine having a middle name like Quincy.


“Want to make that road trip to the Grand Canyon? Want to just fucking do it?”


San Bernardino to Barstow, Route 66, 70.6 miles. Interstate 40 east to Williams, Arizona, 319.5 miles. From Williams, Arizona Route 64 north, fifty miles to the south rim of the Grand Canyon. Seven hours and we’d be there. We’d planned this trip the night our neighbor, Peggy Chadwick, Brianna Chadwick’s mother, brought us over a casserole dish of baked ziti. You want to be bold when people feed you, or else pity makes you restless, or maybe Italian sausage is more energizing than you’d think.


“When?”


“Tomorrow.”


I laugh. He’s got to be kidding. “Um, your job? And school’s not out until next week.”


I’m sure that’s the end of it. But here’s the tricky part. Endings and beginnings sit so close to each other that it’s sometimes impossible to tell which is which.


*  *  *


I bring the fort to school the next day. It’s bigger than I realize, and for a minute I think I’m going to have to strap the thing to the top of my (Mom’s) old Taurus. After much sweating and maneuvering and hoping no one’s watching, I finally wrestle it into the backseat. Thank God state history is first period, but I’m also sort of sad to see the fort go. It’s one of those projects you really want to get back, but once you do, it sits in your room taking up way too much space until you end up dumping it anyway. I’m not good at throwing stuff out. Well, Henry Lark would be the first to say so, but he’d make it sound like a compliment.


It’s a dusty hot day, and you can feel the school year ending. It’s all flip-flops and skipped classes and the slam of lockers and laughter. Jessa Winters and lots of other girls are wearing their skin-snug shirts that show a stripe of tanned stomach, and everyone’s stressing about AP tests, especially the people who never need to stress. Walter Nguyen, valedictorian, for example, who hunches over a stack of three-by-five cards like he’s trying to solve the global health crisis instead of memorizing orchestra vocab. It’s the end of junior year, the year of acronyms: AP, SAT, ACT, GPA. Everyone wants to be done at this point, to just get out of here, except for maybe little Ben Dunne, who does every sport and after-school activity because his parents are both alcoholics.


I eat lunch with Meg and Caitlin and C.J. and Adam and Hannah. Someone throws a tortilla. Adam is bragging that he came in early to lift weights, but you can tell he didn’t shower after. He starts every sentence with “Being as awesome as I am” until C.J. socks him.


“Being as awesome as I am, I won’t even seriously hurt you for that,” Adam says.


Jacob Newly comes by, bends down, says, “Feel my hair.” He’s just gotten a buzz cut, and everyone takes a turn.


“Ooh,” Caitlin says. “Nice.”


“Very grassy,” Adam says.


“I thought you said ‘very gassy.’ ” C.J. rubs Jacob’s head. Jacob is loving this way too much, in my opinion. “Dude, you look like ROTC.”


“Don’t you think that’s just wrong? You don’t hang up on someone. You just don’t,” Meg says to me. “You’re not even listening.”


“You don’t just hang up on someone, you said.” I eat a container of yogurt. Everything feels silly to me. Haircuts and arguments, lockers and flip-flops and yogurt, even. Forts in miniature and the amount of time it takes to memorize larghetto versus allegretto. Every etto in the world feels silly, and so does Mr. White’s striped necktie, as Mr. White paces the cafeteria trolling for bad behavior, and so do plastic, elastic cafeteria-lady hats and Caitlin’s tube of lip gloss, which she is now winding upward.


“You okay?” Meg asks. She knows me so well. She rubs my back. I love her like a sister even though I never had a sister, but right then her touch makes me cringe. Nothing seems right, not concern, not distance, not sandwich bags with zippers. Meg and me—we’ve been friends since the first grade. Our mothers took us trick-or-treating together when we were both tiny princesses. We know everything about each other. But she can’t know this, this grief-land I’m in; she thinks she’s here beside me, but that’s not possible.


I get up. I need to get out of there. I smile. I rub her head. “Very ROTC,” I say.


“Next time, listen when I talk to you,” she says.


*  *  *


Between fourth and fifth period, I meet Dillon at his locker. We kiss, and Señora Oliver sees us. It makes me feel bad. It’s just a kiss. I can feel so guilty for every little thing.


“We haven’t hung out in so long,” he says.


“You always have track,” I say.


“Since before track.”


“This weekend,” I say.


“Tomorrow. Friday night.”


I kiss him again before we go to class. I wonder—if I knew that was the last time, would I have tried to make it more meaningful? It’s one of those things you think about later.


*  *  *


Dad’s truck is in the driveway. It’s the middle of the day, so this is strange. He’s often at Plum Studio until seven or even later if there are a lot of orders for the handcrafted furniture he makes. But he’s never home after school. Inside, there’s a case of Manny’s Pale Ale and a six-pack of Diet Coke on the kitchen counter. Then the door to the garage flings wide and bangs hard against the doorstop because Dad has kicked it open with one foot. He stands there, hefting the large red cooler in both hands. The sight of him makes my heart leap, and I can’t tell if it’s a good leap or a bad one.


Dad’s got a map held in his teeth. His hair has those sidetracked wisps around his face, but his grin is huge and he’s wearing his lucky Grateful Dead shirt, the one he had on when he’d bought a lottery ticket that won him twelve hundred bucks. He sets the cooler on the kitchen table and takes the map from his mouth.


“Get a move on, girlie. Fifteen minutes, we’re outta here.”


The awareness of an ending beginning or of a beginning starting—it comes from the same place inside that senses when a thunderstorm is imminent, or a snowfall. I drop my backpack and stare at him.


“Dad, we can’t.”


“Sure we can.”


“School’s not even out.”


He just looks at me like I’m crazy. I think about distance and loneliness and what my life feels like right now and then I think, why not? Why the hell not?


I throw on some shorts and a tank top. I stuff a bunch of clothes into my duffel; they’re light summer clothes, so I can jam a lot in there. Books to read, mandatory. I have a film version moment and pack my photo album, too, but let’s not linger over that. What am I going to do, leave her behind? I can’t bear that, even for a few days. My mother had never even been to the Grand Canyon. Of course she’s going now.


And then, wait. The last pixiebell. I don’t know how long we’ll be gone. If I leave it, it might die. I can never, ever let that happen. Never. Grandpa Leopold Sullivan, Mom’s dad, stole the seed of this extinct plant some sixty years ago, pinching it from the home of a professor he knew, an expert on the flora and fauna of the ancient Amazonian rainforest. The theft occurred during a Christmas party, after Grandpa Leopold excused himself to “use the facilities.” Apparently, Sully was a bit of a klepto. What are you going to do? When he died, they found spoons from the Ambassador Hotel and saltshakers from the RMS Queen Elizabeth, and several herringbone overcoats that weren’t even his size.


After he stole that last, one-of-a-kind seed, he put it in a pot and grew it. It was a kind of miracle. And after Grandpa Leopold was felled by a heart attack one cold New Year’s morning, my mother took care of that plant. She kept it alive all these years, taking it with her every place she moved, from her college dorm room forward. My mother vowed that the last pixiebell would never die on her watch, and now that I have it, it isn’t going to die on mine, either.


I find a shoe box under my bed, dump out the old boy-band CDs that I loved when I was twelve. But no—it’ll slide around too much in there. I fling open the closet in Mom and Dad’s room and grab one of my mother’s running shoes. I set it in the box, and then wedge the pot of the last pixiebell into the shoe. I tie it up snugly.


In a few moments, I’m in the passenger side of Dad’s truck, and just like that, we’re heading out of the driveway, away from our house and everything around it: our scratchy tan lawn, the row of mailboxes, the neighbor’s dog, Bob, who always stands at the corner and watches traffic.


“Adios, Bob,” I say out the open window.


“For fuck’s sake, Bob, get a life,” Dad says.





chapter three


Merremia discoidesperma: Mary’s bean. This tropical seed has long been considered to be good luck. In Central America, the seeds were handed down from mother to daughter as treasured keepsakes. The Mary’s bean is elusive, though. Its thick, woody coat and internal air cavities enable it to drift for thousands and thousands of miles. Sometimes, it can spend years upon aimless years at sea.


I know you are just waiting to hear about Henry Lark, and you are right to want to get to that part, even if only for the way Henry’s black hair falls over his eyes when he is thinking hard. But we are not at that part of the story yet. No, we are at the part where my father and I are on Route 66, which is a two-lane road Dad says we have to take because that’s what you do on a road trip. The two-lane road is slow and traffic is all jammed up, but Dad isn’t bothered in the least. He drives with one elbow out the window, his T-shirt sleeve flapping when the semis rattle past. The afternoon is hot, and by the time we stop, the backs of my legs are slick with sweat against the vinyl seats and my hair’s a big mess from the wind whipping through the open windows. We get into Barstow about an hour and a half later, a half hour behind schedule. Dad says there shouldn’t be a schedule, but let’s just say we’re different that way.


We fill up with gas at the Rip Griffin truck stop and stop for a cheeseburger at Art’s El Rancho Coffee Shop, a place with plastic menus and a ketchup bottle next to the sugar packets and a stickiness from the last people at the table who had pancakes. We drink root beer floats and Dad raises his. He says, “Here’s to . . .” But, I don’t know, there’s something dangerous about finishing that sentence. All this newness and celebration feels sort of disloyal. He stops there. We just clink glasses, nothing more. We slurp to the brown-white swirly liquid bottom. Dad pays the check at the cash register and snags two rectangular mints wrapped in green foil.


“ ‘We were somewhere in Barstow on the edge of the desert when the drugs began to take hold,’ ” Dad says, and hands me a mint.


I scrunch my eyebrows together to form a question.


“Hunter Thompson,” he says.


Suicidal stoner and gonzo journalist, our road-trip role model. God help us.


*  *  *


It’s still light out, barely. We drive beside a train on I-40, the rail cars coursing over the flat, yellow ground. “Wanna race?” Dad shouts to the train. He steps on the accelerator, and his old truck roars and rattles and the compass that Dad has on his dashboard shimmies in its plastic ball.


I grip the armrest. “Dad!”


He slows, but not much. “We could have beat that bastard,” Dad says.


He thinks he’s hilarious, but it’s not funny. Death-defying acts are stupid and insulting when you think about all the people in those waiting rooms, reading magazines or knitting or sitting silently before it’s time for their treatment. Praying, maybe. Talk about a whole other world going on while you just eat your TacoTime and text your little heart out and gossip about Simona’s Spray Tan Incident. It’s like Armageddon down there, except for the knitting. Down there, because that’s where you go. You ride the elevator into the basement, another kind of vault, where the doors all have big yellow radiation signs, three triangles set around a circle. That place isn’t hidden inside an icy mountain, but it may as well be.


*  *  *


It’s dark by the time we get to the Shady Dell Motel in Williams, Arizona. It’s darker here than the dark in San Bernardino. It’s desert dark, the sky wide and the stars so bright and close you can almost breathe them in. We get out, slam the truck doors. I expect the night to be more silent out here, but there’s the rush of cars whipping past on the freeway and crickets chirping and the sound of canned sitcom laughter from a television in the motel office.


“You coming in?” Dad asks.


“I’ll wait here.”


I lean against the truck and gather my hair into a ponytail, let the night air cool my neck. VA NCY, the sign reads. ROOMS WITH ZENITH CHROMACOLOR TV. I count thirteen rooms, eleven with little yellow lights glowing outside, moths circling. Someone, somewhere, lights a cigarette—I smell the nicotine as it wanders over. I hold my nose, just in case. I know what they say about secondhand smoke.


Dad comes back with the key and a credit card slip, which he crumples up and tosses in the back of the truck.


“You made sixteen miles to the gallon,” I tell him as we walk to our room.


“I’ll remember that next time I’m on Jeopardy!” he says.


*  *  *


We hurry out of there in the morning, which is fine by me. The Shady Dell is a place where you want to wear your shoes in the bathroom. Even the dresser tells too many stories—cigarette burns, permanent three-quarter rings of coffee, mysterious gouges that make you think someone got hurt.


It’s bright on the other side of those heavy plastic motel curtains. I squint. The air smells like bacon cooking. I love that smell so much. Right there—the hope of bacon is a reason to love life. But Dad edges coins into the vending machine outside the motel office and down clunks a Reese’s and a Butterfinger and a Baby Ruth and M&M’s and a package of those orange crackers with something resembling peanut butter between them. He tosses them to me one at a time and I catch. “Breakfast,” he says. “Just call me the B&B Gourmet.” The B&B Gourmet is a cooking show my mother loved to watch, hosted by Willa Hapstead, plump proprietress of Red Gate Inn.


The wrappers litter the floor of the truck. It’s a fifty-mile drive to the south rim, but the way Dad’s driving, we’ll be there in thirty-five minutes. “ ‘The length of the Grand Canyon is two hundred seventy-seven miles,’ ” I read from a pamphlet I found in the motel’s dresser drawer. “ ‘The average rim-to-rim distance is ten miles. The average depth is one mile.’ ”


Dad isn’t listening. “I wonder how many people have fallen in.”


*  *  *


Neither of us cares about the visitors center. Who wants to see an IMAX movie of the Grand Canyon when you’re at the Grand Canyon? The walk to the rim lookout is surprisingly cool. It’s dusty, though—my feet already feel gritty in my sandals. When we finally stand on the overhang of Mather Point—our first good view—I forget about the dust. All I can think is how it looks just like the pictures you see of the Grand Canyon. Then I try to remember to be awestruck. Dinosaurs walked there once. Once, the rock formed the bottom of a shallow sea.


“That is some big hole,” Dad says. He has his camera around his neck, same as everyone else, and he leans far over the top of the fence. Looking down makes my stomach flop. It’s crowded at the lookout. There are little kids and strollers and tourists.


“Tessie? Let’s get out of here, okay?”


“Yeah.”


“Let’s drive over to the trail. I can’t get the I’m-so-small-in-the-grand-scheme-of-things feeling when someone’s elbow is in my back.”


*  *  *


It’s fine at first, the trail along the rim. The beginning is paved, and there are waterspouts in case you get too hot or thirsty. There’s just the trail, though. No fence. I walk right up against the canyon wall because it’s scary. Dad’s happy. His camera is bouncing against his chest as he walks.


“Tessa Bessa, look at that!”


He stops, heads to the edge of the pavement, and steps down onto a jagged ridge of rock. “Dad! It says to stay on the path.”


“Yeah? And who’s listening?”


He’s right, really. People dot the cliffs. They crawl their way down stone ledges. One guy lays on a narrow, stone strip, his shirt off, hands cradling his head. “Dad, come on.” I hate seeing him there, at the edge of that rock.


He turns sideways, eases farther down. I can hear the skid of dirt under his shoe.


“God, Dad, what are you doing!”


“This is gonna be a kick-ass photo,” he says. He snaps a picture, uses a hand to balance himself on his way back up. We hike farther, and after a while, the pavement ends. There’s only the curve of dirt path, down, up, around, until it disappears. The well is so deep, you can’t even see to the bottom. The trail is all earth and loose pebbles now. And narrow. Narrow enough to feel that plunge right there in your stomach. Narrow enough to feel yourself going down even though you aren’t. It does not seem a mile down, or two, or three. It’s ten thousand miles down, easy. More.


“Dad?”


He’s up ahead, but I’m ready to go back. I’m not good at this kind of thing. This is all seeming like a very, very bad idea. I should be in biology right now, watching some stupid movie because school’s almost out and there’s nothing else to do. It’s hard to see the beauty here; it’s hard to take in the red rock, the pink and brown layers, the magnitude, when I’m suddenly aware that all the other hikers have backpacks and water bottles and hiking boots.


“This is fucking majestic! This is life!” Dad shouts. His voice bounces around. He holds his arms out, as if to embrace every bit of it.


My feet are slipping on the loose rocks of the path. I try to grab at a clump of green brush on the cliff beside me.


“Look at that hawk!” Dad says.


I can’t take my eyes off of my own feet. “Can we go back?” I hear the panic in my voice.


“Here we are!” Dad says. “The perfect spot. Wait till you see. Your mother would love this.”


I don’t know what he’s talking about. I can’t even think about what he’s saying right then. My mother wouldn’t love any of this. She wasn’t a hiking, outdoorsy person. She’d been camping only once. She’d be worried about us on this frightening path. This is how far apart my father and I are, right here. This is how we’re struggling. It’s hot, and my shoulders feel like they’re getting burnt. My mouth is dry, and the gravel is so loose, and there is only down, down, down. I see a flash of yellow, Dad’s T-shirt. He’s climbing the craggy notches of the wall again, to another boulder perch, farther out.


“Dad!”


I need so much from him, I do. I need him to hear me calling his name, for starters. But this is apparently what he needs. He drops to his knees and sits. He fishes around in one of the side pockets of his cargo shorts. I creep down, grabbing at branches. “Tessa Bessa, check it out!”


He is holding something to his mouth. I say a prayer, even if God is apparently on a coffee break. If that something Dad is holding is a joint, I don’t know what I’ll do. But it isn’t a joint—it’s something bright. A pink bottle? And then there is a sudden release of bubbles as he blows, the luminescent blue-green-pink globes that lift and float and crash against the rocks.


I feel the roll of gravel beneath the slick surface of my shoe, and I scream as I fall. I grab for a branch, for a handful of desert scrub, but there is nothing. My feet skitter out from under me, and there is the tick-ping of pebbles tumbling down. I land hard on my knees, my palms, and my heart is thudding. I open my eyes and see the red ground beneath me, and just beyond, the drop-off, the endless layers of rock to the bottom. Gravel burns under my skin, and there’s the warmth of blood. I want to sob, but no sound comes out. My chest just heaves, and I won’t turn my head to look. No, I grip the ground and keep my eyes fixed, because if I look, I will see a space so vast and immeasurable you could be lost within it forever. I want so much to feel as if I’m not falling. I need this most of all.


“Tess! What are you doing down there?” my father says. “Christ, you missed it. You missed the best part.”


*  *  *


By the time evening arrives, there are ten messages on my phone, split evenly between Meg and Dillon. They begin somewhere around lunchtime. Meg has gone over to my house. They are both sure something is terribly wrong. This speaks either to my usual reliability or to my current fragile state, I have no idea which.


In the film version, I am an outlaw on the run. I am riding a satiny black horse that gallops away, and I have no ties to anyone. In real life, though, horses kind of scare me. Those big teeth. Meg sounds near tears—that’s how worried she is—and Dillon has taken on the firm, no-nonsense voice of his father. I text them both. Sorry to worry you. Dad decided we needed a road trip. I’m fine. More soon! The exclamation point seems overly cheery. Sorry, I type again.


Sorry, sorry, sorry. Oh, you can pile on as many as you want, but the guilt is still there, like that pea under all those mattresses.


We stay at the Piney Woods Lodge. The name makes you think of stone fireplaces and stuffed elk heads and downy beds, but it is actually one of those two-level motels you see in movies where someone always OD’s. No one ever OD’s in a La Quinta in the movies. It’s always these places with windows looking out onto a parking lot and gold room numbers on the doors.


Well, of course it smells like cigarettes in there. Not a recent cigarette, but one that was smoked sometime in the 1970s. I think about sleeping in my clothes. I once read an article that said the bedspreads in motels harbor more disgusting stuff than just about any other object on earth, and my mind is now unraveling all of the sordid possibilities.


This can’t get any worse. (Be careful saying stuff like that.)


“We’ve got to go to Las Vegas since we’re so close,” my father says. “Don’t you think?” He is flipping channels on the television, which doesn’t take long, because there are maybe three whole stations.


“I’m not really a Las Vegas kind of person.” I’m still pissed at him for what happened on the trail. And he’s still clueless about it.


“What kind of person is a Las Vegas kind of person?”


This is too obvious to deserve an answer. The pixiebell is a little limp from all that time in the hot car, so I water it and set it on the laminated table by the window. It looks so innocent there. It’s as out of place as a virgin on the Las Vegas Strip.


“Don’t jump to conclusions before you’ve even been there.”


This doesn’t deserve a response either.


“Come on, Tess. Don’t be like this.”


“Like what?” I say, but of course I know.


“This is supposed to be . . .”


“Supposed to be what?”


I swear, we’re an old married couple. The sound of our toothbrushing contains barely suppressed rage. I keep on with my high-pitched, cool I’m fine-ness, and Dad keeps on with his pissed-but-not-pissed, ignoring-me-but-not-ignoring-me act until the next morning, when we are back in the truck. Then I just go for the silent treatment—always a classic—and stare out the window on the way to Las Vegas.


We check into a place called the Flamingo. Dad says it’s a splurge. The bedspread is actually nice. You don’t think of bodily fluids when you look at it. There’s a pool with a slide. We explore the city. There are lights and crowds and the constant bing-jing sound of casinos. I feel like I’m inside a pinball machine. There is a fake rainstorm in one hotel and fake canals of Venice in another, and there are guys on every corner handing out flyers to strip shows. There are slabs of prime rib bigger than your head, though I have to admit, I sort of like those. I like the ceiling of blown-glass flowers in that one hotel too, although I don’t tell Dad that.


“I can’t eat another bite,” I said, eating another bite. Banana cream pie. The meringue on top is tall enough to go on the rides at Disneyland. Everything here is oversized, and I do mean everything.


My mood is just starting to improve when, through a bite of pie, my father says, “Portland.”


“What do you mean, ‘Portland’?” I’m afraid to ask. I’m done, more than done, with this trip. I am ready to go home. It hasn’t quite been the life-changing shake-up I was hoping for. Nothing has become more solid or connected; nothing has become more understood. I’ve had to erase several new follow-up messages from Meg and Dillon, who both now sound pissed off, and my father is becoming more of an alien the more time we spend together. Basically, he’s driving me crazy. If you think a road trip is a good idea, just remember that strained family relationships plus long car rides equals homicidal impulses.


“I mean, let’s go to Portland.”


“Oregon?”


“Of course Oregon.”


“Why Oregon? What’s in Oregon?”


“I went to school in Oregon. I’ve got friends there.”


“Since when?” You get to thinking you know everything about your parents. You have to think that. It’s too unsettling otherwise.


“Since forever.”


“I don’t want to go to Portland.” Summer is about to start, and my mind neatly erases all the loneliness and distance I’ve felt for the last three months and starts playing the shiny, green-grass and blue-sky film version—Dillon and me holding hands while leaping in the ocean, Meg and me playing volleyball on a beach. And wait, there’s Jessa Winters, too, spiking the ball in her tiny bikini, though I hate sports, and volleyball makes my palms sting, and Jessa Winters isn’t even our friend. This is some bad teen movie where a shark’s about to appear and turn the water bloody.


“You never want to go anywhere. You always do this.”


“Always-never statements,” I say. “One of the Ten Communication Killers.” I read that in one of Mom’s magazines.


“What do you want from me, Tess? I’m doing everything I can here!” Dad’s voice is getting loud. Two women diners in shiny tank tops look over at us.


“When you talk to me in a raised voice, I feel frustrated.” Always use I statements.


“Are you implying I can’t communicate? Is that what you’re saying? I’m an excellent communicator!” he yells.


Now we’re that couple fighting in the restaurant. My father runs his hand through his hair. I sigh and study the saltshaker. People are looking away. The waitress glances over nervously. Pretty soon one of us is going to get up and stomp off, leaving the other with the check. I want a divorce.


I wonder how often my mother felt this way. This is why you’re supposed to have a mother and a father. Parental failings are more easily swallowed when diluted.


We are sitting in the Paradise Garden Café of the Flamingo hotel in Las Vegas, Nevada, USA, geographical coordinates: 36.1161° N, 115.1706° W. I know just where we are. But it’s quite clear that my father and I are lost.





chapter four


Proboscidea: devil’s claw. The seeds of the devil’s claw were adapted to hook onto the legs of large mammals, thereby spreading seeds over miles as the animal walked. Eleven to fifteen inches long, with a grip as firm as a fishing lure, the devil’s claw is the largest and most obstinate hitchhiking seed ever.


I tie the last pixiebell back into my mother’s shoe as we leave for Portland. I hope it’ll be okay after all this moving and driving in the heat and sliding around on the floor of my father’s truck. If it isn’t, I don’t know what I’m going to do, because keeping it alive is the one important job I have right now. It’s my simplest and clearest mission, and that’s the one thing I’m sure of.


I do more sullen staring out the window. Dad turns on the radio so that he doesn’t have to hear everything I’m not saying. I am oh so close to Henry Lark, but I don’t know that yet. It’s one of the great and terrible things about big changes, the way they sit unseen just around the next corner, pleased and calculating, while you innocently get a new stick of gum out of your purse and fold your arms and watch the scenery pass.


The atlas says it’s 755.29 miles from Las Vegas to Portland. I’d look on my phone, but there’s no service in the desert. The trip will take sixteen hours and seventeen minutes, not counting food and bathroom breaks. We keep heading north until we finally stop in the dead of night in some town called Klamath Falls. If there really are falls there, it’s too dark and we’re too tired to see them.


The next morning, when we leave Klamath Falls, I am a cranky hostage. If my mother knew (knows) about any of this, she’d be furious. I’m having fantasies of leaving my father behind at the next gas station. But as we come to our first stop sign, right next to a Texaco and a David’s Restaurant (“Home of the Brawny Burger”), there’s this little old lady carrying her dog across the street. I swear to God, it’s taking her fifteen minutes and she’s barely halfway. All this waiting is using up my precious minutes before I’ll need a bathroom break again.


“I’m gonna honk,” Dad says.


“You’ll give her a heart attack.”


“She’d probably beat me up with her purse.”


“She probably knows kung fu,” I say.
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