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Praise for

The Life List of Adrian Mandrick

“With a birder’s eye for detail, White takes us on [Adrian Mandrick’s] painful, near-death descent. . . . [Her] life-affirming conclusion reminds us that endangered species aren’t the only ones that need to change and adapt in order to survive.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“Beautiful and fascinating . . . The Life List of Adrian Mandrick is a riveting and heartrending book about birds, love, and the fleeting unknown.”

—Sy Montgomery, New York Times bestselling author of The Soul of an Octopus

“The Life List of Adrian Mandrick is a poignant story of a man whose epic search for glory forces him to face his own human failures, all set against the backdrop of a stunning, natural world that there’s still time to save.”

—Courtney Maum, author of Touch and I Am Having So Much Fun Here Without You

“The Life List of Adrian Mandrick is impossible to put down: it’s dramatic and fast-paced on every page, but still a poignant and intense look at a man and family reaching breaking point.”

—Claire Fuller, author of Swimming Lessons and Our Endless Numbered Days

“Stunning and lyrical, The Life List of Adrian Mandrick will make you want to both slow down to savor every elegant sentence and tear through for the heart-pounding plot—I couldn’t put it down. A masterful debut from a profound talent.”

—Lisa Duffy, author of The Salt House

“[An] intense, poignant debut . . . This engaging, unusual novel successfully combines the best elements of a psychological portrait, a travel adventure, and a suspenseful mystery.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“Far from an everyday bird book, The Life List of Adrian Mandrick takes our hobby as the starting point for a thoughtful look at how memory and the truth can be manipulated and sometimes ultimately restored.”

—Vermilion Flycatcher

“An immensely affecting observation of human nature and foibles.”

—Chicago Review of Books
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For Cathy and Hal White, who showed me the mystery and power of words, and the sanctity and refuge of the natural world.
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“The beauty and genius of a work of art may be reconceived, though its first material expression be destroyed; a vanished harmony may yet again inspire the composer; but when the last individual of a race of living things breathes no more, another heaven and another earth must pass before such a one can be again.”

—William Beebe, The Bird: Its Form and Function



Prologue



Greenville, North Carolina, 1976. Everything Adrian needed had been loaded into his backpack the night before. He loved that. It was very early—that clear-headed part of the morning when plans were made and not yet botched. His mother took out the map and stood at the kitchen counter in a cotton shirt and jeans, brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, pushing her fingertip along the Carolinas, whispering where they’d go: “Forty south to Wilmington, Seventeen along the coast past Myrtle Beach, then west till we get to the swamp.”

They passed through the living room with their coolers and bags, Adrian first—the TV silent in the corner, Adrian’s father’s BB gun mute on the mantel. And while Greenville slept, they backed out of the damp driveway and sped off.

Adrian’s mother drove as the radio mumbled about a town called Love Canal, which sounded like a fairy-tale place where no one actually lived. Adrian sucked on Necco Wafers and studied her profile as she sang along with the song that came next, “Just slip out the back, Jack. Make a new plan, Stan,” and “get yourself free.” In a place called Sunset Beach, they stopped for boiled peanuts that came in steamy wet bags, and when they got back into the car, Adrian teased his mom about hiding behind her big white sunglasses in a voice like a guy from a cop show about to arrest her, till she laughed and slapped at his knee.

By late afternoon, they slid along the river in an old rented canoe, quiet, thinking their own thoughts, letting the sun and water press those thoughts into nothing. Spanish moss hung from the arms of towering cypresses like great loosely woven shawls as they floated beneath them. Adrian pulled the tongues out of his shoes so they’d dry better. His mother pursed her lips, scanning the trees, when—in a lightning flash of discovery—she gasped, mouthed Adrian’s name, jabbed at the air, and hissed, “Ivorybill!”

There it was. Perched on a branch of a cypress on the far bank of the swamp, the Grail Bird, the Ghost Bird, the Lord God Bird—the feisty, war-painted Ivory-billed Woodpecker, the extinct, most impossible bird on earth.

Or so his mother said.

In that wide-open moment, Adrian slipped down in the cool water and sloshed in the direction of the bobbing, joyful nearly two-foot-high creature, the river parting before him, the bird piercing the old tree again and again, its crest dipped in a bright blood red. As Adrian turned back to his mom and gestured broadly at the ivorybill, water fanned from his outstretched arm. She snapped a picture, and the woodpecker began to lift from the tree into the sky.



When they arrived back at the hot tar driveway and whirring window fans of the Greenville house, Adrian’s mother found the magnifying glass in the rolltop desk. They hunched together on the couch to compare her Polaroid with both a drawing of the Ivory-billed Woodpecker and a drawing of a common Pileated Woodpecker in the Birds of North America field guide.

“See?” his mom said, squinting at her photo. “Yes, Adrian, there is the red tuft on his head. There’s the white on his face extending right down his neck to his back.”

She pointed to the drawing of the pileated in the field guide. “And see that?”

Adrian nodded.

“That’s called the trailing edge. It’s black on the pileated. But see how on the ivorybill it’s white?” She pointed out the difference in the two illustrations.

Then she pointed at one of the partially opened wings in her own photo. “Now, what color is that?”

“White,” said Adrian, fingering the tight skin on top of his sunburnt nose.

“That’s right.”



The birds lifted everything up—outside in the trees or hopping around the grass or winging across the sky or down the highway by the bay or amid the live oaks on the dirt road by the Pamlico River. But inside the town with its concrete and its buildings, inside the houses with their rooms taped together like boxes, things were spilling, falling, gathering speed on their way to the ground.

Adrian’s mom threw a mug of coffee at the entryway wall just as his father was careening out the front door—just as Adrian and his older brother, Evan, were coming in with Slurpees. Adrian’s Slurpee spilled, and he stood there straddling it until Evan said, “Clean it up, nimrod!” His mom shouted, “Leave it! I’ll get it later,” but there would always be a stain under that welcome mat.

Then, a couple months later, pumping gas at the Shell station, Adrian’s mom spilled petroleum all over the asphalt and soaked her shoes. She screeched like she’d been burned. “Stay in the car!” she warned Adrian, then she took off the sneakers and left them soggy and flammable on the pavement. Adrian still smelled gas all the way home, and when they came into the living room, his father smelled it too. He laughed, grabbed her by the arm, and marched her into the shower. The whole time they were in there, all Adrian could hear was the water running.

Sometimes they kissed right on the lips, their hands running up and under each other’s shirts, glasses and bottles clinking late into the night with friends from the contracting company. His mom cried out, “Dean, stop,” then they both laughed. Adrian snuck looks at them on the way to and from the toilet to pee, trying to identify them as parents. Other times, Adrian’s father looked worried or sad when his mother left the room. (Adrian had caught him doing it.) The next minute, his dad would catch up to her and they would argue. His mom would shoo Adrian away, saying, “Go on! Go outside!” while his father watched him with eyes full of rage or something like it.



When Adrian and his father played Battleship, his father always won. The night that changed, Adrian was maybe nine. His father said, “One more!” but Adrian won two games in a row, and it was past midnight when the pretzels were gone and his neck ached before he lost again. During that final big game, his father hid his aircraft carrier, battleship, destroyer, patrol boat, and submarine all in the center of the board. Adrian found one, sank it, and started searching the perimeters. By the time he came back to the center, it was too late. He had been duped.

As his dad bolted up, victorious, he flipped the spindly table with his belt buckle and both boards fell so that all the pegs bounced and spread across the kitchen floor. “Pick up this mess!” he demanded, hands on his hips. Adrian didn’t mind putting the red and white pegs and gray ships back in the box—he liked putting things in order—it’s just that his dad had been the one that spilled them. Adrian’s mistake had been winning.



Not long after, Adrian’s father took his BB gun to the crows out the master bedroom window. He waited for their intermittent arrival like a sniper on a rooftop, while Adrian paced back and forth along the hallway, pausing in the bedroom door. The birds were tall and upright enough that he actually saw one of them topple over when it was shot, and by late afternoon, dusty black, square-tailed corpses littered the yard like fallen soldiers. His dad knew Adrian and his mom were crazy for birds. He knew they watched the sky and trees for them and listened for their sounds.

Late that night, she came into Adrian’s room and shook him awake. They stole out into the dark yard, collected the bird carcasses one by one in a bucket they used for watering, then buried them in a mass grave along the back fence line. Adrian didn’t remember going to sleep again when they came back inside, but the next morning, he woke up in a knot of blankets on the couch with his mother when his father slammed the front door.

That was about the time when Adrian’s stomach started grinding. The doctor said he had a duodenal ulcer. It made his stomach hurt, and he had to take medicine and drink milk. The doctor also said he needed to relax, but nobody ever said how. A couple of weeks after he was diagnosed, a perfect ball of poop escaped from his intestines in the middle of the night without him knowing. When he saw it in his underwear, like some billiard-ball-sized egg he’d laid, he was so shocked he wadded his briefs around it and threw the whole lot into the laundry hamper. It was a month before he realized that his mother had certainly seen it or, worse, stuck her hand into it. She never said a word, just kept Adrian’s secret to herself. The whole thing was so distressing, his stomach hurt even more.

It turns out crows are one of only a handful of species that hold funerals for their dead, which Adrian read in National Geographic magazine. He thought back to the night when his mom had come in to get him and they buried all the birds, and he wondered if they had disturbed the natural way of things, leaving the crows with no corpses to grieve—no dark-suited crow processionals marching around the yard, folding tiny flags into triangles, playing taps on tiny trumpets. Adrian never told his mom what he’d learned. He could keep a secret too.



Goose Creek State Park, 1980. Labor Day. Evan, Adrian, and their mom and dad were unloading their cooler and bags at the picnic table by the river. The air was tart with pines. It was the last day of the year for swimming. The last day for a lot of things.

Circling high above them, in a sky suspended in a fishnet of clouds, a Red-shouldered Hawk screamed its descending “Kee-ah!” like an announcement or a welcome or a warning.

Adrian and his mom threw back their heads to locate the bird, and with her blouse slipping from her shoulder, she climbed on top of the picnic table, squinting into the sun, and echoed, “Kee-ah!”

The bird answered, “Kee-ah,” and back and forth they called, “Kee-ah,” “Kee-ah,” until sound filled the river basin.

Adrian’s dad shouted, “Get down from there!” for no reason anybody could see except that his mom was calling like a bird and Adrian was calling along with her. Adrian hadn’t even known he was doing it.

His dad yanked at the leg of his mom’s shorts, and she clambered down—their words sizzling like bacon in a frying pan, their backs shielding the boys from their faces—then he pushed her shoulder and she stumbled back, and he pushed her again so hard she fell to the ground. Adrian gasped. He thought Evan, fifteen then, might do something, anything, but neither boy moved.

His mom stood back up with little bits of gravel poking out of her palms, and to everyone’s surprise, she slapped their dad’s stubbly red face. Evan and Adrian waited for the explosion, but their father just looked down and nodded his head, too fast, like the quiet movement in the beginning of an earthquake.

They all walked back to the car in silence. Evan carried the heavy cooler by himself while Adrian carried the blanket and bags. When they were almost to the Pontiac, their mom stumbled over a railroad tie that separated the path from the parking lot. It wasn’t like her to stumble like that, and Adrian reached out to steady her. But his father lunged for his wrist and held it up in the air like a prize, until Adrian relented. “Okay, Dad, I’m sorry.”



That night, as the brothers lay stretched out in their beds, police arrived. They could hear their father and mother yelling, but they never heard the voices of the cops. They just lay there staring at the ceiling, occasionally giving each other a look to affirm they were not alone. When the police car drove away and its red taillights snuck along the bedroom wall, Adrian got into Evan’s bed.

Outside, the cicadas began chirping again. Measuring the night. It was late.

Finally, Evan said, “That one girl, Cindy, called me on Friday.”

“Who? The one from the pool?” Adrian balled a pillow up under his neck.

“Yeah, the one who takes a Walkman everywhere and actually listens to Steely Dan and Boz Scaggs.”

“Who’s Boz Scaggs?”

“That’s not the point, a-hole. She’s totally cool. You’ve seen her. Plus she won the talent show freshman year.”

“Doing what?”

“Gymnastics.” Nothing more needed to be said.

“I’ll never have a girlfriend,” Adrian stated simply.

“Yeah, probly not. A-hole.”

Adrian shoved Evan playfully by the shoulder. Evan shoved him harder. Then when Adrian was keeping himself from falling off the bed, Evan gathered him up and tossed him back down like a pile of dirty clothes and pinned him, eyes screwball maniacal, inches from his face.

“I am not going to hurt you,” Evan wheezed like the guy from The Shining, then went in for a grinding, head-to-head noogie. “I’m just going to bash your brains in!”

“White man’s burden, Lloyd, my man!” Adrian screeched, trying to twist out of Evan’s hands. “White man’s burden!”

Evan heaved himself forward so his whole weight mashed into Adrian’s shoulder and, in his most sadistic Jack Torrance, whispered, “It’s his mother. She . . . uh . . . interferes . . .”

They both laughed hysterically, jabbing each other in the ribs, whipping the sheets onto the floor, swatting at each other’s heads with pillows, breathing hard. Soon they lay on their backs again, smiling into the darkness, and before long, Adrian fell asleep against his brother’s cool, pimply back.



Adrian woke with the gnawing of the ulcer in his stomach in the wee hours of the morning. He got into his own bed and pulled the covers up over his head, lying out like a cartoon character that had been run over by a road paver, head to one side, feet pointed down. He tried to stop breathing. In times like these, he liked to imagine that if someone came in, they wouldn’t even notice him there, he was so flat and still. But the grinding in his stomach only grew worse, so he decided to go for a glass of milk.

Just the little light over the stove was on when he turned the corner into the kitchen. There was his father—his large body curled up on the Formica floor, collapsed against the cupboard, crying.

He hadn’t heard Adrian come in at first, and he looked up suddenly.

Adrian tried to make himself invisible again and hurry away.

“Where you going?” his father demanded, hoarse. “You don’t just leave people like that.”

Adrian opened his mouth to try and say something—he didn’t know what—but his father shouted, “Get out!”



A week or so later, that’s just what they did. Evan, Adrian, and their mom drove north from North Carolina to New York State in their forest-green Pontiac in the middle of a workday and into the night, with boxes and bags overwhelming the back seat and his mom’s easel jutting over Evan’s head.

Adrian was instructed to sit in front with his mother and was put in charge of the map. He’d never know why he was granted this honor, but it was the most important job of his life. In spite of all the rushing and shoving and open box flaps and garbage bags and slamming doors that had characterized their morning, examining the map made leaving seem crisp and orderly, like a beginning.

That long drive was thrilling, in fact, with their lives suddenly crowded ahead of them and the map telling Adrian precisely what came next—what river, what crossroads, what mountain, what town. They drove past the battlefields of Virginia and along the busy highways around Washington, DC (Evan kept repeating “the nation’s capital” as if he were making a joke). They drove over long bridges crossing the Chesapeake Bay and the wide Delaware River, and they got so close to New York City they could picture the skyscrapers rising into the clouds.



When they arrived in Kingston, the map went back into the glove box. They had nowhere to go. There had been someone their mom was going to call, some long-lost uncle, but whoever it was, he never answered. They stayed in a Howard Johnson’s for three nights, swimming in the pool in their shorts and crunching on ice from the machine, but that all cost too much money, and with no alternative she could see, their mom moved them into a building where they slept in a dorm full of people in bunk beds with two bathrooms at the end of the hallway—one for men and one for women. They ate breakfast and dinner with strangers at long tables in another building two blocks away, and all the food, including what turned out to be “mustard greens,” mashed potatoes, and sloppy joe meat, came out of stained silver tubs. Most of their clothes and toys and books and belongings were forever stranded in the house they’d left behind. For a while, Adrian couldn’t quite remember who he was.

He stood with Evan on a street corner watching for a school bus that would take them to other school buses where they would go their own ways. Their mom looked, every day, for a job, trying everything, coming back haggard, asking the boys what they’d learned in school. Adrian learned that their new town, Kingston, was the first capital of New York, where the NY state constitution had been written. Then the British burned it to the ground. That’s what they got for waving their independence around like a flag.

At the end of his first week of school, Adrian’s mom took him with her to sell her wedding ring, which a fat, bearded jeweler put onto a scale and weighed like a grape.

“Not worth much to me,” the man said. “Guess it’s not worth much to you either,” he smirked, but his mother didn’t smile or laugh. Neither did Adrian.

As they walked out onto the street again, she folded thirty-five dollars into her wallet, and Adrian found himself peering into alleyways, half expecting his father to burst forth and demand to know why his ring was lying at the bottom of a yellow plastic bowl.

“Dean is capable of anything,” he had heard his mother say.



Within the space of a few weeks, Adrian’s mom secured work at the brand-new Hudson River Maritime Museum, at the information desk. It wasn’t a real museum, she told them, just a historical one, but Adrian was deeply relieved. Even Evan hugged her and said, “G’ job, Ma.” The first Saturday she had a day off, she brought both boys for a visit, and they saw intricate models of ships, a real, life-sized tugboat, and Adrian’s favorite, tools for “harvesting” ice. The museum seemed like a victory they’d all won, and soon they were living in a house again.

Their mom drank wine in the evenings instead of whiskey; she bought oil paints and brushes and turned out paintings one after another—sunrises on the water, fruit in a bowl, roses on a table—mustard yellow, cadmium orange, cobalt blue, deep red. She made a close friend at work, Suzanne, with hair like a well-made brown hat, who began coming over to bring little tables and pots and pans and blankets and folding chairs and food, until everything was new.

Before Adrian even learned Suzanne’s last name (Bingham), she had moved in with them. His mom subtly stroked her forearm at the dinner table and left notes for her on the refrigerator when she left for work: “Can’t wait to see you tonight—xo June.” The two of them made meals with courses and desserts. They bought a new television. Evan was allowed to bring home friends (girls as well as boys). Adrian read for hours without ridicule and set up a bird feeder so he could watch pigeons loiter outside his window. His father would never have allowed any of it. And though Adrian was pleased by all the new freedoms, he feared things were too quiet. Like they said on the cop shows. Too quiet wasn’t good.

In the late afternoons before the women came home from the museum, when he sat working on his fractions and division at the kitchen table—any pop or crack in the yard, low noise, or familiar motor sound from a passing car made him breathe shallowly and his heart pump in his ears. He leapt up from his work to peer through the curtains at the front window, imagining the possibility of standing opposed to his father, should he find them and come to call—imagining his father stalking around the corner of the house, BB gun braced against his shoulder, ready to take back what was his: his wife, the Pontiac, the small TV from the kitchen, and the two boys.

None of this plagued Evan, who sat hunched over in his bed with a jar of beef jerky at his side and a roach clip around his neck, playing the Doors, the Stones, Santana, and Dylan’s Blonde on Blonde. Evan wanted to stay sane until he got through high school, he said. He had no interest in writing a part for himself in the family’s little suburban drama, just wanted out of the whole fucking movie, “no offense.” He wanted to be an easy rider, like Dennis Hopper.

Stakes were highest at night. How could his mom hear the sounds on the street or in the yard when she was making so many sounds of her own? Adrian had heard night sounds plenty of times between his mother and father—repentant, punishing, or triumphant sounds. When his mom and Suzanne were together, though, the sounds were different and went on longer. Sometimes he couldn’t distinguish between the voices at all, which sounded like two starving women feasting at a dinner long denied them, or like the cooing of pigeons, or like two people breathing one breath, over and again.

Why couldn’t his mother have found another man to be with? The strangeness and exclusivity of two women together wasn’t lost on him, but men were, Adrian assumed, impossible to live with (at best) and unpredictably violent (at worst). It was just that unpredictability that he couldn’t forget.

His father didn’t like to lose. So Adrian stayed up as late as he had to, sometimes past midnight—listening for the creaky front door, the sticks in the yard, the passing cars and trains, and the boats chugging and yawning a half mile away out on the Hudson—so they wouldn’t all be shot down like a murder of crows.



Chapter One



Adrian’s got his Ray-Bans on, lurching along a desolate two-lane road northeast of Valmont Reservoir. He’s gripping the steering wheel so tight his knuckles bulge, craning his neck to see if there’s really a yellow patch on the head of the bird flying ahead of him or if it’s just some prank of the light.

This morning he explained to his audience at the main branch of the Boulder Public Library how migratory birds get back home—over thousands of kilometers of land, by way of the sun, the constellations, and genetic imperative. A kind of warm-blooded, feathered compass (that’s how he described it this morning), a migratory bird feels the pull of the earth’s poles in tiny grains of magnetite under the feathers above its beak. Using the olfactory organs in, mainly, its right nostril, it’s able to smell geography into some kind of full-blown, retrievable map in its brain, a map it never loses sight of, no matter how far it gets off track, even if it were to be shuttled a thousand miles off course.

“Not to say birds don’t get lost,” Adrian had chuckled, the notes he didn’t need folded on the podium. And if there is really a Golden-crowned Sparrow winging along in front of his new 2009 Saab, it is definitely lost.

Birds go missing, he told his small audience, mainly because of factors outside the realm of navigational error, “unlike us,” he joked. They fall victim to genetic mutation and can’t decipher the clues in the landscape. They happen onto environmental degradation. They’re socked in too long by fog or blown off course by storms. Which of these may apply to the Golden-crowned Sparrow in question, Adrian doesn’t know. He ticked his in Oregon years ago. But Colorado? No. Right now, this bird should be somewhere en route from California to Alaska, not a hundred feet in front of his car, a few miles east of Boulder.

At the age of forty-one, Adrian has sighted, correctly identified, and catalogued 863 species of birds, many more than reside on the continent. He lays claim to the third-longest “life list” in the North American birding region—the sweat-and-blood register of bird species observed over the course of a lifetime: a chronicle of loons, hawks, waterfowl and perching birds, tubenoses, grebes, shorebirds and pigeons, owls, goatsuckers, woodpeckers, kingfishers, vultures, herons, and cranes. Just two autumns ago, he saw the mega-rare Brown Hawk-Owl on St. Paul Island in the Bering Sea (displaced from Japan, or maybe Siberia); early last year, a White-crested Elaenia on South Padre Island, Texas, all the way from Chile.

Now, without warning (and why would there be one?), the sparrow makes a sharp right-hand turn across an open field. Adrian hits the brakes so hard the shoulder strap flattens him against his seat, then he squints to follow the bird’s flight—against a backdrop of plains stretching to the horizon, toward an abandoned cadaver of a house—disappearing.

He’s out of the car in seconds—five feet, eleven inches tall, brown-haired, lightly tanned, and bright-eyed—wresting open a barbed-wire fence so he can squeeze through, sprinting into the open, soggy field like a soldier on reconnaissance, dragging his feet one at a time out from under his weight to keep advancing. He should have changed his shoes. And his pants. It doesn’t matter.

Binocular up, he bends to one side to try and zero in on the light patch of feathers on the bird’s head. It may or may not be too close to the eyes, split into two white sections instead of one the color of mustard. (It could be a White-crowned Sparrow, common as a saltine.) The heel of his right shoe slides on a spate of horse manure, and when he scrambles to catch himself, the bird startles and ruffles right in through the gaping doorway of the house.

“Nice,” Adrian says aloud, then sprints to the threshold, teeth to the wind. There, he hesitates with that tugging feeling that he’s forgotten something—left the car running, or the window open in the rain—and when he can’t think what it could be, creeps inside.

This is a first: venturing into a domestic dwelling in search of a bird. He’s used to going into the wild, not away from it. He smells humanity. Motor oil and old woodsmoke and . . . sulfur or uncapped sewage.

Before he’s taken three steps more, a musical phrase bubbles through the room—a sweet, descending lament that sounds like, “Oh. Oh, dear me.” The call of the Golden-crowned Sparrow. He’s next to certain, but that isn’t enough for him, can’t be. So he proceeds in slow motion toward the sound, softly humming, “Mm-hmm,” passing his hand along a crumbling plaster wall.

In the kitchen: the western sky, purple through a fist-sized hole in the door; the ghosts of wild horses careening across the wallpaper over the sink; a rusted-out stove; an old Frigidaire; a muddied floor scattered with bits of rubber, twisted aluminum shards, broken glass, and so many tiny metal balls Adrian could fill his pockets with them. Shot—from the exploded, shredded shotgun shells of some vandal.

He tilts back his head, allows his eyelids to drop, and listening acutely for the call that will lead him to the source, hears instead the ding of a text.

Stella saying:

Where are u? We need to leave

Adrian takes in a pull of air. There’s the squeeze from the wife he loves.

It’s nobody’s fault. Maybe he’s minutes from seeing the bird—but he is late. He promised the kids he’d be there for Halloween, and he doesn’t want to disappoint them. He could, if he were a certain type of person, call and tell Stella he has to attend an emergency C-section, and it wouldn’t exactly be a lie; an hour ago, he was turning off the inhalation agents and laying a reassuring hand on a young father’s shoulder. Stella and the kids could trick-or-treat without him, he could keep searching for the bird, and Zander and Michaela would be counting out Nerds Ropes on the living room floor by the time he got home. He’d report the golden-crown to the Colorado state listers, if he could confirm it . . .

Nah, he thinks, he’s got to let this one go.

Back at the edge of the pasture, he searches his pockets and retraces his steps, unable to find his keys before realizing he left them in the ignition. He tosses off his matted shoes and pulls off his muddied pants, then changes into his hiking boots and scrubs.

He slides back into the driver’s seat and eases back onto the road, disappointed, sure, but not exceedingly so. Drinking sake from the thermos, watching the kids parade in and out of the stores along Pearl Street, and feeling Stella’s hand in his back pocket sounds pretty good. As he turns into town, he calls her, his spirits still high.

“Hi, honey,” she says too loud. “You should see this place! It’s insane. Because of the Pumpkin Run.”

“What do you mean?” Adrian knows the Pumpkin Run: a Boulder Halloween tradition, when a hundred and fifty people jog naked but for shoes and the pumpkins on their heads down four city blocks. It’s too early in the evening for that nonsense.

“Michaela!” Stella calls. “Stay with us.”

“What’s going on? Where are you?” Adrian asks, unable to hear her well, unable to turn from Pearl Street to Fifteenth Street, finding it inexplicably lined with orange warning cones.

“They outlawed it,” Stella says. “Said if people streaked again, they’d all be arrested and registered as sex offenders.”

“Well, what’s that have to do with us?”

“Nothing, the police are just trying to make a point.”

“Police?”

“Just park somewhere and meet us, okay?” she says. “We’ll wait.”

“Stell, why don’t—”

“We’re at Fourteenth and Pearl,” she says. And clicks off.

Adrian squeezes into an illegal parking spot on Pine and hurries along the sidewalk into what looks like an affluent, militarized Hollywood Carnival. Wooden blockades manned by SWAT troopers line Pearl Street with costumed Power Rangers flanking them like backup singers. Boulder city police cluster at the corner of Broadway and Pearl alongside the Joker, Freddy Krueger, and Jack Sparrow. In his sky-blue hospital scrubs, Adrian jogs, on and off the curbs, past blinking red signs that all say Don’t Walk.

Amid a boisterous crowd, across the wide, bricked thoroughfare of the outdoor mall, he searches, suddenly frantic. Not for the Stella who looks like his wife, but Stella as Marilyn Monroe—standing about five ten in her tight black skirt, stilettos, and cheap blond wig; Michaela, his youngest, as a Native American scout in buckskin pants with a feather poking up from her headband; and Zander as Frodo from Lord of the Rings in linen shirt and short trousers, thigh-high cape thrown back over his shoulders. Though Adrian’s precisely at the corner of Fourteenth and Pearl, he can’t see them.

He takes out his binocular and hovers on the edge of the sidewalk, peering through the revelers, just as a troupe of jack-o’-lantern-headed men and women begin to spew from the alley. The Boulder Halloween pumpkin runners. Dozens of them, clothed at the moment in zippered hoodies and running jackets, jeans and sweat pants. They usually come out only in darkness. They usually trickle along in a mild naked rush under a canopy of trees and darkened storefronts, when the town’s children are long since back in their beds. Now they look both rowdy and organized, organic orange faces carved into masks of outrage, and there are still pockets of light in the sky.

Adrian texts Stella:

Better get the kids out of here.

He spots a tall blonde tottering toward the far corner, turning back to wave wildly at him, exaggeratedly mouthing something he can’t make out—but it’s only a man in drag—as the pumpkin heads form a mumbling circle in record time, from the gyro place to the kite store, along the courthouse lawn, spilling onto the sidewalks and the curbs, blocking his way across the mall.

Cops unclip walkie-talkies from their belts and pull billy clubs from their holsters.

Suddenly, there is Adrian’s thirteen-year-old son, Zander, cell phone in his hand, standing alone atop a bench, at the opposite side of the restless circle, longish hair uncharacteristically in curls.

“Dad!” he yells blindly into the crowd, as Adrian’s iPhone rings in his pocket.

Adrian snatches it out. Without looking at his screen, without taking in the number carved in sharp pixels across the glass, he waves toward Zander and says into the phone, “Hey. You see me?”

“Adrian?”

In a sudden rash of goose pimples, he hears his mother’s voice for the first time in years. His Adam’s apple lifts against his will. The commotion of the scene thrumming all around him, Zander included, stills and distorts, as though he’s plunged under deep water.

He pictures June sitting at her kitchen table, nervously running her thumb along the edge of the wood, until, when Adrian doesn’t talk, she stills her fingers and stares straight ahead, barely breathing, as if stillness will make a response more likely. What is she staring at? The collection of petrified flies and bees caught between the closed window and the screen, the rectangular bits of fried egg left on her plate from the morning, her change purse sitting out from paying a boy to rake the lawn this afternoon. Knees knobby through green or brown slacks.

Adrian is unable, unwilling, to speak, so she does.

“Adrian. Are you there? It’s your mom,” she says. “Listen . . . I just . . . I want you to know I’m si—”

He jabs at the animate screen, disconnecting, and the pandemonium of the mall rushes back louder than ever.

Before he can rebound or react, before he can feel relief or remorse, before he can even locate Zander again, the pumpkin heads begin whipping off their jackets, shirts, and sweaters en masse—exposing bras, bare chests, camisoles, nipple rings, tattoos—followed in breakneck speed by their pants—flashing thongs and boxers and buttocks, pubic hair like clumps of seaweed or nests of silk or shaved into indistinguishable shapes or shaved off altogether, penises flinging loose or bobbing at the root or shrinking deep into their ball sacks, pumpkins lolling on their heads, while the mall erupts with hooting and whistling, bouncing and unzipping, all caught, as in a corral, in an encapsulating ring of escalating hooves.

Mounted police gallop onto the scene from three directions. For a split second, Adrian thinks it’s one of his nightmares, where everything is animals and creatures with the wrong heads and he’s some apocalyptic Alice slipped down into a manhole. But there is Zander, still standing above the crowd, not thirty feet away, trying not to look turned on or grossed out or embarrassed or panicked, like he’s trying to resist the pull of the Ring.

As Adrian tries to bolt for him right into the naked throng, a burly cop seizes him by the arm. “Hold up.”

“Just let me grab my son, all right?” Adrian urges, pulling back to test the earnestness of the hold, cursing himself, cursing his mother. “He’s right there.”

“Hang on a minute, buddy,” the cop says almost casually. “Let us get these idiots out of your way,” like a couple of pranksters are knocking the lids off trash cans.

Adrian watches, helpless, in his Armani jacket, hiking boots, scrub pants, and Swarovski binocular, wondering where Stella could be, while people dart around for their clothes, cuffs snap closed around wrists, masks spatter to the ground, and mounted police clatter down the bricks giving chase.

Zander disappears from the bench. In a hurried blur in the mayhem, Adrian makes out Stella, looking like Marilyn after a bender. She holds on to Michaela with one hand and grasps at Zander with the other as though they’re threading their way across a collapsing footbridge.

“Stella!” Adrian yells, waving his free arm high above his head, then “Hey, Zander!” hoarse and raw, but they’re gone, disappeared into the crowd of half-assed disguises.

When the cop finally releases him, Adrian lumbers into waxing darkness. He takes out his phone again to discover a red “1”—a voicemail from his mother—but he clicks off it. Dials Stella.

Waiting for an answer, he slaps unconsciously at his jacket for his old pillbox. Its absence is suddenly palpable, like a veteran’s missing limb when the weather starts to change.



Chapter Two



In the straight-backed chair in the corner of the master bedroom, Stella sits long-legged in her “I love Paris!” nightgown practicing her fingering on the oboe, still in the wig. Outside, someone shouting runs along the street, while Adrian watches Stella from their bed, messing around distractedly on his phone. It strikes him as odd when she practices like this: her fingers are rushing around, but there’s no music, only a sort of muted typewriter clacking. The nightgown is ironic too, with its floating pink hearts and miniature Eiffel Towers. She’s not the type; they both laughed when she brought it home. He wants her to come and lie down.

Zander and Michaela are fast asleep now, exhausted from their brief stint at nomadic life—the Native American and the hobbit off on adventures far from home, hoping for the blessing of their elders, ambushed by an angry mob. Michaela had decided to dress as one of her “ancestors.” When Adrian reminded her she was only one-eighth American Indian (from the Catawba tribe, his mother’s side) and was mostly French, actually, plus Scottish, English, and God knows what, she was undeterred. But when they got home from trick-or-treating, Zander hunched at the dining table playing Mario Kart on his sister’s DS, and Michaela blew fraying colored feathers aimlessly around the room. No one spoke of the night’s events, as if somebody had died. Later, when Stella went in to say good night to Michaela, she stayed a particularly long time, speaking low. Now she turns off the light and slides in beside him smelling like somebody else’s cosmetics.

“Nice wig.” Adrian smiles, a little aroused, a little bewildered.

She lifts her knee up onto his thigh, moves in closer so her breasts surround his forearm. “You should have seen Zander with the curling iron.”

Adrian chuckles. “I’ll bet.”

Stella chuckles too, and kisses Adrian’s clavicle. “I thought he looked pretty good like that, actually.”

To convince himself that nothing’s wrong, that he’s being superstitious, that he’s making something out of nothing and the phone call from his mother can be safely contained, Adrian regales Stella with an account of the evening’s high-jinks adventure—the sparrow that flew like a heat-seeking missile, him sloshing across the field in his good shoes, sliding into horseshit like it was first base, the bird flitting right into the broken-down house like it was coming home from work. The whole thing was pretty funny.

“Into the house?” she asks, with exaggerated incredulity. “Come on.”

“It was crazy.” He cups the soft weight of one of her breasts in his hand. “You should have seen it.”

She slides her leg up over his hip and says, “So, that’s why you were late.”

He hesitates. Unclear as to whether he’s being chastised, he moves his hand from her breast to her shoulder, just under the foreign blond hair. “I wasn’t that late. Plus I had an emergency C-section this afternoon.”

“Don’t worry about it. They were only bodies.”

She means the pumpkin heads. They were only bodies the children had seen. Adult bodies. In handcuffs.

“It’s nobody’s fault,” she tells him, but she backs away, takes off the wig, and tosses it onto her bedside table. It’s nobody’s fault.

Then she places her head on the edge of his pillow. “Everything okay?” she asks, looking for an answer he’s never been able to deliver.

“Early day tomorrow.”

The years have amassed between Adrian’s mother, June, and him like thick cotton padding around a wound. June had seen her only grandchildren, Zander and Michaela, more often in their early years, on and off, always with Adrian present, watching her, trying not to watch her. He wanted to keep the relationship with his mother alive, in spite of his confusion, but it had slipped away from him, little by little. As the years progressed, he returned fewer of her phone calls, found less time in his schedule to visit with her, claimed they hadn’t room for her in Boulder for more than a day or two. When she asked if the kids might fly out to see her on their own, Adrian said he’d rather they didn’t and, not long after, told her it was probably best for her to stop calling for a while. Maybe he would call her, he said. There was a terrible silence on the other end of the line, then he heard her crying. “I’m so sorry for everything,” she said, pleadingly, and Adrian felt something drop away. “I should have put an end to it all sooner,” she said, then he hung up.

A couple of months ago, without warning (and why would there be one?), she started calling again. Adrian didn’t answer until tonight, didn’t hear her voice again until tonight. She didn’t leave a message, until tonight. He says nothing more to Stella, just pulls on deep breathing like an invisibility cape. Soon she’s curled into an S-curve not six inches away, as blissfully unaware as one of his anesthetized patients under the knife.
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