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To Susan and Lindell Ormsbee, who have always kept me looking toward the stars

And to Rod Serling, who fearlessly walked the middle ground between light and shadow


Admirer as I think I am

Of stars that do not give a damn,

I cannot, now I see them, say

I missed one terribly all day.

Were all stars to disappear or die,

I should learn to look at an empty sky

And feel its total dark sublime,

Though this might take me a little time.

—W. H. AUDEN, “The More Loving One”


A letter from Craig Mercer, written May 17, 1975

I'm leaving.

I'm going to Red Sun.

Sometimes you see too much of the world to want to stay in it.

So I'm going to Red Sun, and I don't want you to contact me.



Kansas, 1977
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Galliard

SUNDAY, JULY 31

Mornings at Red Sun begin with prayer to the Life Force.

Bullshit, you’re saying. You don’t actually believe in a Life Force.

I’m telling you, I do.

See, the Life Force can be almost anything. To you it could be God. It could be unseen energy. It could be your girlfriend or your favorite basketball player.

To me it’s stars.

Holly.

Hendrix.

Joplin.

Those are my stars.

I see them most nights, shining from the sky. They’re up there, three across, and have been ever since their untimely mortal deaths. They look out for me, and I pray to them.

At Red Sun you can pray however you want. It isn’t about the how or the who so much as it is about the praying itself. Though the Life Force—the energy that has bound this universe together since its inception—can be different things to different people, what matters is that prayer is a communal act. It’s a group dedication that brings together the members of Red Sun. The only rule is that your prayer must ascend (or descend, depending) between the hours of six and eight o’clock in the morning. You can pray wherever you want: in your room or the gardens or out in the cornfields. I like to pray right here in Common House, with one hundred others.

This morning, I’m talking to Holly. He’s the guy I go to for confidence and understanding, and I’m going to need a hell of a lot of confidence today.

It’s Assignment Day.

The Council is going to tell me where to go, what to do, and who to be. Corn farmer, livestock tender, meal preparer, textile worker—they’re all up for grabs. But I don’t want any of those shitty positions. There is one spot open for resident artist, and it’s going to be mine.

It has to be mine.

I’m begging Buddy Holly, Let it be mine.

“Hear me out,” I pray. “This is within your jurisdiction. I know you can make it happen. If you do, I’ll be set for life. If you don’t, I’ll disembowel myself. I’m not shitting around—I will. So do me a solid and make me resident artist, and I’ll cover your songs till my dying day. Thanks, sir. Much appreciated.”

I choose to say my prayers under my breath, though plenty of seven o’clock supplicants talk to their respective versions of the Life Force at conversational volume. Common House is thick with incense and consonants and vowels—prayers sent to God or gods or self or earth or no one in particular. Newcomers sometimes complain about the noise, but it’s a soothing sound once you get used to it.

I’m really used to it.

Prayer over, I lie on my back, hands behind my head. I breathe in the sweet, tongue-coating incense. I breathe out. I breathe in, lungs expanding to full capacity. I pucker my lips and blow out in a whistle.

Here in Common House, surrounded by all these serious prayers, my tics hardly ever show up. Here I whistle intentionally, blink intentionally, move intentionally.

But then, as always, morning prayer ends, and the day begins.

•  •  •

My friend Phoenix is standing outside Common House, eyes trained on the rising sun. I grin, because this is a sign. Phoenix is just who I need to see; he understands what today means to me.

Phoenix was raised outside the commune. He saw everything the Outside had to offer and found it lacking. He’s heard my music, and he says there’s nothing that good on the Outside. He says I’ve got talent.

“Hey,” I say, joining him where he stands.

“Big day,” Phoenix replies.

I nod, and for a moment we stand in silence, watching members of Red Sun pass by.

“Look at them,” he says. “Moving with purpose toward their own tasks, keeping this community strong and well. Everywhere else, it’s a mad dash for nothing. People clawing at each other to get the next paycheck, next car, next model.” He turns to me, his pale face lit by the sun. “You don’t know how lucky you are to have been born here.”

“I’ve got some idea.” Then I say, “Better go. Got somewhere important to be.”

Phoenix pats my back. “You’re ready for this day.”

I take this as a benediction from Buddy Holly himself.

•  •  •

There’s a hornet in the sitting room. Who knows how he got in, but he’s determined to get out through a closed window. He keeps ramming his body against the glass and letting out a pathetic buzz at every failed attempt.

It’s making me fucking sad.

Right now my best friend, Archer, is in the chamber with the Council. It’s only me and a girl named Bright left waiting for our assignments. My hands are clutched between my knees, and I’ve sunk my head real low as a sign that I do not want to talk. When Saff first showed us to our seats and explained the assignment procedure, I felt confident enough (thanks, Buddy). Then Bright started pestering me with questions.

“You want to be an artist? Will you be disappointed if you don’t get it? Farming is good too, though, isn’t it? Isn’t nature beautiful? Don’t you love our land? Six hundred acres, four hundred people, and nothing but love and acceptance.”

Bright is new to the commune, which means she’s completed the Council’s preliminary education course and been approved to live in a newly constructed residential wing of Heather House. Red Sun doesn’t turn many people away, and when we do it’s because their energy isn’t right for the community. Honestly, I don’t see how Bright passed the test, because I for one don’t find her energy appealing. She is so damn curious, which a lot of the adults find “encouraging” and “endearing,” but no. No, it is not.

Normally, you get your first ten-year assignment when you’re sixteen, like me. Since Bright is new, though, she’s going through the process with the rest of us first-timers. I hope she gets chicken duty. Not because I wish a decade of egg collecting and shit clearing upon Bright, but because the coops are as far away from Council House as they can possibly be, and once I’m resident artist I will need lots of concentration in order to compose my life-altering ballads. There will be no Bright questions allowed.

When the chamber door opens, I lift my head, and Archer steps out grinning, exultant. He can’t say anything—we’re not allowed to speak from the time the Council assigns us to the time we leave the building. I know he got good news, though, when he shoots me a wink. I watch him go, distracted, and it takes me a few seconds to realize Saff has said my name.

Saff is the youngest of our three-person Council. Unlike Rod and Opal, she doesn’t have gray hair yet. Her hair is black, and it hangs long, past her shoulders, twisted into dreadlocks. She talks so quietly that I usually miss the second and third syllables of everything she says. It gets annoying fast.

“Come in, please, Galliard,” she whispers, ushering me before her into the chamber. Then she motions to an empty wooden chair and says, “Sah-suh-sah-muh.”

Not actually that. I just can’t hear her, because she’s gone ahead of me and her words are indistinguishable. I’m pretty sure she’s asked me to take a seat, so I do.

She takes her own seat at a long table across from me. Beside her are Opal and Rod. The three of them sit before stacks of papers. Opal, founder of Red Sun, folds her hands and looks me over with a faint smile.

“Good morning, Galliard,” she says.

I don’t say anything. I’m supposed to keep quiet through all of this, per the Assignment Day training I went through in the spring. I’m suddenly nervous as hell, and my jaw jerks hard to the right—one of my tics.

“You are a treasure to our community,” she continues. “It has been a joy and great privilege to watch you grow. Your spirit and mind contribute invaluably to us, and you’ve cultivated many talents that can be put to use. Our decision was therefore a difficult one.”

Inside me, a hundred bells start clanging. My jaw jerks again.

The Council’s decision shouldn’t have been difficult. They’ve received my request for resident artist, a spot that was vacated in February when Gregor—a skilled potter—left the commune for Kansas City. I wrote a long essay on my request form about how my talents would benefit Red Sun.

I write my own songs. And instead of performing them on community nights at Common House, as I do now, I could perform them at the Moonglow Café, for outsiders to hear. I’ll develop a following, and I’ll find someone on the Outside to make a recording of my songs, and those records will sell, and I’ll be played on the radio, and soon the entire United States will know about Red Sun, through my music. That’s what a resident artist is supposed to do: reach as many outsiders as possible and educate them about our way of life. Because, as Rod reminds us daily, there are plenty of outsiders who don’t think we live right. Some people out there, in town, would like nothing more than to kick us off our own property. They claim we worship Satan and sell their teenagers cannabis and partake in drunken orgies. It’s a laugh. Outsiders don’t know anything.

They could know more, though. They could understand our ways and see the path we’re on, and they could learn this through my music. That’s what I wrote the Council.

You see now? It doesn’t make sense, what Opal’s saying about my assignment being a difficult decision.

What’s difficult about it?

“Galliard.” It’s Rod talking now. “We consider every assignment request with great care and attention. We don’t take lightly the fact that we are determining your future for the next ten years. We hope you know that. We appreciate your enthusiasm, but we’ve decided on another candidate for our resident artist.”

I follow the rules. I don’t speak.

I scream on the inside.

And I tic again, my jaw moving forcefully to one side.

“You didn’t mark a second preference,” says Saff in her way-too-soft voice. “However, we’ve chosen an assignment we hope you will find rewarding. We’re placing you in the Moonglow kitchen. You’re familiar with the job through your preassignment and have proved to be an asset there. And you can go on working with J. J. and Archer.”

“Archer is a good friend of yours, Galliard, isn’t he?” asks Rod.

“Yeah.”

Well. Looks like I broke the no-talking rule. Might as well break it some more.

“Sorry,” I say. “Who . . . did you choose for resident artist? If it wasn’t me, then who?”

This is a no-no, and I know it, and the Council does too. The only thing worse than talking during the assignment process is questioning the Council’s decision. But hey, I’m mad. Who cares about rules right now?

Saff tugs on one of her dreads, then another. She’s not making eye contact with me. Opal isn’t smiling anymore; she’s gone solemn, and she and Rod are sharing a look.

In the end, Rod actually answers my rule-breaking question.

“We’ve chosen Phoenix for the position. You may be aware that he has quite the skill as a painter. He shared a very impressive portfolio. We’ve already commissioned a half-dozen paintings depicting scenes of life at Red Sun. We mean to display and sell them at the café.”

Sirens set off inside my brain, joining the screaming and bell-clanging. They wail in big, sonic spirals, and they’re so loud I can barely hear what I say next.

“Phoenix, as in Phoenix from town. Showed up here two years ago Phoenix. That Phoenix?”

My friend Phoenix. The Phoenix who patted my back an hour ago. That Phoenix?

“To my knowledge, there is only one Phoenix in Red Sun,” says Rod. “You didn’t know he’d made a special reassignment petition?”

“No. I absolutely did not.”

Rod and Opal share another look. I’m unbearably uncomfortable, so of course another one of my tics kicks in. I clear my throat, loud and low. Only Saff looks startled. She fidgets with another one of her dreads.

“Galliard,” says Opal, standing, “you must trust our judgment on this. We appreciate your many contributions to the commune, and we’re certain you will continue to enliven our spirits with your music. But we feel this assignment is best.”

I clear my throat.

I’m red in the face, and my hands are dripping sweat. I need to get out, out, out of here. So I nod and nod, and I stand up, and the rest of the Council stands up, and we’re all standing here, facing each other, and my brain screams, I hate this, and my heart screams, Phoenix is a traitor, but my lips stay closed. I don’t talk again. I just clear my damn throat.
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Stella

SUNDAY, JULY 31

We pass a dead dog on our way home from Ferrell’s. I wouldn’t have known if Jill hadn’t cried out and pressed her finger against the window, screaming for Dad to stop the car.

Dad brakes and shifts the station wagon into reverse until I see it: a border collie lying motionless on the side of the road.

Blood encircles its head, forming a crimson halo and testament to a grisly end. Despite that, the collie looks peaceful, as though it’s merely lain down on its side to nap in the Sunday sun. Its eyes are closed. Its whiskers quiver in the morning breeze.

My father turns to me, where I sit in the back seat with my little sister, and says, “I don’t want her seeing this.”

Jill stares at me with big eyes. This is the worst thing for Dad to say, because of course now Jill must see this. She struggles against me with rabid energy as I tug at her shoulder and tell her to sit back, attempting to block her view. Jill is nine years old, the baby of our family, and she often acts the part.

My father gets out of the car, approaches the dog, and crouches. It remains motionless—no rise and fall of its glossy black side. Cautiously, Dad feels around the body and inspects the dark stain of blood on the asphalt. Then he shakes his head. He stands, squares his shoulders, and looks around. He’s searching for a house with a car in its driveway—a house whose family isn’t at church. His gaze catches above my head, on the opposite side of the street. He motions for me and Jill to stay put, and we watch from the car as our father jogs toward a green-shuttered brick ranch. Number twenty-two, says the matching green mailbox.

Twenty-Two Cedar Street.

I look at the dog again. I raise a hand to my mouth.

No, I think. That’s not possible.

Jill is crying. She’s sniffing loudly and about to wipe her nose against her shirtsleeve. I catch her arm before she can and pull it taut, shaking my head.

I draw her into a side hug, which she doesn’t fight. Then I press a kiss to her thin, dirty-blond hair and say, “It’s fine, Jillie. Things like this happen.”

And they do; that’s true. Only it’s terrible timing. Jill woke this morning to find that her goldfish, Velma, had died during the night. She shook me awake and dragged me to the fishbowl in her room, where an orange, bloated body was floating atop the water.

“We’re going to hold a funeral,” I told her. “In the bathroom.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You mean you’re gonna flush her?”

(Jill is the baby, but she’s not stupid.)

“It’ll be a good flushing,” I said. “We’ll say nice things. And it’s Sunday, which is the perfect time for a funeral because it’s God’s day, which means he’s closer to Earth now than any other day of the week.”

I knew this wasn’t exactly in keeping with Baptist teaching—we Mercers used to be Baptists—but the words were coming out before I could stop them, and they sounded nice. In any event, they pacified Jill, and we proceeded to flush Velma with pomp and circumstance. She received kind words, a prayer, and a firm press of the commode handle. All this before Dad woke up.

I was proud of myself for handling the situation as well as any parent would. As well as my mother would have if she were alive. I was grateful, too, that Jill hadn’t made a big deal about it afterward or been mopey in the car. I assumed we could move past the incident with very little to-do.

Only now here is this poor dead dog—a dog I recognize but am telling myself I do not.

My father is talking to a woman on the front doorstep of the green-shuttered house. She is clutching a terrycloth bathrobe at the stomach, and she is shaking her head. Dad points back our way, at the dog. The woman’s head continues to shake. Then she shuts the door. Dad remains on the porch a moment longer before heading back to us. Once he is in the driver’s seat, he does not start the engine. I see the crease of his forehead in the rearview mirror.

“Dad?” I say.

“She said she’s never seen a collie around here. Far as she knows, no one on the block owns the dog.”

“He must’ve got loose and run here from someplace else,” says Jill, who has stopped her sniffling. She pushes her bare feet into the back of Dad’s seat, which is something he hates but does not comment on now. He is staring ahead, through the windshield, lost in thought.

The car is silent, though not entirely. I hear something outside. It’s the sound of a dog howling. Then another joins in, higher pitched, yipping frantically.

“She said her own dog’s been acting off this morning,” Dad tells us, somewhat vacantly. “Been nervous, hiding away. Some change in the weather, she thinks. Said maybe the collie got spooked and ran from his home; that’s how he got himself hit.” After a moment more of dog cries, he adds, “She’s going to call animal control.”

“Is that the best thing to do?” I ask.

“Well, hon, I don’t know what else.”

I don’t know what else either. Only it seems wrong. I do not want this dog to be carried off to an unmarked grave by indifferent hands.

“We could make posters,” suggests Jill. “We could put them around the neighborhood, so the family can know what happened.”

My father says nothing.

I look out the window again. I don’t know why. I suppose I am hoping that the dog will change its breed and its familiar, lifeless face. When I look, though, nothing has changed, and I feel I could cry harder and longer than even Jill.

“Dad?” I say. “Doesn’t it—”

“I know.”

“That’s not possible, is it?”

“Hon, I really can’t say.”

“What?” asks Jill, aware that she’s being left out of an adult conversation—as often happens in our three-person family. “What is it?”

Neither of us tells Jill what it is. We don’t say that this dead dog looks exactly like Major, the collie that belonged to our former neighbors, the Metcalfes. Neither of us mentions that this dog brings back memories of a bad summer and of a closed-casket funeral and of Craig—our Craig. Dad just tells Jill to put her feet down, and, once she does, he starts the car and drives the remaining half mile to our house.

•  •  •

We Mercers keep to ourselves. We do not go to church as our neighbors do. We do not speak to our neighbors, and they do not speak to us. They whisper about us, though. I know, because I hear them every night at the Dreamlight, where I work. They whisper about how the moon drove my mother to madness and my brother joined a cult of weed-smoking hippies and how I never accompany young men to Slater football games the way normal seventeen-year-old girls ought to. They don’t think I can hear them through the plexiglass of the concessions hut. They’re wrong.

It wasn’t always this way. Before my mother died, we attended First Baptist Church every Sunday morning and most Wednesday nights. We brought casseroles to neighborhood barbecues, and we had houseguests and parties. I had friends then—Linda and Brian and Dennis and Marci. That last summer my mother was alive, the five of us roamed Slater like wild animals. We played Marco Polo in the cornfields and spat seeds off Brian’s father’s pickup. On rainy days, Linda and Marci and I would play dress-up with a trunk full of Linda’s mother’s old costumes from her time as a professional dancer with the Kansas City Ballet. I always wore the emerald tiara, which took at least eight bobby pins to secure, and I would grant wishes to Linda and Marci with my magic wand—an old green spatula that had warped in the heat of the dishwasher.

That was life before.

This is life after:

My father works full-time as a janitor. He cleans Slater’s schools, its library, and the courthouse. He also cleans Slater Creek Generating Station, the nuclear power plant outside our town that began operations two years ago.

I used to work part-time at Vine Street Salon and at Dreamlight Drive-In Theatre. Since school ended, I’ve been working full-time at the salon and part-time at the Dreamlight, which means I’ve begun to make a decent income. I don’t intend to move out and buy my own place, though. That would defeat my purpose for staying here, which is to look after Jill.

For Jill’s last birthday, I gave her the Nancy Drew book The Sky Phantom, because she loves mysteries. I also bought her a new pair of Keds, because she is growing too fast and Dad doesn’t notice these things. He doesn’t notice, either, that Jill has begun to steal my lipstick and wear it to school. I know he won’t notice when she’ll need a training bra. He won’t notice when she comes home from school with bloodied underwear, in need of a tampon and a hug and a comfortable chat about what is happening to her body. He won’t notice with Jill because he didn’t notice with me.

I don’t blame my father for this. He sleeps most of the day, and he works at night when Jill and I are at home and need him most. When we can spend time together, we spend it well. On Sunday mornings—like this morning—he takes us to Ferrell’s Drive-In and lets us order a malt and a Coney dog and a large order of tater tots. We eat and slurp together in the station wagon with the windows rolled down and the radio tuned to 580 AM, a local station out of Kansas City that plays the latest hits. When we are through, we wipe our grease-coated fingers on napkins, toss our trash, and drive home.

We are loners, but we’re loners together.

•  •  •

When we arrive home, Jill races to the house and uses her latchkey rather than wait for my father to open the door.

Dad and I take our time. Usually, he makes a show of how much his belly has bloated with the food from Ferrell’s. He pats it as though he’s a Santa-in-training and says, “I need to lay off,” and I will only smirk at him because he never does.

Today he makes no jokes. We’re silent on our way to the house. We’re thinking of the same thing, I know.

“Stella,” he says, once we’ve reached the porch. “It couldn’t have been him. That was over two years ago.”

“Dogs come back, though, don’t they? They come back to their homes.”

“Two years later? That’s not likely. It only looked like Major, that’s all.”

“I guess so.”

Only I am not convinced, and I don’t think my father is either.

•  •  •

Jill and I always watch the evening news together while eating our dinner, and Sundays are an especially big deal because that’s when Cassie Mackin reports on NBC’s Sunday Night News. Jill loves Cassie Mackin. I do too. In my opinion, she is second only to Barbara Walters.

I place our TV-dinner trays in the oven, side by side, thirty minutes before the news begins. On Sunday nights, we eat the macaroni-and-cheese dinner, which probably should not be considered a real meal. Then again, nothing premade in a tinfoil tray should be considered a real meal. I am hopeless in the kitchen, though, and Dad hardly has the time to eat, let alone cook, so it is frozen trays of macaroni, corn, and peas for the Mercer family.

Jill sets up our plastic eating stands in the den, and by the time I arrive with our meals and two full glasses of milk, we are primed and ready. I switch on the television as the Sunday Night News theme begins. Jill blows on a forkful of macaroni, her eyes bugged and glued to the screen.

Sometimes I wonder if Jill should be seeing and hearing everything on the news. Tonight, for instance, Cassie Mackin reports on how two more people were shot in New York City by the killer who calls himself Son of Sam. His killings have been a regular report since last summer, but every time they’re mentioned I worry about how wide Jill’s eyes grow and how still she becomes.

“Hey,” I say, attempting to draw her attention from the screen. “They’ll catch him.”

Jill looks at me, affronted. “Of course they will. They’d just better hurry up.”

When the news is over, we throw away our trays and return to the sofa. I sit on one side, Jill on the other. She is rereading a Nancy Drew book from the library. I am reading The Cosmic Connection by Carl Sagan, which is about all sorts of things, including the probability of extraterrestrial intelligence.

An hour passes, and my father comes through the den on his way to work. He kisses my head, then Jill’s, and leaves for the power plant, which is first on his janitorial rounds. Then, at eight o’ clock, it’s my turn to leave for the Dreamlight.

“Keep the doors locked,” I tell Jill, as is my nightly custom. “Call me at the hut if something’s wrong.”

“I know, I know.”

“Nine o’clock.” I point a warning finger. “I’ll know if you stayed up later.”

Jill nods distractedly, lost again in The Clue of the Velvet Mask.

I leave through the garage, wheeling my road bike out. Something is off with the chain, and it makes an insistent tick-tick-tick as I ride the bike out of the driveway. I’ll have to figure out how to fix it later.

It’s windy out—so windy that I wobble once when I mount my bike, overcorrecting for the force of the breeze. I push up to a coast, then pedal faster down Oak Street. Tick-tick-tick-tick. Our neighbor Mr. Metz is out mowing his lawn. I remember attending one of his cookouts when I was Jill’s age. He does not wave at me. I do not wave at him.

From Oak Street, I take Elm, then turn onto Vine—Slater’s main drag. I pedal away from the shops and streetlights and out to farm country. Vine turns into Eisenhower Road, which is wider and less well kept. There are potholes to avoid, and on either side of me stretches an endless green forest of cornstalks. Dreamlight Drive-In Theatre is nestled in these cornfields, a mile outside the town center.

The sun has begun to set, lowering through a hazy, plum-tinted sky. Soon, the stars will be out. In a moment like this, when it’s just me and my bike and the road, I get to thinking about That Stella.

In my mind, I like to imagine two different lives for Stella Kay Mercer. At the start, when I was a child, they were the same road. They forked once, when my mother died, and they spread wider still the day Craig left us. One road is This Stella. Me. The one who works most hours of her life and who cannot even consider the possibility of college. Then there is That Stella. The one who will attend KU and study engineering. The one who might one day help launch a vessel into space. That Stella does not have to worry about her little sister or estranged brother or overworked father.

I like to tell myself that in another, parallel universe I am That Stella. But in this universe, the one in which I am presently conscious, I have to pay my dues as This Stella. I have to work my nightly shift at the Dreamlight and my daily shift at Vine Street Salon. As This Stella, I must contend with a finicky bike chain, a potholed road, a mighty wind blowing so hard that I have to squint against it, and even then tears spring up in my stinging eyes. When I pass the town’s only billboard, I see that the months-old ad for Slater’s Pizza Hut has torn away, one end tattered and whipping wildly about. Around me the cornstalks sway and bend, undulating with ripples caused by unseen pebbles.

I skid my bike to a stop, then slide a hair band off my wrist and work it into my hair, pulling back unruly strands from my face. Once my vision is clear, I start again, pushing into the wind and wondering as I do if Mr. Cavallo will cancel tonight’s show. Even if he doesn’t, there are bound to be complaints about the wind affecting the screen; that’s the risk you run with an outdoor theatre.

There is hardly any traffic on Eisenhower on a Sunday evening, but even so, I keep my bike close to the road’s edge. That is why I see it.

At first I think it’s a mound of dirt or sod. Then I think perhaps it’s rope or a garden hose. Then I am close enough to really see, but even then I do not believe it. I slow my bike.

Tick . . . Tick . . . Tick.

I drop one foot, easing to a stop. I look closer.

They are snakes. They are small and thin and striped in varying shades of green and black. Garters—nothing to be afraid of, under normal circumstances. I’ve encountered plenty over the years, in my yard.

I’ve never seen them like this, though. There are at least two dozen of them, and they’re not doing the things I would expect from a pile of snakes. There is no writhing or slithering. They are, all of them, perfectly still. I look closer, at the snake nearest my shoe. Its head is tucked into the very center of its coiled body.

Now I see. Now I cannot unsee. The snake’s mouth hangs open, pinkish-purple, fangs exposed. Where its eye should be, there is nothing but a small, bloody crater. My vision blooms wider to reveal that they are all this way—all motionless, all dead, piled onto one another.

My stomach is telling me I need to vomit, but my throat is telling me I cannot. It’s cinched up tight, allowing no breath in and no bile out. Blurry white dots swim inside my eyes.

I shake my head. I force a swallow. Then another, and another. I breathe in, fill my lungs.

Move, I instruct my legs. Pedal on.

My legs listen. They pedal faster than they’ve ever pedaled before—a frenzied tickticktickticktick the rest of the way to the Dreamlight.
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Galliard

SUNDAY, JULY 31

I was six years old on the day of the Almost Apocalypse.

It was the first and only time Ruby hugged me. Normally, the commune doesn’t stand for that kind of thing: We kids belong to everyone, and biological parents aren’t supposed to coddle their offspring. That encourages particular familial bonds, and particular familial bonds create division within the community familial bond that unifies Red Sun. That day, though, Ruby coddled the hell out of me, holding me close to her damp shirt and clutching my hair in her fingers. I’m sure she meant to be comforting, but since she had never hugged me before, the closeness only freaked me out more. I felt suffocated in her arms, drowning in the smell of sweat and turmeric. I felt her heart beating fast against my ear, a sure sign she was terrified. And I knew that if the adults had a reason to be scared, I absolutely did.

The whole time it was happening, Ruby whispered these words in my ear, like a chant: “We were right. We were right. This is why we came.”

She clutched J. J.’s hand as we sat huddled among the other commune members, inside Common House. I remember the feeling in that place. The way you feel in the microsecond before a sneeze, when all your energy is focused and your thoughts hang suspended—that’s what it was like. I felt the fear in the room. We were afraid, because the world was ending.

But the world didn’t end. That’s the Almost part of the Almost Apocalypse.

At three o’clock that afternoon, the commune siren went off. It was tied to an alert system that the Council had installed in their offices, meant to inform us if a nuclear attack was imminent.

When that siren went off, the Council ordered everyone to pile into Common House. We waited until a little after seven o’clock that night, at which point Opal came in and told us that we were safe and would not, in fact, be blown off the face of the earth.

Thus ended the Almost Apocalypse.

We later found out that there had never been any threat. The alarm had been the result of a technical error. The next morning, the Council brought in an electrician. They also began construction of a fallout shelter.

Here at Red Sun, we believe in signs, and the Council believed this false alarm of ours to be a warning of real danger—a call for us to prepare a better hiding place, should we be well and truly nuked. Because, had we been nuked while crammed into Common House, it wouldn’t have mattered if we’d survived the blast—we’d still have been exposed to a shitload of radiation.

I wouldn’t understand any of this until years later, but I never forgot Ruby’s chant: “We were right. We were right. This is why we came.”

And I agree with that. She and J. J. were right: The US government, like all governments, is corrupt. The Outside is a scary place. Modern folks care more about the latest kitchen appliance than they do about their next-door neighbors. That’s why Ruby and J. J. came to Red Sun. That’s why they stayed. Even so, at the age of twelve, I came to a grim little conclusion:

My parents were right to come to Red Sun. But had the Almost Apocalypse been an Actual Apocalypse, we would’ve been dead with the rest of the wrong, wrong world.

•  •  •

There’s a strong wind blowing outside when I leave Council House. Even though the sky is a perfect, cloudless blue, a damp gust knocks into me like it’s bringing on a storm. An unfastened shutter slams against Sage House, like a drumbeat keeping unsteady time. In the nearby chicken coops, the birds cluck uneasily. At more of a distance, a dog is howling. I back up, shielding my eyes against the burning summer sun, to look at the weather vane atop Common House. There, a proud copper rooster is spinning from east to west, then west to north, then north to south, changing direction with every new surge of wind.

A gust whips up around me, unsettling the red dirt at my shoes, and then something smacks into my face, clinging to my cheeks with agitation. I grab at it, and my hand comes away with a crumpled white sheet of paper. Working against the hard wind, I open the paper to reveal black-ink words:

DON’T MISS THE MOVIE SENSATION OF THE SUMMER

STAR WARS—EXTENDED SHOWING, BY POPULAR DEMAND

AT THE DREAMLIGHT, SLATER’S ONE & ONLY DRIVE-IN THEATRE

MOVIE TIMES AT 9 & 11:30 PM

EVERY NIGHT TILL LABOR DAY

It’s an advertisement from the Outside. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised it found its way in here, with winds like these. Still, a chill shoots down my spine, and I drop the flyer like it’s diseased, and like that disease might infect me.

I clear my throat again and again, in low, guttural heaves. My tics haven’t let up since I left the Council.

I don’t want to think about the Outside right now. I don’t want to think at all. That’s why I head straight to work.

•  •  •

The Moonglow kitchen is in a lull when I arrive. It’s late for lunch, early for dinner. As I walk in, Dawn, our sous-chef, sends me a wave with her paring knife. J. J. cocks his head and says, “Get started on the peppers. Then onions and beets.”

No welcome. No acknowledgment that I have arrived a half hour early for my shift. No superfluous instruction.

Just how I like it.

From a nearby counter I grab the crate of green bell peppers, delivered this morning from Red Sun’s gardens. I haul it to my station, grab my board and knife, and set to work. With the pepper head down, I make quick vertical strokes across its center. I’d be lying if I said I’m not mentally substituting this pepper for a certain part of Phoenix’s anatomy.

My mouth tic is acting up, and I’m glad my back is to J. J. and Dawn so they can’t see me rapidly stretch open my lips—a yawn that never comes. Not that they care. J. J. knows I do good work, regardless. And, as he told me on my first day on the job, that is what matters in the kitchen: quality work and communication. I do quality work, though not because I care about the culinary reputation of the Moonglow Café. I do it because I know, even if I’m currently pissed about it, that I’m lucky to have gotten a slot in the kitchen.

There are some bad assignments. Like working the gardens in mid-July’s heat and humidity, building layers of callus on sunburn on callus on sunburn. Like cooking at Dining Hall, which is little more than a mindless conveyor belt churning out variations of a dozen recipes on a strict schedule of breakfast, lunch, and dinner, for our four hundred commune members. The Moonglow Café, on the other hand, is a professional kitchen. The café’s diners are outsiders, mainly from Slater, though sometimes from as far as Wichita and Kansas City.

I’ve got a good assignment here, though I’m pretty sure it has less to do with luck and more to do with being J. J.’s son. While parental bonding isn’t encouraged at Red Sun, no one denies certain biological factors. It’s clear that I have J. J.’s dark, curly hair and Ruby’s high cheekbones, and the Council must have also figured that if J. J. was good in the kitchen, his offspring would be too. What they didn’t consider was what J. J.’s offspring might be feeling. Sure, I work hard enough in the kitchen, but I don’t want to cook for the rest of my life. I don’t want to do anything for the rest of my life save play the commune’s Yamaha. It was only a dream before. Then Gregor left Red Sun at the beginning of the year, and I knew this was a sign for me. A sign that I could fill the Outside with my music.

As it turns out, I was wrong. It wasn’t a sign. It was false hope, and I’ve now been sentenced to a decade of cutting and sweating in this kitchen. I won’t be up for reassignment until I’m twenty-six, and at that point I might as well be dead. Real musicians—musicians who make a difference, the way my gods did—burn bright and early, way before they ever reach twenty-fucking-six.

Archer shows up with the rest of the team: Sunshine, Eduardo, Lola, and Heath. Though my enthusiastic chopping has deprived him of the usual prep work, he grabs a few remaining beets and takes his place beside me.

Unlike me, my best friend, Archer, likes kitchen work. For a couple of years he and I have been on prep and dishwashing—typical preassignment jobs. Now that we’ve been officially assigned here, we’ll replace workers who’ve been reassigned to other jobs in Red Sun. My guess is that we’ll be taking on saucier, since it’s the most commonly vacated role in the kitchen. Until the commune-wide changes go into effect tomorrow, though, it’s more prep work for us.

I feel Archer’s eyes on me, even as he cuts.

“Watch yourself.” I nod to his rapid knife strokes before returning to my own. Then I scrape a diced beet from the board and into the steel bowl between us.

Archer sets down his knife. He’s staring at me like a dumb fish, and he looks especially dumb because his long red curls are bunched up under a hairnet.

“Holy shit, man,” he says. “Just . . . holy shit. Why didn’t you say something?”

He knows. Someone told him about my assignment. Bright, maybe. Or even Phoenix himself.

I grab a new beet, severing the roots in one clean cut. As I do, I stretch my lips wide. Then I speak.

“It happened this morning,” I say. “When would I have said something?”

“Did he tell you beforehand, or was it . . . BAM. Surprise!”

Archer waves his knife in a manner that’s not at all in keeping with J. J.’s kitchen safety regulations.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Fuck that, Galliard. I’m not gonna have you sniveling over there the rest of the day. Out with it.”

I tic again, opening my mouth. It’s comical timing, really, like I’m letting out the silent scream I feel deep inside.

I set down my knife and say, “He didn’t tell me. I knew there were some other members who’d applied, but I thought I was a shoo-in. I didn’t know until Rod was going on about how they’d already commissioned paintings from Phoenix.”

“Holy shit,” Archer says, this time in a whisper. Then he shrugs. “You were the one who wanted to be his friend.”

I glare. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“All I’m saying is I never liked the guy much. I told you the day he came here that he was a pompous ass. He’s an outsider. What did you expect?”

My jaw jerks rightward. I stretch my lips apart. “Yeah, that’s not helping right now.”

“What would help? Now’s the time I’d expect all-out fisticuffs, but we both know you would lose. Hard.”

I slice away at my beet, uncovering its red heart with angry strokes. “I don’t want to fight him. The Council made their decision. A fight’s not going to change that.”

I feel noble for saying this, and also kind of nauseated.

“Well, yeah, sure, but . . .” Archer hems for a moment, then says, “Phoenix knew better.”

And there it is. Archer has named it: Phoenix—Red Sun outsider, friend, and role model—knows better. He knows I’ve wanted to be resident artist since way before he ever met me. He knows what it means to me. None of that stopped him, though. He did what he wanted, because he’s a selfish prick.

I stop there and ask myself, Is that fair?

I give it some thought. I think back two years, to when I first met Phoenix. I think of a crumpled letter in a wastebasket—a memory I can’t shake. I scrape the chopped beet from my cutting board. Then I decide: Yes. That’s an entirely fair assessment. Phoenix is, without a doubt, a selfish prick.

“Okay,” says Archer. “Here’s what’ll make it better: Dreamlight Season.”

A chill runs through me, same as it did before, when I tossed that paper from my hand—an advertisement for the Dreamlight itself. Thanks to Archer, I know all about that Outside attraction.

No Red Sun member is allowed to leave the commune for any reason other than a medical emergency. That’s a foundational rule of commune life. Every set of rules has its exception, though, and Red Sun rules are . . . no exception. What Archer calls Dreamlight Season is more formally known as Crossing.

The thinking behind Crossing goes like this: Adolescents are bound to experiment, act out, and push boundaries. That’s the natural order of things. For this reason, the Council instituted Crossing—a period of bending rules. From the age of fourteen to sixteen, for three summers, the first day of June through the last day of August, Red Sun members can leave the commune and explore the outside world, provided they return by a nightly curfew. At the end of those three summers, should an adolescent wish to leave Red Sun, they’re free to do so. If not, they’ll settle into adult life here and work their assigned job. The point is, no one here at Red Sun is forcing us younger members to stick around. If we want to leave, we can. The only hitch is this: Once you leave, you don’t come back. You’ve broken with Red Sun’s energy, and you’re on your own. The same holds true for any adults who choose to leave. There haven’t been many, but there have been some—Gregor, our former resident artist, among them.

Archer is a big fan of Crossing. His first summer, he went to Slater’s drive-in theatre, the Dreamlight, and watched every new release the Dreamlight showed. I can recite the full list of movies he’s seen, because he would not and will not shut up about them:

The Apple Dumpling Gang

The Rocky Horror Picture Show

The Omen

Murder by Death

Jaws

The Last Tycoon

Star Wars

That’s not all Archer does. He and the other crossers head into Slater and go to parties with actual outsiders our age. They explore the town and eat and drink and generally mess around. He says it’s great.

I’ve never left the commune.

I don’t feel what Archer calls “the itch”—an undeniable desire to get out and see what I’ve been missing. I’ve heard enough from Ruby and J. J. and met enough Red Sun newcomers to satisfy my curiosity. I know what I’m missing out on. But I don’t miss it.

For my three summers of Crossing, I’ve stayed in the commune, working extra hours in the kitchen and spending nights alone at the piano or talking to Phoenix. For these three summers, I’ve been fine.

I guess Phoenix is responsible for a lot of that. He made me feel like the commune’s favored son. I sneered at the shameless way Archer and the other crossers threw themselves at the Outside, as though it could offer them anything they hadn’t already been given. I made a vow to never step outside the commune fence. Because to step outside means to admit Red Sun is missing something.

And it’s not.

“Galliard. Did you hear me?”

Archer’s fingers dig into my forearm, and I reel back into reality.

“Yeah, I heard you.” I shrug off the grip, and my mouth tic picks up again. Perfect. The last thing I need right now.

“It’s getting old, man.”

“What is?”

“The holier-than-thou phase. You know you’re not getting a medal for keeping yourself penned in here, right?”

“I’m not after a medal.”

“Then what? Just scared?”

I open my mouth, then press my lips back together, forming a seal. I know Archer is trying to rile me up, but I don’t have the fortitude to rise above it. Not now. After this morning, my fortitude is completely shot.

“I’m not scared of anything,” I say.

Which is a magnificent heap of bullshit.

Sure, I’m scared.

I’m scared Phoenix has been wrong.

I’m scared the Outside might be as obscenely good as Archer and the others make it out to be.

And what scares me the most? It’s the fear that after this summer, Archer won’t come back from the Outside; he’ll be one of the few Red Sun members who cross straight out of the commune.

“Boys!” J. J. barks from across the kitchen. “This isn’t teatime.”

“Yes, sir,” Archer and I say, and, thoroughly chastised, we return to our beets.

I’m thinking now not of my fears but of a piece of paper that a strange wind blew my way. That advertisement was for the Dreamlight, and now here is Archer, urging me to go to that very Dreamlight with him. I can’t help wondering if this means something.

It might be that Janis or Jimi or Buddy is trying to send me a message.

It might be that I’ve been thinking of that flyer since it first hit my face.

It might be that I’m angry at the Council and Phoenix and every stupid dream I had about being resident artist.

Whatever the reason, I speak.

“I’ll do it,” I say, slicing with hot energy. “Tomorrow night, I’ll do it.”

Archer doesn’t look up from his work, but he doesn’t have to. I can feel the triumph radiating off his pink skin.
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If you ask anyone in town, they will tell you it was the moon landing that ended my mother’s life. If you look at the timing, you will understand why.

On July 20, 1969, at 3:18 p.m. central time, Buzz Aldrin and Neil Armstrong landed on the moon.

I was nine. My mother, brother, sister, and I were at a church potluck, to which my mother had brought a big bowl of Waldorf salad, crowned with a circle of maraschino cherries. We sat outside on folding chairs, the radio broadcast turned all the way up. My friends Linda and Dennis and I wore matching green construction-paper helmets we’d made from Sunday school art supplies.

When the landing was announced, people cheered. Some even embraced.

My mother cried.

They were not tears of excitement—little glimmers in the corners of her eyes, like the other mothers had. She sobbed. Her frame shook, and she covered her face, and two of her good friends patted her back and asked her what was the matter. Eventually, they took her aside to recover, because she was scaring Jill, who was just a toddler and very fussy.

After some minutes of soothing, my mother dried her eyes and returned to us with a smile, as though nothing was wrong in the wide, wide world.

My father was working double shifts that day, so he was not at home that evening. My mother put Jill to bed at her usual time, but I was allowed to stay up late. I sat in the den with her and Craig, and we watched the live broadcast from space.

At 9:56 p.m. central time, Neil Armstrong set foot on the moon.

Craig and I jumped up and down on the sofa. My mother did not tell us to stop. She wore a calm smile. Later I fell asleep there, on the sofa. Craig did too.

When we woke up early Monday morning, my mother was not home. We looked for her in our parents’ bedroom and the kitchen. Then we looked outside and found that the car was gone. It was strange of her not to leave a note, but Craig and I assumed she was running errands. Time passed. Jill woke, and Craig and I fixed our own breakfast. My father returned home from work. Then lunchtime came, and Craig and I fixed our own lunch. It was at dinnertime, when my father woke and there was still no sign of my mother, that something first felt wrong. My father called family friends; no one had heard from my mother. After an hour more, he got into his car to go looking. He ordered us to stay at home and look after Jill. We fixed our own dinner, and we watched television, and we fell asleep.

In the morning, my father woke us. Betty Hume, our mother’s closest friend, was there. She was red in the face. Her mascara was running. She smiled at us, though, and said everything was going to be all right.

I am not sure when I actually understood what had happened. I only know that from that day on, everything shifted. Everything changed.

They found my mother’s car in the empty parking lot of Slater High School.

They found her body inside the building. She’d broken a window in the library to get in. Then, according to the police, she made her way to the planetarium, where she turned on the projector. She then tied a rope around one of the exposed pipes beneath the projection booth. She hung herself under the constellations of the southern hemisphere.

You can understand, then, why people would say it was the moon landing. For my mother to kill herself in the planetarium on the night Neil Armstrong made one giant leap for mankind was too coincidental, especially after her unexplainable sobbing at the potluck. According to a client at Vine Street Salon—a loud gossip unaware of my parentage—my mother was “star-crazed.”

Star-crazed. That is what people say.

But they are wrong. I know, because I read my mother’s letter.

•  •  •

When I arrive at the Dreamlight, I am sweat-caked and sore, and my heart is hammering. Though the urge to vomit is gone, my unease remains, and a stitch cramps my side as I chain my bike to the rusty rack outside the concessions hut. My coworker Kim is already there, starting up the popper.

I take a few long gulps of night air, attempting to regulate my breathing. I don’t want Kim to ask what’s wrong, because, honestly, I am not sure what is wrong. I only know something is . . . off. Very off.

First, this morning, there was Velma the goldfish. Then there was the border collie—a dead ringer for a dog that couldn’t possibly be in town. Then came the wind, as unexpected as it is relentless. And now this. Dozens of dead, eyeless snakes.

It’s only coincidence. I know that, deep down. Weather can be strange, and animals can react strangely to it. Yes, I witnessed an inordinate number of odd occurrences today; that doesn’t necessarily mean anything.

When I enter the hut, I am still shaken, though not enough for Kim to notice. I tie on my cheery yellow-and-white-striped apron and set about replenishing the candy display. Kim and I exchange hellos and nothing more as we settle into our nightly routine. Soon the concessions hut is busy with dozen-person lines at our two ordering windows. Our work is rhythmic—order, scoop, two pumps butter, cash, register, next.

I am a loner, but if I were to count anyone as my friend, I suppose Kim Dupree would be it. We were in the same grade at school, but we didn’t hang out there. Kim and I only got to know each other at the Dreamlight, where we spend our nights packed close together in an overheated hut the size of a large closet. Kim has buzz-cut hair, dyed platinum, and several tattoos on her left arm. During the day she works at the Exchange, a record shop on Vine Street. She smokes—both kinds. I like her because she is never phony. She enjoys talking about the things I read in my Carl Sagan books, and I enjoy hearing her rave about a new band called the Ramones, which she claims is going to revolutionize the music scene. And we both pretend not to notice when the other sneaks a handful of popcorn from the popper.

Sometimes I see Dennis and Linda around here. They were my closest friends when Mom died, and we still hung out afterward, through middle school. When Craig left, though, I stopped sleeping over at Linda’s and made excuses for why I couldn’t meet them both for a weekend matinee. It was easier that way, with everything else I had to do: school, my jobs, and taking care of Jill. Then Linda and Dennis started to date, accompanying each other on trips to the Dreamlight. I didn’t mind. It seemed only natural that I had faded from their lives.
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“Ormsbee’s latest is a big-minded, full-hearted treat of a novel.”
—David Arnold, New York Times bestselling author
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