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Ilka the Flyer

You hear it all the time now: when they get back, they’re never the same. But it
was true when Uncle Leonard stayed with us, the summer | was fifteen. For the first six
months he was home, he began to adjust to his transtibial prosthesis—peg leg, as I called
it. Then one day he snapped. Thought he was back at Chu Lai. My grandmother took care
of him until she died, less than a year later. She never wanted him to go in the first place.
Her baby boy, three-time state champ in the mile. Charmed the socks off of every girl he
met. Didn’t have the grades for college, though. And what killed her even more than
watching him leave was seeing him return like that, whispered about into phones and at
family reunions. He settled for performing the motions of living, little else. By the time
he came to live with us in 1973, only tiny traces of Leonard remained.

Evenings at our summer place, my sister Vanny would meet up with her
boyfriend while my parents went for walks or drove to one of the towns nearby, leaving
me and Leonard alone. I never liked the house much. The glass windows in my room
rattled in the afternoon storms, trembling until I thought they’d shatter. So I’d hunker
down in the living room with Ilka the Flyer, my favorite comic. It had been Leonard’s
favorite, too, before he left. He’d waved me into his bedroom, a place | was hardly ever
allowed, and thrust his collector’s first-edition Ilka into my hand. “I’m trusting you with
this, Jon,” he said. “Take good care of it for me. And if I don’t come back, it’s yours,” he
said, ruffling my hair. Anything precious to Leonard was gold to me, and in the three and
a half years he was away, | wore the pages thin. Ripped a few corners on accident. |
worried that Leonard would be angry, but as time passed, | found I couldn’t picture what
he looked like. Everyone remarked at how much he’d aged in the time he was gone, but
to me he looked like any other old man, someone else entirely, even though there was
only an eight year gap between us.

Ilka was the thick muscled and beautiful national hero of Planet Preen, a lovely,
lush place until it was conquered by the Fume Regime, which exterminated the citizens
one by one until Ilka swooped down and defeated Todd, the Regime’s interminably evil
leader, by hurling him into the darkest alcoves of space. llka’s solid principles always
earned him praise, to which he would respond meekly: “I deed vhat vas right.” You
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couldn’t help but like him. On the last page, he flew, toothy-grinned, off into space, and

you knew you’d seen something truly special.

The first night we were alone, Leonard sat next to me on our musty, crushed
velvet couch with his hands on his thighs, reading over my shoulder. The leg made
wonderful, metallic sounds. Underneath his loose jeans, | imagined a tiny machine
working overtime. And despite warnings that it would be impolite to ask to see it, | was
dying to get a good look.

While | read aloud, the sounds heightened at the particularly exciting or tense
points: llka rescuing a small girl from one of the Fume’s lethal gases—creak creak—a
run-in with the chief of police—creeeaaaak—the confrontation between Todd and llka—
creakcreakcreak—and Todd’s final, brief snarl of revenge just before he died—creakety
creak. Outside, the cicadas’ orchestrations chimed in tandem with the noise.

“New issue of llka coming out in September,” I said when we were done.

“Uh-huh.”

“Hear Todd’s making a comeback. That’ll be swell.”

Leonard stared out the window.

“What’s your favorite issue?” | asked.

He shrugged.

“I’ve read all of them.”

“Should be studying.”

“What’s it like over there?” | asked. My heart thumped as his head jerked up from
the page. “It’s yours, you know,” | whispered. “Ilka. You gave it to me before you left,
and | held onto it all this time just for you. Do you want it back?”

“Keep it,” he said. His voice was tiny and distant.

“You sure?”

Leonard’s face changed, burdened with the weary, weakening look of someone
who knows he can’t ever meet you in the present. “I don’t want it.”

A few evenings later, coming home late from dinner at a pizza parlor in town, we
ran into Han, the son of the Korean family next door. He lay on his front lawn on his
belly, facing our house, hands tucked under his chin. Mom, Dad, and VVanny hardly



noticed him staring from behind his red glasses as we headed inside. Leonard slowly
brought up the rear, one heavy step followed by a lighter one.

“Hey, you got a light?” Han asked. | was surprised to hear him speak. Whenever
he wasn’t watching our house (which was most of the time), he was snapping Polaroids
of bugs making their way across the grass.

Leonard swung towards Han, almost fell, caught his balance, and produced his
lighter with a flourish of hands. The flame leapt and Han clasped his hands together in
delight. Leonard took a little bow and deposited the lighter in Han’s shirt pocket.
“Thanks, Mister!” Han called. He struck the flame over and over.

The next day, | bought Leonard a replacement lighter and gave it to him wrapped
in a bit of tissue. He tore back the tissue slowly.

“It’s for you,” | explained. “Since you gave yours away.”

Leonard nodded and jammed the lighter in his pocket. Later, | saw him outside
smoking. He struck a match and lowered his head toward the flame. “Peg leg,” | muttered

to myself and turned away from the window.

Midway through the summer, | decided it was time to end Han’s spying.
Technically, he was on his lawn, but that didn’t make it right. So one evening, | went
outside to confront him. When he saw me coming, he buried his face in a large book.

“What are you doing?” | shouted. He blinked slowly and closed the Encyclopedia of

Entomology spread open across his lap. “You can’t violate people’s privacy like this,” |
added. “I could call the police and have you arrested.” Around us, the cicadas screamed
in the dusky hours. “You’d go to prison where really bad things would happen. Even
worse, they might put you in juvie. The other kids would beat you up.” Hoping to drive
the point home, | leaned in close and whispered, “Big kids who kill their moms and eat
her guts and stuff.”

Yawning, unfazed, Han lifted himself off the grass and started for his house.
Completely unfazed. “Don’t let me catch you doing it again,” | called. He kept walking.
“Or else.” At this, | thought I saw him throw back his head and laugh a fakey, evil

domination laugh. I shuddered a little, remembering Todd.



The next time | saw Han, he was talking to one of the ice cream vendors who
circled the neighborhood all afternoon with “Ragtime” or “Camptown Races” blaring
from the loudspeakers on their bikes. The vendor sat on the bike, balancing himself on
the balls of his feet. His head was buried under a mess of brunette curls that brushed his
shoulders. He smiled and clasped Han’s shoulder. Han beamed from behind his glasses,
looking like he’d just taken home the top science fair award. Reaching into the cooler, the
vendor bestowed Han two Popsicles. Han smelled each one before unwrapping both and

shoving them in his mouth.

Although I’d never been a fan of carnival rides, the highlight of those summers
was the annual August fair, complete with sour lemonade, dry hot dogs, the whole works.
And girls, everywhere, who filled the fairgrounds in their madras shirts tied above the
waist. They didn’t walk; they levitated, and the year before 1’d gotten to levitate too,
spinning among the turning lights. The humidity and the hammering noises from the
rides, mixed with the rich smell of beer and the fainter one of urine had given me a
headache. But then there was Ellen’s soft, damp hand. We made round after round,
circling the perimeter of the fairgrounds until the lights popped away and we trudged
home. Every lap Ellen would run into a girl or group of girls she knew from school, and
she’d untwine her hand and go talk. I’d stand, flushed and sheepish, off to the side,
listening to the peals of laughter. By undertaking this act, Ellen earned a great deal of
respect from her peers. | was valuable, and her kiss contained an urgency that | was not
too proud to ignore. When everything dimmed for good, she spun away. As July began to
wind down, though, I grew anxious for her hand again.

One hot evening, amid dreams of Ellen and rippling giggles, | was awoken by a
ticking noise outside. At first I thought it was the click of pistons as they labored under
the weight of the Fall of Doom or the Sinner’s Spinner. But the noise persisted. Nothing
below my window. I threw on a shirt, hiked past the row of closed bedroom doors, and
snuck outside. The grass still held much of the day’s heat as | padded out on front lawn.

The cicadas had hushed to a quiet rumble, but the ticking noise was still distinct. |



scanned the dark lawn for evidence. Only shadows. A car drove past and | jumped.
“What am | doing?” | said aloud. Jesus. llka was never scared shitless.

“I know,” someone said. | swung around. Han, fully dressed, was standing behind
me. He flicked on a flashlight.

“Turn that thing off,” I commanded.

He lowered the beam a little. “You heard it too.”

“Heard what?” It was time for Han to go back to his cave, coffin, or whatever it
was that he used for a bed.

“That tsk tsk sound. It’s coming from the woods.” He pointed at the densely
gathered trees behind our houses. “I made it to the edge, but then...”

“You were too scared to go in?” | offered. “Amateur.”

“Let’s see you do it then.” In the weak light, Han’s bugged eyes and wiry hair
seemed diabolic. He couldn’t have been more than ten and was already a weird kid.

“It’s just some dogs back in there or something,” I declared. “Go back to bed.” |
started toward the house. Han plopped down at his surveillance post. “What are you
doing?” | asked. “Go back to bed!”

“You’re loony if you think 1’m going to sleep with that noise out there.”

I sighed, lifting my hands. “Go on then. Let the dogs eat you.”

He jumped up. “1 will,” he said, taking several definitive steps. At the gap
between our houses, he stopped. “But do you think you could come with me first? It’s
just that I’ve been reading about this species of millipedes which is indigenous to this
area. They’re poisonous, you know.”

The last thing I wanted was to go traipsing around the woods at night with Han,
but on the other hand, I knew the noise would bring me out there anyway. Might as well
let whatever was out there get him instead of me. “Fine,” | said. The ticking continued,
now in direct competition with the cicadas. “Let’s go.”

We tramped toward the woods. | hoped the loud snap of sticks breaking
underneath our feet would startle the noisemaker. Breathing hard, neither of us said
anything. Han scuttled to match my strides. His eyes were narrowed in concentration. |
slowed a bit to let him catch up.



At the edge of the trees, a small fire shone. We pushed on, carefully. In the
growing light, a lump began to form. It sat on a boulder in front of the fire. Too big for a
dog. Almost too big for a person, but it might have been the shadows the fire threw
against the trunks of the encircling trees. The sound sped up, steadied, and then stopped.

As we moved closer, the lump turned, its eyes dim points of reflected light. One
of its legs was folded over the other, its foot resting on its thigh. The knee wobbled back
and forth, a rolling knob. No. No, the leg was in its lap, separated from the knee. It sat
there like a stick. A bat. Beside me, Han drew in a sharp breath and stiffened.

“Shit,” | said and froze.

The form pushed off the rock. Standing, backlit, it wasn’t much bigger than me,
its frame slender underneath a bulky shirt. It hopped near, clutching the leg, bobbing on
the other, one hand shoved in a pocket. Leonard.

The flickering light betrayed few details: the blocky foot, the ugly, rounded end of
his thigh. How did it fit over his leg? That thin metal rod connected where? This was
what I’d been waiting for?

“Do you want to...?” Leonard held it in front of him like an offering.

A landmine. That was all I’d been told. Which didn’t make any sense, seeing the
empty pant leg swinging back and forth. 1’d gotten sunburned at more than one track
meet, waiting all day in the sun for Leonard’s race. And when he finally did, he often
gave me the tape that had broken across his chest when he’d crossed the finish line first.
Now he gestured for me to take the leg.

I put one hand on the widest part. It was warm, the finish smooth. The other hand
began to follow suit, but then something changed for me, and I pushed it away. | didn’t
mean to. The leg tumbled to the ground and rolled near the fire. | tried to go after it, but
suddenly Han was running, pulling it in just before the first flames made the jump.
Cradling it in his arms, he returned it to Leonard.

Han reached for the lighter he’d been given and struck the flame, a bright orange
streak. Leonard ran his palm across Han’s head and through his dark hair. For a moment,

they stood next to each other, their shoulders touching, resting next to the fire like old



friends. “You’re brave, you know that?” Han asked Leonard. “Even if you don’t think
so, you’re still a hero.”

“And old peg leg like me?” Leonard asked. For the first time since he’d been
back, | saw him smile. Something turned in my stomach and | stepped away.

“Kid,” Leonard started, turning his glossy eyes toward me.

“Why’d you let them take it?” | said.

Leonard fumbled with the hem of his pant leg. Han watched intently.

“You’ll never run again.”

“l know,” he whispered.

Suddenly, it was the only word | knew: “Never, never, never.”

Never, Leonard mouthed.

And then he said something | wouldn’t ever forget. “I tried to run away.” He
began weeping into the sleeve of his shirt. “I thought it was right.” Wiping his eyes
suddenly, he glared at me. “Get out of here,” he said.

My feet were threaded to the ground.

“Did you hear me? Get out of here! Get of here!” He threw up his arms to scatter
us. “I said, ‘Go!”” he roared, and lunged himself forward.

I ran. Without Han, without seeing where Leonard landed. | ran. Back through the
trees, back to the house. Harder than I knew I could, air ballooning out of my lungs, and
still I went faster, faster, gasping for breath. The faster | swung my arms, the faster |

went. But those damned legs just held me back from flying.

| avoided Leonard after that. Whenever he sat down to dinner or came out of the
bathroom, | looked the other way. “What’s gotten into you?” Vanny asked.

“Nothing,” | said.

Nearly a week later, though, as | sat in my room trying to read llka, an evening
storm made its way through town, rattling my windows with the impact. The noise grew
until I had to drag myself into the living room. Fifteen tense minutes went by. And then
Leonard eased himself onto the couch. Trying to absorb myself in the lines and colors, |

sat as still as | could manage, moving only my wrists to turn pages. There was llka as a
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young boy, discovering his strength when he caught his mother as she fell down a flight

of stairs. Discovering his telekinetic powers when all of a sudden he caught wind of the
devious plots of neighborhood thugs. Discovering his flying ability when a bridge broke
under him, all these changes.

The pages began to blur. I was listening for it: the creak. | didn’t believe it would
come, but | expected it all the same. Every noise pulsed loudly in my ears. | waited. At
Ilka’s first big rescue—nothing. His kiss with the lovely Anastasia, made bittersweet by
the fact that she was betrothed—nothing. Page by page. Silence. I clenched the seat
cushions until my hand cramped.

Leonard coughed. Startled, | looked up. For a moment, his face softened, and |
took it in: smooth cheeks, no more hair than on my own, clear eyes, thick shank of bangs.
But also a misbuttoned shirt, a tear on the pocket, dirty jeans, and the leg, spread at a
forty-five degree angle from the floor. He didn’t look like llka. He hardly looked like
himself. | wanted to say, “Are you in there, Leonard?” but then his face changed again,
cloudy and distant, and | was afraid. | tossed the comic in his lap and headed for the
kitchen.

The night we were to go to the fair, | was edgy as we waited for Vanny’s
boyfriend so that he could ride to the fairgrounds with us. Vanny wore a low-cut top that
showed her shoulders, and she sat proudly displaying herself as we waited. And waited.
Forty-five minutes later, “Maple Leaf Rag” blared in our driveway. Vanny jumped. She
unlocked the door and the person on the porch grinned from under a head of springing
curls—the ice cream vendor 1’d seen conspiring with Han. We all stared. Even Leonard
looked up from studying his hands.

“You’re late,” she pouted.

“Sorry, babe.” Then, noticing the rest of us, he nodded. “Hey there. I’m Drum.”

“As in—beat the?” my mom asked.

“Drum-mond,” Vanny corrected. “Drum-mond Ham-il-ton.”

“Fine. Let’s get a move on, Drummer,” my dad said. As we paraded single file
out of the house, Han watched from the grass.



“Hey there, buddy,” Drum saluted Han. Han smiled weakly. “We’re going to
the fair. See you later!” he called back.

As Leonard passed, he nodded at Han. “Hey,” they said at the same time.

“Hey,” Leonard repeated.

I swallowed. With each step, Leonard hesitated a split second before putting his
weight on his right leg.

My eyes met Han’s as | went by, one slow, hard glance, then | hurried past,
climbing onto the rear seat. As the car started and we pulled away, | tried not to look
back.

During the car ride over, my mind shifted completely to Ellen. | wondered
where 1’d run into her. I imagined the heavy release of anticipation when we met, she
throwing her arms around me and exclaiming, “I’ve been waiting for you!”

But as soon as we made our way past the gates, | spotted her standing at the
lemonade stand near the entrance, pulling crumpled dollars from the pocket of her
cutoffs. I knew it was her immediately, but something was off. She three inches taller.
The rest of her body was much thinner than it had been, and her skin was overrun by red
spots. Where was the sweet girl I’d known?

I turned my head, hoping she hadn’t seen me, and searched for my parents, but
they’d suddenly disappeared in the crowd. Someone tapped me hard on the shoulder.

“Ow,” | said loudly.

“Hey Jon.” Ellen smiled down at me.

“Hey,” | muttered, toeing the dirt underneath my sneakers.

“How’s your summer been?”

“Boring.”

“Wanna walk around?”

“l can’t.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“I’ve gotta go soon.”

“But you just got here.” She was alone, no gaggle of girls.
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“I’ll see you later,” I said. Then, face burning, I ran to catch up with Vanny

and Drum.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Vanny asked when I reached them.

“Aw, let him come along, Van,” Drum said. He winked at me. “You okay, little
buddy?” He couldn’t have been more than two years older.

“Yeah,” | answered, half grateful. I trailed behind them until Vanny whipped
around.

“Not so close,” she warned. Drum’s hand meandered from her waist into her
back pocket. He squeezed. She shot me a warning look.

While Drum and Vanny rode the Ragin’ Roller Coaster, The Shaker, and the
carousel, | stood off to the side and watched the ebb and flow of people as they moved
from ride to ride. | thought I saw Ellen near the Super Slides, but it turned out to be a
younger girl, someone | didn’t know.

Finally, after a round of bumper cars, Drum approached me. “I’m gonna hit the
john and get a drink. Wanna come?” Vanny had sulked off to the cotton candy stand and
my parents and Leonard were nowhere in sight, so | agreed. As we stood in line for the
restrooms, Drum told me about his route. “You wouldn’t think so, but you meet tons of
babes. And then they all eat in front of you. All sweaty as they bite into the ice cream.
Sometimes Popsicles,” he added. “The whole time their tongues are going like crazy.” He
sighed, leaning back against the wall. “That’s how | met VVanny.”

“You know Han?” | interrupted.

“Yeah. Good kid.”

“Freak kid,” I corrected. We moved back into the stalls. My cue to shut up.
Certain things a man just couldn’t do, and talking while taking a piss was one of them.

“He knows a lot about bugs,” Drum continued once we got back outside. He led
me behind one of the booths and pulled a joint from his wallet. “You smoke?” he asked,
as if it was the next logical point. | decided that I did and took it from him, wrinkling my
nose at the smell.

“Let’s hang here for a minute,” he said. “I need a break. Girls are hard, man. But
hey, at least I’m not over there, shooting VVC.”
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“You’re telling me,” 1 said.

“Damn,” he said, gesturing to the swarms of girls passing us. “How can we
resist?”

I sure as hell didn’t know.

“Hey Mommas!” he called to one group. The girls turned briefly to look, but
otherwise ignored him. Drum shrugged. Then, seeing another throng of girls, shouted,
“Work it, sisters!”

The pot smell hung in the air, and | was worried we might be caught. “I’m going
to go get that drink,” I told Drum. “Be right back.”

“Would you grab me a YooH00?” he called. | walked around the rides, searching
for Leonard and my parents. They weren’t at any of their favorite places: the Dragon
Coaster or the Hanging Hammer. They weren’t at the entrance or the hot dog stand,
either. Finally, 1 found them coming out of the Fun House, laughing wildly and clinging
to each other like teenagers. One of the straps on my mother’s tank top had slid down her
shoulder, and her pink bra was in full view. My father pointed and hooted. Giggling even
harder, she tugged the strap back up. I looked away, embarrassed. Leonard wandered out
a few steps behind them, head down and hands tucked in his jacket.

“Jonathan,” they yelled and waved.

“What’s so funny?”

“Oh, the thingamabob. Your father scared the bejeezus out of me, and | couldn’t
tell which one was him all the mirrors.” They erupted into laughter again.

“I wanna go home,” Leonard whispered.

“Len,” my mother said. “What’s wrong?”

“Go home.” His eyes darted around.

“Maybe the noises are getting to him,” Dad suggested. “I’ll run him home and
come right back.”

“Now!” Leonard cried, and stamped his prosthesis. His shoe came off at the heel.

“Let’s go,” my mother said, slinging her arms around Leonard. “l want to get him
out of here. Jon, go get your sister.”

Leonard put his head on her shoulder.



12
I raced back to tell Drum and Vanny, but Vanny wasn’t where we’d left her. |

continued onto where 1’d left Drum. No Drum. Frustrated, | pushed through the crowd,
searching for the mess of curls.

Outside the beer garden, there was Ellen, her lanky arms coiled around someone,
her back turned to me. She was wrapped in a deep kiss with one snaky hand working its
way into the back pocket of her shorts. My stomach went soft. And then I noticed the
sprigs of brown curls. For a moment, my eyes were tricking me, and Vanny would be
angry. But then Drum pulled away. “Hey champ,” he started.

I barreled into him, knocking him against the beer garden fence. “Stop it
Jonathan,” Ellen shouted, her face flushing. Drum held me at bay with little effort,
giggling as | jerked to free my arms. “Easy, easy,” he laughed. “It’s okay. VVanny doesn’t
know.” I surged one last time, but Drum rolled me and I thudded into the dust.

“What’s wrong with you?” Ellen asked coldly, hovering above me. Her makeup
was uneven and too light for her tanned skin. The summer before, she’d looked so fresh.
From her hand, so much heat. But she’d known, all along, what she was doing. What she
wanted.

A tight fence of bodies surrounded us. A blur of faces, delight mixed with
disapproval. They wanted more, and they expected me to give it to them. Drum extended
a hand, but I slapped it away and stood up.

“Way to go, man,” a kid about my age said, and everyone else laughed. He was
wearing a blue ball cap cocked to one side. | tried to break through the crowd to leave. |
was done with this place. “Hey where’d you learn to fight like that?” he continued. The
mingling sweat made it difficult to breathe. “Hey, you’re my hero!” he gushed, and |
turned and connected fast, faster than llka. Bam. Eye. It sank into the fragile skin over my
knuckles and the kid fell hard, skidding along the dirt. The hat flew over the crowd. |
turned to watch it fall, several feet away, landing right side up.

Then two pairs of hands grabbed me.

“You’re done,” one of the security guards said in my ear. “Let’s get going.”

“Stop showing off,” the other one said. They walked me toward the main gates
where my parents, Vanny, and Leonard were waiting. Somewhere, it registered that I’d
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be in trouble, but I smiled at my family and waved, the blood pumping through my

body making me warm. | felt like a celebrity paraded in front of these big, important
men. My parents’ mouths were open. For a brief moment, | thought they were impressed
by my escorts. A new image of me was taking shape, one polished with respect. Then
Vanny’s expression changed to pity, her eyes wide, followed by my mother’s and my
father’s. Only Leonard’s face stayed the same. Flat.

During the ride home, everyone was silent. “Some fair, huh?” I muttered to
Vanny from the backseat. She stared out the window. “You liked the Fun House?” |
called up to my parents. The car was silent. Leonard turned to look at me, blinked once,
and turned away. Defeated, | settled down in the backseat and watched houses blow by.

“What’s wrong with you these days, Jon?” my mom asked when we got home.

I shrugged.

“You’d better shape up,” she said and sent me to my room.

I opened the window to let in a breeze and lay down, tucking my arms under
my head. A ribbon of cool air threaded through the room as my breathing gradually
slowed. The whole awful night replayed in my head: Ellen, Drum, and Leonard’s stony,
walled up face. | watched the hat sail into the dust again and felt the mounting shame in
my chest. | was no llka. But as these images circulated, Han’s black head kept popping
up out of the grass. Han. His sad, full eyes behind the red glasses. Panting slightly to keep
up with my strides as we stole into the woods. | was no Ilka. But he wasn’t Todd, either.

He was catching cicadas from the trees and sticking them in glass jars when |
cleared my throat. He swung around and stared, accidentally releasing a fat specimen.

“What are you doing?” | asked.

“Nothing,” he said, and scanned the tree closely.

“| really want to know.”

“Really?”

“Swear. | want to know,” | said, and | did.

“Capturing sound,” he whispered.

“How do they do that?” I asked. “It sounds pretty cool, for a bug.”
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“It’s amazing,” he began, his shoulders hunched in close to his body. “They

vibrate their abdominal membranes to attract mates even though it also attracts one of
their main predators. But they do it, just the same, for the lives of their children.”

“l guess they think it’s a worthy cause.”

“Guess s0.” The cicadas pulsed inside Han’s jar. From the side of the house, a
small light caught my eye. Leonard was smoking in the shadows. Han waved, and
Leonard, cigarette between his fingers, lifted his hand in return. Leaning on both legs
against the siding, Leonard tilted his head back as he blew rings. His eyes closed, and he
rubbed his face. For a second, he looked young again. Young and not yet scared.

I turned toward Han. “Do you know any other weird stuff about bugs?”

“Didn’t know you were interested.” The red frame of his glasses caught
reflections glinting off the jar.

“Sure,” | said. | knew he didn’t yet believe me, but his shoulders dropped and
he beamed.

“Well,” he began, “There’s lots...”

| relaxed, too, and let him tell me.
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Saving Cynthia

Her slender legs were tense underneath her skirt, and the wool prickled my ears.
Early morning sun filled our room with light and color. We sat on the floor between our
beds, my head balanced gently on Cynthia’s lap. “Luke, | am your father,” I whispered.

“Duh.”

“No,” | said, “You didn’t know that. You’re upset.”

“Fine. Nooooo!” she whispered in mock dismay. “No!” She stopped. “This is
stupid, Katy.”

“It’s not!”

“Girls, church!” Dad called up the stairs. “Now.”

“Coming,” we yelled.

“May the force be with you,” I said.

Cynthia was already out the door, running downstairs and into to the waiting van.
| ran after her, trailing the long, pale blonde ends as of her hair as I tried to put my thick,
stubborn brown ones into a ponytail.

“What took you so long?” Mom asked as we slid into the back, glancing at us
from her compact mirror. She patted her hair into place.

“We were getting dressed,” | said.

“You’d better start getting up earlier then,” she said.

“And going to bed earlier,” Dad added.

Cynthia interjected, “We were also working on our Bible verses.”

“Oh,” Mom answered, snapping the compact shut. Cynthia turned up one end of

her mouth, a half smile, part conspirator, part smug. | looked away.

I was thirteen that year, and Cynthia had begun to change. Two years older, she’d
started high school, and though her bright eyes and wry, disarming smile had always
made her popular in middle school, her status was solidified when she became the only
girl from her class to be invited to the prom. Her date, Nathan Connell, was also

ascending the social ranks as a junior who started on the varsity basketball team. That
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spring, he held two parties in the field behind his parent’s house, the second of which

Cynthia attended by saying she was sleeping over at a friend’s.

I watched as she got ready, unearthing a v-neck sweater and short skirt from the
back of her dresser. These she stuffed into her overnight bag for later. Up until she started
high school, we always went shopping together because we wore the same size and
swapped clothes. But with her newfound curves, Cynthia had abandoned the t-shirts and
hooded sweatshirts we’d favored and opted for anything as low-cut, slinky, and tight as
our parents would allow. What they didn’t, she managed to borrow from friends. | was
still waiting for my curves. Something other than baby fat. Cynthia was beautiful.

“Do you think you’ll be able to sneak out?” I asked.

“Tessie said her parents sleep like rocks.”

“You’re so brave.”

Cynthia smiled. “I know.”

“Be careful,” I said.

“I know.”

She left before dinner that night, and her empty place formed a hole at the table.
Since she’d started high school, her absence had become common, though each missed
dinner compounded my parents’ worries.

“Where’d she say she was going?” Dad asked.

“To spend the night with Tessie McCrady,” Mom reminded him.

“The McCradys,” he repeated thoughtfully through a mouthful of peas. “Hmmm.
They go to Hillside Baptist?”

“I don’t know. I could call Joan Millhauser and ask. Her niece goes there.” She
put her hand on his arm and smiled, exhausted after working all day at the post office.
Each morning, before leaving, she wound her hair into a bun, and each night, she
unraveled it, letting the curls that formed during the day swing free while she made
dinner. Sometimes, while she cooked, she told us stories about herself as a girl. We
begged for them. Her impressions of Pastor Rowlin’s “Ouw Fathew, who awt in heaven”
had caused fits of stifled laughter among her sisters but had also brought the backside of
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my grandfather’s hand, more than once. She graduated high school early, eager to
begin living. “But after | married your father and had you girls, I learned the value of
patience,” she liked to conclude these stories. “A blessing.”

I hardly imagined my father to be a blessing. All indications of the laughing boy
in their wedding pictures were gone. And though they both adored her, Cynthia’s
willfulness had aged my parents considerably. By the time | came along, there was little
patience left. After fifteen years at Smith’s Lock & Key, most of Dad’s work had been
replaced by a computer, and in the evenings, he complained that his eyes hurt from
staring at the screen all day. Mostly, he lay on the couch until dinner was ready. Barring
an emergency, we were instructed to not disturb him.

“No. I’m just wondering...those aren’t the same McCradys who wrecked last
summer after the father was drunk on gin?”

“Of course not, Phillip. Those were the McCreadys, not the McCradys. | spoke
with Marilyn McCrady and she seemed to have everything under control.”

“Did you give her the list?”

“Yes, | gave her the list.” The list was new. An attempt, as my parents made the
transition into Cynthia’s teenage years, to keep a hold on her. Cynthia and I committed
the list to memory, though I had cause for its use only once. We recited it like spelling
drills.

1. No violent or sexual movies or television programs. G or PG, if approved.

2. No phone calls.

3. No clothing exchanges or “makeovers.”

4. Non-licentious board games are acceptable. (I imagined tiny bugs.)

5. Bedtime at 9:00 p.m.

I had broken three of the five spending the night with Karen Berg, a friend I’d
made the previous summer at Blue Mountain. Karen wasn’t saved, she’d said. She just
liked going to camp. In fact, she confessed one night in our bunk that she didn’t really
believe in Jesus or heaven, either. She believed simply that he was a very nice man who
did some very nice things, but she doubted she would ever meet him. I took this into
consideration. What if I met him and didn’t like him? What if we’d already met and 1’d
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messed it up? What if at the end, there was no one to rescue me? | would be alone.

These questions were shelved carefully for another time, though. At Karen’s, we watched
Star Wars with her older brother, who smiled at me every so often during the movie.
When the lights were turned out that night, we played Phone Call, a board game in which
you went on dates with a variety of handsome boys. When my turn came, | dialed the
numbers and the play phone rang. “Hello?” the deep and serious voice automated voice
answered. | guess I’d broken four of the five, actually, but I’d never had as much fun. I
recreated each scene from the movies for Cynthia, who was initially just as fascinated as
I’d been. Though I never divulged any of this, my parents seemed to suspect that the
Bergs were not exemplary Christians, and | never spent the night with Karen again.
Cynthia had managed to talk her way over to Tessie’s by claiming that they were
working on a biology project together. Her grades had slipped a bit lately. It wasn’t an
entire lie—they might work on the project a little, at least until they snuck out to the party
later.

“Still, I might go over there tonight just to check on her,” he announced.

“Dad,” I said quickly, “There’s a field trip coming up. To see a G rated movie. |
need you to sign the permission form.”

“What?” He looked over at my half-eaten plate. “That’s enough for you, Katy. No
more mashed potatoes.”

“It’s only my second helping,” | protested, setting down my fork. Heat rose in my
cheeks.

“But those are filled with carbohydrates and starch,” he said. “You know what
those do to you? They accumulate in your body and make you fat.”

“Phillip—" Mom started.

“So you don’t want to eat too much of those, because remember 1 Corinthians
3:16-17: ‘Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit
lives in you? If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him; for God’s temple is
sacred, and you are that temple.” See, | just want your temple to be top notch, Katy Kat,”
he cooed. His pet name for me, given when | was ten and had danced the Cat Dance at
my first recital. | hated him for using it.
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“Katy, do you want a Popsicle for dessert?” Mom asked.

“Michelle, what did | just tell her?”

“It’s fat-free!”

“*Let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit,
perfecting holiness out of reverence for God!” 2 Corinthians 7:1,” he said.

“But Philip, fat-free!”

His eyebrows went up to his forehead as he gave her the look. We all knew the
look, an approximation of the wrathful Moses in our illustrated bible, down from Sinai
with the Ten Commandments. The only things spared were his carefully tended
gardenias, now returning from winter dormancy. He’d be antsy until they bloomed in full,
but he loved them best when they were just buds, not quite in bloom. I knew Mom
preferred them at the wild height of their beauty. | closed my eyes.

“Okay, Philip,” I heard her say.

“That could go for you, too,” he added.

My eyes broiled behind the lids.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled after a long pause. “Sorry.” He placed a hand on my
back. | tried to shrug it off. “I’m sorry Katy.”

I didn’t look up until his chair scraped back and then, after several minutes, hers. |

dumped the rest of my dinner in the trash.

That night, | dreamed Cynthia was chased by a big, hairy boy whom she had to
beat off with a shovel, smashing his dark face into little pieces. I tried to protect her, but
she barked at me to stay away. Startled, | woke at six the next morning and turned on the
light. No long blonde hair trailing off into the folds of Cynthia’s pillow.

Outside, a motor idled quietly in the street. | parted the curtains. A dirty white
truck was parked