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for the ones who didn’t make it back




1.

You Can’t Remember Your Name

You find yourself in the dark one day, standing in the middle of the dusky ocean fog, and you can’t remember your name. It’s something random, like Luca or Jamie, but neither of those, and you’re maybe like ages fourteen through seventeen, and you think you might be a girl? But you could also just as easily be a boy, or maybe neither? Also, you can’t touch your pants. Every time you try, your hand is repelled like a magnet and there’s a sound like BRRZAP!

More on that problem later.



Here are some other things you can’t remember:


	The town you live in.


	The street you live on.


	The name of the school you go to.


	The names of any bands or celebrities.


	Or beverages.


	Or clothing brands.


	What the bottoms of shoes are called.


	Your brother’s face.


	And probably a lot of other stuff that you aren’t even aware of because you’ve already forgotten about it all entirely.







Honestly, the situation is starting to freak you out a little.

You’re standing in the middle of the dark ocean fog, looking out at more fog, and it’s like it just goes on forever. And that’s all there is. Just the swirling fog, and you, and the absence of your memory. You think, How did I get here? But you can’t remember.

What do you remember?

You need to remember something.

You stand in the fog, and you try to remember.

mem00168w: (a bright new beginning)

We’re driving to our new home on the coast. Mom’s got a job working as a night nurse, and she’s telling us all about it, how excited she is, how hopeful for a bright, new beginning. She’s doing that thing where she just talks and talks and talks. It’s really beautiful, the way her mouth moves. The sunlight is shining through the window and reflecting off a phone charging on the dashboard. I’m in the front seat and my brother, CJ, is stretched out in the back, snoring. This is maybe a year after the divorce.



We’re “relocating” to a little seaside tourist town with gray mansions stacked along the beach, two skate parks, five kite shops, and one supermarket. The rents are impossibly high, and the only place we can find is a mobile home eight miles up the coast. I’ve never lived in a mobile home park before. The homes aren’t mobile, and it isn’t a park. There’s the highway on one side and a gravel lot on the other, and there’s nowhere to go but the beach, which is usually windy, rainy, or both. Like, Thanks, I hate it.



There’s an old woman who lives in a yellow trailer by the gate. She’s basically the unofficial greeter. I don’t know her name, but in my head I have begun calling her “Muriel.” She has a shiny, pink coat and a cat that I’ve named “Goldfish,” and the two of them are usually out under the awning, Muriel in her metal chair and Goldfish on the ground underneath. She’s a curious, I’d even say judgmental, kind of cat, watching me like she’s deciding whether I’m worth the trouble of keeping around or not.

Pretty much every morning as I leave for school, I see Muriel and Goldfish, and Goldfish judges me, and Muriel smiles and waves. She has a really nice way of waving, just so utterly cheerful, stretching her arms up and twinkling her fingers, and sometimes Muriel’s wave is like the best thing that happens to me all day.

One afternoon I come home from school and there’s an ambulance by the gate with its lights on, and all the neighbors are outside, and a creepy old man I’ve never seen before puts his hand on my shoulder and tells me Muriel has fallen and broken her hip, and they are taking her away, and she smiles and gives me one last wave from the gurney, eyes sparkling, and that’s the last time I ever see her.



Goldfish shows up a few nights later, meowing outside our trailer. I open the door, and she just hops up the steps and marches in like a queen, heading straight for the kitchen like she owns the place. Mom is all for keeping her. She loves animals, and I do too, and so does CJ. The only reason we don’t have a cat or a dog now is our sweet, ancient Booper died of cancer a year ago, just before the divorce, and Mom still hasn’t really gotten over it.

But so here is Goldfish, and suddenly we have a cat. Or, at least, we are feeding a cat. Or I am feeding a cat. She’s pretty aloof, and in some weird way this makes her instantly part of the family. She eats our food, lets me pet her sometimes, but mostly she just wanders around outside. She’s always showing up in the randomest places: curled up on top of a mailbox, slinking out of a bush, crouched behind a paper bag. It’s like she’s still looking for her old spot under Muriel’s chair.

mem01171m (the van)

My brother is a total hoarder, or maybe he’s just messy, but either way he likes to live in filth and squalor. I don’t know where he gets them, but he’s always coming home with weird broken things. One day he’ll have a little kid’s bike with a missing chain, and the next day it will be a cracked djembe drum, and a week later the drum will be gone and he’ll have, like, an empty fish tank and a skateboard.

Not long after we move to the coast, CJ gets this little electronic keyboard, halfway between a toy and musical instrument, and it immediately becomes the most annoying thing in the entire universe. It has all these sound effects, lasers, bells, falling planes, air raid sirens and humans shouting, and when I’m around, CJ likes to mash them all together, and it sounds like the end of the world.

A month later, CJ ends up with a van. It’s a blue minivan, a total beater with a crushed bumper and missing rear window. Mom is aghast. But it’s too late. The title is in his name. She lectures him on responsibility, safety, and maintenance, and in the end she lets him keep it. It’s his first car, and it immediately fills with papers and trash. And the smell—like a wet dog rolled in a dead skunk and then shook all over the upholstery. I’m always trying to get CJ to clean it out or at least get an air freshener, because now this crappy hoarder van is how we get back and forth to high school.

mem01172i (happysaddarktriumphant)

It’s Thanksgiving, and Mom is working, and CJ and I are supposed to order a pizza with the money she left on the table, but we don’t really talk anymore and neither of us is hungry, so I’m just sitting in the living room looking at my phone, glancing out the window from time to time to see if Goldfish is going to show up . . . when I hear this distant song drifting down the hall.

I follow the song to CJ’s room and stand at his door listening. At first I think it’s music from a game or something, and I sort of like it—it’s interesting—this disco beat with a keyboard sound over it. It’s kind of happy, but then it gets sad, and right when I’ve had enough of the sadness, it gets dark, and then it turns triumphant, a crescendo of victory and joy, and in the final glorious moment, he messes up a chord, and everything instantly falls into a cacophony of frustration. It’s totally my brother.

Later, when I see him in the hall, I ask him how he learned to play it.

“Play what?” he asks.

“The song you were playing. Where’s it from?”

“I wrote it,” he says.

“You wrote it?”

“Yeah,” he says. “It sucks, I know.”


“What?”

“You don’t have to tell me.”

“What?”

He’s heading into his room. The door clicks shut.



I stand in the hall considering what I should do. It occurs to me we just had the longest conversation we’ve had all week. I almost knock on his door, but then I shrug and head back to the living room and take out my phone. In the back of my mind I keep thinking about how I really should tell him how actually his song is pretty great. Because it really is, and he’s so sensitive and hard on himself all the time.

But then, I don’t know what happens. I guess I don’t tell him soon enough, and time passes, and the song starts to get annoying. CJ plays it all the time, like obsessively, so now I can’t compliment him because it would only encourage him more.

For the entire winter, it’s all he ever does, just messes around with that one song, over and over, rotating the same four parts—happy, sad, dark, triumphant—and when he isn’t working on it, he’s blasting it on his speakers, and I finally corner him in the kitchen and tell him, “Are you trying to make the most annoying song ever? Because congratulations you’ve done it.” CJ laughs and flips me off, but after that I don’t hear the song anymore. (Like I said, he can be really sensitive.)

mem01907i (the fog)

It’s getting late. I’m out on the beach looking for CJ. It’s urgent. The sun is going down, and the wind is sweeping a wall of fog in from the ocean, and it’s starting to rain. Drops zip randomly from out of the twilight to sting my face. It’s too cold to be in this weather in just a hoodie. I pull my hands into my sleeves and hug myself against the wind.

This is stupid, I think. He isn’t out here.

I text him again.

I try calling.

He doesn’t answer.

I tell myself I should turn back but I just keep going.

And the fog. Here it comes.

It can happen so fast, rolling in from the horizon. It just keeps getting thicker, blotting out the sky and the ocean and the dunes and the trees, blotting out everything, hugging the world in a fuzzy, cold blanket.


  Where is CJ?


I’m running now.



I’m—



Wait. Something is different.


2.

Something Isn’t Right

The beach. The sand.

Where’s the sand? You look at your feet, and you are standing in grass. There is grass at your feet. What happened to the sand?

It takes you a moment to figure it out . . .

The fields. You must have strayed into the fields. That’s what happened. There are some athletic fields near the beach, and you veered off in the fog without realizing it and just walked right into them. OK. Wow. Sometimes you are just so totally out of it.



So you turn around and start walking back the way you came.

The fog is so thick. And the grass—it really needs to be mowed or something. It’s, like, knee deep in places.

You walk some more. The grass is shiny and wet, and before long your shoes and socks are soaked.

Where’s the beach? You should’ve seen something by now: a soccer goal, bleachers, a backstop—something.

You stop again.

Something isn’t right. Something’s missing . . .



  The ocean.


Where’s the sound of the ocean? The endless roar of the waves? You peer into the rolling, gray fog. The ocean has to be here somewhere, right? It’s the ocean. You don’t just lose track of an entire ocean.

As you stand in the grass and the fog trying to figure out where the ocean went, the wind begins to pick up.

It’s really starting to blow now. The fog is beginning to move, a rush of ghosts hurrying past in trailing gowns. The light is beginning to seep through. It’s getting brighter. You can see a little farther now, into the field.

And a little farther . . .

And then there’s this massive gust, and it tears the last of the fog apart and sweeps it away in ghostly wisps, and you look around, and everything has changed.


3.

The Field

The fog is gone now, and everything else along with it: the hills, the trees, the highway, the dunes, the beach, the ocean . . . all of that is gone, and it’s just the field now, just this endless expanse of knee-high grass stretching forever in every direction under an endless, blue sky. You shield your eyes with your hand and gaze into the vast, empty wilderness. The wind traces patterns over the grass.

You think—you don’t know what to think.

For a moment you just stand motionless and stunned, like, What . . . ?

You try to remember what you were just doing.

You strain your memory.



It was evening, wasn’t it? And you were on the beach looking for CJ, weren’t you? You can’t remember why, only that you were looking . . .

And then what?

This. Here.

You stare into the endless field, and the field stares back. You start to walk, sort of dreamily at first, because it’s all so weirdly beautiful, but then you’re like, Wait, what’s going on? What is this? You turn in a circle, searching the distance for trees, houses, anything. You look out at the impossibly empty landscape. The wind traces patterns across the grass. The sun blazes overhead. The horizon is a flat line in every direction.

A thought swims into view from out of the panic:


  OK. Right. I must be dreaming.




“I’m dreaming.”

You say it out loud, and your voice startles you, how real it sounds, how it resonates in your head.

“I am dreaming,” you say again. “This is my imagination.”

Nothing happens.

“Hey!” you say. “Hey, sleepy! Wake up!”

Nothing.

You pinch yourself. You twist the skin around until it starts to sting; you scrunch up your face and keep going until the pain turns white and you can feel your eyes watering. You let go and look at your skin where you pinched yourself. You watch as the white fills in with red.

“Ow,” you say. “Ow, f■ck.”


  . . . ?


You try to say the word again.

“F■ck.”

You can get the first sound out, that first f and you can get the very last ck, but it’s like something smears the u as it leaves your throat. The sound just disappears in the middle.


  What?



You try again, same thing.

You can’t say the word f■ck.

You really must be dreaming. What else could it be?



Suddenly you have to pee. It just hits you. Sometimes when you’re stressed, it just comes at you, and you have like ten seconds to make it to a bathroom. This is one of those times. You look around. There are no bathrooms. You take a breath and wait for the feeling to pass. You try to say the word f■ck again. You start walking.

You concentrate on the landscape to forget about the feeling of having to pee.

Everything is so vivid and real. The wind on the grass. The gentle, green waves. The perfect detail of each individual stalk. And above it all, the yellow sun burning in the flickering sky. Yes, the sky is flickering. You see that now. It’s like one of those old stop-motion videos, everything speckled and twitchy, and it looks so real, and it’s so weird to be standing stunned in the presence of it all, it almost feels like floating, like you’re here but you’re somewhere else—or nowhere at all.

Or maybe it’s just that you really have to pee.




  Calm down.


You take a breath, wait for the panic to pass again. It doesn’t really.

You take out your phone. Drop it. Pick it up.

You notice your hands are shaking.

The screen is blank. Your phone has turned itself off again. It’s a thousand years old and always freezing up or turning itself off. So you turn it back on, and you manage to dial 911, but nothing happens. You press the numbers again. Nothing happens.

Right. Because you’re dialing on the calculator.


You close the calculator and try again on the phone.

The screen flashes.


CALL FAILED. NO SERVICE.



You try again.

Same thing.

The clock says 6:01 p.m. You open the map. Nothing loads. You aren’t getting a signal. You look at the empty grid and the spinning ball for a moment, and then you close the map and start a group text to your mom and your brother.

You can’t get your hands to stop shaking. You keep making mistakes. The phone keeps autocorrecting.


This I s an emergence somethings

weird just harpoonED CALL ME PK

EMERGENty !! call me



Close enough.

You press send, and the little bar moves halfway and stops.


MESSAGE FAILED. NO SERVICE.



You try again. Message failed.

And again. No service.

You put your phone back in your pocket and look around.

Part of you wants to scream and part of you wants to cry, but mostly you just really have to pee. You’re hunched over now, legs crossed. You reach for your button and zipper, and something happens. BRRZAP! A powerful force repels your hand, like a reverse magnet, and there’s a sound—this sharp electrical sound like, BRRZAP!

You try again. Same thing. Your fingers are pushed to the side with a BRRZAP!

And part of your brain is like, What?!

And another part of your brain is like, OK, so this must be a nightmare then.

You try to dig your thumb into your waistband. Same thing. You grab your pant legs and try to yank them down, but they won’t budge. You try the zipper again.


  BRRZAP!


You’re doing a little dance now. You’re dancing and crossing your legs and tugging your pants all at once, and nothing is working, and you have a moment of almost transcendental clarity, in which you realize that in about five seconds you really and truly will not be able to hold it any longer.



It’s been a while since you peed your pants. You can’t remember the last time, actually. And as you feel the warm trickle down your leg, you think to yourself, OK, so I am peeing my pants. And then: So I have now peed my pants. The relief is so powerful, and it’s a long moment before you think about the issue of cleanup.

OK. So how are you going to clean up if you can’t take off your pants—or find any soap or water, for that matter?

But as you are considering all the options you don’t have, something happens.

The feeling of wetness disappears. It’s just gone. You look down at your pants. They’re dry. They were just soaked with warm pee—you felt it, and now that feeling is gone, and it’s like nothing ever happened.


Your pants are completely dry! It’s beautiful and magical and the first good thing to happen in a while, and you stand in the middle of the endless field and think, Ah. Great. Plus now I don’t have to pee anymore. And then, Wait. So did I just wet the bed?



“Wake up!” you shout. “Wake up!”

You think about how crazy you must look, standing in the middle of nowhere shouting to yourself—but on the other hand, there’s no one here to see you. You’re completely alone.

“Wake up!”

The sky flickers silently.

“WAKE UP! WAKE UP! WAKE UP!”

Each time you shout, the silence grows more oppressive until finally you stop. Your mouth is dry. The sun is hot on your shoulders. The grass bends in the breeze.

OK, so now what?


4.

You are Not Humming a Song

They say when you get lost, you should just stay where you are, but it’s too late for that. You’ve already been moving, and if you don’t do something, you’re afraid you might just start screaming, or crying, or both. So you start walking again. The grass rolls out endlessly in every direction. The wind traces patterns. The sky flickers. The grass swishes against your legs with a quickening rhythm as you begin to walk faster. And now you’re sort of jogging.

Nothing changes. You aren’t going anywhere. You may as well be on a giant grass treadmill. The wind blows. The sky flickers.

A little voice in your head is growing louder and louder. This conversation you’re having with yourself, like:


  All this grass. It’s kind of starting to freak me out.



  Yeah, hmm.



  No, I’m serious.



  I know. But just try to think about something else, OK?



  Something like what?


I don’t know. Count your footsteps or—


  Count my footsteps? Are you crazy? We’re going to die out here!




  Don’t say that! Just think about—just hum a song or something, OK?



  A song? I can’t remember any songs!


So you just start humming nonsense instead.

After a while, the nonsense turns itself into a song. You are humming a song. It goes like, hmmhmmhmhmmmhmhmhmhmm.



You walk through the endless grass humming the song.


  Hmhmmmhmhmhmhmm


No. You are not humming a song. You can’t be. This song has keyboard sounds. It has a string section. It has a drumbeat, like:


  Boom, pish.



  Boom, pish.



  Boom, pish.


You are walking through the endless field, and a song is playing, and you can’t tell if it’s inside your head or not. It just keeps going. There’s something familiar about it too, there’s a pattern. It’s like, Happy part. Sad part. Dark part. Triumphant part. Over and over, and you can’t tell where it ends or begins, but it’s so familiar. You know this song. Where have you heard it before? The answer is right there at the edge of your mind, fluttering around like a moth. You can almost grab it . . . and then it’s gone. You can’t remember the song.


5.

You Are Here

Dark . . . triumphant . . . happy . . . sad . . . Is it getting louder? It sounds like it’s getting louder. It’s like the song is right out in front of you now, emanating from hidden speakers, and someone is starting to crank the volume.

Then you see something. Way out on the horizon. A shape, a blurry dot. Something that is neither grass nor sky.

You are walking faster now. The song is getting louder.

The dot becomes a rectangle, and the rectangle becomes a box, a blue box, like the size of one of those things . . . what are they called? Refrigerators. Like the size of a refrigerator or a little smaller. You are standing in front of it now. It’s just you and this blue box in the middle of miles and miles of grass, with the strange song blasting out like a soundtrack. The box is kind of shiny, and you can see your reflection in it. You gaze at your reflection, at the kid gazing back at you, this strange face you barely recognize.



There aren’t any words on the box, but there is a button, a single dirty white button, and a slot.


You press the button, and instantly the music stops.

There’s a scratchy sound, followed by a blast of electric static. Something inside the box whirs, and with a BLAP! a white slip of paper shoots out of the slot and drifts to the ground. You pick it up. There are three words printed on it:


PLEASE SCAN ID



You check your pockets. You don’t have any ID. You press the button again.

The machine whirs and goes BLAP! and another slip of paper shoots out of the slot, and you almost catch this one before it hits the ground. You pick it up and read it.


PLEASE SCAN ID



“I don’t have an ID,” you say.

The blue box just stands there.

You slam the button a couple times.


  BLAP!


Another paper. This time you catch it:


PLEASE HOLD



Music starts playing again—different music, some kind of generic ukulele thing or something. Hold music. You stand at the blue box and listen to the jangly strumming. You look at your reflection in the smooth, glossy metal. The expression on your face is strange; your eyes are too wide. You look totally bewildered.


The music stops. Something whirs inside the box again.


  BLAP!



INSERT HAND INTO SLOT



Another slot has opened above where the paper comes out, some hidden, blue door you hadn’t seen before. You peer inside. It’s like a mail slot or something.


  Insert my hand?


You think about it awhile.

Then you insert your hand.

The machine BLAP!s, and you feel a soft pressure begin to squeeze your arm just above your wrist, and it keeps squeezing, and by the time you try to pull back your hand, it’s too late. The box has got you.



Maybe your adrenaline is all used up, because you don’t feel scared, exactly, more just frustrated at how impossibly ridiculous this all is, standing here in the middle of nowhere with your arm held captive by a blue box.

But then you begin to feel something. A tickle on your wrist. You tug, but your arm won’t budge. At least it doesn’t hurt, you think.

And that’s when it starts to hurt.

The tickle turns into a sharp jab—you can feel it stabbing you, and you make a sound you’ve never heard yourself make before, the I’m getting stabbed sound. But you aren’t really thinking about the sound. Mostly you’re just trying to save your hand from being chopped off by the blue box.


You are pulling with all your might, ramming your foot against the box for leverage. But you can’t get your hand out. You can feel something piercing you, and you are screaming now. It’s stabbing you over and over, and just when you feel like you’re going to pass out or something, the box goes click! and your hand is released, and you go stumbling back and land on your butt in the grass.



You leap up, clutching your wrist. Look at what the box has done to your arm. There’s a stamp, a thick, black stripe with words and numbers. You run your thumb across it and wipe away a thin smear of blood.

You’ve been tattooed.


LK

RAINBOW

NOBODY

99.01



Rainbow? It isn’t your name . . . it takes you a moment . . . it’s something your brother called you, right? You remember that now. But why did he do it? You can’t remember. To tease you? Or was it, like, affectionate? You just can’t recall. What is your name, anyway? You search your memory frantically for the answer, and all you find is darkness, and now the box is BLAPPING at you again.

Another two papers have fallen to the ground. The first says:


FOLLOW MAP TO REFUGEE CAMP




And the other is a map. Kind of. Actually it’s just a drawing with two dots. One dot says YOU ARE HERE. The other dot says TO REFUGEE CAMP. And that’s it. No explanation of distance, or landmarks, or anything.

You press the button again. This time the box is silent.


6.

The Refugee Camp

You leave the box in search of the refugee camp. Across the grass you go. As far as you can tell, it’s all the same in every direction. This is crazy, but you don’t know what else to do except keep going and try not to think too much about how you can’t remember your name. You walk and walk, and just when you’re getting really sick of walking again, you see something. There’s a space where the grass has been mowed, and in the middle of the mowed spot, there’s a concrete square with a yellow cover on it about the size of a trashcan lid. There are letters stenciled on the lid: TO REFUGEE CAMP.



You kneel and grab the little handle. It opens smoothly on a hinge, revealing a hole in the ground, a big, black hole with a yellow metal ladder that plummets into darkness. You can’t see the bottom.

You look down there for a long time. So now this. Well, how much worse could it be? You raise your gaze to examine the world outside the hole again, the endless waving grass and flickering sky. You take a breath and step onto the ladder. You stand a moment, gripping the rungs, and then you start down.


For a moment your eyes are even with the grass, and you watch the thin stalks bending in the wind. Then you take another step down. And another step, and another. Now you are completely in the hole. The wind disappears. The only sound is your hands and feet on the cool metal rungs.



Down the hole you go, rung by rung. The circle of light above you shrinks to a dot as the darkness grows. Then the dot disappears, and the darkness becomes total. You can’t see your hands, the ladder, the walls of the hole, any of it. Black.

You keep going. The sound of shoes on metal rungs echoes in the darkness. You try to concentrate on the sound rather than the other things, like how this hole might have nothing at the bottom and that at some point you might have to climb back up, which has to be a long way by now. How long have you been going down for? What if someone comes along and closes the lid?

And still you go, down, down, until your fear becomes numb. After a while you notice that something has changed. The darkness isn’t as dark anymore. You can almost see your hands again. You can sort of sense them there. And when you look down at where your feet should be, you see it—a tiny circle of light, way down below at the bottom of the hole.



The circle of light below grows larger as you climb down the ladder, until it is the same size as the hole you climbed into, and your first thought is that it must be the ceiling of some kind of enormous underground room or something, but as you pass through, you see that it is something else.

You are standing on a ladder in the sky.


And the hole above you, the hole you just climbed out of—the hole is just torn into the sky, and in it is darkness, and you are in the sky . . . you are standing on a ladder in the sky. Beneath your feet, the land is spread out like a distant, green quilt, and the ladder goes down, down, down, until you can’t even see it anymore, and you’ve got that weird vertigo feeling in your stomach like you’re going to puke or something, and for a moment, you just cling to the ladder with everything you’ve got.

OK, you think, I climbed down into a hole in the ground and ended up in the sky.

And yet it all seems so real. The ladder, the ground, the distance, the fall. You cling to the rungs, taking it all in, your bird’s-eye view of the world below. Miles and miles and miles of green. The immensity of it all. The infinite horizon.

Your legs are starting to feel weird and shaky. You shouldn’t have stopped. You start down again, descending from the sky like some kind of lesser god or goddess. One step, then another.

Down, down, down.

You begin to hear faint drums, an electronic keyboard. Sad part, dark park, triumphant part, happy part . . . You look down and see there’s something below you now.

It’s all a distant blur at first, but as you descend the ladder, the blur acquires edges, and the edges separate, and it becomes a series of boxes, and the boxes become tents. Row after row of green canvas tents. Hundreds of tents. A tent city alone in the field. The song is so loud now.



Ten feet above the ground, you come to the end of it, the final rung, and you pause. Once you drop to the grass, you won’t be able to reach the ladder again. You’ll be stuck down there, no way back up. You dangle for a moment from the bottom rung, feeling your arms and shoulders stretch, and then you let go.

Your landing is pretty good. You fall, but you don’t get hurt. You get up and check your phone again. Nothing. You look up one last time at the yellow ladder hanging overhead in the blue, the black tunnel torn out of the sky, then you start walking.



There’s another blue box in front of the tents. You press the button, and the song stops.

BLAP! A piece of paper:


PLEASE SWIPE YOUR WRIST



Swipe it where? You wave your wrist around in front of the box, and there’s another BLAP!, and another paper appears.


WELCOME TO THE REFUGEE CAMP, RAINBOW
HERE ARE SOME MEMORIES
PLEASE KEEP THEM IN A SAFE PLACE



The box spits out more papers. They fall to the ground at your feet. You pick one up, and it’s covered in a dense, unreadable script of numbers and letters, like some kind of code. As you look, you see that there’s a pattern; the characters are broken into snippets, each one beginning with mem.

And as you are looking over this strange jumble, something weird happens.

The letters begin to jitter and vibrate, faster and faster. Their darkness blurs out across the page and the world around it, and then in a snap! it all disappears—everything, all of it—and it’s all a blank, empty space, and for a moment there is just emptiness . . .

And then a light . . .

And then the memories.

mem00018c (the most beautiful)

I’m playing with a silk scarf in a patch of sunlight in our old house on Middle Street. I’m like four years old, and it’s my aunt’s scarf. She’s visiting us. Her big brown eyes and smile. And the scarf—it’s blue and red and iridescent in the sun and the way it floats and flows through the light and the shadows . . . I’m just mesmerized by it. It has to be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

mem01893i (rainbow)

It’s late summer and I’m starting sixth grade and I decide that I would like to change my name to Rainbow because Rainbow is a cool/mysterious name that really captures my inner essence in an interesting and mysterious way, and also one of my friends already took the name Wander.

I ask everyone I know very politely and solemnly if they could please call me Rainbow from now on, and every single person goes along with it—even my teacher—all except CJ, who refuses with the resistance of a thousand suns to ever call me anything but the name our parents have given me.

The seasons change, winter comes, and I am older and wiser. I have realized that my inner essence can no longer be represented by a name like Rainbow, so I go back to my birth name—and this is the exact moment CJ starts calling me Rainbow and never stops. He can be such an ■sshole sometimes.

mem01016i (everyone dies)

It’s the middle of winter. I’m six years old, CJ is like seven or eight, and we’re in the living room having a deep conversation about life and death because our aunt—our beautiful, beloved aunt who married a rich d■ckhead and adorned herself with silk scarves—our aunt has taken her own life. She locked herself in the bathroom and swallowed all her pills and the d■ckhead found her the next day. Mom hasn’t stopped crying. Our grandparents are driving up for the funeral. The whole world is just ringing with sadness.

I’m in the living room with CJ, and we’re talking about death.

“Everyone dies,” he says. “Everyone. All of us. Everyone who has ever lived or will live is going to die . . . Unless maybe scientists find a way to live forever.”

“How?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “Maybe by like freezing you or putting your brain in a computer. But even then, if you kill yourself, they probably won’t be able to save your brain in time unless you’re near a body-freezing place.”

“None of that is going to happen,” I say.

“Why not?” he asks.

“Body-freezing place? It just isn’t. Everyone is going to die.”

CJ scowls. “That’s what I said already! Unless the scientists think of something.”

“What about our souls?” I ask.

“What about them?”


“Do you believe we have them? What happens to our souls?”

“Souls?” he says. “I’m talking about freezing brains.”

“I believe in souls,” I say. “But there isn’t hell or heaven, just, I don’t know, empty space, and no one remembers anything, or even is themselves anymore.”

“Except for ghosts,” says CJ.

“Yeah, maybe ghosts . . .” My gaze drifts to the window, aware of some movement. I see a maroon car pulling into the driveway.

“They’re here!” I shout.

Our grandparents have arrived.

CJ and I rush to the door.

Our love for our grandparents comes from deep within our bones. Mom can’t stand them, but CJ and I love every single thing about them—their constant bickering, the enormous shoes they wear, their old, soft hands. We haven’t seen them in over a year, and now here they are, walking slowly up the snowy drive together, ancient and broken and beautiful, and as we step out to greet them, we forget for a moment in our sudden joy the reason why they’re even here.
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