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Praise for Midnight in Soap Lake

‘Midnight in Soap Lake made me fall in love with reading all over again! It’s everything I adore in books: a tangled mystery, rich characters, a terrifying villain, and a strange setting, in which everything harbours a secret. I’ll be handing copies of this one to my friends for years!’

Stuart Turton, bestselling author of The Last Murder at the End of the World and The 7 Deaths of Evelyn Hardcastle

‘Midnight in Soap Lake hooked me from page one.

This twisty, smart thriller is brimming with complex characters, a page-turning plot and big questions of science, nature, marriage and murder. Matthew Sullivan expertly blends fact, fable and the evocative setting of Soap Lake in rural Washington state to create a spellbinding novel – I adored it.’

Tara Conklin, New York Times bestselling author of The Last Romantics

‘A shimmering, shadowy tarn of a mystery, rippling with complex heroines, David Lynchian townspeople, sinister bogeymen (TreeTop is terrifying!), and a spectacularly rich storyline set in smalltown Washington State. Fans of Tana French, Jess Walter, and Kate Atkinson will absolutely love this novel.’

Sharma Shields, author of The Sasquatch Hunter’s Almanac

‘Matthew Sullivan has crafted a brainy thriller that conjures the mischievous humor of Lynch, while imagining conspiracies more unspeakable than Chinatown. His spiderweb of a plot, deeply felt characters, and enchanting love of science will have me dreaming about Soap Lake for a long time. This is my kind of weird.’

Nova Jacobs, author of The Last Equation of Isaac Severey
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For Rachel and Lulu, who were babies in Soap Lake





Alone, alone, alone.

I bed in with many graves.

—Author unknown, “Hut Talk,” Irish, eighth- or ninth-century.

Version by Martin Shaw and Tony Hoagland.
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PART 1

THE BOY




CHAPTER 1

ABIGAIL

Something was there.

An animal, Abigail was certain, loping in the sagebrush: a twist of fuzz moving through the desert at the edge of her sight. The morning had already broken a hundred. Her glasses steamed and sunscreen stung her eyes—

Or maybe she hadn’t seen anything.

Yesterday, while walking along this desolate irrigation road, she’d spotted a cow skull between tumbleweeds, straight out of a tattoo parlor, but when she ran toward it, bracing to take a picture to send to Eli across the planet—proof, perhaps, that she ever left the house—she discovered it was just a white plastic grocery bag snagged on a curl of sage bark.

Somehow. Way out here.

The desert was scabby with dark basalt, bristled with the husks of flowers, and nothing was ever there.

When Eli first told her he’d landed a grant to research a rare lake in the Pacific Northwest, Abigail thought ferns and rain, ale and slugs, Sasquatch and wool.

And then they got here, to this desert where no one lived. Not a fern or slug in sight.

This had been the most turbulent year of her life. Eleven months ago, they met.

Seven months ago, they married.

Six months ago, they moved from her carpeted condo in Denver to this sunbaked town on the shores of Soap Lake, a place where neither knew a soul.

Their honeymoon had lasted almost three months—Eli whistling in his downstairs lab, Abigail unpacking and painting upstairs—and then he kissed her at the airport, piled onto a plane, and moved across the world to work in a different lab, on a different project, at a different lake.

In Poland.

When she remembered him lately, she remembered photographs of him.

The plan had been to text all the time, daily calls, romantic flights to Warsaw, but the reality was that Eli had become too busy to chat and seemed more frazzled than ever. This week had been particularly bad because he’d been off the grid on a research trip, so every call went to voicemail, every text into the Polish abyss. And then at five o’clock this morning, her phone pinged and Abigail shot right out of a drowning sleep to grab it, as if he’d tossed her a life preserver from six thousand miles away.

And this is what he’d had to say:


sorry missed you. so much work & my research all fd up. i’ll call this weekend. xo e



As she was composing a response—her phone the only glow in their dark, empty home—he added a postscript that stabbed her in the heart like an icicle.


   P.S. maybe it time since remember using time to figure out self life?



What kind of a sentence was that? And what was a “self life” anyway?

Abigail had called him right away. When he didn’t pick up she went down to the lab he’d set up in their daylight basement. She opened a few of his binders with their charts of Soap Lake, their colorful DNA diagrams, their photos of phosphorescent microbes, as cosmic as images from deep space. She breathed the papery dust of his absence and tried to imagine he’d just stepped out for a minute and would be back in a flash, her clueless brilliant husband, pen between his teeth, hair a smoky eruption, mustard stains on the plaid flannel bathrobe he wore in place of a lab coat.

From one of his gleaming refrigerators, Abigail retrieved a rack of capped glass tubes that contained the Miracle Water and the Miracle Microbes collected from the mineral lake down the hill— she sometimes wondered if her limnologist husband would be more at home on the shores of Loch Ness—and held one until a memory arose, like a visit from a friend: Eli, lifting a water sample up to the window as if he were gazing through a telescope, shaking it so it fizzed and foamed. And then he was gone again.

She hated that she did this. Came down here and caressed his equipment like a creep. Next she’d be smelling his bathrobe, collecting hairs from his brush. It was as if she felt compelled to remind herself that Eli was doing important work and, as the months of distance piled up, that he was even real.

Back when they’d first started dating, Abigail had been the busy one, the one who said yes to her boss too much and had to skim her calendar each time Eli wanted to go to dinner or a movie. Of course her job as an administrative assistant in a title insurance office had never felt like enough, but when she mentioned this restlessness to Eli, finding her path—figure out self life—had suddenly become a centerpiece of their move to Soap Lake. But they got here and nothing had happened. It wasn’t just a switch you flipped.

Abigail slid the tall tube of lake water back into its rack. Only when she let go, the tube somehow missed its slot and plunged to the floor like a bomb.

Kapow!

On the tile between her feet, a blossom of cloudy water and shattered glass.

She stood over the mess, clicking her fingernails against her teeth and imagining microbes squealing on the floor, flopping in the air like minuscule goldfish. She told herself, without con- viction, it had been an accident.

And then she stepped over the spill, put the rack back in the fridge and, surprised at the immediacy of her shame, went for a walk in this gorgeous, scorching desert.

Loneliness: it felt sometimes like it possessed you.

She hadn’t spoken to anyone in over a month, outside of a few people in the Soap Lake service industry. There was the guy who made her a watery latte at the gas station the other morn- ing, then penised the back of her hand with his finger when he passed it over. And the newspaper carrier, an old woman with white braids and a pink cowgirl hat, who raced through town in a windowless minivan. She told Abigail she was one DUI away from unemployment, but the weekly paper was never late. And the cute pizza delivery dude who was so high he sat in her driveway on his phone for half an hour before coming to the door with her cold cheese pizza, saying, Yes, ma’am. Thanks, ma’am, which was sweet but totally freaked her out. And the lady with the painted boomerang eyebrows in the tampon aisle at the grocery store who gave her unwanted advice on the best lube around for spicing up menopause, to which Abigail guffawed and responded too loudly, “Thanks, but I’m not even god- damned forty!”

At least she’d discovered these maintenance roads: miles and miles of gravel and dirt, no vehicles allowed, running alongside the massive irrigation canals that brought Canadian snowmelt from the Columbia River through the Grand Coulee Dam to the farms spread all over this desert. The water gushed through the main canals, thirty feet wide and twenty feet deep, and soon branched off to other, smaller canals that branched off to orchards and fields and ranches and dairies and soil and seeds and sprouts and leaves and, eventually, yummy vital food: gro- cery store shelves brimming with apples and milk and pizza- flavored Pringles.

Good soil. Blazing sun. Just add water and food was born. Almost a trillion gallons a year moved through these canals. T: trillion.

All that water way out here, pouring through land so dry it crackled underfoot.

She halted on the road. Pressed her lank, brown hair behind her ear. Definitely heard something, a faint yip or caw.

She scanned the horizon for the source of the sound and there it was again, a smudge of movement in the wavering heat. Some- thing running away.

A few times out here she’d seen coyote. Lots of quail, the oc- casional pheasant. Once, in a fallow field close to town, a buck with a missing antler that looked from a distance like a unicorn.

Not running away, the smudge out there. Running toward.

She was nowhere near a signal yet her instinct was to touch her phone. She craned around to glimpse the vanishing point of the road behind, gauging how far she’d walked and, if things got bad, how far she’d have to run.

Three miles, minimum. Six miles, tops.

Definitely approaching.

Not something. Someone.

A human. Alone.

Running. A boy.

A little boy. Sprinting.

Abigail froze as their eyes met, and suddenly the boy exploded out of the desert, slamming into her thighs with an oof! He wore yellow pajamas and Cookie Monster slippers covered in prickly burrs.

He clung to her legs so tightly that she almost tipped over.

When she registered the crusty blood on his chin and cheeks and encasing his hands like gloves, she felt herself begin to cry, scared-to-sobbing in one second flat.

Deep breath. Shirt wipe.

“Hey! Are you hurt? Look at me. Are you hurt?”

The boy wasn’t crying, but his skin was damp and he was panting hot and wouldn’t let go of her legs. She felt a humming- bird inside of his chest.

She knelt in the gravel and unfolded his arms, turning them over at the wrist. She lifted his shirt and spun him around as best she could. He had some welts and scratches from running through the brush, and the knees of his pj’s were badly scuffed, but he wasn’t cut, not anywhere serious, which meant—

The blood belonged to someone else.




CHAPTER 2

ABIGAIL

“Is there someone else? Sweetie? Can you tell me where you were?”

The boy was three, maybe four. Of course there was some- one else.

Abigail scanned the desert but saw no one.

He rubbed his eyes. She circled her palm on his sweltering back.

“What’s your name?”

The boy had a mop of black hair with bits of ryegrass in it, light brown skin, and small brown eyes set close together. He wouldn’t look at her. He itched a finger into his slippers and dug at his heel, picking for a burr.

“Drink this,” she said.

She unscrewed her stainless bottle and he raised it to his mouth. Water trickled down the sides of his chin but he kept drinking, breathing through his nose, until the bottle was empty. He left rust-colored prints on its sides.

There was nowhere to find help this far out, and no bars ever on her phone. The only signs of civilization were the occasional piles of debris that people hauled out here to avoid paying ten bucks at the dump: a springy shredded mattress, a gutted dish- washer, a dead hound in a buzzing black garbage bag.

“Should we go?”

He began jogging straight back into the desert, retracing the path he’d already run.

Abigail stood still for a moment, wishing for a choice, then hustled behind him.

When she caught up, he reached for her hand without slow- ing down.

They found a dented maroon Cutlass with California plates parked on a rise a mile or so away. At first she wondered if it had wrecked, but its windshield was intact, and the way its tires had flattened the cheatgrass and veered around the piles of rock showed that it had been parked, not crashed. A faint two-track path was visible in the distance.

As they neared the rear of the car, the boy sat cross-legged on the ground, fingering circles in the dirt. He wouldn’t look at the car and wasn’t going closer.

“Is that yours?” Abigail said. She noticed a smiley face dotted on the dusty trunk. She stepped toward it, her stomach knotting. “Hello?”

As she walked around the rear fender she could see that the two doors on the driver’s side were open and that someone was sitting behind the wheel.

“Is this your boy?”

A woman with black, shoulder-length hair was there, sitting with her hands in her lap and her head bent forward as if reading a map. There was a slight breeze yet her hair barely twitched.

“Miss?”

The seat behind her was crowded with trash. Fast-food wrappers  and stained paper plates. Plastic soda bottles and crumpled bags of chips. Coffee cups and a yogurt container. A tote bag was tipped on the seat, spilling clothes and coloring books and crayons with wrappers peeled halfway down.

“Do you know this boy?”

Abigail knew the woman was dead even before coming around the door and seeing the blood across her chest, as sticky as tar and nearly as dark. Before seeing the fleecy SpongeBob blanket, also smudged with blood, draped from her legs to the dirt outside. Before seeing her half-lidded eyes and her waxy skin, and before smelling the sour heat inside the car. Before the buzzing flies.

The dead woman had a large screwdriver dangling from her abdomen, just below her sternum. Its handle rested in her lap, and was striped black and orange and stained with dried white paint. The woman’s gray T-shirt seemed to spiral around it.

Abigail clutched her mouth but managed not to scream.

At her feet, a single Cheeto clung to the bloody blanket, like a cocoon on a rotting log.

And just over there, the boy stared at the dirt, scraping at his palms.




CHAPTER 3

ABIGAIL

CHAPTER 3
 ABIGAIL

“Flathead or Phillips?”

Abigail was in the passenger seat of an air-conditioned cruiser, being driven on a dirt road through the desert by a youngish cop with a name tag that said Krunk. He’d been first to arrive at the scene, not long after she’d found a signal and called 9-1-1.

“What are you asking me?” she said.

“Flathead or Phillips, the screwdriver. Which do you think?” Abigail stared at him. Krunk was quiet and lanky and oddly polite. He was wearing a dark SLPD baseball cap, black Wayfarers and ankle-high Docs. And he was the best-looking man she’d seen in months, ever since Eli had deserted her in this place-outside-of-time.

“I’m not trying to wager or anything,” he said. “I’m just wondering what kind of monster could shove a screwdriver into her gut like that. In a car, in that cramped space, that angle would take some force. Even more if it’s a Phillips head, I think. Maybe not.” He sighed. “I don’t need this shit in my life.”

Krunk dropped his cap into his lap, and Abigail saw that his black hair was thinning, and a damp little island of curls stuck to his forehead. She wondered too about his life, and why he seemed so upset given that he was a cop and therefore used to seeing the shittier sides of the human condition.

A few hours ago on the canal road, she’d sat mutely with the boy as paramedics examined him, and Krunk headed into the desert to secure the crime scene. The boy was squeezing Abigail’s hand and experiencing mild shock but the medic said he’d be okay. Just as she was about to accompany him to the hospital in Wenatchee, a social worker showed up, driving a county van and wearing a churchy dress that reached her ankles. She surveyed the smudge of blood on Abigail’s shorts and proclaimed she’d take it from here. Once the doctors had cleared him, she would take the boy to Spokane, two hours east, or Seattle, three hours west, because it was a Sunday and every child resource in the county was closed.

When the woman pried the boy out of Abigail’s lap, he was sobbing and reaching, and she had to turn around so he wouldn’t see how upset she was. The boy had been holding her hand for so long that both of their fingers were pruned.

In the cruiser, Abigail realized that no one had touched her in months, which was maybe why she could still feel the boy’s fingernails on her palms.

Krunk glanced at her as he drove. “You sure you don’t want a doctor?”

“I’m sure.”

She stared out the window, scanning the basalt cliffs and rabbit brush, wondering who was out there.

It felt weird to be going home. She was glad for Krunk’s slow driving.

“You really go by Krunk?” she said. “What’s your actual name?”

“Abe, I guess. Why?”

“I like Abe,” she said, nodding. “More honest.”

He barely smirked. “I happen to like Krunk. Gives me some street cred.”

“Are there streets around here?”

Abe Krunk took off his shades and pinched the bridge of his nose. He seemed unexpectedly fragile for a cop.

Something occurred to Abigail.

“Did you know her? The woman in the car.”

“It’s hard to say for sure. But if she is who I think she is, I went to high school with her. She skipped town without telling anyone, the night of graduation.”

“Really?”

“If she’s her. She looks different. But it’s been maybe eight years.”

“Does she have a name?” Abigail said.

“Not until she’s identified by next of kin she doesn’t,” he said in an official tone. “But if it’s her, she was pretty great. Unusual. Unappreciated. In retrospect, you know? The person you never noticed in the cafeteria but can’t stop looking at, at the reunion. Not that we had a reunion. I just mean she always did her own thing. That’s rare around here. Sucks if it’s her.”

“Why’d she leave town like that?”

“Just another American horror show, I guess. Everything was going wrong so she took off. Pretty cool of her. Never occurred to a lot of us that we could just leave like that.” He shook his head. “No one should do that to anyone, but especially not to her.”

In front of her little boy, Abigail thought.

Krunk squinted at the horizon and blinked sweat from his eyes.

“Why’d you say you moved here?” he said.

Abigail shrugged.

“Sounds about right,” he added.

After a moment, she looked over at him. “You were about to tell me her name?”

“If she’s the woman I’m thinking of,” he said, lowering his voice, “her name was Esme.”




CHAPTER 4

ESME

Esme’s trailer sat in the back of the Desert Garden Mobile Home Community, which everyone in town called the Falling Fence Trailer Park because its front fence toppled into the juniper shrubs where the entrance met the road. It never made sense to Esme why they called it a park: there was no playground or trees to climb, no basketball court or soccer goal, and not a single other seven-year-old. Some of the trailers had wooden stoops with flowerpots and American flags out front, but others had broken satellite dishes hanging down like loose teeth and tires on the roof and didn’t pretend to be anything but what they were: cheap, cheap, and goddamned cheap.

Inside of Esme’s trailer, the sunrise through the curtains glowed a pumpkin pink. Her knees bounced in her chair as she ate a bowl of oatmeal with powdered sugar and a splash of root beer to give it a little zing. Between bites she eyed her mother’s cracked bedroom door, hoping she’d stay asleep in there. Her mom was happier asleep than any other time.

Esme’s mom stared a lot. Sat in her chair with a hairbrush in her lap and a glass on the card table as she stared at the television. She also stared at the holes in her slippers, at the scratches on the armrest, and into the drain of the bathroom sink. But more than anything she stared at Esme: Esme eating Trix out of her mermaid bowl. Esme pouring Pepsi into her mermaid cup. Esme coloring in her coloring book or untangling her bag of yarn or clenching her crusty Play-Doh. It didn’t matter what Esme was doing, her mom was usually staring.

Her brother, Daniel, was also still asleep, not that it mattered. When he woke up he was like an animal emerging from a cave. He’d shuffle around with his head down and play his Game Boy while putting a frozen hot dog in the microwave, and continue to play it as the hot dog overheated and burst open and made the trailer reek of salty meat for days.

The couch this morning was empty. Dad wasn’t on it, which meant Dad hadn’t come home last night.

From the other room, a shifting of the mattress. Mom awake. Esme left her breakfast bowl on the carpet. She grabbed her coat and crammed her feet into her boots and just as she was slipping out the door, she turned and saw her mom emerging from her bedroom, wearing her threadbare nightgown, staring across the trailer.

“Going outside!” Esme yelled, and leaped off the porch.

Esme’s father had made it clear that she was not allowed to leave the trailer park under any circumstances, and she was not allowed to wander the streets of Soap Lake alone, and she was especially not allowed to play in the apple orchards that stretched into the desert from the edges of town. But her father wasn’t around to stop her, so Esme walked out of the park on the shoulder of a cracky road. She passed the rusty playground by the lake where she and Daniel played a game called Tetanus Island, in which they tried to climb from the slide to the swings without getting scraped by old bolts and chains. She cut between houses and through fields and looked behind her as she walked, half expecting someone in her family to come running after her.

But no one was coming. Which was the point.

When she got to the orchards, she tucked her pants into the green rubber boots, three sizes too big, that her dad had liberated from the dairy where he worked.

Stepping into the orchard was like disappearing into a forest.

Before her dad got a job bulldozing cow shit into giant piles at the dairy, he used to run a bunch of orchard crews. He spoke Spanish okay enough and had been a wrestler in high school, but mainly, he said, he knew a thing or two about how to motivate people. He also said in the orchards you could eat the apples until your belly hurt as long as you washed them well, but if you breathed the air in there you’d die of cancer and your balls would shrivel up, but not in that order, and not just your balls. Plus, he said bad things happened in those orchards—but he always said it in a ghost story voice between slugs of beer, so she couldn’t always tell how serious he was.

This orchard was the spookiest one around, too. Half of it was dead, with gray skeleton trees that burst out of the ground like giant claws. And the half that was alive stretched to the landfill, where people dumped their old sinks and dead pets. When the orchard owner donated a bunch of apples to the grade school one year, all the kids in the cafeteria bit into them and made faces and swore they smacked of trash.

The sunlight peeked between the apple trees, turning the cold ground misty. Esme liked how the crabgrass and fallen leaves blanketed the rows like a carpet, and how she couldn’t see the desert in any direction, and how the rotting fruit waited on the ground for birds.

Plus she was alone, which was the best thing ever.

And then she wasn’t alone because somehow a sound had found her.

She pushed back her jacket hood. The sound was high-pitched and pulsing.

A crying kitten. Or a hungry bird.

Esme prowled in its direction, slipping between trees, and soon she was deep inside the orchard and not sure which way was out. She stood tall and could hear a tractor starting far away but the squeaky sound had stopped.

When it started again it was just a row of trees away. Not a kitten or a bird. A wheel.

She crouched under a tree and pressed her back into its trunk.

no

Her eyes shut and she didn’t move. She felt an earwig on the back of her hand.

no

The squeaks came closer. She should’ve listened to her dad.

TreeTop.

She’d never seen TreeTop in person but she’d heard stories about him so many times from Daniel and kids at recess and grown-ups at the parade and teachers at school that he’d folded himself into a special cupboard in the back of her brain, one with rusty hinges and cobwebs.

TreeTop killed children and chopped up their bodies to fertilize the town’s apple trees.

Fee Fi Fo Fum

I smell the blood of an Americun Be she alive or be she dead

I’ll grind her bones to grow my—

Apples.

TreeTop pushed his wheelbarrow full of bones around the orchards all night, its axle screaming in the dark.

TreeTop climbed into the thin branches at the tops of the trees every morning and stretched out to sleep like a spider perched on his web.

Without TreeTop, there would be no orchards, and without orchards, there would be no town. Everything would be the desert.

The sun was out now, and TreeTop was probably sloshing his last scoops of ground-up child around the trees before climbing into his branchy bed.

How else, Daniel once said, do you think all this fruit grows in the desert?

He was right. It was like magic, watching fruit trees blossom and burst from this hot, rocky land.

She could feel her heart pounding as TreeTop’s wheelbarrow rolled closer. She thought she should run, but her dad had told her plenty of times to never run from the frothy dogs that roamed the roads outside of town and TreeTop was way worse than dogs, so she pressed into the tree and shut her eyes and only opened them when the squeak of his wheel went silent just a foot or so away.

He was far bigger than she’d imagined, wearing a white hooded jumpsuit and a white mask and blue rubber gloves. It was the same uniform she sometimes saw the orchard guys wearing, driving between trees on their ATVs, spraying bright clouds of pesticide behind them to kill the cutter worms and sucker moths. His eyes were covered with protective goggles, and as he breathed they steamed a little, and his mask clicked in and out. His wheelbarrow basin was covered with a blue tarp. In its gaps she could see gnarled applewood cuttings, crosshatched over pockets of air—

And a man’s boot.

She clung to the tree but shifted to get a better look. Inside the wheelbarrow, she could see the boot’s black sole and knotted laces and part of its dusty leather tongue. Its sole had a tread of three small clovers near the toes, and Esme couldn’t help but spread out her three little fingers as if she were going to step forward and press the clovers all at once, like they were buttons. But just then TreeTop reached out and sharply tugged the tarp, covering the branches and the boot.

Esme knew she shouldn’t look TreeTop in the goggle, so she dropped her gaze to his stained knees. Everything he wore was spattered brownish, blackish, darkish red.

TreeTop paused for a moment. Then he lifted the wheelbarrow handles, and a rhythmic squeaking filled the air as he disappeared between trees.

Back at home Esme dumped her coat and stood by the door, catching her breath. Daniel was stretched out on the couch, playing Game Boy, with his hot dog plate on the floor. Her mom was sitting in her saggy chair and watching a game show on TV.

Her dad’s sneakers were next to the kitchen table, right where he’d left them a few mornings ago, but he was nowhere in sight.

Esme realized why she’d been so scared. It wasn’t because of TreeTop, exactly. Sure, he was as freaky in person as he was in the stories, but he was also strangely calm in the way he just loomed there, as if he’d been expecting her. Plus he hadn’t chopped her to pieces, which was highly comforting. What wasn’t comforting—what was in fact terrifying to consider—was the boot she’d seen in his wheelbarrow, covered with the tarp.

Because question: Why had its laces been knotted?

Because answer: it was still on someone’s foot. “Mom?”

Her mom looked up and seemed pleasantly surprised to see her. “Don’t leave your breakfast bowl on the floor,” she said. “I stepped in it.”

“Sorry.”

A colorful ceramic cross hung on the wall behind the TV, next to the portraits of Daniel and Esme that they both hated because they’d shown up to school in old T-shirts and uncombed hair with no idea it was Picture Day. The cross was a souvenir from Mom’s childhood in Yakima, and it was her favorite decoration, which was weird because it seemed like a constant reminder that her family had stopped talking to her when she married Dad and quit going to church. For whatever reason, though, it made Mom happy.

“Maybe you should go play,” Mom said.

Esme sighed and grabbed a two-liter bottle of Dr Pepper from the collection atop of the fridge and took it into the bedroom she shared with Daniel. She got into bed and pressed her feet into the slatted bottom of the top bunk and sipped from the bottle. Soon Esme grew bored and began paging through her favorite book, the single blue encyclopedia, Volume J, which her dad had given her one day last year. It was the only volume she had, but there were definitely worse letters than J. She had a particular fondness for Joplin, Janis; judo; jellyfish; and Jews (see Judaism), but felt incomprehensibly hostile about Jackson, Andrew (US president); Jupiter; and jury duty.

She fell asleep with the book on her stomach. At one point Daniel came in and said it was time for dinner.

When she saw her dad’s spot on the couch still empty, she felt something shift.

“Is he not home?” she said.

Daniel shrugged. “Is he ever home?”

As the microwave carousel spun around, catching and clanging with every revolution, Esme parted the living room curtains. Their trailer was tucked near the dumpsters in the back of the park and therefore twenty bucks cheaper per month because it smelled sour right outside their door all summer long, but being so close to the dumpster had its benefits, too.

For one, easy trash-taking-out. For two, free stray-catwatching. For three, it gave her dad a place to chaw.

Dad was often loitering out there this time of day, leaning against the wooden fence that bracketed the dumpster, taking a dip from his Skoal can. The moondust beneath the fence was always stained with his tobacco spit.

A harelipped cat prowled past. Esme’s stomach felt gassy and sore.

“You’re awful quiet,” her mom said at the dinner table.

Mom had made hot liverwurst sandwiches and Daniel was sullen when he saw her squeezing the pink-gray meat out of its plastic casing.

“I don’t eat meat that comes in a tube,” he said firmly, arms crossed.

“You eat hot dogs every morning,” Esme said.

He thought about it. “I don’t eat meat that squirts from a tube.”

In other moments she and Daniel might have high-fived—a moment of agreement that would’ve made their mom blink instead of stare—but tonight Esme could only muster the energy to nod.

She kept looking at the door.

“Where’s Dad?”

“Probably leading a revolution,” her mom grumbled.

Her mom was always saying things like that to Esme, making her feel bad for liking him.

“I’m going to bed.”

“You just got up.”

It didn’t matter one bit: Esme didn’t even crack her J encyclopedia and fell asleep the second her head hit the pillow.

es ge up

Glass was breaking inside of her ears.

es me ge up

Lava pooled inside of her lungs.

Esme! Get up!

When Esme opened her eyes, Daniel was standing over her in his tighty-whities, no shirt, slapping her head and yelling: “Fire! Fire! Fire!”

Smoke shimmered and curled around his face. The wall next to her trembled and glowed, and her Dr Pepper bottle folded itself in half. Her cheeks were roasting and she couldn’t breathe.

Daniel gripped her shoulders and ripped her out of her bed.

“We gotta get out!” he screamed, slamming her into his dresser so that a cough shocked through her. “Out! Out!”

The door was blocked by fire, and the window above the dresser was jammed. Daniel smacked the glass with his palms and it rattled but didn’t break. So he groped among the dirty clothes for the first heavy thing he could find, and suddenly he was bashing the glass with Esme’s J encyclopedia. Shards crashed out and thick smoke coiled through the hole like an escaping dragon.

Someone out there was shrieking. Possibly their mother.

Daniel hefted Esme onto the dresser and pushed her straight through the window. She landed atop the rusted barbecue her dad had wheeled home from a yard sale but had never once fired up. Seconds later Daniel thudded on top of her and cut his chin when he hit the dirt.

Their mom was already out, running back and forth near the porch, hair singed, screaming for their father.

“Wake him up! Wake him up!”

When she saw the kids she ran over to them, sobbing, and said their dad needed help, that he wasn’t moving in there—

“It’s okay, Mom!” Esme shouted. “He’s not home!”

“But he is!” her mom said. “I saw him!”

Daniel asked where and she said on the couch, and he made like he was going to charge through the front door to save him, but as soon as he neared the wall of flames he turned around and started crying. Esme hugged her mom to stop her from plunging back into the fire, but she just kept pacing and saying, “He’s in there. He’s in there. He’s in there.”

The flames rolled out the windows and boiled the tires on the trailer’s roof. In the distance, the casual wail of a siren.

* * *

The following afternoon, Esme and Daniel leaned against the tailgate of their dad’s old green truck, picking at his faded bumper sticker—Unions: The Folks that Brought You the Weekend!— as they waited for the fire inspector to allow them to salvage what they could from the trailer’s soggy ruins. A few neighbors came out to lean against the truck with them but hardly anyone spoke, just nodded somberly and someone said he was a brave son of a bitch, their dad.

That guy could fix anything, someone said.

He could hit, too, said someone else. Knock out yer teeth with one blow.

No one said he was nice or smart or funny.

No one mentioned how good he was at doing The Worm.

Her mom’s eyes were red and weepy and she was wearing a knit Seahawks hat that someone had given her to help cover up the singed sections of her hair. The fire chief was a young guy with an unruly beard and he lowered his voice as he spoke to her, whispering that her husband must have passed out with a candle burning too close to the curtains.

“Probably related to the drinking. It happens.”

Her mom was sobbing again and pressing her palms into her face, and Daniel kept crying, too, then getting mad at himself for crying, then crying some more. The bandage on his chin was already gray with dirt.

Esme’s lungs hurt and seeing her home turned into a soggy black crumple made it even harder to breathe. More than anything it felt like a dream, her dad being dead. Her mom had gone with the police and lowered the sheet and identified the scorched horse tattoo on his shoulder, so Esme knew he was gone. And she was definitely sad. But she could also feel something secret happening, like her heart loosening up, getting lighter. But she was definitely sad.

Daniel walked circles through the ash. “What a waste,” he said. “What a waste.”

Esme tried following him through the wreckage, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something mysterious had happened here last night. The cops said it was a candle and a curtain, and Mom lit her veladoras a few times a year, St. Jude and Our Lady of Guadalupe, so they were right there on the shelf. It’s just that her dad would never light one. Like what, he came home all drunk and decided to say some candlelit prayers for the first time in his life? She didn’t buy it.

Plus there was the matter of the boot.

The powdery dirt along the dumpster fence was speckled with her dad’s spit and tracked with his old boot prints. She imagined him standing here (spit), then him standing there (spit), then him turning around (spit), then him turning back (spit), until it felt like he was still alive.

She inspected the ground and found a whole footprint, one of the last traces of him on the planet. She studied the patterns left by his boot sole and there, just under the ball of his foot, she found them: the imprint of three small clovers, stamped into the dirt.

“Where’s his body?” she said to her mom a minute later.

“Your father?” her mom said. “The police people have him. We’ll get him back once they’re through.” She placed her hand on Esme’s shoulder and with her other hand dabbed at her nose with a bandana. “You doing okay?”

“I heard he melted through the cushions,” Daniel said, wiping his eyes.

“Sounds like something he’d do,” their mother said.

“Was he wearing his boots?” Esme said.

“What are you asking me?”

“Were his boots still on his feet when he burned all up?”

Her mom looked at her with concern. “Don’t think about that, sweetheart.”

Daniel came around the truck and stood next to Esme. His eyes were bloodshot and his hair stuck out like half a hedgehog. “Why do you want to know what he was wearing?” he said.

“Why do you think?”

Daniel had that twitchy look he got when he was about to punch her in the stomach, so she didn’t say anything about seeing TreeTop, or about his tarp-covered wheelbarrow, or about seeing Dad’s boot with knotted laces covered by the branches inside.

Esme flinched when Daniel moved toward her, but then he just pulled her into a sideways hug. When he wasn’t ignoring her or punching her, Daniel was protective of his little sister.

“I saved your life last night,” he said. “You know what that means, right?”

“It means I get to blame you for everything that goes wrong. Forever.”

“It means you’re my servant,” he said. “Forever.”

A few feet away, their mom snickered. Daniel nodded toward her flannel back and leaned into Esme’s ear. “Just shut up about Dad. She doesn’t need it.”

Then he led her over to the ground outside of their bedroom window, where he picked up the one blue encyclopedia, Volume J, and handed it to her. It was soaking wet and charred in spots, but its pages seemed mostly intact.

When she opened it up—jazz—a piece of broken glass fell out.




CHAPTER 5

ABIGAIL

The week that Abigail dropped out of the University of Northern Colorado, two years shy of completing her degree in psychology, her part-time job licking envelopes at a title insurance company in Greeley became a permanent job as a receptionist, and whatever hopes she had of following her heart into a fulfilling career disintegrated under the steady glow of paychecks and health insurance. She thought the job would be short-lived, but soon she’d been there long enough to grow weary of coworker happy hours and the annual rafting trip down the Arkansas River. When she started wearing headphones in the break room, her boss nicknamed her Sourpuss.

For the next decade, as Abigail grew more competent and confident, she gave up on the idea of finishing her degree and began flitting from branch to branch within the title insurance franchise, moving from Greeley to Lakewood to Denver, and rolled into her early thirties with a two-bedroom condo, a fridge pinned with birth announcements, and few prospects for a long-term relationship or a career she actually wanted. She had drinks with friends from work sometimes, braved dinner parties alone, even dated a few Realtors with flawless hair and corny sports cars who, after sex, spoke about teaming up, as if their one-night stand had elevated them to a power couple.

After bombing a few interviews for jobs she really wanted and escaping a few relationships she really didn’t, Abigail began to feel not so much a looming crisis as an impending reality check: in terms of work and love, this was kind of it. Otherwise, where were the jobs that she both wanted and could get, and how much would she have to borrow in student loans to land them? And where were the men who’d outgrown video games, who could make it through a meal without checking a score or ordering shots, who didn’t brag about something they’d bought?

At the local food co-op, apparently…

One evening in her thirty-fourth year, while bagging apples at the organic market near her condo, Abigail pushed up her glasses and asked the produce guy if there was a surefire way to tell if an apple was mealy before she bought it.

“Outside of, you know, taking a bite.”

She’d noticed him more than a few times, maybe because it was hard not to. He was a hefty guy who stood over six feet tall, so his name tag—Eli!—met her at eye level. With his oldfashioned Arrow shirts worn beneath a green apron, and his curly black hair beginning to gray, he appeared to be a few years older than her, which was fine, but he always whistled and hummed to himself as he worked, which was a tiny red flag.

But hooo-whee, the guy knew a thing or two about mealy apples. As he dove into an explanation of the microbial process that caused fruit to decay, as well as a segue into the genetic modification of lunchroom apples that made them appear a shade of red that didn’t exist in the natural apple world, Abigail took notice of his great green eyes, his liquid voice, his cool leather prairie boots, and had to set her hand on the cart to maintain her composure. She hadn’t expected to be so…charmed. In the midst of his explanation, Eli bopped a huge Honeycrisp off of his forearm and caught it midair, and her image of him transformed from the whistling sad sack stocking kale on a Friday night to the sweet, bright man who could hardly contain all of his knowledge and joy. He finished by unsheathing the produce knife fastened to his belt and slicing the apple with an expert pop, then offering her a wedge from the tip of its blade.

On their first date, Eli dazzled Abigail by leading her down the 16th Street Mall until they reached the nook-filled bookstore by the train station. He talked a lot as they walked, which made her feel even quieter than usual, and she worried he would soon become exhausting—but the second they stepped inside the store, she couldn’t get over how quiet he became and, more important, how comfortable she felt in his silence. Together they circled the tables and roamed the shelves, and when she caught him staring at her over the top of a Michael Crichton book, he didn’t pretend to be daydreaming, but rather lowered it even more, wagging his eyebrows and owning that his focus was on her. Everything about Eli was different.

In addition to being an expert at stacking produce, she learned that he held a PhD in limnology, the study of lakes, and that he was quite the cook and conversationalist. At the end of each shift he’d load up on castoff fruits and veggies and cook her abundant stir-fries and cobblers, and he got her talking about everything: about her air force dad getting stationed in Okinawa when she was seven, and how he’d gone there all alone and never come home; about how her mom didn’t say anything about the splitup until Abigail was ten and saw a checkmark in the box that said Divorced on an insurance form for a school band trip; about how in fifth grade, she had a series of crippling panic attacks at school and confessed to her teacher that her mom blatantly favored her big sister, Meghan, and how when the teacher told her mom, her mom rolled her eyes and said, I wonder why; about how these days her mom and Meghan lived side by side in a duplex in Florida, literally leaving no room for her; about how she’d always believed she was pretty different, pretty unique, but was in fact not that remarkable, the kind of person who only ever read the big books and watched the big shows that everyone else was also reading and watching; and about how she was learning to embrace the reality that she might never figure out what she was actually into.

“Maybe you’re into not being into things?” Eli said with a shrug.

Before he could say another word, she dove into a kiss. He tasted like oranges.

On Halloween, just when Abigail couldn’t imagine their relationship going any better, Eli showed up at her condo with a cold bottle of rosé, a variety bag of bite-size candy bars, and some of the biggest news of her life.

“You know how you asked me why a limnologist was working in a grocery store?” he said, adding the candy to her bowl and pouring wine into a pair of jam jars. “Well, I finally got the job offer I’ve been holding out for. The perfect job, actually. I’m kind of stunned.”

“Wow. Okay? Go on.”

“There’s this lake,” he said, and she, too, grew stunned as he explained, in his calm, impassioned way, about a mineral lake in the shrub-steppe, the rarest of the rare, with a microbiome in its depths that had never fully been studied. “I can’t believe no one has gotten to it. Kind of a legendary lake. At least in some circles.”

“That’s a little spooky. Why legendary?”

“Good question,” he said, and swallowed some wine. “It just… I can explain more later.”

“Okay,” she said, wary. “So, what’s the problem?”

“Problem is it’s far. Desolate. And I have to move there by the New Year if I take it.” He stared into the colorful candy. “I thought we might work something out, but there’s absolutely nothing for you there.”

“Except you,” she said, stif ling a spike of panic. “How far is it? How desolate?”

“Soap Lake, Washington. Population fifteen hundred. And withering,” he mumbled.

“Washington state?” she said, and a soothing wave of associations rolled through her: Flannel. Twin Peaks. Beer. “You have to take it, Eli.”

“I want to, more than anything. Believe me. But I want us, too.”

Some amped-up trick-or-treaters chose that moment to bang on the door, and Abigail jumped up, dished out some candy, shut off the porch light, and was crossing her legs on the couch in no time.

“I can see the dilemma,” she said, pure gloom.

“Unless, you were ready to…you know. I would, Abigail. Without a doubt. If.”

She took a deep breath. “You would what, Eli?”

“Go further. There are different levels, of course. Degrees. Gradations—”

“Gradations?”

He looked into her eyes and grinned. “I would propose. Marriage. If you were ready.”

Abigail’s first thought was how extreme that seemed.

Then again, just last night, with Eli snoring beside her, her knee over his thighs, she felt like the least lonely person on earth.

“If you did? I think I’d say yes.”

Eli stared at her for an eternity, then fell to his knees, squeezed her hands between his and proposed. Just as Abigail was grinning widely and saying, “Yes!”, the trick-or-treaters knocked again, harder this time, and Eli hopped to the door and dumped the whole bowl of candy into their pillowcases.

“Jackpot!” he yelled, then slammed the door and locked it. “Where is this place?” she said, laughing, once he was back on his knees.

“Soap Lake? You’re gonna love it, Abigail. Wait until you hear about the Lava Lamp!”




CHAPTER 6

ABIGAIL

The Lava Lamp was coming.

Abigail woke up with her forehead clattering against the U-Haul’s passenger window. The glass was cold and her eyeballs were tight and dry. Beige treeless hills flowed into the horizon.

“You’re awake,” Eli said from behind the wheel, grinning as he pointed to a green highway sign: Soap Lake 18 miles.

“The Lava Lamp is coming,” she said, perking up.

After Eli’s proposal, Abigail had immediately googled Soap Lake and the first result referenced the World’s Largest Lava Lamp. It was over sixty feet tall, perched on the shore, and wax globules the size of boulders bubbled in slow-motion through its colorful liquid. The roadside attraction encapsulated the vibe and geology of the area which, fifteen million years ago, was the site of cataclysmic lava flows that hardened into basalt, several miles deep. The images she’d seen showed the World’s Largest Lava Lamp beaming colorful light into the night sky, surrounded by people wading in the lake.

Abigail slid forward on the U-Haul’s front seat. An orb of sun was dropping behind the gray horizon, giving off a metallic light. Their timing was perfect.

“Just look for the glow above the lake,” she said. “I’m imagining one of those UFO tractor beams coming out of its top.”

“Like our own little Chernobyl,” Eli said. “You know, not to be…but it might not be that great.” She turned toward him and stared.

“I’m just saying that every circus I’ve ever been to was depressing,” he added.

“Noted,” she said through narrow eyes.

Soon they were on the outskirts of town, where the only businesses seemed to be storage units and repair shops.

“There’s really not a single fast-food place?” she said.

“Not a franchise in sight. It’s like the opposite of America.”

“Really no Target?”

“Not for sixty miles.”

“As long as I can get a hayfork,” she mumbled, casting off the approaching cloud.

Soon they were on the side streets of their new town. Peppered between some of the smaller, derelict homes were bright, fairy-tale cottages, with frilly curtained windows and birdhouses hanging from trees. They drove down Main Street with its gas station, diner, taco truck, dive bar, and hotel, but saw only one person: a bearded guy in a hooded red coat, standing on a corner, talking to himself while trying to fold up a huge paper map. Eli pretended not to see him.

Finally the long gray disk of the lake floated into view. It was fairly narrow and two miles long, framed by rocky hills and steep cliffs carved out of the emptiest emptiness she’d ever seen.

Eli parked the U-Haul in a gravel lot.

“Are you sure this is the right lake?” Abigail said. “Maybe we have to be at the right angle to see the Lava Lamp. Like Stonehenge.”

An American flag stood tall and still in front of a cinder block library. That seemed promising, and sure enough its walkway led down a rocky path to the shore.

She saw it in the distance, surrounded by a chain-link fence: a steel structure, fifteen feet high and nearly as wide, bolted to a concrete pad sprinkled with cigarette butts and broken bottles. It resembled a giant cocktail jigger, an association that made Abigail want a drink. Soon she realized she was looking at the base of the World’s Largest—

“Where’s the lava lamp part?” she said.

“Look at this,” Eli said, and lifted a threadbare sign, fastened to the fence, shredded by the wind: Home of the World’s Largest Lava Lamp™.

“Base,” she said. “It should say ‘Base’ at the end. Because there’s no actual lamp?”

“Doesn’t quite have the same ring, does it?”

The air off the lake was frigid, the concrete slab as cold as an ice rink. This was disappointing.

Eli stretched out the sign and Abigail could see the familiar image it held: a giant red lava lamp with little people looking up into the glowing light. A message was scrawled in thick black marker across the bottom of the banner.

Project Infinitely Postponed

Followed by a frowny face.

“They can’t really mean infinitely, can they?”

“It’s an architectural what have you,” Eli said, seeming impressed. “A rendering. Really nicely Photoshopped.”

“So it’s just not here?”

“I mean, the website did say it was under construction.”

“The website hasn’t been updated in ages, Eli. I was so looking forward to this. I bragged on social media.”

Eli looked surprised. “Are you on social media?”

This was not the time to explain her pattern of posting, losing sleep, deleting, and not logging in again for months. So she cryptically said, “Exactly!”

“We’ll be okay,” he said.

Abigail caught sight of some graffiti scrawled on the side of the lamp base. Someone had attempted to cover it up with matte-black spray paint, but didn’t quite block the whole thing.

[image: Tree Top Kills]

“That’s really bizarre,” she said, taking a step back, holding her own hands.

“It is a bit grim,” Eli said, tapping his chin in contemplation, as if the phrase were on a gallery wall. “Makes me miss the halcyon days of cartoon cocks. And cute little Kilroy, goes without saying.”

“This sucks,” Abigail snapped, unable to hide her disappointment. “Sorry, but this was supposed to be the highlight for me. I thought it would be so relaxing to walk down after dinner and bask in the glow of the World’s Largest Lava Lamp.” She pointed at the giant metal base. “Instead, we come to the middle of nowhere and get the world’s biggest, trashy-ass, stupid-fucking egg-cup dumpster spittoon thing?”

“Trademark,” Eli said, pointing to the tiny “TM” on the sign. She stared at him. “Please don’t do that.”

“Come check out the lake,” he said, holding out his hand. “That’s the real magic.”

“This is why the Lava Lamp
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