
Extras


Table of Contents

Title Page

Extras

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Melinda

Jade

Adam

Jade

Adam

Jade

Extras is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2025 by Dan Yokum

Cover design by Morgan Bliadd

Between the Lines Publishing and its imprints supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact info@btwnthelines.com.

Between the Lines Publishing

1769 Lexington Ave N, Ste 286

Roseville MN 55113

btwnthelines.com

First Published: April 2025

ISBN (Paperback): 978-1-965059-42-5

ISBN (eBook): 978-1-965059-43-2

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025933766

Liminal Books is an imprint of Between the Lines Publishing. The Liminal Books name and logo are trademarks of Between the Lines Publishing.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Printed in the United States

Extras

Dan Yokum

To all those who struggle to understand our world, and to Henry who showed us the way
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Jade
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Most humans cannot recall when they were baptized in their infancy. However, our group was different, and some members did claim to remember their own event: the colorful lights flowing down from above, then wrapping warmly around them before entering the human bodies. My first memory of a baptism was that of my two-day-old brother when I was four. I don’t know how many attended, but in later years when I was old enough to count higher, usually at least twenty-five and sometimes fifty or more participated. The ceremonies always began on what was called the outside plaza. It was about half-acre in size and made mostly of stone, with wide flat pieces on the earth and chunky cubes hacked out of granite boulders surrounding it. It mimicked much larger sites found in the Andes or perhaps Mexico. 

On the day of my brother’s baptism, our group slowly entered the plaza as a uniform line and formed a circle in the center. The only one of us holding something was my mother who had my tiny brother in her arms. At first, we chanted sounds in some incomprehensible language: moans, clicks, screeches, and atonal cadences. Then my mother stepped into the center, held her baby out in front of her as an offering, and said in English, “We are ready for you now.”

The next moment is what fixed itself in my memory. I had seen it all before. However, this time, because it was for my brother, its sights, sounds, feelings—even smells—burrowed deep and nestled inside me forever, sometimes vividly remembered, other times mostly forgotten, yet always still there. The bands of vertical light, long and thin, came into focus, and swayed and twisted above and around us. They were transparent and mostly yellow but with twinges of every shade and color imaginable. A distinct hum accompanied the light bands, its volume varying with a slightly visible coordinated expansion and contraction of the bands. Sobs, sighs, and quiet laughter from our group mingled with the hum. The smell was like the middle of a luscious flower garden and the overall feeling was one of joy and contentment.  

It was the first time the term, Extra-normal, became an established part of my lexicon. I had heard the words before but never needed or wanted to attach them to an event, object, or being. As the ceremony progressed and the attendant phenomena transpired, my father whispered, “This is Extra-normal, Jade.” I asked him what the words meant, and he waved his arms around him, drawing in the entire experience, and replied, “All this is normal for us, but for others, it might be an Extra they can’t yet understand.” Since I was still a child and, so far, free from the depths of judgment and comparison, the description had little meaning. My main takeaway was that Extra-normal meant a glorious secret, one not to be shared with others outside our group. At least not yet.

One of the light bands shrunk from the height of a building to that of my mother and dropped down in front of her. It wavered and pulsed a few moments, then slowly, gently, wrapped itself around my brother like a blanket, and merged with his pale naked body. The light caught my mother’s hands and included them in the wrap, but she didn’t seem to mind. She turned toward my father and me, caught my gaze, and with her face smiling and wet, slightly bowed. 

Our circle re-formed into a line and walked to a large quiet pond at the edge of the plaza. A walkway at the shore led to a tiny island on which sat a building we called the temple. The temple design drew inspiration from many sources, the result being a structure I can only describe as not from the human world. It appeared small on the outside yet was always large enough to fit all of us who attended a ceremony, whether it be ten or fifty people. The walls were made of stone, cut into neat bricks that always presented a bluish tint. Vines of all types crawled up the stone and hid the lower parts of the walls. The only door was constructed from rough-hewn wooden sections, joined in such a way that it appeared to be hacked from a single enormous tree. A large seven-pointed star held the space above the door and a row of crescent moons followed the top of walls underneath the roof overhang. The roof itself was built as foot-thick layers that became increasingly smaller until, at its pinnacle, it became an actual point.  On top of the point and slightly pierced by it, sat a silver sphere the size of a soccer ball. It held a specific purpose, I’m sure, but I never knew exactly what it was.

We all entered the temple and stood around a small stone platform in the middle of the space. A fluffy, thick pillow rested on the platform and my mother laid my brother on it. My father picked me up and moved next to the platform so that my face was close to my brother’s. His eyes were slightly open, and he looked so beautiful and sweet that I reached out to touch him. My mother smiled and nodded and took one of her hands off my brother and laid it on top of mine. My father did the same. The others put hands on nearby shoulders or arms so that we were all connected. 

My mother sang a few words I couldn’t understand and followed with more in English. “You are with us now in this human body. We are separate, yet are now and will always be, one. Welcome.”

A glow hovered within and around our group. It might have been caused by the sun breaking through the clouds and shining through the one enormous window at the back of the temple. Except that I remember the multi-colored harmony of that glow as being so much more.

Later, after we returned home, I caught my father alone looking out our own picture window. I asked him, “Dad, where do the lights come from? Do they have another home?”

He gave me a warm smile but didn’t answer. At the time, his silence didn’t bother me because I was so young. Years later, I often wished he’d just answered the question right then.

By the time I was seven, our group had grown to about seventy-five people. Most of the growth was because many of the couples had kids, although new members from the outside also added to it. Established families generally lived in simple wooden cabins with two to four bedrooms depending on the family’s size. Ours had three bedrooms, and because I didn’t spend enough time outside our gates to notice and compare with how we lived, I always felt I had plenty of space. The outsides of the cabins looked mostly the same: stained wooden siding, large windows, slate roofs, and three-season porches, but the insides were often more creative and individual. Ours was always an ongoing project because my parents loved making things—anything—with their hands, and treated the walls, ceilings, and floors as display areas for their artwork.

Until we were in our teens, we had little contact with the world that existed outside our few hundred acres, but our library contained thousands of books designed to teach us what that world was about. I was an early reader and by six, had already plowed through all the little kids’ picture books, and began reading books with chapters and more text. I wasn’t drawn to anything labeled as fantasy because, for me, fantasy was the vast reality beyond the fence along our property line. The thoughts and actions of Judy Bolton or the Hardy Boys pulled me into wild and different ways one might exist in the outer world. Ramona Quimby took me directly into her story so that I could observe first-hand the early ragged journey of a human life. Using these books as a starting point, I branched into studies of human biology, psychology, history, language, philosophy, and religion. Eventually, even the non-human subjects like math, physics, and astronomy became of interest, not so much because of the subjects themselves, but because I was fascinated with how the human mind interpreted and used the knowledge, at any particular point in time, and throughout the entire path of human history. 

The Elders encouraged us to explore our individual strengths and weaknesses, and to accept and embrace them. Inevitably, due to our personal configurations, we each developed with subtle or major differences, causing some—like myself— to read fluently or understand complex math at an early age, others to develop fantastic physical abilities, and a few to embody extreme levels of creativity. After all, we were all in human bodies, which, if given a certain degree of direction, mixed with freedom and security, will always develop in unique and exciting ways.

Although we weren’t aware of the extent of it until we were much older, or at least I wasn’t, we were in training right from the start for a mission, a greater cause. The problem was, the purpose of the mission was not always consistent throughout ours and similar communities. The reason for this, I came to believe, was that, although so many aspects of our upbringing contained reminders that we were separate beings yet also still one, once in the human body—and especially once that body has more contact with the outside world—the concept of separate always struggles the hardest to be the controlling doctrine.
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Adam believed the house was deserted, he’d heard Old Elwood had been taken away and put into some kind of care home, but a dull light leaked through the dirty windows, reflecting onto the thick outside scrub. He couldn’t resist, he had to see what was inside. He pushed through the overgrowth to a side window, looked in, and there he was, Old Elwood, sitting in a metal straight-back chair, a single bulb hanging from the ceiling pouring shadow and light onto his wrinkled face, his hand raised up holding a pistol with the barrel pressed to his temple. 

Adam yelled, “Hey!” and Elwood turned his head and got a split-second glance before Adam tore around to the front of the house. He leaped onto the porch, banged his boots on the creaky, rotten deck, and ran at the door. Elwood screamed, “Don’t open it!” but Adam had already turned the knob, and pushed, and that was when the blast nearly deafened him.

A few hours earlier, Adam Kastner and his older brother, Garrett, had been casually meandering through the woods on a path that passed behind a cottage their parents had rented for the first month of the summer. The thick brush and towering pines blocked much of the light—making for a scary after-dark walk if you didn’t get back home on time—but for now the sun still hung high, giving enough glow to brighten the way. A few times when the wall of trees briefly parted, a dramatic view of the ocean even opened. For most of the trip they chatted away about sports, movies, or a new idea one of them had about the nature of the world, but when the path brought them close behind a few of the other houses, they hushed up, crouched down, and scurried past, like they were trespassing. 

Their destination was the summer home of Christina Luft and her parents and siblings. Adam and Garret had come up with a plan—mostly Adam but Garrett had agreed to go along with it— to spend the evening with Christina and her friend, Carrie, to get to know them and maybe establish new friendships to ease the long vacation boredom. But Adam found himself wishing for, planning for, something beyond friendship, and in typical fashion, whether Garrett wanted to hear about it or not, he couldn’t stop himself from sharing the details. 

“You know what, Garrett,” he said, “I think I’m in love.”

“With Christina? Really?” 

“Well no. Not Christina. She’s obviously crazy about you. I’m talking about Carrie.”

“Oh, yeah. Her,” he said dismissively.

“Hey, c’mon. I’m seventeen and I think I could be in love. Isn’t that normal behavior?”

Garrett didn’t respond. He kept walking, lost in one of his philosophical meanderings, and Adam poked him and said, “Okay, tell me where you’re going in there.”

“You used the word normal to describe a human behavior,” Garrett said. “Now there’s a centuries-old myth.”

They arrived at the Luft house, and for the next few hours, sat with Christina and Carrie on the front porch overlooking the foggy ocean. Their conversation—accompanied by the soft tones of wind, the waves on the rocks, and the faraway moan of a lighthouse horn—covered music, movies, books, celebrities, and anything else that came up. Adam did his usual routine, changing the subject when a topic grew stale, popping in a few jokes, and always keeping an observer’s attention on the others: the tone of their responses, their body language, where they kept their gaze. Christina was all over Garrett, no surprise there. And Carrie? Just like Christina, she followed every movement of Garrett’s perfect body, every expression on his quiet, beautiful face. It was painfully obvious, once again, that the star of this show was not Adam. And, once again, Garrett acted like he either didn’t notice, or if he did, didn’t care. He was sweet, kind, and pleasant, yet—Adam was positive—on a deeper level, on one that might have mattered, his brother was not at all interested. 

Adam finally excused himself, said he had to get up early to go fishing, and hustled down the porch steps. The last trace of daylight had left, taking with it the comfort and ease he might have enjoyed on the short trip back to the cottage. The Luft house was five lots away from the Kastner rental cottage and he had two ways to get home: up a long, dark driveway leading away from the water and onto the deserted road, one dim streetlight trying to break the foggy blackness, deathly quiet except for the lighthouse foghorn and unknown creatures scrambling around in the brush; or back on the path through the backyards, with the same sounds, the same small nighttime terrors, but the darkness broken up a little more by any lights left on in the houses. He chose the path. 

He hurried off, happy to be away from the awkward gathering, and focused on the light from the next house twinkling through the trees. He inhaled the soft night air and thanked the slice of moon for its occasional glow showing through the mist. The first two houses and the trail between them were an easy trot, but the next one, not so much.

That route went right by Old Elwood’s house, the next one over from the rental cottage, a few hundred feet of woods between them. The other times Adam had gone past he’d put his head down and run because the house was always dark and deserted. And creepy. 

He had never met Old Elwood, only heard a few references to him, mostly about how strange he was. Elwood. Old Elwood. Elwood Clamshaw. The name alone was on the far side of unusual. The older locals called him eccentric, the younger ones freely tossed out the labels: weird, bizarre, or scary. Maybe because Adam was an outsider, only there for part of the summer, they didn’t elaborate, never giving much of a story to go with the adjectives. 

When Adam crashed through the door and into the deafening blast, his instincts forced him into a quick drop toward the floor, and he landed on top of Old Elwood who was shockingly not dead. 

Elwood screamed, “Get away from me!” and shook Adam off like he was a smelly dirty blanket.

Adam pushed himself up and scooted backward to the open door. “What the hell? What did you do?”

Elwood rolled onto his hands and knees and slowly forced his way up to standing. He raised his head to look at something above him and Adam followed his gaze to a large old-fashioned shotgun, dangling from a cord attached to the ceiling. Another cord, tied to the trigger, wound its way through a few eye-hooks attached to the door and ended in a loop on the inside doorknob.

Elwood let out a small chuckle. “Well, at least I know the whole damn thing is going to work.”

Adam tried to take it all in, tried to understand. This man standing in front of him, skinny as a pencil, looked like he had never in his obviously long life had a solid meal, and everything about him, his sunken eyes, pushed-back chin, bony arms and hands, screamed of an approaching death. Yet, like a little kid caught stealing cookies from the jar before dinner, Old Elwood fought back a grin and a laugh, as if he thought the whole situation was a big joke.

The pistol Adam had seen Elwood point at his head, lay on the floor, and he scooped it up, examined it for a moment, and shook it at him. “This isn’t even real. It’s plastic. What were you trying to do here?”

Elwood slowly and methodically righted the chair and sat down. “You’re Adam Kastner, aren’t you?”

“How do you know who I am?”

Elwood hesitated, looked Adam up and down. “I make it my business to know who everybody is. Especially when I see them walking through my yard.”

“Are you trying to kill yourself?”

“No, no. I’m trying to figure out a way for somebody else to do it.”

“With a plastic gun?”

“The shotgun’s real. You want to have a go at it?”

Adam again backed toward the door. “But why?”

Elwood’s creaky voice softened. “Hey there. You don’t have to leave.” He put on a slight smirk. “Unless it’s past your bedtime and your Mommy wants you home. Go on. Hurry home to Mommy.”

“Huh? What’s wrong with you?”

“Sorry, sometimes I try to be funny and I’m not. You see, my time’s up. It’s time to go. Move on. This ancient body has fulfilled its mission and run its course. And now I need my Dr. Kevorkian treatment.”

Adam stepped forward, curious. “Why don’t you just do it yourself?”

Elwood pointed to the wall. “See that folding chair there? How about getting it and sitting here next to me and I’ll tell you a few things. You interested?”

Adam brought the chair over and sat in front of Elwood. The old man continued, “See, if you look around this house, the crooked scraped-up floors, the ceiling plaster falling, the cracked windows, the leaky pipes, it’s just like me: old and falling apart. Now, if I had any young muscle left like you have, I could tear this place down and start over. No big deal, no great loss. Except that I can’t do it myself, somebody else has to. But anybody I would want to ask couldn’t do it either unless they were tricked into it.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense. Why not?”

Elwood dropped his voice to a raspy whisper, “Could you do it? Right now? Knowing that it’s a gigantic favor to an old ailing miserable man? Right now? Could you?”

Adam took a few moments. “Uh—no—I don’t know.”

“And why not?”

Adam didn’t answer. Elwood continued his whisper. “I can’t say for sure why you couldn’t but maybe it’s the same reason I or many of my acquaintances couldn’t. Perhaps you’re just like us, you’re, well, something not normal. Extra-normal, some would call it, and intentionally ending the life of another human is not possible for you, either.”

Adam rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Extra-normal. Interesting. And now what? You’re going to tell me what Extra-normal is?”

Elwood caught the skepticism. “And now what? You’re going to roll your eyes and listen to what I say only because you think it’s funny hearing a weird old man saying crazy things?” Elwood stared at him, silently, and when Adam tried to stand, the voice changed to a deep, rich, hypnotic tone that penetrated the core of Adam’s gut. He lost outer focus and stayed seated, almost paralyzed, as the words burrowed fast and clean, through the layers of his snarky teenage cynicism. 

Elwood continued, “Listen with a careful and open mind as I tell you my story. Who I am and what I am.” 

For the next half-hour, Elwood rambled on, using words and phrases like: overlays, beings merging, embodiment, untethered spirits, and the one used the most: Walk-ins. Adam’s attention never wavered, catching every word without a verbal response, until Elwood said, “Sometimes, the human doesn’t realize the Walk-in has come on board.” 

The words drove a burning current into the deepest crevices of Adam’s body. He twisted and tingled and shook his head. “Can you repeat that last sentence, please?” Elwood obliged and Adam stood, put his hands on his hips, stared, and said with a touch of anger, “Now why would anybody think it’s okay to just hop on board some poor sucker and mess with them like that? It reminds me of what I learned in Bio last year. About symbiosis. And parasites.

Elwood also stood and laid his hands on Adam’s shoulders, the dull light hitting his arms, making them appear translucent. He looked into Adam’s eyes and froze him in place.

“Ah, yes my dear boy. Why? Why? You’ve got it now, the trillion-dollar question roiling around in that young brain of yours. You see, those of us who call ourselves Extras, who strut around with pride and joy and endless self-patting about how helpful we are, in the end, are we truly symbiotic? Or are we nothing more than parasitic? One of the oldest questions ever asked, that one.”

What remained of Elwood’s spell had shattered and Adam lunged at the door and opened it. As he stormed off the porch and around the house, Elwood shouted, “Feel free to come back anytime. I’d love to chat more with you.”

Adam ran through the woods, losing the path, then finding it again, and burst into the backyard of the cottage. He stopped at a large granite boulder in the middle of the small lawn and sat down next to it, propping his back on the rough gritty surface. His parents were inside, probably reading or listening to public radio—no TV because they were all on vacation from most of the binary world, although his Dad had brought a laptop—and Adam wanted to catch Garrett outside before they merged back into the tiny cabin space. 

The mist had cleared, and the stars glittered and danced above him. A slight breeze brought in the ocean’s salty smells of seaweed and captured fish. A sound Adam couldn’t identify, rustling and scratching, traveled up with the smells. A seal maybe? He didn’t bother getting up to look. 

Footsteps shuffled up the dirt and gravel driveway, and this time, he stood and hurried over. A figure slid out of the dark.

“That you, Garrett?” 

“Yeah, what are you doing out here?”

“Sorry I took off. I got bored with the disinterest.”

Garrett came up close. “So, you left me behind.”

“Are you pissed? Man, those two were all over you. I thought you’d be happy.”

“No, you didn’t. That was messed up.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. You knew I wasn’t into them like that.”

Adam hesitated before responding. Fog rolled in and the stars vanished, leaving Garrett as only a vague outline in the blackness. Adam said, “But you won’t ever say it. You always act like it’s not there. So, what am I supposed to think? I mean, just say it: this is who I am. No more confusion. We’re seven years into a whole new century. Nobody cares anymore.”

Garrett moved closer and whispered, “I’m deeply involved in college sports and could possibly be pro baseball material. I’ve become a big deal in a macho male world. And it’s close-minded in the way you’re thinking about it but also in a lot of other ways. With all due respect, Adam, you don’t know, you couldn’t possibly know what anybody cares about in the life I’m in.” 

Garrett went into the cottage, and Adam stayed outside for another hour, immersed in his thoughts. He didn’t get a chance to tell Garrett about his encounter with Old Elwood. Had it even happened? Had he made it up? He knew he had a wild imagination; everyone had always told him that. But Old Elwood? He could go back down the path and look in the window again. But for once, he didn’t dare.
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An outsider examining the rules for the young ones might have believed we had few or none. However, the ones we did have were always followed and the consequences for breaking them were consistent and immediate. One of the most important ones addressed our relationship with the differences between each of us. The rules promoted these differences, and as long as we followed certain guidelines, fostered respect for them. I was not one of the physical ones. I could throw and catch a ball or run through the woods at a high speed without tumbling and breaking, but the body I was born into had only an average skill set in that regard. My strength was my curious and analytical mind. In the outside world, others might have labeled me a nerd, a bookworm, a geek, or I possibly could have been a placeholder on a psychologist’s spectrum. Yet, in my safe little world, the Elders encouraged and empowered my direction, as they did for all the young ones. 

Sometimes the youngers did tease or belittle someone for their differences. When observed by an Elder or reported by a younger, a first step was always a simple intervention in which all who were involved met and shared their true feelings. Because of our common inner nature, this process nearly always resulted in a satisfactory outcome for everyone. Occasionally, a next step became necessary that involved some type of Elder ceremony centered around an energetic transfer, but until I was much older, I knew little about it because it was never necessary for me.

There were five communes similar to ours throughout the country and many more in different parts of the world. Occasionally individuals, couples, or even whole families transferred from one to the other. This could happen for a number of reasons: perhaps somebody was drawn to a hot summer or a frigid winter, or they needed proximity to relatives outside their community. One day, around the time I turned ten, a girl named Melinda Breeze and her mother arrived and went through the welcoming process. My father told me they had come because Melinda’s father had died, but there was more to the story that I didn’t learn about until I was well into adulthood. I had always gotten along well with the youngers and regarded all of them as my friends. However, when Melinda arrived, I knew within a day, that my dearest, closest companion, who I didn’t even know was out there, had finally arrived. Like me, she loved her books, her study, and her library, but she was also a nature being who rolled around in the grass and dirt and allowed wild animals to eat out of her hand. And our setting would be a perfect spot for her, comfortable and safe so she could heal and reassemble after the trauma of her father’s death. 

As we got to know each other, we established that we were in some way sisters, and then decided we could act as twins. She was less than a month older than me, the same size and weight, and we had many of the same mannerisms: the way we moved and spoke and a similar laugh. However, many of our physical characteristics were different. She had dark brown eyes, black curly hair, and dark skin, and referred to herself as Black. My hair is straight and reddish brown, my skin, when I keep out of the sun, usually a light beige, and my eyes—like my name—a jade green. Also, our faces were different. Melinda’s oval face, with a straight smile and balanced features, would be described in the outside world as classic beauty. Mine, with eyes a little too large, a slightly crooked mouth and smile, and well into my adult years, a face full of freckles, would be considered cute yet quirky. However, I was not aware of the importance of any of this—and to a certain degree, she wasn’t either—until many years later when we both stepped into that outside world and the trajectory of our lives changed so much. 

At first, I found Melinda’s mother, Josephine Breeze, a bit intimidating because she always had a sense of order about her. Although she was a small, thin woman, she seemed to be double my size, like a fierce mama lion. She observed—with eyes like the most attentive hawk or ears like the sharpest wolf—every move I would make and word I would say. This was especially true when I played with Melinda, and I believed it was because she had to be protective of her daughter, new to our home and sad about her father dying. About a month into our friendship, Melinda and I were sitting in her living room, taking turns reading aloud from a book, and I felt her mother’s presence so strong that I began to squirm. I didn’t look up, afraid to, and made up a reason to politely leave. Just before I spoke my intention, Melinda stood and went to the bathroom.

Josephine rushed over, bent down, and whispered in my ear, “I’m sorry I’m being so nosy.”

“I whispered back, “I love your daughter. She’s my best friend and I would never do anything to hurt her.”

Josephine put her arms around me and hugged me until I melted like ice on a hot afternoon. Melinda came out, flashed the touch of a grin, and sat down like nothing was going on. After that day, Josephine became my third parent.

When I was with Melinda, I always loosened up, because her joy was so strong that it bubbled out of her and spilled onto me. She was like that with everyone, but when we were alone, especially out in the natural wonderland, her lovely spirit reigned free in such a way that sometimes I felt honored I was the one who received the best of it. If she scooped leaves off the ground and threw them at me for fun, I could identify them—and I quickly learned she also often could—but she would see magic in them, in their color, symmetry, and movement.  She led us to make forts out of sticks and rocks so we could pretend we were opossums, groundhogs, or foxes and the forts were our homes. A few times we even got our parents to let us sleep in them, without sleeping bags, so we could mimic the real experience.

A few years after our friendship started, we both began to experience the big adolescent change, along with all the muddled thought processes and exploratory meanderings about who we were and where our bodies—going forward—were destined to direct us. One day I told Melinda I believed I was heterosexual, but if I wasn’t, she would need to be my lover. She giggled and replied, “Well if one of us goes that way, we both will have to.” Before long, we did decide we were both heterosexual, yet in many ways, even then, she had become the true love of my life because she understood—and continues to understand—who I was, and she cared about me in ways never equaled by any other being.

By the time we were in our mid-teens, we began to grasp the enormity of our situation, the immense wonder of being on this earth, in these bodies, and with the other commune members who were like us. The continual overlay of energetic magic coursing through each of us had often brought with it a swirl of sensations and emotions, nearly always exciting, yet in a quiet and peaceful way so that it always felt safe. But when Melinda and I both turned sixteen, the elders encouraged us to venture outward and try new experiences beyond our gate. The protocol directed us to begin an immersion process in preparation for the expected college experience coming a few years later. The Elders gave us a list of possibilities ranging from actually enrolling in an outside public high school to joining an organization like the 4H club. Melinda and I chose to start with a dance class at a health and fitness club and we began right away.

Oh, what fun it was. For the first class, Melinda’s mother drove us about an hour away to a small city, did some errands, and picked us up after. Neither of us were natural dancers but we were so comfortable in our bodies that we didn’t care. At first, I was a little hesitant to throw myself into it, but Melinda was the opposite, and a quick look at her wild movements got me fully engaged. The rhythms of the music bounced off the walls and through our bodies, and the energy from the twenty or so other classmates, as it swirled around us, nearly knocked us over. After the class we were so tired we could barely stand. It was quite an introduction to the outside world.

For our next assignment, we took part-time jobs, Melinda as a server in an ice cream shop, and I in a used clothing store. Both businesses were on the main street of the closest town to us, an incorporated village called Anderson of about two thousand people. We had gone through Anderson many times with our parents and even gone into both stores, so the jobs seemed like a good fit. Neither of us questioned how easy it was for us to get the jobs and we were given little instruction about how to conduct ourselves, out in this bigger world. However, Melinda’s mother and my parents did debrief us whenever we returned. 

I had gotten my driver’s license and drove us into our first day of work in my parent’s car. I parked in a small lot, we happily walked down the main street and split up to go to our separate jobs. I followed the directions of my supervisor, sorted donated clothing into different categories, stocked shelves, and learned how to handle the customers’ cash, checks, and credit cards. I finished a few minutes early and walked to the ice-cream shop. Melinda stood behind a counter, and after only a few hours of instruction, was already serving customers. She scooped out three different flavors from a glass cabinet, put them into bowls, and rang up the orders, the whole time with a calm, pleasant demeanor. 

Melinda spotted me, nodded to an empty table, and I sat close to two boys and a girl about our age, eating and watching her every movement. Something about their mannerisms and attitudes disturbed my sense of fun and well-being and I tuned into their whispered comments. They put their heads close together and one of boys whispered, “She’s pretty hot for a...” I couldn’t hear the last word, but I knew what it likely was. The girl followed up with a nasty snicker. 

My world studies gave me more than enough information about what aspect of Melinda they were referring to, but now this was a real-life slur, a direct insult to my friend because of her dark-skinned body. In our commune, we had members of different ethnicities and races and we were encouraged to study the backgrounds of our own and each other’s physical bodies, one of the purposes being to allow us to come to the conclusion that our human bodies were not that different from each other. And, just like making fun of individual differences wasn’t tolerated, neither was any sort of teasing about ethnic and racial differences. Melinda’s mother’s ancestry traced to Central Africa and her father’s to India. Mine is a mix of Eastern European and French. It was one of those aspects of who we were that was of importance, but only a part of how we viewed each other. 

But the twenty-second interaction with those kids in the ice cream shop put a sizable dent in my attitude. I had no idea how to respond and I didn’t tell Melinda until many days later. When I finally shared the awful event, she responded with, “How did it make you feel?” And this person who I had always been, this gentle, non-violent, sweet as honey girl, replied, “I wanted to slap them hard in the face. All three of them.” Melinda laughed but I could tell from the look in her eyes that the whole event made her so sad. 

Our final jobs involved a family of three, a father and two children, who came for an extended stay and roomed in a large barn-like building with private suites we referred to as the bunkhouse. Our work with the children gave us our first major real-life exposure to what it meant to be an Extra in the outside world. The long-term inhabitants of our community were all Extras from birth, or so I thought. The folks passing through the bunkhouse were usually something else. We called them Walk-ins and they all had come there for some kind of help. Again, my endless studies of every aspect of the human experience would be helpful, except now I would be studying a different version, a combination of the Normal humans and an unfamiliar type of Extras. The experience would expose me to much more than studying ever could because my new role demanded that I learn how to step far beyond myself and make a difference in the life of somebody else. 

The family had just arrived from somewhere in North Carolina and an Elder gave Melinda and me a quick overview of their situation. The sister, Jocilyn, was fourteen and the brother, Paul, was twelve, their mother, who was a Walk-in, had recently died, and their father, who the Elders described as a partial Walk-in—whatever that meant—had been referred to our community for help and healing. Our first assignment consisted of giving the two kids a tour of the land, and keeping them company for the day as their father received his first treatment. We headed into the woods intending to show the kids our animal forts which we hadn’t visited in over a year. Melinda led the way and kept up a steady conversation about what we were seeing, the kids, in a near daze, stayed quiet, and I observed from behind.

When we reached our first fort, Melinda whispered to me, “Don’t observe. Participate.” She followed with a gentle tap on my chest. Whoooah. That was a surprise. I knew exactly what she meant. I knew it in every fiber of my body. She flashed me a tiny smile, and a look that said, I’m sorry. I frowned, trying to pretend I was angry at her criticism but she knew I was faking it. Our ability to communicate with each other, the way in which it always seemed to grow more complex, more nuanced, more specific, was always a source of amusement for us. How much fun it was for two kids to communicate so deeply with only a minimum of actual speech, even adding in some playful teasing on top of a serious conversation.

The combination of the deep woods and our energy must have done something because the girl, Jocilyn, moved next to Melinda, put her arm around her waist, and set her head on her shoulder. I crawled into the fort and the boy, Paul, followed and sat next to me without speaking. Melinda and Jocilyn followed. We huddled close together and Melinda said we could become animals if we wanted to. We decided on opossums because they are so cute in a funny-looking way, and we took turns describing what each other looked like. 

We stayed silent for a while, then Melinda said, “I lost my father a few years ago. It’s so difficult.”

And, wow again. In a significant way, I was different from these three. My studies had given me enough information so that I could give dates and detailed descriptions of many of the most traumatic events that had ever happened on our planet. For years I’d speculated about why humans suffered so much and why, although much of it was inevitable, they still endlessly multiplied the pain through their own selfish actions. I had so much knowledge, but it was all in my head because I had never experienced a severe upset personally, and wasn’t able to understand it in those parts of my being where it mattered most. Yet, at that moment I would have done about anything to help ease the suffering of these three lovely beings. I would gladly have swapped their pain with my happiness. Later on, I came to the conclusion that at some point, when I fully entered the outer world, I would experience my own major traumatic event. When it happened, I planned on welcoming it, accepting it, and growing with it. It was almost like I was wishing for it and we all know the human idiom, be careful what you wish for. I certainly knew it and even kept a record in my head of a whole list of them, yet the full meaning of this one managed to slip right past me.
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Early the next morning, Adam opened his eyes, blinked, shook his head, and tuned into the soft snoring coming from across the room. If given the opportunity, Garrett had no problem sleeping in, but Adam had never been able to make it much past seven. The clock by his bed read six-fifteen and he slipped out of the room and into the living room. His mother, also an early riser, lay sprawled out on a couch, reading a new novel, one of many she’d bought at the bookstore before they had left for their vacation.

“Morning, Ingrid.” Adam had recently begun addressing his parents by their first names, Ingrid and Clifford. “What are your plans for the day?”

She looked up and smiled. “This is it right here. You’re seeing it. So how was your night with the Luft girls?”

Ingrid didn’t know Adam had left earlier than Garrett. “They’re nice enough.”

“That’s it?”

Adam went into the tiny kitchen, rummaged through a grocery bag that hadn’t been unpacked yet, and pulled out a box of cereal. He got a bowl out of a knotty pine cabinet and a spoon from a creaky wooden drawer. He added a little milk and sat at an antique table with a stained wooden top. He remembered details from the night before when he had dreamed about another house.

“There’s coffee if you want,” Ingrid said.

Does she even know about Garrett? Does Clifford know? That’s just not right.

A little later, their parents went out for something, and Adam and Garrett stayed back and tried to entertain themselves with some of their Mom’s books and magazines. Adam slouched on the couch and skimmed through the first few pages of a novel and Garrett leafed through a copy of a New Yorker magazine. They stayed silent, not unusual for them, and then Garrett said, “Hey Adam.”

“What?”

“I want to tell you what I was thinking about. Because you and I are different in some key ways and maybe it’s time I try to explain it to you in more detail.”

“That would be nice. I mean, whatever you tell me I will always support you.”

“I do appreciate it but I’m pretty sure what you think is going on is not what is actually happening.”

I don’t understand.”

“You think I’m gay, therefore I’m not interested in physical relationships with women, or girls, or females, or whatever. And the assumption is that then, I like anything male. But the fact is, at this stage of my life, I don’t care about any of it. There’s too much other stuff going on in my life to focus on any of that right now.”

“Oh. What do you mean?”

“You’re the exact opposite and that’s all you think about and it’s hard for you to understand how I wouldn’t be the same way.”

A touch of defensiveness crept in. “It’s not all I think about.”

Garrett sat up and said, “Adam, stop. Listen to me carefully. You’re one way right now and I’m another and there is nothing wrong with either of us being the way we are. We’re both fine exactly as we are. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Adam thought for a moment. “Yeah, you know what? Yes. I think I do. I guess the issue for me is that, with all your super good looks and everybody always ogling you like you’re Brad Pitt or Tom Cruise, it’s hard for me to imagine, well...”

“It is hard for you to imagine, and to be honest, it’s becoming downright annoying, not because you don’t understand but because nobody understands.”

Adam shook his head. “You’re annoyed because you’re good-looking?” Garrett didn’t answer. A minute later, Adam said, “Hey. Can I ask you something? You can tell me to shut up if you want.”

Garrett laughed. Nodded. “Yep, the big question. And the answer is, yes, I’ve tried a few things to determine my orientation. But I’m sure you already know that.” His tone shifted to serious. “What are you really asking here?”

“I don’t know. It’s just that there’s something different about you in general. More so lately.”

Like before, Garrett didn’t answer. For a moment, his face seemed to transform, his stare deep and piercing with an intensity that made Adam squirm. He quickly flipped back with a sweet grin. “So, what about you in this last year I was away at school? What did you do in that arena”

“No guys and...”

“Well, I figured that. Any girls?”

Adam shook his head. “Only in my dreams.”

“It’ll happen soon enough. For real.”

Adam looked down at the floor. “Yeah, maybe if I looked like you.”

Garrett sat up and examined Adam. Again, there was something scary about it. “You know, it’s not always easy for us younger folks to see what we actually look like. I mean, I look at myself in the mirror and see this clichéd, handsome, manly, male thing: the strong chin, the big white-teeth smile, the square face. And I have all the muscle stuff going on. But it’s kind of boring. It’s just not that interesting. And I look at you and you’ve got that weird wild curly hair, high cheekbones, some freckles, those big blue eyes. And yeah, some people think you’re too skinny. But you have an original look. It’s unique. You know, if it were possible, I’d switch with you in a second. I would stay mostly the same, maybe stay into sports if my body could do it, and still be interested in how the world works, but I’d ditch the container I’m in if I could. 

Adam listened, hanging on to every increasingly strange word. Like Adam, Garrett also had an amped up imagination, and he often expressed it in unusual descriptions of the world. Adam remembered a time when he had referred to himself as a “creature inhabiting himself,” as if his body were nothing more than a suit of clothes he’d put on. Adam had thought it was amusing at the time but something about his tone now, and the specific language and imagery it invoked was different. It was like Garrett was sleepwalking and the words coming out of his mouth weren’t his.

He continued, “You know, last night I lay there thinking about how, when I claimed my body, my whole physical-mental thing, it might have been the wrong one. Like the whole combo of who I am might have worked better if I’d been matched up with somebody more like you.”

“Hey, stop a second. Stop, please! What are you talking about?”

“Oh sorry,” Garrett said. He shook his head as if he was shaking himself out of this other place he’d drifted into, unsticking himself and bringing himself back to his usual environment. “It’s just a way I’ve been thinking lately. Or, not lately. For a long time. That must have sounded really weird.”

Really weird was putting it mildly.

Adam stammered and his whole body shook. He almost couldn’t get the words out. “You don’t know where I went when I left the Luft’s last night. I didn’t tell you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Uh...I, uh, I went into Old Elwood’s house. I talked to him.”

Garrett’s voice rose. “I thought he was gone. What did he say?”

“He told me a whole lot of really odd things. And he wants somebody to kill him. He...”

“Oh my God.” 

Garrett stood and went to the door. “Stay here. Just don’t follow me. I’ll be right back.”

“No way,” Adam said. “I’m coming, too.”

They ran down the path, now brightly lit by the overhead sun blasting through the cloudless sky and reached Old Elwood’s rotten porch in minutes. Adam stood in front of the door, blocking it, remembering what had happened the night before.

“What are you doing?” Garrett said. “Just go in.”

Adam pulled him close and whispered a ten second version of the shotgun blast. “Let’s see if there’s a back door.”

They ran around the house, found the back door, and pushed their way into an ancient kitchen, with a cracked porcelain sink embedded into a linoleum-topped counter, a torn tile floor with the boards underneath showing through, and a dirty white metal table.

They yelled for Elwood, searched all the rooms in the house, upstairs and down, then pulled open a trap door in the center of the kitchen floor that led into a shallow basement. Adam climbed in and had to crouch on a musty dirt floor to move around in the tight space. The only light came from the trap door opening but he pushed his way through the spiders and mold and kicked his foot out continuously to verify that there were no dead bodies—or live ones—hanging out in the damp soil. 

When he came back up, Garrett was sitting on the couch, looking around at the room. “You said something about a shotgun. Where is it?”

The shotgun, the rope that held up the shotgun, and the toy plastic pistol, were no longer there. He raced up the stairs again, looked more carefully at the rooms, and came back down to the first floor and searched those rooms.

“What are you doing?” Garrett asked.

“It’s like he was never here. But he was. I know he was.”

He sat on the couch and put his head in his hands. “Garrett, he was here or, or...Oh my God, what is going on?”

Garrett stood, took hold of Adam’s shaking hands, and led him out the front door. “Adam stop, calm down,” he said. “You need to listen to me carefully. I believe you that he was here. Everything you remember did happen. You didn’t just imagine it or make it up. But you can’t tell anybody about any of this. Not anybody. And if there’s some way you can forget it, that would be the best thing of all. Now let’s get out of here.”

They hurried back toward their cottage, Garrett in the lead and Adam tight behind, his focus on nothing else but keeping up. At one point, his feet felt as if they were slogging through a thick mud, like a bad dream where your body doesn’t do what you need it to do to avoid some terrible outcome. Like he would fall way behind, and another reality would trap him and it would be the end of him. He was about to yell when, right before they entered their yard, Garrett took a slight detour to the water.

They sat on the beach and stared out at the vast expanse. Fishing boats and a few small islands dotted the calm water and pillar-like clouds hung in the sky. The soft warm breeze created a sedative effect, and Adam lay on his back on a patch of sand and put his arm over his face. His body began to relax but his thoughts still spun all over the place.

He sat up and said, “How do you know whatever this is about Old Elwood?”

“Adam, please. We’ve been coming here for years. I’ve met him before. And the locals always gossip about him.”

“This has nothing to do with our talk about sexual orientation, does it.” He said it as a statement.

“No, of course not. And you have to let the entire thing go. I’m not going to talk about it anymore.”

Garrett stood and went back to the cottage. Adam stayed
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