


The most terrifying fact about the universe is not that  
it is hostile but that it is indiffe ent. 

 — Stanley Kubrick
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 After the fall of  Romelas, the  Klaatu artist Iyl 
Rayn contacted the  Boggsian technician  Netzah 
 Whorsch-  Boggs and asked him to construct a 
device  capable of transmitting  Klaatu through 
time.

 Whorsch-  Boggs, a slender man with a wispy 
beard, listened to her proposal, then shook his 
head.

“You already have the capacity to travel 
through time.  Simply wait for the future to 
arrive.”

“I am more interested in viewing past 
events,” said Iyl Rayn.

P a r t   O n e
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“ Consult your memories and your histories.”
“I wish to witness events of which I have no 

direct knowledge.”
“Feh,” said  Whorsch-  Boggs, rolling his eyes.  

“If in the future we provide you with a means for 
traveling back in time, then it follows that you 
have already succeeded in doing so.  Therefore —    
I repeat  myself —    you do not need us.”

“If you help me, I will compensate you.”
 Whorsch-  Boggs stroked his thin beard. “With 

what?” he asked.
“ Information.”
“ Unanswered questions sustain us.”
“ Unanswered questions may destroy you.”
 Whorsch-  Boggs shrugged. “ Traveling into the  

past might destroy us as well. In any case, it is 
 impossible. I cannot help you.”

—  e3
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1 On the  Frustum

 Romelas, ca. 3000 ce

“Wh at h a ppened h e r e ?”  Tuc ke r a sked.
He felt  Lahlia’s shoulders move beneath his arm, a faint 

shrug.
They were sitting on the edge of the frustum, pressed 

together, looking out over the ruins of the city. The partial 
moon had broken free of the clouds, risen high, and now cast 
a ladder of shadows down the sides of the stepped pyramid. 
 Below, a carpet of treetops tufted through the  pale shapes of low 
stone buildings, spreading in all directions to a dark horizon.

“This was  Romelas, the city where I was born as Lah Lia. 
 Later, I returned and became the Yar Lia. Now I am simply Lia.”

 Tucker tasted the name with his mind. Lia. It seemed too 
short, too small, too slight for this  hard-  faced girl in her shiny 
black vest and  thick-  soled boots. He thought of the last time 
he had seen her, striding confidently into the tent in  Hopewell 
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Park, where his father and  Master  Gheen had planned to sacri-
fice him on their makeshift alta .

“The  Romelas I knew is gone.” Lia broke a chunk of lime-
stone from the edge of the frustum with her fingers. “This stone 
is crumbling. The streets have become forests. How long does it 
take for a tree to grow taller than a building?”

 Tucker did not know.
“I’ve seen no lights,” she said, tossing the broken stone 

down the steps of the pyramid. “No  people.”
“How long have you been here?”
“Not long. The sun was low when I arrived. For me, it’s 

been only a few hours since I last saw you. In  Hopewell.” She 
turned her face toward him. “I knew you would come.”

In the light of the half moon, he could see the faint scar 
inscribing her cheek from the corner of her eye to her jaw. 
 Tentatively, he reached out. She flinched slightly, then held still 
as he traced the scar with his forefinge . “How did this hap-
pen?” he asked.

She touched his chest. “It was the same blade that left that 
scar over your heart.”

“The priest?”
Lia nodded.
 Tucker looked into her dark eyes. He wanted to kiss her, but 

he was afraid she would pull back. He did not want to risk driv-
ing her away. She was all he had.

“I jumped into the maggot right after you,” he said. “But I 
ended up back in  Hopewell, before I was born. I saw my dad. 
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And Kosh. When they were younger. Tom  Krause was there, 
too. Then these  Boggsians came after us and sent us through 
another disko. I don’t know where Tom ended up. I landed 
at the  Terminus, and I saw Awn, and she said you’d just been 
there.”

Lia frowned. “That was before I returned to  Hopewell to 
save you.”

“Yeah, that’s what I finally figu ed out. She told me you 
walked to  Harmony to see the  Boggsians. I went after you.”

“It’s good you didn’t catch up with me,” Lia said. “If you 
had, I might not have stopped your father from killing you.”

 Tucker sat with his mouth open for a few seconds, trying to 
wrap his head around that.

“How did you get here?” Lia asked.
“Well, it’s kind of a long story. For a  while I was stuck at 

the  North  Pole, but eventually I made it to  Harmony. The 
 Boggsians were gone, but there was a disko. A  Klaatu sent me 
into it, and I came out here.”

Lia nodded slowly. “A  Klaatu sent me through a disko as 
well.  There was a  Boggsian in  Harmony. He had a device for 
communicating with the  Klaatu.”

“I wonder what the  Boggsians have to do with the   
Klaatu.”

“The  Boggsians made the  Klaatu. They call it transcendence. 
They once tried to make me into a  Klaatu.”

 Tucker did not speak for a few moments. He was thinking 
about how  little he really knew about  Lahlia. Lia. He had once 
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thought her a young girl with a small but mysterious past. Now 
both she and her past seemed larger.

“The  Klaatu knew I was looking for you,” Lia said.
“I bet it was the same one. But why did we end up here ?”
 Before Lia could answer, an animal sound  rippled up the 

 tiers —    something between a snarl and a  roar —    raising the hairs 
on the back of  Tucker’s neck.

“What was that ?”
“That,” said Lia, “was a jaguar.”
“ There are jaguars here?”
“When I lived in  Romelas, there were jaguars in the forests 

south and east of the city. They ate wild pigs, and sometimes 
 people. The woodcutters would venture into the forests only in 
pairs.”

“But aren’t jaguars from  South  America? I thought this 
place,  Romelas, was the same as  Hopewell. In  Minnesota. Just a 
diffe ent time.”

“In  Romelas we grew limes and mangos. I never saw snow 
until I came to  Hopewell in your time.  Everything changes. 
The jaguars migrated north.”

She turned again to face him. “As for why the  Klaatu sent us 
here, I don’t know. I expect we will find out ”

The cry of the jaguar came again. It sounded closer.
“I suppose we should stay up here until it gets light,” 

 Tucker said.
“I think that would be a good idea.”
They listened to the night sounds drifting up from below.
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Lia leaned her head on his shoulder. “In this time, every-
body we ever knew is dead.”

 Tucker thought for a moment, then said, “Kosh was alive 
when I left him. He’s alive in  Hopewell.”

“I liked Kosh.”
“I have to go back,”  Tucker said? “He’s the only family I 

have left.”
Lia gestured to where the disko had been, now an empty 

place in the air. “The Gate is gone.”
“ There must be others.”
Lia searched his face. Her eyes were enormous.
“I will go with you,” she said.
A shadow detached itself from the wooded margin of the 

zocalo. A  mottled silhouette, stealing from shadow to shadow, 
wove its way across the  sapling-  studded cobblestones. The 
 jaguar paused at the base of the pyramid and looked up.  Tucker 
could see glints of moonlight reflected in its e es.

“It knows we are here,” Lia whispered.
 Tucker  exhaled —    he had been holding his breath.
“Can jaguars climb pyramids?” he asked.
“They climb trees.”
“Oh.”
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2 KOsh

 Hopewell, 2012 ce

“ De s t in y? My de s t in y is w h at I ma ke o f i t !” Wit h 
those words,  Tucker Feye stepped into the maggot and dis-
appeared in an orange flash. Kosh Feye, holding a Lah Sept 
arma in one hand and a shock baton in the other, blinked back 
greenish afterimages.

 Father  September let out a despairing moan. “You have 
destroyed us all,” he said.

“Shut up,” Kosh said. He needed time to think. Too much 
had happened in the past few  minutes —    the fight with the 
priests,  Tucker blowing off  Ronnie  Becker’s leg at the knee, the 
shock of seeing  Adrian, his brother, transformed into an old 
man calling himself  Father  September, the girl Lia jumping into 
the maggot, and  Tucker, who had grown half a foot since Kosh 
had last seen him a month ago, following her. He looked at 
what remained of the maggot, a sagging band of pink flesh sur-
rounding the crackling disko.
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“ Curtis, you don’t realize what you’ve done,”  Father 
 September said in a shaky voice.

 Master  Gheen, unconscious on the floor of the tent, 
groaned and shifted. Kosh jabbed the baton against his neck. 
 Gheen convulsed, then lay still. Kosh walked to the doorway 
and looked out of the tent at the sea of  people gathered in the 
park waiting for the revival to begin. Some of them were seated 
on folding chairs; others were sitting on the grass. All of them 
were undoubtedly wondering what all the commotion in the 
tent was about. On the steps of the pyramid, the man whom 
Kosh had knocked senseless was stirring. Kosh closed the tent 
flap and looked back at his b other.

“Is it true?”
“Is what true?”  Father  September said.
“What  Tucker said. That  Emily is here.”
“That is none of your concern,  Curtis.”
“If you call me  Curtis one more  time —”
“It is your  God-  given name!”
“God gave me nothing. My name is Kosh.  Where is she?”
 Father  September’s shoulders sagged; he seemed to grow 

smaller. “What does it matter? We are all lost.”
“You might be lost.” Kosh pointed the baton at his brother. 

“I know exactly where I am. What I want to know is, where is 
 Emily?”

 Father  September  scowled petulantly. “The woman  Tucker 
saw is at the house where you grew up. It is where she belongs. 
But she is not the  Emily you seek.”
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 Without another word, Kosh turned and triggered the 
arma. A jet of blue flame ripped through the back of the tent. 
Kosh strode through the smoking gash. A moment later the roar 
of his  motorcycle shivered the tent fabric.  Father  September 
groaned and sank to his knees beside the unconscious  Master 
 Gheen.

“What have we done?” he asked, but there was no one to 
answer him.

Kosh hit the park exit at sixty  miles per hour. The bike’s tires 
chattered on the washboard surface of the dirt road as a black 
cyclone of memories, hopes, and fears raged inside his head. 
 Tucker had said that his mother,  Emily, was alive, brain-
washed by those strange priests. As unlikely as that sounded, 
Kosh believed  him —    it was no more insane than everything 
else that had happened that day, beginning with the sudden 
appearance of the girl on the roof of his barn that morning. 
The crazies in the park.  Tucker, looking and acting years older. 
And  Adrian —    what had happened to him?  Images flicke ed and 
 whirled through Kosh’s brain:  Ronnie  Becker’s leg, the futuris-
tic weapons now in his saddlebags, the disko, maggot, disko, 
whatever . . . He had let  Tucker follow the girl into that thing. 
What had he been thinking?

He downshifted as the  dirt-  surfaced park road curved 
toward the highway; his back tire skidded and he nearly lost 
control. Too fast. He slowed and turned onto the paved highway, 
then brought the bike up to a relatively sedate seventy  miles 
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per hour. As he came around the bend just north of downtown 
 Hopewell he saw a swirling, twisting gray cloud dancing just off
the highway over a field of ecently harvested wheat.

Kosh backed off the accelerator. For a moment, he thought 
it might be smoke, but there was a deliberateness to the cloud, a 
sense of intelligence and purpose. As he drew nearer, the cloud 
resolved itself into tiny specks. Kosh laughed at himself.  Birds! 
He was so paranoid from all that had happened, he’d let himself 
get freaked out by a bunch of birds!

The flock  settled onto the field. What were they?  Crows? 
They didn’t look like  crows —    too  pale, and there was some-
thing odd about the way they fl w. He slowed as he came 
abreast of the field. They looked like big doves, or pigeons . . .

 Pigeons!  Suddenly he knew what he was seeing.  Passenger 
pigeons. He  pulled to the side of the road and stopped.

Kosh had seen a recent news headline about the passenger 
pigeons, but he’d dismissed it as another unconfirmed sighting. 
 There had been sporadic reports of  passenger-  pigeon sightings 
in the  Hopewell area ever since  Lorna  Gingrass had  killed those 
two birds with her car, back in  ninety-  eight. All the subsequent 
sightings had remained unconfirmed and, as far as Kosh was 
concerned, pure fantasy.

This, however, was real. The nearest bird was about fifty feet 
away from  him —    a large,  blue-  gray,  rose-  breasted creature.

“ Hello there,” Kosh said.
The bird regarded him suspiciously with one red eye.
“Aren’t you supposed to be extinct?” Kosh asked, half 
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expecting an answer. With all the other weird stuff he’d seen, a 
talking bird seemed perfectly  reasonable.

The pigeon took flight. The rest of the flock followed as 
if they were all connected by  invisible elastic strings. Kosh sat 
back and watched as the birds twisted and fl wed into a  bullet- 
 shaped mass and shot off to the east.  There had to be thousands 
of them.

Just one more impossibility  piled atop all the others. Kosh 
wondered if the pigeons had arrived in  Hopewell through the 
diskos. If so, what next?  Dodos?  Dinosaurs? He shook his head 
at his own foolishness and dropped the bike in gear.  Maybe he 
was strapped to a hospital bed in some asylum and this was all 
happening in his head. It seemed as likely as anything. But if 
what  Tucker had told him was  true —    that  Emily was  here —    he 
had to see her.

Kosh  pulled back onto the highway and headed for his 
childhood home, thinking about the last time he had seen 
 Emily, almost fifteen years ago. The house came into view. It 
seemed so small now. As he approached the driveway he saw a 
young woman with long coppery hair and  pale skin standing 
in the garden.  Emily? Kosh’s heart  filled his chest. As he slowed 
and began his turn, he sensed another presence and glanced 
at his rearview. The chrome  grille of a truck  filled his mirror. 
Time slowed. With a screech of tearing metal, his bike exploded 
from beneath him and he was airborne, hurtling toward a spin-
ning sky.

I’m flying  he thought, and then all went to black.
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3 the  Departure

June, 1997 ce

 Th r e e days a f t e r Ko sh Feye’s se v en t e en t h bir t h -
day, he hugged his brother for the last time.  Adrian, older by ten 
years, was an awkward hugger. Kosh wasn’t much better. They 
held each other for about two  uncomfortable seconds, then let 
go and stepped back.  Adrian, the taller and leaner brother, nod-
ded to Kosh, acknowledging the relief they both felt at having 
gotten past that awkward ritual, and the  unbreakable bond that 
remained between them. Kosh faked a punch at  Adrian’s right 
shoulder, but  Adrian did not respond by  fake-  punching back. 
He had become so serious over the past several years. Kosh 
couldn’t remember the last time he had heard  Adrian laugh.

“You two are ridiculous,” said  Emily Ryan, a half  smile on 
her face, tears welling in her eyes.

They were standing on the train station platform in  Winona. 
The  Amtrak  Empire  Builder, bound for  Chicago, was about to 
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depart. In  Chicago,  Adrian would be joining a group of  Bible 
scholars on a  seven-  month pilgrimage to the Holy Land.

 Adrian turned his head toward  Emily. “The time will pass 
quickly,” he said, holding out his long arms. “I’ll be back by the 
end of  January.”

“I know.”  Emily stepped into his embrace.  Adrian Feye’s 
arms came around her like two jointed sticks; his oversize hands 
flapped against the back of her  T-  shirt. He kissed her forehead 
and then, clumsily, her lips. Kosh watched, his mouth curved 
into a wide  smile. He couldn’t help  it —    any emotion other 
than anger produced a  smile on his long, angular features. Kosh 
hated that about himself. His only  family —     Adrian —    was leav-
ing for the other side of the world, and here he was, grinning 
like an idiot. He still remembered the time  Adrian caught him 
smiling at their father’s funeral. He had only been nine years old 
then, but still carried the shame of it with him.

 Emily, who did not have an awkward atom in her body, 
squeezed  Adrian so hard that Kosh thought he heard ribs crack-
ing. He imagined what it would feel like to be held so tightly by 
a woman as beautiful as  Emily Ryan.

A barely  intelligible voice came over the loudspeaker. Time 
to board.  Emily released  Adrian.

“God bless you, my love,” he said to  Emily. “God bless you, 
too,  Curtis,” he said to Kosh. “And  remember —    if you need 
any help, call the  Krauses.”

“Or he could call me,” said  Emily.
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“Or call  Emily. But do  not —” His eyes bored into Kosh. 
“Do not even think about driving my  Mustang.”

“Don’t worry,” Kosh said. He hated that  Adrian didn’t com-
pletely trust him, but he was  unable to stop his mouth from 
stretching into a grin.

“I’m not kidding,”  Adrian said.
“Oh Ade, leave him alone!”  Emily said. “Kosh has the 

pickup and his  motorcycle. He doesn’t need your old  Mustang.”
 Adrian gave a sharp nod, satisfied. Kosh grabbed  Adrian’s 

bag, an oversize backpack stuffed to bursting
“Come on,” he said. “You’re going to miss the train.”
The two brothers crossed the platform.
 Adrian stepped up into the train. Kosh handed him the 

backpack.
 Adrian said, “Take care of her, okay? Take her to a movie or 

something now and then.”
“Sure,” said Kosh, straining to keep a sober expression on 

his face.
“Take her shopping.  Bring her fl wers for her birthday. Tell 

her they’re from me.”
Kosh nodded.
“Take care of yourself, too. And the house.”
“Don’t worry,” Kosh said. “I got it.”
 Adrian held his eyes for a moment, gave another of his sharp 

nods, then disappeared into the train car.
Kosh walked back to where  Emily was waiting.
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“I guess that’s that,” he said.
 Emily was staring up at something, a  puzzled expression on 

her face.
“What are you looking at?” Kosh asked.
 Emily shook her head and  smiled quizzically. “I thought I 

saw something, like a funny cloud.”
Kosh looked up at the cloudless sky.
“I see things when I’m riding sometimes,” Kosh said. 

“ Especially at night. But it usually turns out to be something 
ordinary, like a puff of smoke, or a wisp of fog ”

“ Greta says I was born with an overactive imagination.”
“I think, to  Greta, any imagination at all is overactive.”
 Emily laughed again, a deeper, more natural sound, and 

gave Kosh a  loose-  knuckled punch to the shoulder. “I suppose 
 Adrian told you to look out for me,” she said. “Make sure I 
don’t get in  trouble.”

“He said I should take you to a movie sometime.” They 
started toward the parking lot. “Or shopping. We could drive to 
the Mall of  America, up in the cities.”

“Hmph.  While he’s gallivanting all over  Israel looking for 
Noah’s Ark or whatever, I get to go to the megamall with a 
teenager.”

“It’s better than staying in  Hopewell  twenty-  four–  seven. 
 Besides, you’re a teenager yourself.”

“I’ll be twenty soon.”
“You’re nineteen today.”
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 Emily grinned and bumped him with her shoulder. “I sup-
pose you think I’m too young to be engaged.”

“I don’t think anything like that,” said Kosh.
“Yeah, right.”
When they reached Kosh’s pickup truck, an aging Ford   

F-  150, Kosh opened the door for her.  Being charged by his 
brother to care for  Emily during his absence had stirred up a 
courtly impulse.  Emily gave him a quizzical  smile. Kosh grinned 
and shrugged.

“ Thank you, kind sir,” said  Emily.
As Kosh walked around the truck,  Emily reached over and 

unlocked his door. He climbed in, started the engine, and 
 pulled out of the parking lot.  Emily was staring out the  window, 
lost in her private thoughts.

“Do you think he’ll change?” Kosh asked.
 Emily blinked and licked her lips. “What?”
“Do you think going to  Jerusalem and all that will make 

him even more religious?”
“ Adrian?” She shook her head. “How could he possibly 

be more religious?  Besides,  people are who they are.  Nobody 
changes, not really.”

“I do,” said Kosh. “I change all the time.”
 Emily once again fell silent.  After a few  miles had passed, 

she spoke.
“You know, you don’t have to babysit me,  Curtis.”
“Kosh.”
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“Kosh . . . why do you want  people to call you Kosh?”
“I just like it.” Kosh was embarrassed to tell her he had 

 stolen the name from a character on a TV show.
“Well, I think it’s silly. I’ll call you  Koshy-  poo.”
“ Please don’t,” Kosh  growled.
 Emily laughed.
“So what about that movie?” Kosh asked, to change the 

subject.
“I wouldn’t mind seeing a movie,”  Emily said, “but all that’s 

showing at the  Rialto is that new  Jurassic Park movie. I don’t 
want to watch a show about  people killing dinosaurs.”

“ Starship  Troopers opens in a  couple months,” Kosh said.
“What’s that about?”
“ People killing aliens.”
 Emily made a face.
“We could drive up to  Rochester,” Kosh said. “See anything 

we want at the multiplex.”
“I hear they’re making a movie about the  Titanic.”
“That’s crazy,” Kosh said. “Who’d want to watch a boat sink 

for two hours?”
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4   arugula anD  
gOat  Cheese

Ko sh did no t mis s  Adr i a n. No t at f i r s t . At f ir s t , i t  
was as if nothing had changed. Kosh spent his days working 
on his bike, riding it when it didn’t need fixing, or working at 
Red’s  Roost, flipping burgers and frying potatoes. He also had 
the garden to tend. That spring he had planted nearly a quarter 
acre of  vegetables, everything from asparagus to zucchini. It was 
more than he could ever eat himself, but he would sell some to 
Red, and maybe give the rest to his neighbors. It kept him busy.

He kept meaning to give  Emily a call. See how she was 
doing. But the thought of picking up the phone made him ner-
vous. He was afraid that she would be dismissive, or treat him 
like a kid, like her fianc ’s  little brother: Aww, that’s so sweet of 
you to call,  Koshy-  poo.  Maybe he’d run into her in town someday.

 Ronnie  Becker provided other distractions.
Kosh had been getting  Ronnie ever since in they had 

 trouble with, at age ten, taken  Ronnie’s dad’s tractor on a 
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joyride through the  Jensen’s soybean field, with the tiller still 
attached to the back. Rory  Jensen claimed they had destroyed 
fi e  hundred dollars’ worth of crops.  Adrian, who had recently 
become Kosh’s legal guardian, had paid Rory two hundred and 
fifty dollars without arguing.  Ronnie’s old man thought Rory 
 Jensen’s estimate was a bit high, and refused to pay. The  Beckers 
and the  Jensens had not gotten along so good after that.

 Curtis, as he was then known, was only mildly embarrassed 
by his misdeed. His father had died only a few months before, 
and he figu ed the world could cut him some slack.

 Ronnie  Becker was his best friend, so Kosh wished he liked 
him better. It was a small community, however, and there 
were only a handful of guys his age. He could always count on 
 Ronnie to come to him with some harebrained scheme. It was 
always interesting, at least.

Most recently,  Ronnie had decided to become a drug dealer.  
He’d found a patch of “ditchweed” —  marijuana plants that 
grew wild in the area, but had no  kick —    and was drying a few 
pounds of it in an unused shed behind his parents’ barn. His 
plan was to package the worthless weed and sell it to college 
students.

As usual, once  Ronnie got a bug up his butt, he was 
 unstoppable. One day, as Kosh was mowing the lawn,  Ronnie 
 rolled up on his  Honda.

“Road trip!”  Ronnie  yelled.
Kosh turned off the m wer. “Road trip to where?”
“Kato.”
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“ Mankato?”  Mankato was about a hundred  miles west of 
 Hopewell. “Why?”

 Ronnie slapped the backpack strapped to the back of his 
bike. “I got fifty ounces of  high-  quality weed to move.”

“More like  low-  quality ditchweed,” Kosh said.
 Ronnie grinned and shrugged. “As far as those college boys 

know, it’s  top-  quality bud. They’ll probably actually catch a 
buzz off it. Come on, ride out with me ”

If  Adrian had been home, he might have stepped out of the 
house right about then, taken one look at  Ronnie, and said, 
“Don’t forget you have to work tonight,  Curtis.”

“I gotta work tonight,” Kosh said, channeling his absent 
brother.

“Come on! We’ll be back by four. Tell you what, I’ll buy you 
a burger in Kato.”

Kosh thought about the thousands of burgers he’d flipped
over the past year at Red’s  Roost.

“No burgers for me,” he said.
“A steak then.  Whatever. Come on, it’ll be fun!”
Fun, coming from  Ronnie  Becker, was a rather dubious 

proposition.
“I got a lot of stuff to do ” Kosh said.
“Like what? Hoe the garden?  Gimme a break, dude.  Break 

out the wheels and let’s go. This is a riding day if ever I saw one.”
 Ronnie was right.  Clear blue sky,  gentle breeze, seventy 

degrees. Kosh imagined himself on the road. He had just tuned 
his bike. He had a full tank. And if they didn’t spend too long 
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in  Mankato, he could be back before his fi e o’clock shift at the 
 Roost.

“Let me get my jacket,” he said.

They took the back roads to  Mankato, through rolling farmland 
 dimpled with lakes and tufted with patches of woodland. Kosh 
quickly forgot his qualms and enjoyed the feel of wind slid-
ing over his gloved  knuckles, inflating the sleeves of his leather 
jacket, scouring his cheeks.  Usually, Kosh and  Ronnie pushed 
their bikes hard, thriving on the speed and danger, but  Ronnie’s 
backpack full of weed made them uncharacteristically cautious.

Ten  miles east of  Mankato,  Ronnie  pulled into a roadside 
rest area. Kosh followed.  Ronnie got off his bike and  pulled two 
cans of  Leinenkugel’s out of his pack. “Beer break,” he said, and 
tossed a can to Kosh.

The last thing Kosh wanted was a beer. It wasn’t even noon 
yet, and they had a long ride home ahead of them. But he didn’t 
want to look like a wuss. He thumbed the  pop-  top open. A jet 
of foam shot out, soaking his sleeve.

 Ronnie laughed and carefully opened his own can.
“ Sorry about that,” he said.
Kosh tasted the beer. Warm.  Bitter. He wished he had 

a Coke.
“How are you planning to find customers for your stuff ?” 

Kosh asked, gesturing at the backpack.
“I got this guy says he’s got connections with all the frats. 

 Piece of cake.”  Ronnie poured half his beer down his throat and 
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belched. “ Course, it’s gonna have to be a  one-  time deal. Once 
they smoke a few bowls of my product, they won’t be giving me 
any repeat business.”

“So when do I get that steak?”
“ Anytime you want, bro.”
Kosh sipped his beer, grateful that most of it had foamed 

out when he opened it.
“How about we eat as soon as we get to Kato. That way if 

you get busted, I still get lunch.”
“Deal.”  Ronnie drained the rest of his beer,  crumpled the 

can, and threw it in the direction of a trash bin. Kosh took 
another sip of warm beer, walked over to the can  Ronnie had 
tossed, picked it up, and deposited both cans in the trash.

 Ronnie was already pulling out of the rest stop. Kosh 
hopped on his bike, wondering as he did why he would follow 
 Ronnie  Becker anywhere.

On the outskirts of  Mankato, they  pulled into a crowded park-
ing lot.

“ Still hungry?”  Ronnie asked, taking off his helmet
Kosh looked skeptically at the sign above the small  building: 

bur ger  bob’s.
“What about that steak?” he said.
“I heard this place is good.  Maybe they have a steakburger.”
 Inside,  Bur ger  Bob’s was similar to Red’s  Roost: a long bar 

along one wall, a row of  vinyl-  upholstered booths on the oppo-
site wall, and a scattering of  tables between.  There was no pool 

KLAATU_BGI_US.indd   23 7/15/13   1:47 PM



24

 table, though, and it was busier than the  Roost —    nearly every 
seat was  filled

Kosh and  Ronnie took an empty booth back by the rest-
rooms. A chalkboard menu mounted on the wall listed about 
thirty burger variations, from the “ Plain  Burger,” to “Bob’s 
 Favorite.” The more exotic toppings offe ed included pro-
sciutto,  pickled asparagus, and smoked eel.  There were a dozen 
diffe ent types of cheese, including  Limburger, the stinkiest of 
the stinky cheeses.

A waitress appeared at their  table and cocked one  formidable 
eyebrow. She reminded Kosh of his  third-  grade teacher.

 Ronnie said, “You sell a lot of smoked eel?”
“ Every day,” the waitress deadpanned.
“How about  Limburger cheese?”
“That’s for  take-  out only. What can I get for you?”
“ Cheeseburger basket,”  Ronnie said. “And a  Budweiser.”
The waitress’s left eyebrow climbed another half inch. “Got 

an ID?”
 Ronnie produced a driver’s license. The waitress lifted a 

pair of reading glasses from the chain around her neck, perched 
them on her beak, examined the license, and handed it back.

“How about a soda,” she suggested.
 Ronnie grinned and pocketed the phony ID. The waitress 

turned to Kosh.
“I’ll have the  goat-  cheese-  and-  arugula burger,” Kosh said. 

“And a Coke.”
The waitress  scribbled on her pad and whooshed off
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 Ronnie said, “Goat cheese and arugula?”
Kosh shrugged. He’d never had arugula or goat cheese 

before, and he was curious.
“I was wondering about something,” Kosh said. “That stuff

you got, it’s ditchweed, but it’s still technically marijuana, right? 
What happens if you get busted?”

“We’re not gonna get busted.”
“Just say you did. They can throw you in jail for lousy pot 

the same as for the good stuff, right?
“What’s your point?”
“Why didn’t you just dry some  nettles, or alfalfa, or some-

thing legal?”
 Ronnie looked offended. That would be dishonest!”
Kosh wasn’t sure if he was kidding.

The  goat-  cheese-  and-  arugula burger was like nothing Kosh had 
ever tasted before. The fla ors were on the skunky, funky side, 
but they were fascinating. He took another bite.

“Well?”  Ronnie said.
“I like it,” Kosh said.
“I can smell it from here.  Almost as bad as  Limburger.”
“I like  Limburger,” Kosh said.
“You would.  Speaking of reeking, how you liking life with-

out  Adrian?”
“I like it all right.” Kosh was trying to figu e out which 

part of what he was tasting was the cheese, and which was the 
arugula.
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“Hard to believe he’s leaving  Emily for so long. I bet she 
hooks up with somebody else. She’s a hottie.”

“They’re engaged,” Kosh said, irritated.
“ Good-  looking girl like that, man, if it was me leaving 

town I’d worry. You think she’d go out with me? A  little sum-
mer romance before she  shackles herself to  Adrian?”

“I don’t think you’re up to her standards.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Well, for one thing, you’re kind of a jerk.”
 Ronnie put down his burger and stared at Kosh, then broke 

out laughing.
“You got a point,” he said.
They finished their meal quickly.  After the waitress brought 

their check,  Ronnie asked Kosh if he had any money.
“I thought you were buying,” Kosh said.
“I am! As soon as we move that weed, I’m golden. I’m just a 

 little short right now.”
“How much do you have?”
“Okay, I’m a lot short. I’ll pay you back as soon as I score 

some cash.”
 Resignedly, Kosh paid the bill. He’d half expected that 

things would go that way. They always did, with  Ronnie.

It took them an hour to find  Ronnie’s guy’s apartment, a   beat- up 
fourplex a  mile off campus. They parked their bikes under a tree 
across the street.  Ronnie unstrapped his backpack from the bike 
and threw it over his shoulder.
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“Let’s do it,” he said.
“How about I just wait here,” Kosh said.
“What, you want me to go in alone?”
“You get cracked, you’re on your own.”
For once,  Ronnie couldn’t convince him otherwise.
“Okay then, but you don’t get a cut.”
“When was I ever going to get a cut?” Kosh said.
Kosh waited by the bikes as  Ronnie entered the building. 

Half an hour later, he was still waiting. He checked his pocket 
watch. Two thirty. He had to be at work by fi e, and it would 
take him a  couple of hours to get back to  Hopewell.  Another ten 
minutes, he thought, then I’m out of here.

Ten more minutes passed. Kosh  straddled his bike and put 
on his helmet.  Ronnie was probably sitting in the guy’s living 
room, drinking beer and talking. But if he was in some kind of 
 trouble . . . “Aw, crap,” Kosh muttered. He got off his bike and 
started across the street.

He was halfway there when a cop car rounded the corner. 
Kosh turned and walked back to his bike, trying to act casual. 
A second squad car appeared from the opposite direction. Four 
policemen, two from each car, ran into the building. Kosh 
started his bike. He rode halfway down the block, then  pulled 
over and watched. Five minutes later, the police emerged with 
 Ronnie and another guy, in handcuffs

Kosh dropped his bike into gear and took off for  Hopewell. 
 Apparently, lunch was on him.
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5 the Big  White  Dress

 Emil y Rya n f e a r ed s h e wa s g o ing ma d.
 Seated on the edge of her bed, she stared fie cely at the big 

white dress hanging on her closet door.  Greta had extracted it 
from a trunk in the attic three days ago. It still  smelled faintly 
of mothballs.  Emily had not yet summoned the courage to 
try it on.

She shifted her gaze and watched a purplish afterimage form 
on the white wall. Like a ghost.

 Emily did not want to believe in ghosts.
But she kept seeing them. She had been seeing them ever 

since she could remember.
She looked back at the wedding dress, at the intricate 

beadwork and lace on the upper bodice and at the ends of 
the long sleeves. How many hours of a seamstress’s time did 
that  represent? She tried to imagine  Greta —    her small, round, 
buxom  mother —    fitting into it. Of course, that had been fifty
years ago.
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The dress was in extraordinary condition. It had only been 
worn once. The taffeta skirt was crisp yet  pliable, the beads still 
had their original sheen, and there was no yellowing whatso-
ever.  Greta had stored it carefully in tissue paper in its original 
box from  Dayton’s downtown store in  Minneapolis. The only 
flaw was a wine stain ab ve the left breast.

“A perfect place for a lovely corsage,”  Greta had said when 
 Emily pointed out the stain.  Greta had been pestering  Emily to 
try it on ever since. “I know it will fit you, dear. I was just your 
size when Hamm and I got married.”

 Emily’s only thought at that moment had been that she 
would never let herself go like  Greta.

She stood up and ran her fingers across the beaded bodice. 
The slick hardness of the beads made her think of chain mail, 
as if the dress could deflect a bullet. She turned the dress to 
look at the back.  Getting into it would not be easy. She would 
need help with the loop  fasteners —    again, like donning a suit 
of armor.  Getting it off would be just as difficult The thought 
of being trapped inside it made her shiver.

 Emily thought she knew what love was. Hamm and  Greta 
loved each other. But theirs was a  gentle, daily, practical love. 
They loved her, as well, with the tender, protective love that 
parents have for their children. And she loved them back.

But what of  Adrian? She had seen the sudden, melodramatic 
love that swept away many of her school  friends —    almost a par-
ody of the burning,  all-  consuming love depicted in movies and 
on  television —    but she had never experienced it for herself. Did  
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she love  Adrian? She cared for him, certainly. She was attracted 
by his  self-  confidence, his masculinity, his harsh good looks, 
and most of all by his desire for her.  Sometimes she could feel it 
coming off him, that hunge . But did she love him?

When they walked through town arm in arm, she felt proud.
When he fi ed his eyes upon her, she felt beautiful.
When he spoke of his dreams and plans, she felt inspired.
If that was love, then, yes, she loved him.
 Still, the thought that there might be something more, 

something missing, something she had never experienced  .  .  . 
gnawed at her.

A few days after  Adrian left,  Emily had tried talking about 
it with  Karen  Jonas, her best friend from high school.  Karen, 
who had gone out with more boys than  Emily could count, had 
laughed at her.

“You want something that doesn’t exist,”  Karen had said. 
“Look at me. I’m going out with Stan  Elkin.  Chances are I’ll 
marry him. Do I love him? Eh. But I know I can make him into 
a  lovable guy if I work at it. He’s going to college up in  Saint 
Paul next year. I’m moving in with him.”

“You’re going to live with him?”  Emily feigned shock though 
in truth she was not at all surprised.

 Karen shrugged. “ Think of it as a test run.”
“I don’t think  Adrian would go for that.”
“ Probably not,”  Karen agreed. “ Anyway, you two are offi-

cially engaged. That’s way better than being in love.”
Now, staring at the big white dress,  Emily wasn’t so sure.
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The three weeks since  Adrian left had been the  emptiest 
weeks of her life.  Nothing but long days of working at the 
 Economart, evenings of doing nothing at all, and endless nights 
of lying awake and thinking about what life would be like for 
her once she got married. She no longer hung out with  Karen 
or any of her other girlfriends.  Their lives revolved around their 
boyfriends or  ex-  boyfriends. Now that  Emily was engaged to 
 Adrian, she had entered another phase.

In part, she knew, it had to do with the fact that  Adrian 
was almost a decade older than her. And that he wanted to be 
a preacher. Once they’d become engaged, her girlfriends had 
stopped talking about  sex —    or anything remotely sinful or 
 interesting —    in  Emily’s presence. It was as if  Emily had sud-
denly become older, alien, part of the adult world. The future 
wife of a future preacher.  Excluded. And she was only nineteen.

A prickling sensation at the back of her neck made her turn 
to the window.  Hovering just outside the glass was another 
 person-  shaped cloud. She squeezed her eyes closed, counted to 
ten, then looked again. The cloud was gone. She stepped to the 
window and lowered the blind. She certainly wasn’t going to 
change clothes with a ghost watching her. Even an imaginary 
ghost.

She had once mentioned seeing them to  Adrian. He had 
suggested prayer, or an eye doctor, in that order.

That didn’t make the ghosts any less real. She had thought 
about talking to her doctor, but she didn’t feel sick or crazy, 
and she didn’t want any pills.  These days, she kept what she 
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saw to herself.  Mostly. But at the train station in  Winona, when 
she had seen another one of the strange, cloudy figu es, she had 
mentioned it to Kosh and he had taken her seriously. He was 
the only one who listened.

She wished he would call. He’d said he would. She would 
love the distraction of a movie or a trip up to the cities for some 
shopping. And she liked Kosh. He talked to her like a regular 
person, and he was funny. In some ways he reminded her of 
 Adrian, but in most ways he was so diffe ent that it was hard to 
believe they were brothers.

She should just call him.  Emily regarded the phone on her 
bedside  table. It would be the same phone number as  Adrian, 
but Kosh, not  Adrian, would answer. She wondered how he 
was doing, taking care of things on his own. He’s only seven-
teen, she reminded herself. Not even out of high school. But 
he seemed older, more mature than she was in many ways. As 
far as she knew, he’d never had a  long-  term girlfriend, but girls 
liked him. Even  Karen had once confessed to having a crush on 
him. He was the closest thing  Hopewell had to a bad boy rebel 
biker.  Except for  Ronnie  Becker, who was just a pathetic delin-
quent and not nearly as  good-  looking as Kosh.

She’d heard a rumor that  Ronnie had been arrested in 
 Mankato a week ago. Kosh would know. She would have to 
ask him. She looked again at the phone, then laughed at herself 
for being so tentative. He was just a teenage boy. Her future 
 brother-  in-  law. What was she fretting about?

* * *
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Kosh was working in his garden when  Emily  pulled into the 
driveway. He looked up and waved as she got out of her car.

“Hey!” He stood up and wiped his hands on his hips.
 Emily  smiled, feeling  self-  conscious in her red and white 

 Economart smock, complete with name badge.
“I was just on my way to work,” she said. “ Thought I’d stop 

by and see how you’re doing all on your own here.”
“ Doing fine. What’s up?”
“ Nothing.”  Emily looked at the newly seeded row. “What 

are you planting?”
“ Arugula,” Kosh said. “I’m growing it for the  Roost.”
“You’re kidding. Red  Grauber is serving salads?”
“ Actually, it’s for a new burger.  Arugula and goat cheese.”
“Now I know you’re kidding!”
“ Seriously, I had one in  Mankato.  Amazing.”
 Shaking her head,  Emily walked down the rows, checking 

out his tomatoes,  Swiss chard, lettuce, and summer squash. She 
stopped at the herb bed.

“ Lavender!” She bent down and ran her fingers through the 
frondlike leaves. “What do you do with it?”

“I just like the way it looks.”
 Emily  smelled her hand. “Mmm. You could make potpourri.”
Kosh crossed his arms. “I don’t think so.”
 Emily laughed. Kosh looked embarrassed.
“Have you heard from  Adrian?” he said abruptly.
“Just a  couple of postcards. He’s in  Jerusalem. He sent me a 

picture of the  Wailing Wall.”
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“That sounds like  Adrian.”
 Emily straightened up. “I have to get going. But I was 

 wondering . . . do you still want to see a movie?”
“ Really?”
“I’m not doing anything next  Friday. Men in  Black is open-

ing in  Rochester. It’s about aliens. You like aliens, right?”
“I do,” said Kosh.
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