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To the women in my family. All of them are warriors. Sharon, Debbie, Laura,
Julie, Mackenzie, Sara, Kaylee, Toni, Jacquie, Dana, Leslie, Katie, Joan,

Jerrie, Liz, Courtney, and Stephanie.

And to Braden, our newest adventurer.



 

Nature never deceives us;
it is always we who deceive ourselves.

—JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU



 

1974



 

ONE

That spring, rain fell in great sweeping gusts that rattled the rooftops. Water
found its way into the smallest cracks and undermined the sturdiest
foundations. Chunks of land that had been steady for generations fell like slag
heaps on the roads below, taking houses and cars and swimming pools down
with them. Trees fell over, crashed into power lines; electricity was lost.
Rivers flooded their banks, washed across yards, ruined homes. People who
loved each other snapped and fights erupted as the water rose and the rain
continued.

Leni felt edgy, too. She was the new girl at school, just a face in the
crowd; a girl with long hair, parted in the middle, who had no friends and
walked to school alone.

Now she sat on her bed, with her skinny legs drawn up to her flat chest, a
dog-eared paperback copy of Watership Down open beside her. Through the
thin walls of the rambler, she heard her mother say, Ernt, baby, please don’t.
Listen … and her father’s angry leave me the hell alone.

They were at it again. Arguing. Shouting.
Soon there would be crying.
Weather like this brought out the darkness in her father.
Leni glanced at the clock by her bed. If she didn’t leave right now, she

was going to be late for school, and the only thing worse than being the new
girl in junior high was drawing attention to yourself. She had learned this fact
the hard way; in the last four years, she’d gone to five schools. Not once had
she found a way to truly fit in, but she remained stubbornly hopeful. She took
a deep breath, unfolded, and slid off the twin bed. Moving cautiously through



her bare room, she went down the hall, paused at the kitchen doorway.
“Damn it, Cora,” Dad said. “You know how hard it is on me.”
Mama took a step toward him, reached out. “You need help, baby. It’s not

your fault. The nightmares—”
Leni cleared her throat to get their attention. “Hey,” she said.
Dad saw her and took a step back from Mama. Leni saw how tired he

looked, how defeated.
“I—I have to go to school,” Leni said.
Mama reached into the breast pocket of her pink waitress uniform and

pulled out her cigarettes. She looked tired; she’d worked the late shift last
night and had the lunch shift today. “You go on, Leni. You don’t want to be
late.” Her voice was calm and soft, as delicate as she was.

Leni was afraid to stay and afraid to leave. It was strange—stupid, even—
but she often felt like the only adult in her family, as if she were the ballast
that kept the creaky Allbright boat on an even keel. Mama was engaged in a
continual quest to “find” herself. In the past few years, she’d tried EST and
the human potential movement, spiritual training, Unitarianism. Even
Buddhism. She’d cycled through them all, cherry-picked pieces and bits.
Mostly, Leni thought, Mama had come away with T-shirts and sayings.
Things like, What is, is, and what isn’t, isn’t. None of it seemed to amount to
much.

“Go,” Dad said.
Leni grabbed her backpack from the chair by the kitchen table and headed

for the front door. As it slammed shut behind her, she heard them start up
again.

Damn it, Cora—
Please, Ernt, just listen—
It hadn’t always been this way. At least that’s what Mama said. Before the

war, they’d been happy, back when they’d lived in a trailer park in Kent and
Dad had had a good job as a mechanic and Mama had laughed all of the time
and danced to “Piece of My Heart” while she made dinner. (Mama dancing
was really all Leni remembered about those years.)

Then Dad went off to Vietnam and got shot down and captured. Without
him, Mama fell apart; that was when Leni first understood her mother’s



fragility. They drifted for a while, she and Mama, moved from job to job and
town to town until they finally found a home in a commune in Oregon.
There, they tended beehives and made lavender sachets to sell at the farmers’
market and protested the war. Mama changed her personality just enough to
fit in.

When Dad had finally come home, Leni barely recognized him. The
handsome, laughing man of her memory had become moody, quick to anger,
and distant. He hated everything about the commune, it seemed, and so they
moved. Then they moved again. And again. Nothing ever worked out the way
he wanted.

He couldn’t sleep and couldn’t keep a job, even though Mama swore he
was the best mechanic ever.

That was what he and Mama were fighting about this morning: Dad
getting fired again.

Leni flipped up her hood. On her way to school, she walked through
blocks of well-tended homes, bypassed a dark woods (stay away from there),
passed the A&W where the high school kids hung out on weekends, and a
gas station, where a line of cars waited to fill up for fifty-five cents a gallon.
That was something everyone was angry about these days—gas prices.

As far as Leni could tell, adults were edgy in general, and no wonder. The
war in Vietnam had divided the country. Newspapers blared bad news daily:
bombings by Weatherman or the IRA; planes being hijacked; the kidnapping
of Patty Hearst. The massacre at the Munich Olympics had stunned the whole
world, as had the Watergate scandal. And recently, college girls in
Washington State had begun to disappear without a trace. It was a dangerous
world.

She would give anything for a real friend right now. It was all she really
wanted: someone to talk to.

On the other hand, it didn’t help to talk about her worries. What was the
point of confession?

Sure, Dad lost his temper sometimes and he yelled and they never had
enough money and they moved all the time to distance themselves from
creditors, but that was their way, and they loved each other.

But sometimes, especially on days like today, Leni was afraid. It felt to her



as if her family stood poised on the edge of a great precipice that could
collapse at any second, crumble away like the houses that crashed down
Seattle’s unstable, waterlogged hillsides.

*   *   *

AFTER SCHOOL, Leni walked home in the rain, alone.
Her house sat in the middle of a cul-de-sac, on a yard less tended than the

rest: a bark-brown rambler with empty flower boxes and clogged gutters and
a garage door that didn’t close. Weeds grew in clumps from the decaying
gray roof shingles. An empty flagpole pointed accusingly upward, a
statement about her father’s hatred of where this country was headed. For a
man whom Mama called a patriot, he sure hated his government.

She saw Dad in the garage, sitting on a slanted workbench beside Mama’s
dented-up Mustang with the duct-taped top. Cardboard boxes lined the
interior walls, full of stuff they hadn’t yet unpacked from the last move.

He was dressed—as usual—in his frayed military jacket and torn Levi’s.
He sat slouched forward, his elbows resting on his thighs. His long black hair
was a tangled mess and his mustache needed trimming. His dirty feet were
bare. Even slumped over and tired-looking, he was movie-star handsome.
Everyone thought so.

He cocked his head, peered at her through his hair. The smile he gave her
was a little worn around the edges, but it still lit up his face. That was the
thing about her dad: he might be moody and sharp-tempered, even a little
scary sometimes, but that was just because he felt things like love and loss
and disappointment so keenly. Love most of all. “Lenora,” he said in that
scratchy, cigarette-smoker voice of his. “I was waiting for you. I’m sorry. I
lost my temper. And my job. You must be disappointed as hell in me.”

“No, Dad.”
She knew how sorry he was. She could see it on his face. When she was

younger, she’d sometimes wondered what good all those sorries were if
nothing ever changed, but Mama had explained it to her. The war and
captivity had snapped something in him. It’s like his back is broken, Mama
had said, and you don’t stop loving a person when they’re hurt. You get
stronger so they can lean on you. He needs me. Us.



Leni sat down beside him. He put an arm around her, pulled her in close.
“The world is being run by lunatics. It’s not my America anymore. I want…”
He didn’t finish, and Leni didn’t say anything. She was used to her dad’s
sadness, his frustration. He stopped sentences halfway through all the time, as
if he were afraid of giving voice to scary or depressing thoughts. Leni knew
about that reticence and understood it; lots of times it was better to stay silent.

He reached into his pocket, pulled out a mostly crushed pack of cigarettes.
He lit one up and she drew in the acrid, familiar scent.

She knew how much pain he was in. Sometimes she woke up to her dad
crying and her mama trying to soothe him, saying stuff like, Shhh, now, Ernt,
it’s over now, you’re home safe.

He shook his head, exhaled a stream of blue-gray smoke. “I just want …
more, I guess. Not a job. A life. I want to walk down the street and not have
to worry about being called a baby-killer. I want…” He sighed. Smiled.
“Don’t worry. It’ll all be okay. We’ll be okay.”

“You’ll get another job, Dad,” she said.
“Sure I will, Red. Tomorrow will be better.”
That was what her parents always said.

*   *   *

ON A COLD, BLEAK MORNING in mid-April, Leni got up early and staked out her
place on the ratty floral sofa in the living room and turned on the Today
show. She adjusted the rabbit ears to get a decent picture. When it popped
into focus, Barbara Walters was saying “… Patricia Hearst, now calling
herself Tania, seen here in this photograph holding an M1 carbine at the
recent bank robbery in San Francisco. Eyewitnesses report that the nineteen-
year-old heiress, who was kidnapped by the Symbionese Liberation Army in
February…”

Leni was spellbound. She still couldn’t believe that an army could march
in and take a teenager from her apartment. How could anyone be safe
anywhere in a world like that? And how did a rich teenager become a
revolutionary named Tania?

“Come on, Leni,” Mama said from the kitchen. “Get ready for school.”
The front door banged open.



Dad came into the house, smiling in a way that made it impossible not to
smile back. He looked out of scale, larger than life in the low-ceilinged
kitchen, vibrant against the water-marked gray walls. Water dripped from his
hair.

Mama stood at the stove, frying bacon for breakfast.
Dad swept into the kitchen and cranked up the transistor radio that sat on

the Formica counter. A scratchy rock ’n’ roll song came through. Dad
laughed and pulled Mama into his arms.

Leni heard his whispered “I’m sorry. Forgive me.”
“Always,” Mama said, holding him as if she were afraid he’d push her

away.
Dad kept his arm around Mama’s waist and pulled her over to the kitchen

table. He pulled out a chair, said, “Leni, come in here!”
Leni loved it when they included her. She left her spot on the sofa and

took a seat beside her mother. Dad smiled down at Leni and handed her a
paperback book. The Call of the Wild. “You’ll love this, Red.”

He sat down across from Mama, scooted in close to the table. He was
wearing what Leni thought of as his Big Idea smile. She’d seen it before,
whenever he had a plan to change their lives. And he’d had a lot of plans:
Selling everything and camping for a year as they drove the Big Sur highway.
Raising mink (what a horror that had been). Selling American Seed packets
in Central California.

He reached into his pocket, pulled out a folded-up piece of paper, slapped
it triumphantly on the table. “You remember my friend Bo Harlan?”

Mama took a moment to answer. “From ’Nam?”
Dad nodded. To Leni, he said, “Bo Harlan was the crew chief and I was

the door gunner. We looked out for each other. We were together when our
bird went down and we got captured. We went through hell together.”

Leni noticed how he was shaking. His shirtsleeves were rolled up, so she
could see the burn scars that ran from his wrist to his elbow in ridges of
puckered, disfigured skin that never tanned. Leni didn’t know what had
caused his scars—he never said and she never asked—but his captors had
done it. She had figured out that much. The scars covered his back, too,
pulled the skin into swirls and puckers.



“They made me watch him die,” he said.
Leni looked worriedly at Mama. Dad had never said this before. To hear

the words now unsettled them.
He tapped his foot on the floor, played a beat on the table with fast-

moving fingers. He unfolded the letter, smoothed it out, and turned it so they
could read the words.

Sergeant Allbright—
You are a hard man to find. I am Earl Harlan.
My son, Bo, wrote many letters home about his friendship with you.

I thank you for that.
In his last letter, he told me that if anything happened to him in that

piece of shit place, he wanted you to have his land up here in Alaska.
It isn’t much. Forty acres with a cabin that needs fixing. But a

hardworking man can live off the land up here, away from the crazies
and the hippies and the mess in the Lower Forty-eight.

I don’t have no phone, but you can write me c/o the Homer Post
Office. I’ll get the letter sooner or later.

The land is at the end of the road, past the silver gate with a cow
skull and just before the burnt tree, at mile marker 13.

Thanks again,
Earl

Mama looked up. She cocked her head, gave a little birdlike tilt as she
studied Dad. “This man … Bo, has given us a house? A house?”

“Think of it,” Dad said, lifted out of his seat by enthusiasm. “A house
that’s ours. That we own. In a place where we can be self-sufficient, grow our
vegetables, hunt our meat, and be free. We’ve dreamed of it for years, Cora.
Living a simpler life away from all the bullshit down here. We could be free.
Think of it.”

“Wait,” Leni said. Even for Dad, this was big. “Alaska? You want to
move again? We just moved here.”

Mama frowned. “But … there’s nothing up there, is there? Just bears and
Eskimos.”



He pulled Mama to her feet with an eagerness that made her stumble, fall
into him. Leni saw the desperate edge of his enthusiasm. “I need this, Cora. I
need a place where I can breathe again. Sometimes I feel like I’m going to
crawl out of my skin. Up there, the flashbacks and shit will stop. I know it.
We need this. We can go back to the way things were before ’Nam screwed
me up.”

Mama lifted her face to Dad’s, her pallor a sharp contrast to his dark hair
and tanned skin.

“Come on, baby,” Dad said. “Imagine it…”
Leni saw Mama softening, reshaping her needs to match his, imagining

this new personality: Alaskan. Maybe she thought it was like EST or yoga or
Buddhism. The answer. Where or when or what didn’t matter to Mama. All
she cared about was him. “Our own house,” she said. “But … money … you
could apply for that military disability—”

“Not that discussion again,” he said with a sigh. “I’m not doing that. A
change is all I need. And I’ll be more careful with money from now on, Cora.
I swear. I still have a little of the bread I inherited from the old man. And I’ll
cut back on drinking. I’ll go to that veterans’ support-group thing you want
me to.”

Leni had seen all of this before. Ultimately, it didn’t matter what she or
Mama wanted.

Dad wanted a new beginning. Needed it. And Mama needed him to be
happy.

So they would try again in a new place, hoping geography would be the
answer. They would go to Alaska in search of this new dream. Leni would do
as she was asked and do it with a good attitude. She would be the new girl in
school again. Because that was what love was.



 

TWO

The next morning, Leni lay in her bed, listening to rain patter the roof,
imagining the emergence of mushrooms beneath her window, their bulbous,
poisonous tops pushing up through the mud, glistening temptingly. She had
lain awake long past midnight, reading about the vast landscape of Alaska. It
had captivated her in an unexpected way. The last frontier was like her dad, it
seemed. Larger than life. Expansive. A little dangerous.

She heard music—a tinny, transistor melody. “Hooked on a Feeling.” She
threw back the covers and got out of bed. In the kitchen, she found her
mother standing in front of the stove, smoking a cigarette. She looked
ethereal in the lamplight, her shag-cut blond hair still messy from sleep, her
face veiled in blue-gray smoke. She was wearing a white tank top that had
been washed so often it hung on her slim body, and a pair of hot-pink panties
with a sagging elastic waist. A small purple bruise at the base of her throat
was strangely beautiful, a starburst almost, highlighting the delicateness of
her features.

“You should be sleeping,” Mama said. “It’s early.”
Leni came up beside her mother, rested her head on her shoulder. Mama’s

skin smelled of rose perfume and cigarettes. “We don’t sleep,” Leni said.
We don’t sleep. It was what Mama always said. You and me. The

connection between them a constant, a comfort, as if similarity reinforced the
love between them. Certainly it was true that Mama had had trouble sleeping
since Dad had come home. Whenever Leni woke in the middle of the night,
she invariably found her mother drifting through the house, her diaphanous
robe trailing open. In the dark, Mama tended to talk to herself in a whisper,



saying words Leni could never quite make out.
“Are we really going?” Leni asked.
Mama stared at the black coffee percolating in the little glass cap at the top

of the metal pot. “I guess so.”
“When?”
“You know your dad. Soon.”
“Will I get to finish the school year?”
Mama shrugged.
“Where is he?”
“He went out before dawn to sell the coin collection he inherited from his

dad.” Mama poured herself a cup of coffee and took a sip, then set the mug
down on the Formica counter. “Alaska. Christ. Why not Siberia?” She took a
long drag on her cigarette. Exhaled. “I need a girlfriend to talk to.”

“I’m your friend.”
“You’re thirteen. I’m thirty. I’m supposed to be a mother to you. I need to

remember that.”
Leni heard the despair in her mother’s voice and it frightened her. She

knew how fragile it all was: her family, her parents. One thing every child of
a POW knew was how easily people could be broken. Leni still wore the
shiny silver POW bracelet in memory of a captain who hadn’t come home to
his family.

“He needs a chance. A new start. We all do. Maybe Alaska is the answer.”
“Like Oregon was the answer, and Snohomish, and the seed packets that

would make us rich. And don’t forget the year he thought he could make a
fortune in pinball machines. Can we at least wait until the end of the school
year?”

Mama sighed. “I don’t think so. Now go get dressed for school.”
“There’s no school today.”
Mama was silent for a long time, then said quietly, “You remember the

blue dress Dad bought you for your birthday?”
“Yeah.”
“Put it on.”
“Why?”
“Shoo. Get dressed now. You and I have things to do today.”



Although she was irritated and confused, Leni did as she was told. She
always did as she was told. It made life easier. She went into her room and
burrowed through her closet until she found the dress.

You’ll look pretty as a picture in this, Red.
Except that she wouldn’t. She knew exactly what she’d look like: a

spindly, flat-chested thirteen-year-old in a dowdy dress that revealed her
scrawny thighs and made her knees look like doorknobs. A girl who was
supposed to be standing on the cusp of womanhood, but clearly wasn’t. She
was pretty sure she was the only girl in her grade who hadn’t started her
period or sprouted boobs yet.

She returned to the empty kitchen, which smelled of coffee and cigarette
smoke, and flopped into a chair and opened The Call of the Wild.

Mama didn’t come out of her room for an hour.
Leni hardly recognized her. She had teased and sprayed her blond hair

back into a tiny bun; she wore a fitted, buttoned-up, belted avocado-green
dress that covered her from throat to wrists to knees. And nylons. And old-
lady shoes. “Holy cow.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Mama said, lighting up a cigarette. “I look like a PTA bake-
sale organizer.” The blue cream eye shadow she wore had a little sparkle in it.
She’d glued her false eyelashes on with a slightly unsteady hand and her
eyeliner was thicker than usual. “Are those your only shoes?”

Leni looked down at the spatula-shaped Earth Shoes that lifted her toes the
slightest bit above her heels. She had begged and begged for these shoes after
Joanne Berkowitz got a pair and everyone in class oohed and aahed. “I have
my red tennis shoes, but the laces broke yesterday.”

“Okay. Whatever. Let’s go.”
Leni followed her mother out of the house. They both climbed into the

ripped-up red seats of their dented, primer-painted Mustang. The trunk was
kept shut by bright yellow bungee cords.

Mama flipped down the visor and checked her makeup in the mirror. (Leni
was convinced that the key wouldn’t turn in the ignition if her mother didn’t
check her reflection and light up a cigarette.) She applied fresh lipstick, rolled
her lips, and used the triangle tip of her cuff to wipe an invisible imperfection
away. When she was finally satisfied, she flipped the visor back up and



started the engine. The radio came on, blaring “Midnight at the Oasis.”
“Did you know there are a hundred ways to die in Alaska?” Leni asked.

“You can fall down a mountainside, or through thin ice. You can freeze or
starve. You can even be eaten.”

“Your father should not have given you that book.” Mama popped a tape
into the player and Carole King’s voice took over. I feel the earth move …

Mama started singing and Leni joined in. For a beautiful few minutes, they
were doing something ordinary, driving down I-5 toward downtown Seattle,
Mama changing lanes whenever a car appeared in front of her, a cigarette
captured between two fingers of the hand on the steering wheel.

Two blocks later, Mama pulled up in front of the bank. Parked. She
checked her makeup again and said, “Stay here,” and got out of the car.

Leni leaned over and locked the car door. She watched her mother walk to
the front door. Only Mama didn’t really walk; she sashayed, her hips moving
gently from side to side. She was a beautiful woman and she knew it. That
was another thing Mama and Dad fought about. The way men looked at
Mama. He hated it, but Leni knew Mama liked the attention (although she
was careful never to admit it).

Fifteen minutes later, when Mama came out of the bank, she was not
sashaying. She was marching, with her hands balled into fists. She looked
mad. Her delicate jaw was clenched tightly. “Son of a bitch,” she said as she
yanked open her door and got into the car. She said it again as she slammed
the door shut.

“What?” Leni said.
“Your dad cleared out our savings account. And they won’t give me a

credit card unless your father or my father cosigns.” She lit up a cigarette.
“Sweet Jesus, it’s 1974. I have a job. I make money. And a woman can’t get
a credit card without a man’s signature. It’s a man’s world, baby girl.” She
started the car and sped down the street, turning onto the freeway.

Leni had trouble staying in her seat with all of the lane changes; she kept
sliding side to side. She was so focused on staying steady that it was another
few miles before she realized they had passed the hills of downtown Seattle
and were now driving through a quiet, tree-lined neighborhood of stately
homes. “Holy moly,” Leni said under her breath. Leni hadn’t been on this



street for years. So many that she’d almost forgotten it.
The houses on this street oozed privilege. Brand-new Cadillacs and

Toronados and Lincoln Continentals were parked on cement driveways.
Mama parked in front of a large house made of rough gray stone with

diamond-patterned windows. It sat on a small rise of manicured lawn,
bordered on all sides by meticulously maintained flower beds. The mailbox
read: Golliher.

“Wow. We haven’t been here in years,” Leni said.
“I know. You stay here.”
“No way. Another girl disappeared this month. I’m not staying out here

alone.”
“Come here,” Mama said, pulling a brush and two pink ribbons out of her

purse. She yanked Leni close and attacked her long, copper-red hair as if it
had offended her. “Ow!” Leni yelped as Mama braided it into pigtails that
arced out like spigots from each side of Leni’s head.

“You are a listener today, Lenora,” Mama said, tying bows at the end of
each pigtail.

“I’m too old for pigtails,” Leni complained.
“Listener,” Mama said again. “Bring your book and sit quietly and let the

adults talk.” She opened her door and got out of the car. Leni rushed to meet
her on the sidewalk.

Mama grabbed Leni’s hand and pulled her onto a walkway lined with
sculpted hedges and up to a large wooden front door.

Mama glanced at Leni, muttered, “Here goes nothing,” and rang the bell.
It made a deep clanging sound, like church bells, after which came the sound
of muffled footsteps.

Moments later, Leni’s grandmother opened the door. In an eggplant-
colored dress, with a slim belt at her waist and three strands of pearls around
her throat, she looked ready for lunch with the governor. Her chestnut-
colored hair was coiled and shellacked like one of those holiday bread loaves.
Her heavily made-up eyes widened. “Coraline,” she whispered, coming
forward, opening her arms.

“Is Dad here?” Mama asked.
Grandmother pulled back, let her arms drop to her sides. “He’s in court


