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ABSTRACT

The Door-to-Door Mormon Pest Control Salesman: A@lo

by

John Charles Gilmore, Master of Science
Utah State University, 2011

Major Professor: Christopher Cokinos
Department: English

This thesis consists of a critical introductiondated by a novel told in twenty-
five chapters. The novel begins in the first perstth the eighteen-year-old protagonist
Kirtland Grant beginning a summer job as a dooddor pest control salesman in
Florida. Trained using Mormon missionary techniqumes office of relocated Utah boys,
all of them Mormon, dodge angry homeowners and eyadice in gated communities
while insects root the brand-new houses from belod corrupt banking pushes the
region toward collapse.

With his departure date for a two-year Mormon neisdooming at summer’s
end, Kirt delves into Mormon doctrine and attentptsolidify his spiritual faith through
a salesman’s experiment in finding God.

As Kirt redoubles his efforts in faith and in sale®rder to earn enough money to
fund his mission, he finds himself in ethically dwls positions and comes to understand
the questionable practices of the company for wherhas been selling. He

simultaneously struggles to comprehend his ownaéypand a sexual run-in with a



young woman, which Kirt interprets as serious siggers additional trauma and
spiritual flailing. God does not commune with Kimtany way Kirt can comprehend, and
as the novel ends he is beaten, alone, but nelesthalive. Perhaps most critically, he
has effectively quit his position in the pest cohtompany and made a failed attempt at
reconnecting with the young woman.

The novel is an embodiment of the nature of betiafl examines our reliance on
each other’s faith to prop up our own, whetheeiféith in housing markets, pest control

products, or God.

(247 pages)



PUBLIC ABSTRACT

This thesis engages readers in a story about cpot@ry Mormonism. It is a
novel that follows a fictional Mormon man engagediquirky summer job: door-to-
door sales. The Mormon characters in this novebenter a collapsing Florida housing
market that stalls their efforts at peddling pedécwhile the main character experiences
serious doubts in his personal religious faith.

Though Mormons are a small fraction of the Unitéat&s’ population, they have
drawn considerable interest from the American puiblirecent years, in large part due to
the success of the 2011 musi¢ak Book of Mormoand the 2008 and 2012 presidential
bids of Mitt Romney (who is a Mormon).

The national conversation about Mormonism indicgtest interest in the
religion, but there has been very little dialoge¢ween the Mormon Church and this
interested public. The true nature of Mormonisrthat of any religion: official spiritual
doctrines put forward by the Church compete witbrg\adherent’s personal practice of
these doctrines, and among adherents one findsaa bange of ideologies.

| believe that it is the Mormon people’s role tanigrthe complexity of their
religion and their culture into this national corsagion, and, having been raised
Mormon, | aim to do just that with this novel. T&epansive form of a novel provides the
depth and breadth necessary to convey the complaxd the contradictions
encompassed by Mormonism, and the plot in this Inceeies readers through those
complexities while engaging them with an interggstory. If readers, having completed
the novel, feel less confident of simplistic vieefdMlormonism, I'll have succeeded in

my aims to communicate the complexity of this Aroani religion to the public.



Vi

PREFACE

1. THESIS TOPIC

This thesis takes the form of a novel. The namadilbernates chapter-by-chapter
between first-person in the past tense to omnistemnl-person in the present tense.

First-person narrator Kirtland Grant is eighteeargeold and has been stationed
in Tampa, Florida, with an office of Mormon boyssll pest control contracts door-to-
door. When he arrives he is planning to serve anMor mission at the end of the
summer, but throughout the summer he has a cfisastb.

The interaction of the Mormon boys within this nbgeovides a portrait of
contemporary Mormon masculinity and also highlights struggle of faith among
present-day mainstream Mormons. Beneath the cleasasta collapsing housing market,
and because the vast majority of their sales agertanew homeowners in new homes,
the boys are brought into the thick of the Flofaising implosion, seeing firsthand as
entire communities go underwater and the banksdegphysically strip occupants and
their property. The relationship between the peatrol industry, the salesmen’s
Mormonism, and the housing market is pivotal tostey: the novel is a layering of
bubbles of belief—a successful salesman’s companppsed belief in product, the boys’
culturally-imposed belief in Mormon theology, aretAmerican economic and
commercial beliefs that led to the housing crasthis novel, Kirtland Grant experiences
the implosion of all three bubbles and is facechwibral decisions as to what course of
action to take. The layering of these three syswhelief provides a new angle on each
for Kirt and for readers.

Another principal theme is that of interconnectesdn@nd individuality. A hive
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mentality imposed by successful salesmen upon thimeend them (whether coworkers,
employees, or potential customers) functions afitanination of the group mentality
among religious believers and points to the irraliy of some of the culturally
accepted beliefs of American capitalism. Actuakttdehavior, critical to the pest
control plot, serves as another reflection andreshif these issues.

The novel provides a sympathetic and a complicpgedpective of modern
Mormonism and functions as a portrait of the lossiorality experienced in
salesmanship through the justifications made bgehwho would push something
unnecessary (a large home or a pest control capta@nother person. The novel
guestions our acceptance of technologies like @dsticritiques our tendency to equate
money with moral correctness, and highlights tHetlsty of an individual’s moral
decline and the relationship between individuakdrand systemic exploitation.

The form of the novel is slightly nontraditionalulses a structural strategy
similar to that employed in John Steinbeckie Grapes of Wrat{iL939), the novel |
was re-reading when the central themes for thisistfest entered my mind. Kirt's first-
person chapters alternate as mentioned with nalineaming chapters told by a
faceless narrator, which give universal scope ¢ostbry and introduces the reader to
information Kirt may not have. The abstract natiréhese chapters heightens the
relationship between the bugs and the boys anduitgre at large, and implies that the
specific story of Kirt is only a narrative througlthich a larger cultural tale is being
focused.

These interchapters stay a slight step ahead 8§ Kiarrative, serving sometimes

as a foreshadowing of events for the salesmengt®i times as an indication that
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events leading up to the housing-market crash hapuestly without the boys in the
narrative being aware, and lastly to imply that ioglividual narratives are echoed in our
culture whether we are conscious of it or not. @tabce a slightly nontraditional form,
the central salesmen’s plot is linear and drivifige timeline of the story is constrained
on the one end by Kirt's arrival in Florida andttwe other by his impending missionary

date-of-departure.

2. LITERARY REVIEW

In a review of Brady Udall’'Ihe Lonely Polygamidor the online magazine
Slate David Haglund examines the debate over Mormendttire launched by early
Mormon authority Orson F. Whitney, who, in an 1&®#ech, predicted that the
Mormons would “yet have Miltons and Shakespearesuofown.” Haglund, managing
editor of the journaPen Americaand poetry editor dDialogue: A Journal of Mormon
Thought believes that “a great Mormon writer might chahgev the religion is
perceived in the wider culture.”

“If that writer drew on his own background in hierk,” Haglund adds, “—a
Mormon Phillip Roth, say, rather than a Mormon S¥sgeare—he could help humanize
a group of people regarded by many as peculiar.”

Haglund skirts slightly the issue of whether Bradhall's receniThe Lonely
Polygamistas a candidate for Great Mormon Novel, suggestiagUdall doesn’t wish
to be thought of as a Mormon writer (Udall statedraich in an interview published in
Mormonstoday.corfUdall]), while praising Udall’s adroit craft andiscessful

humanization of his polygamist characters. Whaté&ldall’s view on the subject, | can’t



help wondering if his hesitation with being bran@elslormon writer stems from the
tendency we who were raised Mormon before "leathiegChurch” have to continually
define ourselves as "not Mormon." In other word®rehaving left the Mormon Church,
many of us still use its bipolar framework to defiourselves.

As The Lonely Polygamiss centered on a non-mainstream quadrant of
Mormonism, it does not feel like what | might calMormon novel. It's true that many
of the experiences of the polygamist youth—theirsceed vocabulary, their interaction
with a large quantity of brothers and sisters,rthecasional invisibility (for better or
worse) to their parents—are quite relatable tcaalee who grew up in suburban Utah in a
family of ten. ButThe Lonely Polygamistill felt like an exploration of the fringe of my
culture, as polygamy has so little to do with tbatemporary Mormon experience.

Haglund argues that HBOBig Lovealso does well to humanize polygamists,
and in fact goes further than Udall's book in infncing viewers to mainstream Mormon
culture by including much of the culture that sumds the polygamist family followed in
the series. | agree. But | also believe that BihLoveandThe Lonely Polygamishay,
on balance, convolute outsiders’ understandinp@inainstream Mormon experience
due to the two works’ emphases on the Mormon frifigee mainstream Mormonism
exhibited on the sidelines Big LoveandThe Lonely Polygamistvhile accurately
conveyed (leading to inside jokes for a readeri@wer raised in Mormon culture), is set
as antagonistic to the polygamist protagonists.ughdhe antagonism of contemporary
Mormonism toward polygamists is thus well explorge complicated portrait of
contemporary Mormonism is missing.

Frankly, there is a hole where a Mormon literaadition could be. The religion,



despite having fourteen million members on thesetand being founded by a book, no
less—has lacked any significant literary repred@riaMormon writers of genre fiction
like Stephanie Meyer or Orson Scott Card have &itdd to be taken seriously by the
literary world, and writers who stay within the Maon genre—that is, Mormons writing
books about and for LDS readers—justifiably go uiwaal by the world outside of
Mormonism. Writers peering in on Mormon culture Jatin Krakauer did ibknder the
Banner of Heave(2003), may capture particular Mormon threadsqmtly, but fail to
convey the entire experience (as that is not th&ent).

Udall seems to me a strong example of the conteanpddormon literary writer,
even if he hasn’t chosen to accept the title, argpite of his decision not to take
contemporary Mormon culture as a central themesmabvels. A few other Mormon
writers have garnered notice in the literary wontdJuding Brian Evenson, perhaps best
known for his resignation from Brigham Young Unisiy over pressures from
administration and students following the publigatof his literary-horroAltmann’s
Tongue(1996). A profile inThe Believedescribes Evenson’s writing as “Cormac
McCarthy's Appalachian novels perversely bred withonald Barthelme yarn and fed
raw to Gordon Lish” (Ehrenreich). Evenson is quatethe profile as saying that
“Religion and morality, if present at all” in hisonks, “are present in the reader’s
recognition of their absence.” While | suspect thatanti-morality approach in
Evenson’s writing could be bred from a Mormon upging, | don’t believe his literary
horror experiments capture the Mormon experiencdeaat, not all of it.

One-time Mormon Walter Kirn publishédission To Americén 2005, which

pertains to the dying out of a small cult and tipeoselytizing efforts—a plotline that
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draws obvious parallels to Mormonism both histdlycand today. ThéNew Yorker

noted that Kirn’s cult members come across asy;sihtroduced “only to illustrate the
various themes” (“Mission to America”). It may et Kirn’s attempt at a critique
suffered for his failure to humanize his cult, @sye mistake to make when the American
audience is biased toward seeing Mormonism as hamsand odd. Terry Gross aired a
2005Fresh Airin whichMission to Americavas described as “rooted in Kirn’s personal
experience,” but the same radio interview (accebgsee as an online transcription) notes
that Kirn remained a member of the Mormon churctofdy “several years” after his
family converted when he was twelve. The publicaté the novel—several decades
after Kirn’s brief foray into the religion—perhapkistrates the extent to which the
peculiarities Mormonism can influence a creativaaniBut again, the pattern of focusing
on particular fringe elements of Mormonism emergeddission to Americathe cultish
characters serve as a comment on Mormonism’s laat@bsurdity, not its

contemporary complexity.

Playwright and screenwriter Neil LaBute is a BY lhdwmate who has since left
the Mormon Church, but the Church first limited hismbership following the premier
of his play,Bash: Latter-Day Play§1999), in which Mormons commit atrocious crimes
and calmly explain them to the audience. His 1987 lih the Company of Meseems to
seek a more nuanced evil within human nature. A818&rview with LaBute noted:

As LaBute sees it, he’s not creating reprehensibégacters, he’s merely
giving voice to the unspoken. He takes those uefiaig qualities we all
share but somehow manage to suppress, amplifies tred spreads them
large as life across the screen. (Dickson)

The interviewer then writes that LaBute “used ormedato describe his

worldview: ‘Despair’; but Labute then defends kisrldview as “skepticism, not
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cynicism.” In a 2006 interview with Neal Conan dalk of the NationLabute again
defends himself as a skeptic, rather than a misegyfes he’d been accused by critics). If
it is LaBute’s skepticism that inspires the dakigts he writes, | wonder if it might be a
skepticism adopted in recognition of the gap betwée ideal cultures like Mormonism
espouse and the faulty reality of those culturéer@ is no doubt that the contemporary
narrative of Mormonism involves a precarious bataon the edge of doubt, and it could
be said that having been fooled once, many onediglieving Mormons adopt a barrier
of skepticism. | think LaBute brushes at the he&the contemporary Mormon
experience with his skepticism, but it seems apgaegain, that his intent is not to
capture the entire Mormon story. Despite the deskliterary attention LaBute and other
Mormon writers have attained, the nuanced, complexnon narrative has simply not
been written for the worldwide literary audience.

In 2003, Mormon academics John Rector and Kirstectd® published an article
confronting this issue. "Why haven't we experienaeadorld-class flowering of LDS art
and scholarship[?]” the writers ask (36). They rtbtg Jews, while making up only about
.2 percent of the world’s population—comparablsize to the Mormon population—
hold over 17% percent of Nobel Prizes, and thateMBatholics are underrepresented in
their winning of Nobel and Pulitzer prizes (protegs are over-represented), Mormons
don’t make a blip on the screen (36). "Are thertdes inherent within LDS culture,” the
authors ask, "which might impact academic andtar@&complishment?” (36).
Intriguingly, the authors discover that

fully 17% of all Nobel Prizes have been awardethttividuals of Jewish
background. Yet, not one of those prizes has bendzd to an Orthodox

Jew. Orthodoxy in and of itself is unlikely to beetsole cause of this
difference in achievement, but the disparity igstg. (40)
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| disagree with the authors: | believe it may biodoxy in and of itself that causes the
stifling of artistic achievement necessary to @dhe sort of great art that unorthodox
Jews have created. Chaim Potok offered a 1986r&etiuthe Southern College of
Seventh-day Adventists that may provide some idede the cause of the lack of artistic
movements arising from orthodoxy. He discusseseahbty of Jews being raised in tight
knit communities, and the necessary cultural cletiveen orthodox belief and exterior
cultural realities in his undeniably great literatu
When individuals are brought up in the heart olhsacommunity or
culture, they learn and commit themselves to itaas They usually
understand the problems inside that community aeavéling to cope
with those problems. They see the world throughsifsems of values of
that unique community. At the same time howevesy texperience
important ideas or values that come to them froengégneral world
outside their community. These ideas come to them the core, the
heart of that general world. When a person findsohiner own inherited
values to be in conflict with those of the genexdture, he or she
experiences what | have come to call "core-cortuoeilconfrontation.”
All of my books are an attempt to explore the disiens of this kind of
confrontation. ... Do you throw out [scientific] the in order to maintain
our unigueness, our allegiance to our particularé®? (“On Being Proud
of Uniqueness”)

Potok’sThe Choself1967) was my introduction to Judaism. As a highos|
student, | couldn’t have known that Potok’s themvesild play out among myself and
some of my Mormon friends. Obviously the two redigs groups have distinct
differences, namely that Judaism is an ethnicity;ib the sense of which Chaim Potok
speaks of community, the two religions run intriggparallels. Some among my peer
group ended up serving Mormon missions, marryingp@aMormon Temple, and

continuing in Mormonism. On the other hand, othkke, myself, despite growing up an

extremely devout Mormon (a friend once dubbed nmyifia"Hasidic Mormon"),
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developed serious doubts about God and then thenbtochurch and, through studying
the sciences, adopted a belief system that lagkgdfamy former’s supernaturalism.
While in the middle of this “core-core confrontatidoetween my upbringing and secular
truths, | experienced the sort of tension Potokaracters are caught up in. | believe this
is the narrative required from Mormon culture: éxgloration of the tension between
secular truths and our unique religious core. Tloervbn novel, rather than heightening
stereotypes about the religion, rather than regpli story of Mormon faith for other
believers (and rather than spinning a story ofaged vampires), must capture the most
complex elements of contemporary Mormonism. Thigires the novel to focus
squarely on the conflict within the religion betwdadividual beliefs and community
beliefs, and the tension between community coresagdlar truths. The novel must
avoid being simplistic either in its acceptanceepection of the Mormon experience and
Mormon faith.

Discussions among the rather vocal online Mormanroanity convey an
argument for a more inclusive definition of théetitMormon,” especially in regards to
artists and writers. A recent publication titBdpensation: Latter-day Fictiors a
collection of stories by "Mormon" writers publishbg a Mormon press, but included
among them are such self-proclaimed non-practiMogmons as Brian Evenson and
Brady Udall. The editor of the collection, in a gploomment thread, makes no apologies
for this (Angela H., comment on “Mormon Day At &t rather, artistic and literary
Mormons tend to be on the side of claiming non-aattix Mormon writers for
Mormonism—a move which would seem to be in thegdaakK of claiming that non-

orthodox Jews receiving Nobel prizes still quabfy Jews.
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The reclaiming of such writers for Mormonism migésult in an immediate
flowering of Mormon art—and not just through readéfig what Mormon art is. The
believing Mormons have their rituals, their argittsacred books, and their Prophets.
Those of us who were a part of that community saffea severe loss of those elements
when we left the Church. To create a culture ofisgdviormonism, that is, to broaden
Mormonism into less-than-orthodox circles, unoriwogimay need cultural artifacts. The
shared experience among us would then strengtheintetest in and understanding of
each other’s art, and the growth of the body ofkweould strengthen a new culture.
Shared experience alone, given the rather aggeessiatment of unorthodox Mormons
by the Mormon establishment, is not likely to speamkure. The bridge of artistic work is
almost certainly necessary.

The Mormon narrative has been controlled tightlythiy Mormon orthodoxy.
Mormon leadership have stifled dissent among mesibeve altered historical Mormon
narratives to ensure they are "faith promotinggl have even arranged to purchase and
bury documents that alter the established narrafike Mormon orthodoxy understands
the importance of controlling Mormon stories, bbefal believing Mormons contest the
arguments and seem to be fighting, gently, to eraatew Mormon narrative, one that is
more inclusive, more open to individual experier@ae popular spokesman of an
inclusive Mormonism is Logan, Utah—based John DeRho calls his podcast, in which
he conducts interviews on wide ranging issues imteraporary Mormonsiniylormon
Stories—a sign, | believe, that he understands the ndgesfsshifting the narrative.

It is perhaps due to all this complexity that wedffar lack the “Great Mormon

Novel,” and mostly lack any Mormon novels at atlhoEe who argue for a Mormon
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narrative that deviates from the orthodox storly éspulsion from the church, and once
outside may have a difficult time painting the gsauho threw them out in a sympathetic
light. Maybe this is what Wallace Stegner underdtetben he suggested that the Great
Mormon Novel would come from a Mormon who had te& church, then come “part
way” back (Johnston). The narrative needs the ceh®rsion of that cultural core, that
commitment to the cultural values Potok spoketaiekds the tension that arises from
recognizing the conflict between community core axterior culture, and between
community beliefs and secular truths. The narrataepiires the loss of simple faith that
comes with recognizing the realities of the outsiaeld, or it will never reach the
outside world’s readership. And Stegner’s predictida partial return to Mormonism
suggests a mindset in the writer that may not bmwsch gprerequisitefor writing the
Mormon Novel as aesultof doing so.

The greatest complexity of Mormonism is the reatitgt it works for so many of
us in spite of the great amount of empirical evadeagainst its claims. This is a story
that expands to humanity in general—the story ohduos as beings of belief, as
irrational and hopeful, and the confusing, dangefeeauty of this. Mormonism is a focal
point through which we can view the beliefs uponchitwe build most of our lives—an
irrationality paralleled in all religions, in th@dr-to-door sales explored in the novel that
follows this introduction, in the housing markeasin in the second half of the 2000’s.

Great or not, my thesis aspires to be a Mormon Ndiweill capture the culture
through the quirky lens of door-to-door sales, d@veg the reader's sympathy to the
point that Kirt's loss of faith will feel, | hopdike quite a blow. But the question of what

is true and what is not has less bearing on us hspfiar good or for ill, than does the
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guestion of what we believe, which systems ancepatwe subscribe to, which ones we
challenge and usurp and overthrow, and which veditcby us. The questions are
unanswerable, the facts difficult to prove, anddhallenge of knowing what to
believe—of knowing, in the most archetypical sendggther we have been inspired by
gods or by devils—only increase with time and tHdwand discovery. There is no firm
foundation, no solid ground, and no resolutiondo @oubts. These questions and

concerns sparked the novel, and the novel leadnaiglst back to them.

4. BIBLIOGRAPHY

Angela H. Comment on “Mormon Day At Slat®&y Common Consent, a Mormon Blog
Bycommonconsent.com. May 18, 2010. Web. Octob2040.

Big Love HBO. New York. Television.

Dickson, Mary. “Whao’s Afraid of Neil LaBute?Neekly WireSalt Lake City Weekly.
September 21, 1998. Web. October 4, 2010.

Dispensations: Latter-day Storie&ngela Hallstrom, Ed. Provo, Utah: Zerahemla Books,
2010. Print.

Ehrenreich, Ben. “The Bad MormoriThe BelieverBelievermag.com. May 2003. Web.
October 4, 2010.

Evenson, BrianAltmann’s TongueNew York: Knopf, 1996. Print.

Evenson, BrianContagion and Other Storieka Grande, OR: Wordcraft, 2000. Print.

Evenson, BrianfFugue StateMinneapolis: Coffee House Press, 2009. Print.

Gitomer, JeffreyThe Sales Bible: The Ultimate Sales Resautdeboken, NJ: Wiley,

2003. Print.



XVili

Gross, Terry. “Writer Walter Kirn, on a ‘Mission famerica.” Fresh Air WHYY,
Philadelphia. Transcribed at npr.org. October D852 Web. October 4, 2010.

Haglund, David. “The Great Mormon Novel: Wheret®’ Slate Slate.com. May 17,
2010. Web. October 4, 2010.

In The Company of Meir. Neil Labute. Perf. Aaron Exkhart, Stacy Edds Sony
Picture Classics, 1997. Film.

Johnston, Jerry. “Great Novels Need Doubt as Vantadgormon TimesDeseret News.
June 10, 2009. Web. October 4, 2010.

Kirn, Walter.Mission to AmericaNew York: Doubleday, 2005. Print.

Krakauer, JohnUnder the Banner of Heaven: A Story of Violent kaiew York:
Doubleday, 2003. Print.

LaBute, Neil.Bash: Latter-Day PlaysDouglas Fairbanks Theater, New York. June 24,
1999.

LaBute, Neil. “Neil LaBute’d=at Pig.” An Interview with Neal Conarnrlalk of the
Nation NPR, Washington. January 19, 2006. Transcribegabrg. Web.
October 4, 2010.

“Mission to America.”"The New YorkeBooks Briefly Noted. October 31, 2005. Web.
October 4, 2010.

Potok, Chaim. “On Being Proud of Uniqueness.” ChRimtok Lecture, Southern College
of Seventh-day Adventists. Collegedale, Tenneddaech 20,1986. Transcribed
at http://potok.lasierra.edu/Potok.unique.html. \W@btober 4, 2010.

Potok, ChaimThe Chosenl967. New York: Ballentine, 1996. Print.



XiX

Rector, John M., and Kirsten N. Rector. “What is @hallenge For LDS Scholars and
Artists?” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thoug86.2 (2003): 43-56. Web.
October 4, 2010.

“Return to the Giant Pool of MoneyThis American LifePublic Radio International.
WBEZ, Chicago. September 25, 2009. Radio.

Reyes, PauExiles in EdenNew York: Henry Holt, 2010. Print.

Steinbeck, JohnThe Grapes of WratiNew York: Penguin, 2006. Print.

“The Giant Pool of Money.This American LifePublic Radio International. WBEZ,
Chicago. May 9, 2008. Radio.

Udall, Brady. “Brady Udall's New Novel Looks at &mdian in Mormondom.” Interview
with Kent LarsenMormonstoday.comJune 27, 2001. Web. October 4, 2010.

Udall, Brady.The Lonely PolygamisNew York: Norton, 2010. Print.

U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. “@rkest Control Sued by EEOC
For Age and Religious Discrimination in Hiring aAdvertising.” May 20, 2010.
Web. October 4, 2010.

Whitney, Orson F. “Home LiteratureThe Contributor July 1888. Web. Available via
Brigham Young University’®lormon Literature and Creative Argd

<mldb.byu.edu/homelit.htm>. October 4, 2010.



XX

CONTENTS
Page
AB S T R A C T e e e e e e iii
PUBLIC AB ST RACT . ... ittt et e e et et e e e e et e e e e e e enenes %
PREF A CE . ... e e Vi

THE DOOR-TO-DOOR MORMON PEST CONTROL SALESMAN: A NEL ........ 1



THE DOOR-TO-DOOR MORMON PEST CONTROL SALESMAN: A NEEL

CHAPTER1

We landed in Tampa late enough to understand tfexetice right away, how the
air held heat into the night, how in Florida thenasphere could make itself a known
thing, always encroaching.

| was eighteen and the darkened interstate matéedénse to me when David
McDonald whisked us away from the airport, usetlwas to the straight shot of I-15
that cuts north to south through Utah—the onlyvirag I'd ever known. The Florida
freeway bent on itself like a theme park ride, amdry light shone sharp: red brakes,
white blaring headlights, orange street lampshé&éronths that followed I'd never see
nor recreate the imagined landscape this firstttaglarkness afforded me. Ever after, the
highway would be just a highway, less threateniess violent, less opportune.

My friend and travel partner was my first-year egié roommate, Kelly Crow. He
was a guitarist, the son of a Mormon bishop, a &arMormon missionary, bitter and
stubborn. He swore for effect and smoked our efitsghman year without my knowing.
Kelly's throat looked to house a sharp rock anchbie jutted and carried sweat. His eyes
were light brown and they bolted—Ilike he was anrehicapable of eating or being eaten
in the next several seconds. Sometimes he fefigdloor when he laughed, kicking his
feet.

Kelly would fail as a pest control salesman by @diche and by the end of 2007

he'd be in small-town Utah shooting heroin in orma and something else in the other.



That first night he talked goals in a white-walladng room in Lakeland,

Florida. Lakeland was a city I'd never heard off amas not, | recall thinking, Tampa
Bay, as our location of summer installment had laestribed by David McDonald
when he recruited me.

"If 1 sold three hundred contracts,” Kelly saichdt'd be—" he traced his lanky
finger down the chart we'd been using to calcutai®ing potential. For a month leading
up to this day I'd been sitting up in bed, heatidtidlreams, spouting revised, ever more
glorious estimates of total pest control contrades for the summer. Kelly's overgrown
fingernail found the total. He looked up, eyes lit.

"That's forty four thousand dollars."

| pulled out my phone and viewed the calendaredift weeks until we'd go home
to Utah in early September. Minus holidays and @yedve had ninety-two days on the
doors. I'd done this calculation a dozen timesykagactly how many days there were,
knew that the massive commission granted retroglgtat three-hundred contracts
calculated to a requisite 3.26 sales per day, btill sed the calculator to distract my
mind till the numbers—multiplied by my commission-egped up on the screen like a
jackpot.

"We could do that," | said.

| stepped out onto the dull cement balcony and imtomugginess that was
central Florida's 1:00 AM. Kelly followed. The saliof insects carried from every
direction, a full chorus pouring from the hot niglitvas mystery out there, and the dark
and the humidity multiplied it. Lakeland claimedledst one large body of water, and we

wondered where it was. We could hear the frogs. ¥dase leg of the Everglades just



beyond our vision, teeming with alligators? All e@uld see was an orange-lit parking
lot.

We didn't yet know that Florida is the ultimate RuRelations success story, that
all the grade-school children in the world had beenned when they added it to their
lists of places to go, that it is, in reality, asfefew locations on Earth best summarized
by its mapped appearance: Florida is a big, fladwm#. Greater Tampa is mold on the
under-parts.

We went back inside and knocked quietly on the d&urdoor of David
McDonald to ask him which way we ought to walk nder to arrive at the Walmart we
knew was only half a mile from us. David was twesity and the son of my father's late
1970’s Brigham Young University roommate. David ahahew each other only from
awkward, every-half-decade, double-family-hangevhgre the adults would play
Mormon Bridge and eat homemade ice-cream while ide tkied to remember if we'd
ever met this particular set of children parallglirs in a mirrored version of our own
Mormon family. "The McDonalds," my father would remd us before they arrived. "The
ones who served a family mission in SwitzerlandhisTo distinguish from "The wealthy
ones with the huge house in Idaho," and that tfaincily, "Your mother's friends.” David
McDonald was always the age of the oldest of mgiosilsters. | had four of those—
older sisters—plus one younger, and then three georothers at the end. What likely
amounted to criminal child quantity in parts ofstisountry was something less than
notable in the suburbs of Salt Lake City. The resals a population-density trick in
Utah: downtown liberals had their space; in theusiib we lived on top of each other. |

usually had the bottom bunk.



"If you'll just point us in the right direction,"evsaid to David when he opened
the bedroom door in basketball shorts and his Morgerment tops, "we can get to
Walmart, and you can go to sleep.”

David eyed us warily and scratched his bulging upen.

Kelly and | had been schooling in an agricultuialege town in northern Utah
where reports of crime came in primarily two stappeople stealing Xboxes (check with
your eight siblings before you call the police)dabout twice yearly, people having sex
with other people's sheep.

David attempted to describe some sort of raciaitenhe believed existed in
Lakeland, which, he suggested, made it unreasofabies to walk to Walmart after
midnight. He said there were both black peoplewahitie people in town. David was
from Texas.

"I think we'll be fine," | said.

David's face, when relaxed, was tightly scruncinslfeatures half an inch too
high. This inherently tense layout became slightlyre so as he appeared to give the
proposition genuine thought.

"No," he said. "No, I'll take you guys." He feltsponsible for us because he had
recruited me to come sell for the summer, and ey father knew his father, and my
mother knew his mother. "If you got murdered onfthst night that would look pretty
bad."

David was good about making things look good.

Kelly continued to pester him not to put himself @r us, even as we drove to

Walmart. Kelly's voice was melodic, his argumeigsig to a wince and falling to a



laugh. Kelly: A boy whose funeral | knew I'd probahave to fly somewhere for even if
his body had been found a month late and was kabirdposed and neither of us by then
believed in an afterlife anyway. In the coming ®epbber he’d swim as deep into a lake
as he could in curiosity about drowning. "Did yawk how very long it takes to
drown?" he’d report to me, disheartened.

We got hand soap, cheap shampoo, Mountain Dewa aaber of other things
from Walmart, then we returned to the complex, wheelly carried the groceries in, his
lanky arms hung with a half dozen plastic bags.ok,bhe said to me as he lifted his
wrists straight out to shoulder level. "Jesus gdespping.” | looked away while he
chuckled. David pretended not to hear the blasphemiydisappeared into the master
bedroom. Kelly took a second room and | took thedtlwhich was laid out with two
twin beds, a light brown nightstand, and exactipzsther things.

| fell asleep in the orange glow from the parkinglights that poured through the

cheap, busted teeth blinds.



CHAPTER 2

The untapped land is defined by our efforts atragst a space reserved from
suburban takeover, reserved for ticks and fleasaostjuitoes, reserved for German
roaches and carpenter ants and wolf spiders agd,ffor lizards, gators, crows, katydids,
millipedes, wasps, and owls. The trees hang whtlerdiving things, with plants through
which the midnight humidity drifts; the floor isteng, a drying up swamp, or standing
water cradling baby snakes. The moonlight hits lverthe tops of the trees, but it's pitch
black at the base where the buzzing crickets azatlas and frogs fight for a frequency in
a single dystopian chord.

When the sun comes up a tractor has already begeart off the trees at the
edge. A pump is placed to drain the mud and muraiew A buzzing less audible—the
spin of saws or diesel trucks—and then the muffl@ide of a shouting foreman, the
wave of his leather-gloved hand, the spray of tapglthe cussing at swarms of gnats
and hornets and webs stretched five yards andipugpiders with bodies like AA
batteries.

The dozers flatten the land and pull the plantssmadter the insects before them.
The bugs scuttle and bury themselves in the mine; jump and spin and fly in all
directions. The humming of tractors and beepingawking machinery grows louder and
louder like an approaching scene; the men growimber and size in their yellow hats
and their leather gloves and their sweat-stainetssind their boots. They sit on palates
and hold fast-food bags and swat at the biting fliéck spiders off their toes, crush them
dead. Lunch over, they pull and clear and shovdsiin flat, and they do this day after

day until the reserve has yielded a space, happediits vines and trees and leaches to



harbor a pocket of mud, which, drained by the suththe pumps becomes dirt, where
the ants burrow up and pile their foot-high mouridee digging tractors turn termite
colonies; bugs scuttle with larvae held high, swarravery direction, while above them
the shadow of a panning steel arm, and the chursargping, spinning sound of cement,
a slide of wet, the plop of it atop their nestasatophic for individuals, inconsequential
for the queens. The cement spreads in a slab a&kd sustruggling bodies—Ilegs
spinning, jaws clicking—thousands mixed and twistaed pulled into frozen eternal
positions; and the slab will harden under the maah the creatures will treat that night
as each before it, pulling tunnels from solid earthin by grain.

There is a first bug—there must be—whether roggides, or solitary ant, that
touches the slab of cement and, finding it dryftsesionto the alien landscape in search

of a meal.



CHAPTER 3

| woke to the sound of blowers and parted the brdkends. Sweat and mulch
clung to the faces of Hispanic men working beloWwey turned back and forth on the
grass, standing on platforms that followed mowé&re parking lot extended to the left,
and speed bumps interrupted the asphalt at ingerval

There is nothing so odd as to wake in a place yoaivived at in darkness. A
clubhouse shone with white siding. A highway I'd known of lay straight ahead. |
quietly squeezed past the front door to the cemplatfiorm outside in curiosity. My face
held oil from sleep and was soft when | rubbetistepped, barefoot, down the cool
cement stairs to the ground floor, where everythwag a blur. | realized I'd forgotten my
glasses.

Behind the apartment complex | found a sudden fovéh wild undergrowth. It
was so quarantined by asphalt and cement andaditgnass that it had the appearance of
painted scenery until | took another step and,rgmg into it, was bit by a fly.

Until I'd left for college a year prior to thisdllived in a home planted just feet
from hills that jutted suddenly and rolled into baxther to become the Wasatch
Mountains. Those grassy hills had been full of radttis time of year, and I'd caught
them in nets and pinned them to balsa wood pldrdalected beetles and other bugs,
and did so until | found a Tarantula. Having poutfeel alcohol into a jar with intent to
turn the giant spider to specimen by dropping him stopped, looked at the thing for a
moment, then poured the alcohol out and built &c@pat was the end of my collection.
Utah's commanding mountains started with thoss,lallsort of purposeful growth out of

the valley. Not like this place. Florida droppedyaur shoulder and buzzed in your ear.



| walked quietly past the building adjacent minghlsing my cheek where I'd
been bit, watching for Lakeland's lake. | passedrad on a thin trail and | remembered
the video I'd seen in church called "Spiritual @mites,” in which one of the Mormon
leaders, Elder Packer, narrates a scene wheresieggrown too thirsty moves toward
shallow water and a crocodile bursts like a sptoaged trap, crushing the animal and
dragging its mutilated body into the mud. This wagual temptation, Elder Packer said.
The reel rolled again and again in my head as tidaisiown the strip of grass, eyes to
the pond inches from my legs. | looped around aitietd over hot asphalt to return to
the apartment, rather than going back along thit pa

| woke Kelly and we borrowed David’s Civic and cedslown a horrible old
Buick from a classified ad; then, with twelve huedidollars cash I'd borrowed from my
mother in Utah, | bought it on the spot. We droeelbto the apartments, the engine like
a boat. At 11 a.m. we met at the office for Cotielameeting, which was to be held
daily. The office was just another apartment indbmplex, same as the one Kelly and
David and | were in. In the living room, insteadfofniture, sat metal folding chairs and
a white board. | was introduced to J.J., the thyegr-old owner of Premium Pest
Control, a Mormon expanding his Texas businessTatopa. J.J. had been in Florida
just three months, living alone in this apartmesrhplex, charting residential growth and
new neighborhoods in which to work, and arrangingliving accommodations. He
introduced us to Marcy, a twenty-year-old he’d @auethe local Mormon single’s ward
and hired as a secretary. She lived with her pau@my two miles down the highway and
went to school in Tampa. Her face was pressedeaflit, and her over-curvy body

brought to mind a muddy African watering hole.
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"Well," J.J. said with a toothy smile. "Welcome.Iskbblong skull teetered
dangerously over a skinny body. His chin swervegtegsively toward his jutting
collarbone when he spoke. He appeared not to knleat t@ do with his hands, so he
rubbed them together, then grabbed a marker arabseally tapped the white board to
his left. He wrote our names on the board: Kellg &irt. David was already listed along
with his sales total to date: 14. Marcy paraded psships swinging, to hand J.J. a sheet
of paper, which he grumbled to leave on his dekk. Srolled back to the other room,
smiling. | didn't look at her for more than haléacond. | was pretty careful about that
sort of thing, considering the reason | was ouéheithe first place was to earn ten grand
to fund my upcoming two-year Mormon mission.

"Now," J.J. said, "You'll learn the most from gegtiout and knocking, but let's do
a quick overview of a couple basic things fromtitaning manual.”

I'd read through the training manual three timasesi received it two months
ago.

"Let's start," he said, flipping slowly through lwe/n copy, "at that part about
nonverbal communication.” He gave up on the maritta.in there. Find it?" We found
it, and J.J. began to summarize. There are physasaiions to hold: feet apart, shoulders
turned at an angle, all of this to be adopted &itexcking loudly on the door.

"You've been on a mission?" J.J. said to me, coghtbown his hairy forearm
with his other hand.

| shook my head. "This September."

"Ok." He lowered his eyebrows. "Kelly?"

"I've been," Kelly said.
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"Ok," J.J. said. "Kirt, when you go on your missiou'll learn these skills for
door approaches. You don't want to stand straighb@ person when they answer their
door or they'll be intimidated.” He turned awaynfrais to illustrate. "If you're big, like
David here, you want to be back from the door wiiety open it. Kirt, you can probably
be as close as you want.” As he talked, he sidpstepway and then toward us, a sort of
dance. “Personally, | like to lean against a wall.”

"J.J. plays iteal casual,"” David chimed in, burly cheeks liftingsame thrill.
"You'll see him in action. He's just the bug guy.”

"I'm just the bug guy,” J.J. said and shruggedst'thking care of these dang
bugs. No big deal."

David shook his head. "I got to give that approadty, I'm thinking."

"See," J.J. said. "You'll find your own way. Dawldes it different. Everyone
does. | knew a girl back in Houston who was aftyfliand a guy in Dallas who carried
around a flashlight to be The Inspector. My youngether used to wear a dirty shirt on
purpose. | like looking sharp, nerdy, tuck my leland everything. | know a city kid
who created an Idaho farm accent. You know, stigatio boy, not a salesman. Do what
fits your personality most. You want to come acrassincere. David plays it serious.
Me, I'm just the bug guy.”

"It says here,"” Kelly interrupted, his finger orettraining packet, "not to say the
wordjust It says, 'Don't apologize for being on their podon't downplay yourself.
You are doing something very important. You aredhe service their home for pests.
Don't say sorry, don't say 'I'm just here—" Kelbpked up.

J.J. shrugged. “I say just.”
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David said, "That's like—" he sat up and shookh#ad, annoyed. “That's one
way to do it. The manual is only a starting poltisten, you've served a mission. When
did you serve?”

“I left in July, three years ago.” He’'d got backstipast July. Kelly was the only
person | knew who served the whole two-year misaiwhthen quit going to church. It
didn’t make any sense to me how he could walk afnay it after believing so long.

“So you saw the new missionary training manuals ¢aane out,” David said,
then looked at me to clarify: “The Missionary Triaig Center in Provo changed their
approach from memorization to, you know, trustingttguys will—that you'll let the
spirit guide you to say the right thing to a poteintonvert at the right time.”

“We're taking a page out of their book,” J.J. said.

“It's a good book to take a page from,” David said.

"I've never actually read this," J.J. concededdingl up the packet.

Kelly leaned back in his chair. "Didn't you writ&'|

J.J. and David looked at each other.

J.J. said, "It's basically a standard training naamee use.”

"Everyone uses the same manual," David said. "Eeenypany out there does
essentially the same thing—it’s not a big deal.”

"Besides Terminex," J.J. said.

"Besides them,” David said, “everyone does whati®does. One way or
another.”

This cast some doubt on the opening paragraph jvexiplained that “Premium

Pest Control's Premium Training Program is the imeste nation." But | worried not
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about the fact that my company had copied and ¢&3tkin's manual and put their own
name in it so much as that Kelly might point that and drag this confrontation on.
Luckily he hadn't read the manual and didn't knbaapening paragraph.

"Flip to the part about overcoming objections," dald. "Let’s read it. Kirt?"

| read. Objections are the things that cause pdopiet want pest control.
Sometimes there are big objections and sometinags Hre small ones. There are always
objections. A sale is made by overcoming them.

J.J. said, "No matter what, there is a sale. Ydutssm pest control, or they sell
you a 'No.” Someone is going to get sold.”

I laughed. J.J. and David looked at me. "I likeliglarified. "It's good.”

"It's true," David said.

"Kelly,” J.J. said. “You read."

Kelly leaned forward. He read about safety. Overe@m objection about the
safety of our treatments by assuring the custoheeptoduct is safe.

"Do we just have them leave while we treat?" heedskrushing hair out of his
face.

"Not even," David said.

"The stuff we use on the outside," J.J. said, "Steyuldn't go roll around in till
it's dry. Inside," he palmed the whiteboard withgiers spread as if in example, "it's all
safe."

"Huh," Kelly said. He read on. Inform the custortteat Premium Pest Control

products are the safest on the market, that treefparived Organics, and that our
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technicians are certified professionals. Neverthsavord chemical. We treat with
products.

"See," J.J. said, "an objection is never what Yokt An objection is not an
actualNo. It will sound like No, but really, the customertelling you their concern, and
once you deal with it, they become a buyer." Heestat us as if waiting for input. “You
have to listen close, because they are tellingwiloat they need when they say No.”

| nodded.

J.J. told David to take me with him; he’d take Kelljumped into David's car

and we merged onto the freeway toward Tampa.
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CHAPTER 4

The walls rose to close the new pockets off froendity: walls with front
entrance gates and guards and codes. Brown, gdidmge, black stones, irregular in
exactly a regular pattern. Walls fifteen and twefiest high, and signs, and colored flags
lining the streets to announce the arrival: US Hefnem the 190's; KB homes from the
220’s; Meridian homes from the high three-hundiealisands; townhomes from the
250’s. Welcome, homeowners, to a thriving familynzounity, reserve-front property, a
view of the water, and the bank will pay the firsdnth. Welcome to Oak Shore, Island
Green, Sunny Palms, Golden Bay. Two hundred homgs &tarbucks, a FedEx
Office—in the community! A Target right here! Iceeam, daycare, tennis, Publix, all in
construction, all within the walls.

Welcome to Falcon Heights. Welcome to Pacific PaMislcome, Homeowners,
to Seven Oaks.

Within the walls, where the signs and flags leadhe dirt landscape pushed flat
by tractors, and swarms of workers who poured @iadnto slabs that hardened in the
moonlight now pull wood across newly paved roade Huzzing, humming, unyielding
chord of saws and hammers and nail-guns and engimeactors in reverse; the screech
of enormous dumpsters shoved by forklifts acroeditt. Palates unloaded from trucks,
trucks loaded with palates. When the steel garisalifted, a swarm of ants that had used
the base as a ceiling erupts; sun-exposed, areghjpnown bugs spin like television
static, jaws snapping, and the workers point ardasltheir heads, shout over the noise:

...that's nothin'...

...scorpions yesterday...
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...you should have seen this mother fucker of a wasp.

...an underground hornet nest...

...a pocket of Black Widows...

...a goddamn python...

And still the tractors dig into the ground and tumthe roaches and ants and
millipedes and scorpions that scuttle from sleep @nfusion. The workers dig and dig
and lodge plumbing into the ground, large greernegewpipes leading to the paved street.

Their nests destroyed, the insects scatter, sdlipyn their backs and dry in the
sun.

The workers drive rods into the ground and hammerliy-fours for the skeleton
of a wall on Monday, lift the skeleton walls onteetcement slabs on Tuesday; on
Wednesday the electricians wire the walls despiebiting ants; the plumbers route
pipes to the bathrooms; on Thursday comes the poof, poof of nails into drywall.

In the moonlight the ants and the roaches and pataw! up over cement and
wood floors, crawl into the moist, humid, crampegverll coffins, crawl into the safe
interiors, where the pressure from a two by foud drywall keeps them comfortable.
They move in and out of the electrical sockets tedbiping gaps and settle in the hot,
dark spaces.

Now the roof is attached, the carpet rolled outrakie bugs that died fighting
each other in the night on the wooden floors, th&tairs windows installed and the water
flushed through the pipes.

The lights switch on.

Check.



The lights switch off. The bolts click.

The moving trucks roll down the interstate, comirgm the north.

17
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CHAPTER 5

The first door didn’t open.

| stood in my khakis and my Premium Pest Contrdd por a solid minute before
moving on in a bit of relief. The sun was hot ie #arly afternoon, and | had no idea
where | was. | had stepped into the Civic and stdpjut when David parked us thirty
minutes down the highway.

The second door didn’t open either.

So the third caught me by surprise when it swurgk bareveal a man whose
face was coated with shaving cream. A clean swéekiio marked the progress on his
left cheek.

“Hey-a,” | stuttered.

He looked over my shoulder, moving only his pupaisd then back at me.

“Hey,” | said as if I'd just rewound. “I'm a—with l@mium Pest Control. If
you're going to be around tomorrow we could, tngai?”

He blinked.

“For bugs,” | said.

He looked Russian. Maybe he didn’t speak English.

“Tomorrow,” | said.

“C’'mon man!” he shouted. He shook his razor in frohhis face. “I'm shaving!”

“Right,” | said and turned to leave but not in tineeavoid seeing him swing the
door at me. The doorframe performed a block.

| looked down the street and saw David on somedners lawn, pointing at the

ground, at the sky, as if alerting the homeownédaoger. He’d intentionally moved
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several houses down in order to keep us separata.cAr drove past | opened my binder
and stared into it, pretending to be engaged, grionook busy. The sweat must make
me look even more like a salesman. | decided itlvess to keep moving. | strode down
the sidewalk to the next house. The grass invitedartut through but | feared eyes
watching from windows, as if it might draw attemti | didn’t follow the sidewalk’s

route. | walked to the porch and before | rangdberbell | heard a dog charging inside.
It scratched and whined and yelped at the dotwodght of its nails digging in, how the
owner would stare at me and wonder if I'd been wéne destroyed paint job.

But when she opened the door she invited me in dneedy. “Mom!” she called
up the stairs. She was in her late thirties oMexican or something, with crooked teeth.
The dog growled at me from her arms where she ggdaes bulging body.

“Mom!” she yelled again. And then louder: “It's yobug guy!”

Great. | turned and stared into the adjacent livowm. “You know, | can come
back.”

“No she’s, she’s—MOM!” she shouted. She rolled éggs. “She’s coming.”

Above the railing appeared a fat woman. She caligdn a wheeze, “The who?”

| practically shouted back, “Oh! Nobody really! 8oto bother you. In fact, uh, is
this even the Smith’s house?”

“The who?” the fat woman called back again. Sheerkeker arms on the banister,
forearm fat spilling over the edge.

The daughter stared at me. “The Smith’s? This th@tSmith’s.”

“I think | have the wrong house,” | said, laughimad | turned to leave. “Really

sorry,” | called up to the woman, who didn’'t eveovma. | pulled the door open and
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jumped on to the porch. For the first time, thettiel inviting. “Sorry,” | said to the girl
who stared at me confused. | waved my hand anedltree door myself.

I hustled toward the next house and realized | geasg to keep walking as |
imagined the girl watching me out the window, p@oidi hand. | imagined the people
inside that next home and how they might twistrtfeetes and look at me. | walked past
three houses and then finally, practically in g g@gproached the porch of the fourth and
knocked on the door before | could stop myself.

It opened to a small child. “Hello,” | said. “Youmom or dad here?”

The child shook its head and spoke a full sentefo®n-words.

“Wonderful!” | said as he shut the door. | steppedvn the cement stairs. Behind
me the door popped open and a shrill voice callgd o

“Can | help you?”

| turned and stretched my mouth into a smile. Tlhenan leaned out at me, using
the door as a shield. The kid peered around hestwley,” | said. “Yeah, actually,
sorry—"

I hopped back up the porch steps. “We’re doing pestrol, for ants and stuff.” |
pointed at my binder. “But I'm not, um, I'm notour pest control guy, | mean, if you
have one. You have one already, probably?” My bielirsquashed underfoot. “I'm not
him, if you do.”

“You have a flier?” The woman held her hand out.

“Definitely.” | handed her one of the doorknob feeDavid had had sitting in the

back of his car. I'd forgotten about fliers. | cduéave one on every doorknob from here
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to Orlando and never speak to another strangdrendoorstep again. “Have a good
day!”

“So you,” the woman looked confused. “What—" shipgkd the flier over and
finding it blank on the other side flipped it batWhat do you do?”

“We kill all the bugs.”

“Termites?” she said.

| told her to call the number if she was interestad they could answer most of
her questions. | walked away before she could agthang else. | realized | hadn’t
written my name on the flier—to get credit for gede if she did call—and I didn’t even
care.

It was possible, | began to realize, that | wasaubtout for this.

| heard a car roll up next to me slowly as | walketween houses. | sped up and
tried to look like I had an agenda, like | was sogyxd to be here. | waited for a police
chirp to burst into my ears. The car pulled forwddvid. He rolled down his window.

“This place is crap. Jump in. We’'ll find a bett@os.” | got in. “You have any
luck?” he asked.

“Maybe.” | said. “One lady was pretty interestetieSasked for a flier.”

He nodded. “When people ask for a flier, tell thgoo don’t have one and get
their number. They never call on fliers when thay they will. As soon as they have it
they feel like you are no use to them, that theyaall you at their leisure. They'll say
they will call and they won’t. People think theyndée to you because you're a

salesman.”
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“Yeah,” | said. “I would have got her number butehlly think she is actually
interested, and | didn’t want to like, make heramdéortable.”

“Maybe she’ll call then.”

David flipped around in the street and we droveata@ithe exit from the
neighborhood.

“You get any?” | asked.

“l got one.”

“Wow,” | said. One sounded like an impossible antoun

“We'll see if it happens,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t think it will go through.”

“Go through?”

“I didn’t get payment. She didn’t even have a dehitd. These people,” he said,
nodding his head toward the houses we passed,rghegr poor. Look. BMW. BMW.
Lexus. It's a Mexican thing. They get a car wayrabeir budget and live in crappy
houses and can’t afford anything. The tech willvghup and this lady won’t have money
to pay and then it will never happen.”

“And you won't get paid.”

“Nothing to get paid on if it doesn’t get servic&lill,” he said, “it's always good
to get a sale, | mean good mentally, even if tleice won’t go. The key is to get
numbers—I can’t control if someone doesn’t keejrtiverd after they sign to say they'll
receive the service. | can't help if people arddigest and have no self-respect. Some of

these people, their word means nothing to them.”
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David saw me reading the contract he’d filled out.

“Tanya Sanchez,” he said. “Tanya will get servidegle catch her the day after
she gets paid by the government. | swear, theyhgut money in a jar and if you show
up on the right day they’ll hand the whole thingytu. That'’s this neighborhood. Adios.”

He floored it as we merged with highway traffic. \6&me to a different
neighborhood. As we approached the entrance, ties gavung down behind the car in
front of us so we couldn’t go in. A guard box stdmtween the sets of gates. David
whipped the car to the right side of the entrywag stopped.

“Shoot,” | said.

“Nah,” David said, eyeing his rear view mirror. “@ie’s no guard if you look.
We’'ll wait here a second. We can walk in if we h&weUsually—yep.” A car turned in
and drove past us, and David nosed out behinckitrédled its bumper and the gate just
missed our trunk. | could feel my pulse in my firggeDavid looked entirely relaxed.

This place was different. The houses were douldesitre of the earlier ones, two
stories with decks over the front door, flat-fasticco boxes with gold and marble frills,
large driveways, turret window. A lake behind thpeaked through their sideyards.
“These look brand new,” | said.

“I hope so.”

“That’'s good?”

“The best.”

“I'd think they'd have less bugs than the older @he

“The construction tears the nests up. And theséalilt by KB. They go up

overnight and are built like crap. This is primefEtA lot of these people are moving
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from out of state. We need to let them know th#bély want to live in Florida, they've
gotta have pest control—look,” he interrupted hilipgminting down the road to where a
semitrailer had parked. The back door was openamkmen dollied boxes down a
ramp and up the driveway.

He pulled over to the side of the road.

“You see that New Jersey license plate on therctrdir driveway? That's
money, man, right there.”

| wound door-by-door through the streets afteriggtyelled at miserably at the
very first one (“You see that gate up front? Howtl even get in here?”). | got barked
at by a man and animals. Finally, | knocked infoad-looking, TV-dinner making,
cheap shampoo-using, poorly dressed retired higbatdeacher who stared at me for
four minutes while | preached the dangers of sgided ants and roaches, pointing again
and again at the webs congregated above her dodikeastorm clouds, begging her
with my body language to either save me or put ote@bmy misery. Eventually she
leaned out and looked up at the spiders, her fackanged as the Utah desert an hour
after rain.

| finally stopped talking.

“Ok,” she said.

“You want it?” | beamed.

“Yeah.” She walked to the table and picked up akbeok. “How much again?”

“Seventy dollars a service,” | said.

“Every two months,” she confirmed. “And it's a coentt, right?”



25

| said it was. And | reminded her we’d be coming finst two months in a row to
get a good handle on the bugs. “So that's sevesicesrin the year total.”

She wrote the check and handed it to me. | fumbtethy cell phone and realized
I didn’t know our office’s number. | looked at thentract and pretending to be searching
for something else, then | found it and dialed.

“Premium Pest Control, this is Marcy.”

| cleared my voice. “Marcy. Kirtland Grant.”

Five minutes later | was out the door and readskip to the next porch. David
rolled up to me at the curb like he’d been waitiogee what house | was inside of. A
cop without his lights on tailed him. David wavee m and | circled the nose of his car
and opened the door.

“We’'re going to have to come back tomorrow,” hedsaind flipped around.
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CHAPTER 6

You're going to pay the termite company to dig dadeep and pump product
into the ground, and when the insects tear theswalshreds regardless, don't be
worried: it's coverage, not prevention. You prepfidrepair and congratulations,
homeowner you are and still arBive, six, seven hundred bucks a year to keeshi
cheeryif or whenthe house is chewed in half and iWwbkenbut it could be decades with
the best of products pumped by the best of prajesss.

You're going to need to pay a gal to power spraydtucco monthly, every other
if you're patient, every three if you like the lookcobwebs draped from roof to
foundation of your used-to-be yellow house. SHa&llhg a rolling compressor and take
aim to clear the mess; for days and days and mayteek your home will look like it
isn’t half-swallowed by spiders.

You'll have to pay a team of men to drench yout and carpet with tricky
toxins—nothing simply poisonous—something to g@akhe legs of the things you're
now living with, something to hold tight to all tiieet that moved in a bit ahead of you,
the feet that, more to the point, refused to mavte ¥ou're going to smell it when they
spray their professional products; you're goingee it drip down your windows and
wonder what you’ve done until you step acrossitkert the night and crush an inch-
and-a-half long American roach and feel its rigigd scrape the uncallused skin where
your foot meets your smallest toe. Then—then ydaile the smell of poisons like you
did when you were a kid, when you opened the tiibdhe shed to get a whiff of
gasoline—you’re going to love it like fertilizer dhe Saturday, like coffee on Tuesday—

its nose of mold, its trace of plastics, hints efpies: all of it says success, says victory,
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says a few more months of this at least, says #ieswaiting for next week’s spray-
down are simply webs, not a long-view prediction.

The moving trucks arrive with a hiss and a huff angheeze and the
neighborhoods bustle with the new families andrthieie New York license plates and
the squeal of babies and the awe of families whemrenot in a million years—would
have thought they could have homes built in thie,dbuilt in this color, built in this
place. They stand in the front yards together and, and, Just look at the thing!

Would you just stand here and look at this place!

Palm trees, imported rocks, grass taking root, remgarden, room to grow,
reeds in the back along the shore, safe wateri-gat® water, chlorinated water,
mosquito-free water.

The U-hauls and Penskes and Budgets roll undet §ates and back into
driveways and empty their contents and sit thenfgiit at the curb. The boxes are
emptied and bare rooms made full. New couchesewded for all of this space, new end
tables needed for all of these couches, new laomseiv end tables—new matching
lamps shades! The new homeowners return from jiieinunts to their new leather
chairs and kick off their shoes and feel their riwoers and watch new TVs and pour
their new drinks while the bankers and the bugbéwall and the boys sneaking under

the gates collectively hold their breath.
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CHAPTER 7

By Sunday I'd sold four, one a day since we gotehand Kelly Crow had sold
one . He admitted to me that J.J. had actuallyiséda him when they were knocking
together. David and | had yet to return to the nleaghood we’d been kicked out of. He
swore it wasn't a regular occurrence, but then weantio say he’d been booted from that
place two days before, and that he’d not been Kicke the next day only because he’d
hidden behind a porch pillar for five minutes whaleop waited on the street.

“They can’t do a thing,” he had said. “Except ryour sales. No one’s going to
talk to you with a cop over your shoulder.”

“Do you just try to stay out of the gated commugstthen?”

“No way man. The more gated the better.” The neaghbods he stayed out of
were those lacking No Soliciting signs. “They gesscrossed by freakin’ perfume
salesmen and carpet cleaners and by the time yda tfeem, they’re just pissed off and
broke. No. By the end of the summer I'll have knedlevery door in that Eight Palms
community. Maybe two doors at a time before | geitbd out, but I'll get to every porch

eventually. That place is golden.”

The Mormon church in Tampa could have been the Marohurch in Salt Lake
City or Chicago or L.A. or Baton Rouge. Smooth eraock hallways hung with
paintings ofBook of Mormorheroes and Jesus’s Second Coming, poster photbe of
worldwide President of the Church with his Firse$tdency—compromised of a first and
second counselor. There were photos of the Chofuhedl'welve Apostles, which was

the second highest office in the church. In tdial¢ were fifteen men we sustained as
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prophets, seers, and revelators, though seniariipted for a lot. The most senior,
President Hinckley, was ninety-five years old.

Singles wards were designed for young adults, famteft pairing us and moving
us into the next phase of life—marriage and famibefere we woke up twenty-five and
alone. The first hour of church was Priesthood mgeWe boys studied in preparation
for our two-year missions, though most of the ololees, those who were twenty-one,
twenty-two, had already served theirs and returiféel discussed impending marriage
and fatherhood, but | had at least three or foars/éefore I'd be doing that. We
discussed deeper Mormon doctrine, excluding Temmglemonies, which were to be
talked about within the Temple only. I'd be allowtdgo through the Temple the first
time just before | was to leave on my mission, tredte I'd get the Temple Garments—a
quiet marker of Covenants with God and the endhdieawear shopping. | didn’t know
what those covenants were, didn’t know what thengats meant, as I'd not yet been
through the sacred ceremonies.

But in preparation for my mission I'd had my wisdoeeth pulled and I'd passed
a physical. | was weeks late in completing the rorssy paperwork. | needed to submit
it to headquarters in Salt Lake City in order taoibe processed by my nineteenth
birthday in September, but | needed signatures tremocal leadership, from the Bishop
and the Stake President above him. | needed to letaripterviews to certify that | was
abstaining from drugs, coffee, and serious sexunallke masturbation or viewing
pornography. | should have finished those intergiawUtah, but | accidentally
masturbated on April seventeenth and cancellednteyviews rather than telling the

Bishop about it.
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Once I'd received my mission assignment around popming nineteenth
birthday, I'd be sent to the Missionary Trainingn@® only an hour from where | grew
up. Then they'd send me anywhere in the world twckrdoors and set up appointments
to share the restored Gospel of Jesus Christ witbrld hungry for Truth. | could go
anywhere. Except China. They didn’t allow us ino®ing up | imagined God would
open up China right before | was nineteen and hddveeed a flood of missionaries to
get to all the Chinese people before the Secondit@paif Christ. | always imagined me
and everyone | knew would go to China. | imaginethd the first one to get there.

Between Priesthood meeting and Sunday school Idfthe Ward Secretary—a
Florida-fat man with a Band-Aid on his chin, andcted myself to schedule an
appointment with him to meet with the Bishop. Thaiest time he had open was
Thursday, and | took it. If | didn’t get those papélled out, if | didn’t leave right when |
turned nineteen as you are supposed to, everyouakl \woow I'd been masturbating.

Sunday School was the second hour, a mixed clas&onfand women that
followed a worldwide lesson plan. Because | was ldbok a seat on the back left edge. |
rested my head on my hand as the instructor disdus® sections in tH&ook of
Mormonon the schedule. An overweight red head, he waagding returned missionary
beginning to look desperate for an eternal womaampanion. He may have been as old
as twenty-six, twenty-seven. He took no notice obaple talking in the corner as he
chalked away at the blackboard abo&cmk of Mormorstory where a missionary in
ancient America cuts off the arms of a bunch of gayks.

“Single handedly,” someone commented. Witty.
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The girl next to me wore a bracelet with a dozealbkgilver charms—little ants.
Her wrist bone bumped out of her skin slightly dued hands were smooth; | was
beginning to realize that's how skin was outsidedbsert. | glanced at her face—sharp-
chinned, thin, Sunshine State—tan—and looked awéy® she noticed. I'd become
accustomed to thinking tan was unattractive. I'dided that long ago. It had been hip to
stay pasty in Utah—the place had a proclivity flaiqmess. But she was pretty. | could
find no excuse to look at her again and left quickter class.

| found J.J. with David in the hall. J.J. asked fibmes Kelly not usually come to
church?”

“Nah,” | said.

“He doesn’t seem to be doing so well.”

“You mean in sales?” | asked.

“In everything,” J.J. said. “But yeah, in sales.”

David joined in. “Well, come on. It’s all relatel.you aren’t listening to the
promptings of the Spirit"—he shrugged, his beadgsefjghting for space—"you’re not
in tune with yourself, so you won’t be in tune wghople around you, and if you aren’t
that, you won't sell.”

| suspected David was right. God talked throughHbly Spirit, and the Spirit
spoke with a still small voice, and | knew Kellyutdn't hear it. Sometimes | wondered if
being born with the truth made it harder—for hind &or me. | always wished to have
been a convert to the Church, to have stumbled upenile searching. Then I'd really
know—I mean, | did know, but then | could know leett-that it was true, that it was the

fullness of God'’s truth for mankind. | could betlasd found. I'd open my front door to
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a pair of nineteen-year-old missionaries and heatruth for the first time in my life and
feel it burning in my heart and know it forever.

As it was, Kelly Crow and me, we’'d been lucky enlotig be born into the truth. |
was so constantly immersed in the Spirit that ldot even recognize it sometimes. And
greedily | prayed to God to give me something na®gnite, to show me again. | prayed
like I'd been praying for six months—for that plkmowledge, for that burning feeling |
could describe to a stranger, to someone who kegliéve opposite. | wanted more than
anything to be able to say it, and mean it: | kribevChurch is true, andybupray to
God about it, he’ll tell you the same as he told me

| prayed as much through the Sacrament Meetingalatved Sunday School,
paying little attention, | admit, to the variousesjers who took to the podium. | prayed
while waiting to take the bread and the wateralypd while | chewed the bread, and |
imagined all sorts of phrases being whispered bySgirit into my head. None were
definitely not my own thoughts. That was my streg@ince | was young it was always
difficult to discern which of the words in my heeame from God and which came from
the Devil—and which were just my own?

Joseph Smith taught, my dad once told my familg devotional, that when we
are visited by an angel, run a test: reach outahkdo shake the angel’s hand. An angel
of the Devil will attempt to shake and wisp rightdugh. An angel of God will refuse the
invitation, knowing his limits. | kept this instrtion in my mind always and watched for
angels. As I'd always felt destined to become therivbn Prophet, | found it
disconcerting that a situation in which | neede#rtow whether an angel was from God

or the Devil had yet to arise.
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We came home from church and | found Kelly withayl®r in his lap. He said
he’d got it at Guitar Center for eight hundred ddl | knew he got it on credit. | told him
he was stupid.

“I'm not fucking stupid,” he said. “I need a gooditr.”

It seemed like he always swore more on Sunday§i@bother me extra on the
Sabbath. It made my vision shake to hear somegnthed word. He said, all serious,
he’'d decided he was going to work harder next wkak last.

| told him he was stupid.

David had dropped me off before heading to pickwpnew kids at the Tampa
airport, two who were going to join our sales teadidn’t know there names but they
would turn out to be Payson Gray and Taylor Haid¢tey would also turn out to have a
delayed flight, so David wouldn’t be back till eweg. My family would have never
flown on Sunday. Fly on a Sunday and you're maliogeone else work. If all eleven of
my family flew on a Sunday we’d be making somedse work a lot. Making them
break the Sabbath. | wondered if maybe the guysrapm weren’'t Mormon. They were.

Kelly picked a quiet blues line. At least he wasg@joHe was an all-state jazz
guitarist.

| listened to the buzzing of bugs just passed lideng glass door. It was cracked
open. | stood up and shut it. “Why’d you have thaén?” | said.

“Because this apartment sucks, and when I'm imiaiht to kill myself, but the
outside is worse. So | split the difference.” Hedd a string. | went into the kitchen. He

said, “You go to all three hours of church?”
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Of course, | told him. “Studying tHgook of Mormorthis year in Sunday
School,” | said. “Which is better than last yearstlgear we studied tHaoctrine &
Covenants

“I was on a fucking mission the first half of lagar. | know what we were
studying. | taught the fucking lessons. The D&CwNbat's always fun.”

The D&C was a collection of over a hundred revelaidirectly from God to the
Prophet Joseph Smith. “It’s a little dense,” | said

“Like where God tells Joseph Smith’s wife if sheedo’'t accept polygamy she’ll
go to hell? Pretty dense.”

“That’s not exactly right, | don’t think.”

Kelly said, “It is the most important scripture Maons have, the D&C. You
know that, right?”

“The Doctrine & Covenant®’

“Yeah,” he said. “It's where all the beliefs conmerh.”

| opened the fridge and grabbed a Mountain Dewokéd at Kelly over the
countertop and made a face. | thought he was wrtdiigo told you that?” | said. “I'd
say theBook of Mormorns way more important.”

“There’s nothing in thé&ook of Mormori he said. “All the core stuff is found in
theDoctrine & CovenantsThink about it. Th&ook of Mormordoesn’t hold any of the
meat. | mean, it even opposes core Mormon teachifgsthree kingdoms of heaven are
never mentioned. King Mosiah argues for a Trinftstead of three distinct beings in the
Godhead. Start to finish the whole book is antygamy—"

“It should be anti-polygamy. That was a tempottaigg.”
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“No it wasn'’t,” Kelly said. “You still believe in @olygamist afterlife.”

“l don’t,” | said.

“Yeah, you do. If you're a Mormon.”

| took a swallow of my Mountain Dew. “Whatever,5aid. “TheBook of
Mormonhas Moroni’'s Promise. That’s the pivotal scriptfoegaining a testimony. And
you know it.”

“Right,” | heard him say. “It has that.”

Moroni’'s Promise was a verse from the later patheBook of MormonThe
ancient prophet Moroni instructs the reader diggdtiviting him, having read the book,
to “ask God, the Eternal Father, in the name oisthf these things are not true. And if
ye shall ask with a sincere heart, with real intbating faith in Christ, he shall manifest
the truth of it unto you by the power of the Holh@3t. And by the power of the Holy
Ghost ye may know the truth of all things.” It warse of fifty sections I'd committed to
memory as a child. It was the key to gaining a rordtion from God of the truth of the
book.

“In other words,” Kelly said, setting down his guitand standing up, “Read this
book that has nothing to do with what Mormons hejgray to God to see if you get a
warm feeling, and if you do, that means that ndy anthis book true, the Mormon
Church’s completely unrelated doctrines are alge.tit’s like if | told you to read
Twilight and if it makes you feel like an oversexed teen#tgen that girl who wrote it is
a Prophet and she speaks for God.”

| opened the fridge again and stared at the shelwatllas. Old lettuce.

“Stephanie Meyer,” | said. “She’s a Mormon.”
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“Which makes my metaphor fucking awesome. And abbyp explains why her
books are so sex-obsessed.”

TheBook of Mormorwas the Church’s core. The Keystone of the ratigioe
even called it. My dad explained it this way: Albe rests on its validity and truth. If it
fails, everything fails. If it's true, everything true. Kelly was digging at that very idea
and he knew it. Kelly did this thing, ever since thet him two months after he got back
from his mission, where he’d dig right at particulaings, and dig and dig. He’d have a
little grin on his face. Like it wasn’t enough fleim to flounder and fall, he had to try to
take others down with him. But I'd learned to réacbugh reading th&ook of Mormon
I'd read the 531-page book cover-to-cover in fipgtde and seven more times since. And
when | read it, sometimes, | could feel the Spirithe room, | could feel it strengthening
me. More clear than that, though, was when | didead daily: | was vulnerable, | was
bombarded by immoral thoughts, | was likely to l@tlka girl improperly or worse.

And anyway, he wasn’t making sense.

“Twilight is about vampires,” | said. “There’s not one lhisex.”

“It's about Mormon vampires,” he said, and | laugh®bsessing over not
having sex for two whole books. Like, it will lity kill one of them if they do.” He
walked into view over the kitchen bar, stretchesidrims over his head, and said, “I bet
Jessica Meyer or whatever is absolutely fuckingiwiepressed Mormon girls—fuck.”

“Kelly—"

“No serious. | wonder if she has small tits. Twibedent girls | met at EFY when

| was sixteen, holy shit. Mormon girls with smatistare the horniest girls there is.”
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My stomach churned at his words and | wondered exigidf anyone else was in
the house before | remembered David was gone.dksiny head “EFY?” | said, “You're
awful.” EFY was the one place | felt sure of evamg about Mormonism, the week-long
hyper-active super spiritual co-ed teenaged yoathpcfor Mormons, where all the girls
are modest and pretty and all the boys hold dopes @and by Thursday night everyone is
in tears bearing their heart out in front of eattteo about how lucky they are to have
been born Mormon. Knowing my doubting mind, I'd tteh in my journal one of those
nights: “I know I felt the Spirit tonight like I kaw | saw Weezer in concert last week.”

| reached for the Mountain Dew and missed slighdlynping it and knocking it
over. | grabbed for it and hit it off the counterto the ground. Kelly swore and
disappeared, then came back with a towel. Whikedupaper towels, he used his foot to
mop around.

“This one girl,” he said as he mopped. “Met heERl, and the next month, we
were in her parents’ basement, and we are justrileking out, right? And she takes off
her shirt, like, immediately.”

A little part of my brain popped.

“And her dad calls down to her and she says, ‘Dbere with Kelly!” and she’s
got, like, she’s completely topless, pushing her,”rhe cups his hands under his chest
and looks at me with wide eyes. “You know? Helditiorny Mormon girl tits. Like, in
my face. Right when she calls up to him. I'm re&mlyun and hide, right? Her dad’s like,
goodnight honey, and I'm not kidding, she putstard down my pants, grabs my—" he

looks at me and nods. “And she yells goodnighteiodad and puts it in her mouth.”
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Before we were born, back when we were spiritssiaven, one third of God’s
spirit-children decided to follow Satan out of heavand down to earth, where they were
to roam as evil beings without bodies. And thegbkthose billions of evil fallen spirits
roaming the planet is nothing more than to atteimphake us all miserable like they and
the Devil are, and if they can get us to commis sind stray from the path, we’ll end up
missing the highest kingdom of heaven, missingobiance to be with families forever,
missing the opportunity for eternal enlightenmend af progression toward infinite
intelligence and godhood.

According to a calculation of how many people hadd since Adam, and
speculation as to how many would live before Clyishpending return, there were
seven of those evil spirits dedicated to everyntivhuman at any given time.

And right then they were cheering me on, urgingtonieask in Kelly's story, to
imagine a girl doing that to me, to ask him whatpened next. The seven spirits were
sitting on our kitchen countertops, crouched at@prange, perched like Spiderman in
the ceiling corners above us. I'd been aware df #hastence since | was fourteen. They
showed up right then to turn me into a masturbanor keep me from going on a mission
at nineteen.

“That girl and | would have had sex,” Kelly saidrtee, face serious. “Like, real
sex. We would have. But | didn’t have a condom simel felt too guilty.”

| swallowed. “How old. Were you?”

“Sixteen,” he said.

To think of that—shevanted it in her mouth.
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“Then | met Jenna at the next year's EFY. Agaimy tits, absolutely horny. She
had bipolar. She would get depressed and want fuekdner, then all manic and want to
fuck me.”

“And you did?”

“No. We just went down on each other all the time.”

| was losing balance. My vision was a bit bluriell’d been possessed by one of
the seven spirits—like I'd cracked my skull openl &nree had crawled in. Imagine it:
Going down—going down, down, down—

“So tell me: Any hot girls at church?” Kelly spoks if it were possible to carry
on normal conversation under these conditions.

Smooth skin, thin face, ant bracelet. She’d haavhreyes? Blue? I'd hardly even
looked at her. | wished | had. | wished I'd looka#tcall of her. | could hear the voices in
my head, those demon pressures not in words butgess, in flickers of images—qget
her naked, hands up against some wall, reach amohtbuch her, get her moaning like
those girls in porn from what you've done to her-d-amother part of my brain felt
despair on crescendo, for the girl had now bearedjiby me, and | hadn’t even met her
yet. | heard a voice in my head: Get away from Keéy mouth felt glued. | wanted to
fuck that girl, be fucked by that girl—I forced myouth open:

“I'm going to make a salad.”

Kelly sprayed the floor with cleaner. | staredrat head of lettuce. My feet were
numb, owing to poor circulation amid intense cosaépn. | went to shower and to

warm up my feet.
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| could taste salty humidity on my lips for an st before it washed away. My
body was skinny, my chest speckled with a coupleshay naked thighs white and
bigger than the rest of me. The seven demons hiadveal me in: they threw image after
image of her imagined naked body into my headebkhwas going to jack off. It
seemed the worst of things to do, worse than thgnkibout sex, worse than looking at
porn—although one Bishop had eventually told mé thafact, porn was more damnable
than masturbation. But | found disgust in the dgtéine imagined way | must look, the
concentration, the cum and the cleanup. On a Suh@as doubly awful.

When | was sixteen | tracked masturbation likeabdtic tracks blood sugar. It
was obvious to me that everyone who saw me collldben I'd done it. They could feel
in me the absence of God’s spirit. It made girky stway. | assumed God was telling
them to keep their distance, as they should. Triserfight | ever went on a date was a
girl's choice Christmas dance. Earlier in the ddyjdcked off, and as we walked up the
steps to the ballroom, as we waited in line fortpgoaphs, as | walked her to her porch
to say goodnight, it entered and reentered my n&he: can tell you're a masturbator.

| wondered, in the shower then, whether it migttasy my salesmanship for the
next week. It had been a month since | last dilezen days four times over at least. |
tended to get hung up on the idea of seven dayse#d in the scriptures one late night
that the Devil’'s number is six and God’s is se\ard I'd become convinced the
scriptures were trying to tell me if | could jusitnjerk it for a week I'd find some greater
strength to endure to the end and not jerk it fereBut | wanted to do it now. Now as
much as ever.

The hot water washed all the salt off, and | washgdair.
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It will be worth it, | lied to myself. Do it quicland don’t think about it.

But there were the mission papers | needed to subhmad to talk to the bishop
this Thursday. Of course | wouldn’'t do it. Whaitisoday? May 15? 207 If | jacked off
I'd have to wait three months before | could gachbed on a mission, | think. Or was it
six months? How far off was my birthday?

June, July, August, September—

I'd already started.

| told myself I'd stop in a minute. | didn’t wand tntroduce myself to the bishop
as a masturbator in my interview this coming Thaysdf | took myself to the brink but
stopped before things really started happeningagn’t enough to report, | felt. It was a
mistake, a risky one, but it wasn’t until I'd segsalf shooting cum that | felt despair.
That was when God left. Up till then he was in myner, promising happiness if I'd
bridal my passions and stop.

Stop. Stop. | stopped.

| heard of a kid who had to wait nine months toredris mission because of
watching porn. One boy got six months because &lebgd a girl’s boobs when they
were making out. | guess porn was worse. But Id@tiimagine confessing to touching
a girl like that. At least with masturbation | didhave to give details. | masturbated,
bishop, I'd tell him. He didn’t ask: What did yomagine? Did she have big or small
breasts? Did you cum in her or on her? When youadlgtdid something with a girl, I'd
heard you had to report details.

Last semester in church the bishop stood in fobthe Priesthood Chorum and

wrote on the chalk board:
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HH K PK N M P DS HP SI

On left, he said, was Holding Hands, then a KiBgfavhich were just fine. Next
was where he drew the line: Prolonged Kissing. Tthere was Necking, and by now we
were in trouble. Masturbation came next, as fagearity. Then Petting, Dry Sex, Heavy
Petting, and Sexual Intercourse. | saw the sandiagrain eighth grade sex-respect class.
It left off masturbation though, and added “Ended&tionship” at the very end. When I'd
seen the ranking system | was all the more condisoeething was wrong with me,
because I'd jumped in deep—I'd never even done“Brngionged Kissing,” and here |
was all the way over at M for Masturbation, and simes twice in a day. The Bishop
circled from the N to the P and said, “Here youdeking at three to six months waiting
time before you can serve.”

But that was just that one bishop. And his cirdé been so nonspecific. | started
touching myself again. Maybe this bishop in Tampauld tell me | was ok.

If I just to wait three months | could keep masainhg till June and still leave on
time for my nineteenth birthday three months later.

No. That's a bad idea.

| could hear God'’s Spirit in my head: Just not gni You'll be rewarded.

But | wanted to get all the way there, feel my legaking, the thrill of it.
Couldn’t | get just that far and back out? Like ldng on candy and not swallowing?
Couldn’t | stop on the edge, save myself justnmet?

Stop.

Stop.

Yes:
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Her hands on the wall, she shoves her hips bagleand moans, I've got her
breasts, she’s looking at the ceiling—and whemheshe’s gone—I've tripped off a
cliff and I've turned to see the black rushing apd in the instant before 1 hit is
unadulterated fear, a moment without God or anypadyecstasy all my own—building,
building, building—

I leaned into the cold tile. The sound of the shoreéurned. | cleared my throat.
The world spun slightly, everything getting lou@derd pushing me out of it. Even the
seven spirits had taken off. | was alone.

| toweled off. | wiped the foggy mirror to scowl iayself.
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CHAPTER 8

They meet the neighbors and they put chairs on ploech and they drive to the
supermarket, fill their pantry, fill their liquomlbinets, change their oil, change their
address. They buy a lawn mower and bring it horreeriew mini-trailer. They take the
kid or the kids to the pool—a pool'l—a community peeand the little boy squeals that
it's free, and his father laughs, and his mothersedyis father.

Pretty expensive for free, she says. Better bethypnice pool.

Honey.

Two-sixty a month to the HOA? Better be a nice fagkpool is all I'm saying.

Honey, he says.

She glares. Don’'t honey me. Have you talked to thetf

Who?

That firm. The job.

Yes. | told you that.

So not since last week you haven't talked to them.

Baby, we have—minimum—three months to work it di’g.going to take
another couple weeks, max, and I'll be all sethéfy don’t need accountants someone
else will. Hell, I could work for Disney. He chues.

She doesn't.

Three months, Baby, the bank is covering the hotisd.we can cover it for two
or three more on top of that, just with what wega# in the bank right now.

She says nothing.

Did you know it's worth more than when we bougftiid you know that?
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She says nothing.
This house is worth three thousand more right rfam tvhen we signed three
weeks ago.

We could sell it—Babe. We could sell it right nondanakemoney.



46

CHAPTER 9

When | walked into the living room in basketbalbsis Marcy stood in the
kitchen drinking a glass of water. What was sheddiere? She’d never been to our
place. She’d changed from church clothes into argshirt with white stripes that
seemed a little tight to be modest, | thought.

“What's a girl doing here?” | said, stupidly, trgro be, | don’t know. Funny.

She set the plastic cup in the sink as Kelly s&Mg’re going out. Get dressed.”

| was going to decline. It was Sunday, though ddanly didn’t feel like it—with
David’'s TV blaring from his room, a girl in the &hlien, and Kelly sitting there in street
clothes. Sunday was a day I'd never once beenroliVe’d not been allowed to turn on
the TV or take off our Sunday shirt and tie. Theastonal family walk had been the
extent of activity. Nothing that couldn’t be domea suit.

Besides, my low energy from sin would carry thergwg down.

But Kelly said, “Hurry, put something on. We've Ipeaiting for like twenty
minutes while you've been beating off in the shaiver

Marcy spit water into the sink and laughed, blohde curled and bouncing, and
| left to dress before | turned red. Perhaps it besause | had just sinned the Spirit of
God away that | was able to throw clothes on wittlibinking again about breaking the
Sabbath day.

| squeezed into the back of Marcy’s coupe. Whentgireed the key, rap music
blared and Kelly reached out and killed it likevits a mosquito. Marcy registered a brief
complaint. | watched Marcy’s wrist jerking the &tighift around as she left the parking

lot recklessly.
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“Where we going?” | asked.

Marcy said, “First getting my friend Amy, then ggito a sports bar.”

“A bar?” | said. And on Sunday.

Kelly looked back at me. “Are you serious? A fuakisports bar.”

Marcy slapped his hand. “Language!”

“Who's Amy?” | asked.

When Marcy turned hard into a residential stre@réw me across the back seat.
| put a seatbelt on. We stopped in front of a tHesel house. Marcy called the girl. The
home was orange in the streetlight, with a cobbleshorseshoe driveway and what
looked to be a five-car garage.

“So,” Marcy said, “Amy’s a girl | met at the gymyaar ago, and she’s really
nice, and she’s really pretty, and | invited hecomne to church two weeks ago and she
came two weeks in a row!”

“Oh, fucking hell,” Kelly said.

“Hey!” Marcy said.

| couldn’t help but laugh.

“So,” Kelly said, “we’re converting her.”

“I'm sure you won’t be any help at all,” Marcy said

“Kirt,” Kelly said, “I'll let you handle it. Flirtto convert.”

“That would be perfect,” Marcy said. “She’s reatiyte Kirt. You’re going to like
her. She’s very cute. You two would be so cute tloge”

“Right,” | said.
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| imagined she would unattractive, but | was teedfshe might not be. And part
of me did in fact suspect it would be the girl witle ant bracelet—which, of course, it
was. God’s punishment for imagining her as someobgact was to introduce us.

Kelly stepped out, pulled the seat, and was almjdih me in the back when she
began to climb in. | kept my eyes on her as sheltiidas most likely her, | knew
immediately from the shape of her face that | cqud see in the streetlight. | squished
my shoulder against the far window so she woulgit’don me, but when she pressed her
hand into the leather seat to crawl in, it wase&lesough to me to feel the pull of it.
Marcy’s overhead light was dead, and | felt glad sbuld not see me well. | was a
masturbator. She smelled like Winterfresh and bsrri

Marcy introduced us as Kelly got in. Then she jdritee car back into the street
then swung it hard reverse right, and Amy fell inte and planted her hand on my knee
and didn’t say sorry. She snapped in her seath&itas we went under a streetlight | saw
she had the dark short hair. Her tight shirt sqeed®er breasts. | looked away.

“So,” she said.

Marcy cut her off. “So I'm not allowed to play masiecause Kelly is apparently
in charge.”

“Because it sucks,” Kelly said.

“So we will be driving in awkward silence.” Marcyerved onto the main
highway. “Welcome to the silent car.”

“You both sell the pesticide?” Amy asked.

“Kirt sells,” Kelly said. “I mostly fuck around.”

I heard Marcy slap his hand again for swearing.
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Amy said to me, “Like, how much do you make? Howcimdid you make
today?”

| told her we hadn’t worked today, but I'd sold ttfee day before, in one hour.
“Which is about, one-sixty an hour.”

“One hundred and sixty?” she said. “An hour?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s good,” she said. She hooked my elbow wehsh“Marcy, you can take
that one.” My hand fell to her legs, which weredthger and bare—she wore shorts; |
could feel both her warm thighs. | didn’t move agtie. | didn’t deserve this thrill. | felt
| should be treated as God would treat me. | faties responsibility to inform her | was a
sex fiend, as if by not wearing it on my face | vb&$ng a liar. We drove under another
light and | saw the bracelet. | pulled my arm b&okn hers and put it in my own corner.

On the way into the sports bar her shoes clappabeoground, and | looked
down her legs—tan, smooth. | sat next to her whigeate dinner. | couldn’t justify
turning all the way to her to speak, so | rarelkied right at her. She was shorter than
me sitting and it was hard not to see down het.sBire wore red lipstick. Man.

I’d never been to a sports bar. My family of elexin’t eat out, or at least, when
we did, it was such a disaster, with three or fthildren crawling under and over the
tables, others crying, that my parents remembefgdwe didn’t do it. So it’s true: |
thought a sports bar was the same as any bampthefgplace a Mormon never went. |
was surprised to see tables of loud families, ratien smoke and neon signs. | couldn’t
believe the number of people out on a Sunday egeamif none of them knew what day

it was. That would never happen in Utah.
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Amy suggested we all go by her place after. “Famldr or something.”

“These guys don't drink either,” Marcy said.

“I'd take a drink,” Kelly said.

“No he wouldn’t,” Marcy said.

Amy threw her hands up. “We’ll drink Coke or somiath” She looked at me.
“Do you drink Coke?” She was probably joking, aotare that some Mormons don't
because of the caffeine. | said that | did. | tHdwghe was about to say something else
because she stared at me. She leaned even clbedra® blue eyes. She slid my glasses
off my face. “You have a spot on your eye,” shels8he touched my cheekbone with
her finger. “That one. A black spot, right in thegn.”

| nodded. “On the top part of my iris.”

“What is it?” She leaned a bit away from me.

“A freckle?” | said. “I don’t know.”

She leaned back in and looked close. She touchdderyagain. She made the
noise likehmm She did not put the glasses back on my facedbadéd them up and hung
them on her neckline. | saw the ant bracelet dagdtiom on her wrist. She grabbed her
purse and stood up as Marcy did. Kelly looked atame& nodded. The girls headed to the
bathroom.

Kelly looked at me and nodded again.

“What,” | said.

“This girl actually likes you.”

“Nah,” | said.

“What's wrong with you man. Where are your glasdeght now?”
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“Nah, | mean, look at her.”

He put his hand on my shoulder. “Your glasses argimg on her tits.”

“I can’t believe this is a Sunday and everybodgus”

“And look how blurry it all is! Because, oh, waytpu don't have your glasses?
Because that girl Amy, she just hung them on hekifg tits. | mean, hell, it was like,
creative. Hey,” he said. “Hey.” | looked at him. ke®ked as serious as he sounded. I
know it's bad for me to force this idea on you, god want to go on a mission and all.
And I'm conflicted about my role here, honest todsehey listen, seriously.” He put his
second hand on my shoulder. “At some point, yogbmg to understand that the
Mormon Church isn’t true. In the meantime, if tid, Amy, if she wants to have sex
with you—"

“You're an idiot.”

“No,” he said and clenched my shoulders. “No. Yeedto aim for that. Aim for
sex with her and she’ll like you. Aim for whatevers you're aiming for—a kiss on the
cheek or whatever—and she’ll think you're a freak.”

“Oh, right, so that’s what you are aiming for whtarcy then?”

He shrugged. “And every girl in this room. It do&snean you have to end up
there. But aim for it if you want a girl to feel moal around you.”

The girls were coming back. He saw them. “It's adjthing, not bad.”

| put my hands in my pockets and we went to thelggot in after Amy. But she
did not sit against the opposite window. She didput her seatbelt on or it would have
held her further to the side. She still had my ggas Her shirt was cotton or something

soft, and | could see in the parking lot light that glasses were pulling it down a little.
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Could Kelly seriously believe all that? Aim for se&nd I'd be actively treating a
girl as an object. It was the shallowest thingh&hrd. It scared me how honest he
seemed, that he actually believed it was okayttgdar guard down—or worse, to
actively aim for it. He didn’t understand how it wid ruin him. Is that what happened to
people who left the Church? | felt Amy’s fingersibn mine as Marcy turned, and |
balled up my hand. She folded her arms.

Marcy asked about Amy’s dad when we walked intohHwarse, and she said he
was at work. Kelly looked at the clock and askegeifwas a 7-Eleven clerk.

She laughed. “He works in New York. At a bank.”

“He lives down here?” | said.

Marcy grabbed Kelly’'s arm and pulled him to a mondek.

“There,” Amy said. “Mostly.” She still had my glasshanging on her neckline,
lenses out. Maybe she forgot she had them. Hergikaom was blurry but large, and |
could see a winding staircase leading to the ujgvet and a railing circling the upper
floor. She had a vaulted ceiling.

“So this is like your place?” Kelly asked from assahe room.

“Eh,” Amy said and shrugged. She said she woulldmk in school in
Gainesville in the fall. | didn’t ask what she wsiadying. She shuffled to the fridge—
she’d left her heels by the door. My eyes scanred her bare feet up her thighs. Her
shorts wouldn’t quite have passed the dress codg &igh school. When she tiptoed to
grab something from the top of the fridge | sawdigof her back and her smooth hips. |

felt myself squinting.
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She was hot in the way girls in high school whon&ler let myself look at were
hot. Like the girl in English who sat in front ofemvearing a thong and leaned forward a
lot, and who would turn and plant her arm on mykde®d press her cleavage on her
wrist when she had not been listening and needetb nedl her what we were supposed
to be writing about.

She was hot like her.

She was not the sort of girl | was going to marry.

She twisted open a two liter of Coke, and whenlithepun off to the tile she bent
directly down toward me to get it and | staredext tieavage.

Didn’t she deserve it, the way she was dressed?

My glasses fell to the floor. She picked them uprat stood, looking at them,
then walked toward me. It was as if she knew I'drbeatching, but didn’t seem to care |
could have almost seen her nipples. She brushddribes off then reached up and slid
the frames over my ears. Her palm caught my cHesakely. Her finger brushed my ear.
Her bracelet sparkled.

“Coke?” she said. “Or did you decide to springddveer?”

“So you were at our church today.”

“Was that a question?”

“Uh,” | said.

“Or did you see me there.”

“Um. | saw your bracelet there.”

“My bracelet?” She held it up. “You sat next to mght?”

| nodded. “But Marcy said you were there, too.”
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“Yeah, Marcy invited me.”

“Why’d you go?” | asked.

She shrugged. “For fun, | guess.”

“Fun?”

She turned to the cupboard and pulled severalegasst, then set them on the
countertop. She said, “Well, you don’t run intayfisingle guys in shirts and ties just
anywhere.” She wore silver eyeliner. Mascara. Stehto admit though, you seem really
odd.”

‘I do?”

“No—well yes, definitely you—but you, as you guysYou, nonspecifically.”
Her lips shined deep red. “Marcy tells me you'mmast for sure not gay, this is just like,
how you are.”

“You—nonspecifically?”

“Um. Specifically.”

“Oh.”

“She’s right?”

“Yeah, | guess.”

“You guess you're not gay.”

“I mean—I'm not gay. | meant | guess this is hoam. Whatever that means.”

I must have smiled because she smiled and said,&Dybody ever say you have
good dimples?”

| nodded. “My mom always does.”

She laughed. “Your mom? Jesus.” She turned towerdottle of Coke.
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I'd always been determined to believe that girtskked better without makeup,
and had verbalized it a hundred times in high sttwall my non-beautiful, non—
makeup-wearing female friends. | knew now it hadrba lie. I'd spent so much energy
staying away from beautiful; I'd rated girls downmediately for having a good body,
for wearing heels, for knowing which colors theyravbest in. Kelly talked of aiming for
sex. I'd aimed for the opposite. Some commitmeraverage, some hatred of beauty.
Maybe just fear.

“I'll have a Coke,” | said. It felt like a demansip separate from her first offering

She poured a glass and | watched her. She pickéreupottle with both small
hands and she tilted her whole body with it, agiliing the Coke to pour correctly. It
was the first time | ever let myself watch somebeautiful. My circulatory system
raved.

Kelly picked out the moviéli-Fidelity and we turned it on. The only rated R
movie I'd seen waMall Rats which | snuck while staying at a friend’s for aekend
when they went out for two hours. Kelly sat dowl &farcy plopped down right next to
him, then reached across him for something and egnwdoser. | sat on the love seat by
Amy, and she sat up cross-legged in her cornetr.ndinsites later | looked over at her
and she was watching me. | smiled.

She pointed at the blanket on the couch-end behmdnd said, “You cold or
anything?”

| was about to say | felt just fine. But she wasnig her hardest to help me out—I

could see that. | had to start closing on buyilggsi | grabbed the blanket, put it over
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me, held it up for her, and held my breath. She&kedainder my arm and the blanket and
laid her head on my chest near my shoulder. | coutplite compute it, that | could feel
her warm body, her left breast against my ribs,dhe@ulder into my side, her ear to my
chest, her arm crossing my leg. | couldn’t evenklabout it. | was rigid, staring at the
screen. | was a chopped tree stump. | found bregthfficult. She adjusted her body and
squirmed into me.

In a minute the screen showed John Cussak’s gimifirLaura naked, their
neighbor having sex with her from behind, his handspped around her body squeezing
her breasts. | flinched and jerked my head awagfilex, and Amy lifted herself off me
with a sigh. She stood up and said she would makegrn.

| followed her to the kitchen.

She put a bag into the microwave.

| needed to say something.

“So, how many boyfriends have you had?” | asked.

“This is going to take a toll on me, | can tellliessaid. She folded her arms. “I
may not pick up when you call.”

“Huh. But | will? Call?”

“Good point. You might not. Well—" She looked arauhen she grabbed a
sharpie from a bulletin-board tray. “On the off oha.” She took my hand and
concentrated. It was unnecessary touching. She ¢@ave just told it to me. | could have
put her number into my phone. | smiled. The popatanted popping, slow at first.

“Is this how many boyfriends you’ve had?” Again &svtrying to be funny. She

was climbing into the millions.
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“No,” she said. “That’s probably only half this. ihs the number I've slept with.
This year.” She laughed. “So that’s like, well, howany minutes are there in year?”

| said, “Five-hundred-twenty-nine-thousand-six-tited. Minutes.”

“Really? I've been busy. How’d you know that?”

“Uh, Rent.”

“What?”

“You could have told me your number and | couldéut it in my phone,” |
said.

She shook her head, exhausted. “How many girlfsdral’e you had, Kirt?
That's obviously the more pressing concern.”

“I had one in sixth grade. | had one my sophomear pf high school.”

“Oh God. You're like the little brother | don’t hay

“That’s okay,” | said.

She laughed. “Do you find me repulsive? Then ikay”

The popcorn was popping loud and fast. She turnddpaered into the
microwave.

“,” | stuttered. “Yeah. | think you're—"

Well, she spun on her heels from the microwavé,fsmze up. She planted her
chin on her fist, her elbow atop the counter. Ahd waited for me to say something. But
| was frozen. She rolled her eyes and turned away.

I handed the words from my brain to my mouth arehthjust said them. “I think
you're, uh, rather pretty.” | ran with it, like I'kihocked on the door once and there was

no going back. Knock a couple times then ring therbell really quick after. “Today at
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church | was scared to talk to you, or pretty miechven look at you. | thought your

wrists were pretty.”

to.

She was pleased. “You're afraid to talk to girlsoNfave pretty wrists?”
“No. See. I've never, like, | mean, | don’t hang-eti

“With a girl like me?”

“Right.”

“What's a girl like me then?”

| put my hands in the air. She was tough. “For ofwar’'re prettier than girls | talk

“Well,” she said. “Let me ask this, then. Do yointhyour girlfriend—your one,

single girlfriend ever, because, for future refersrsixth grade doesn’t count. Do you

think she was too pretty to be your girlfriend?”

“Oh, yes. She was.”
The popcorn beeped. She pulled it out and dumpeatbitwo different bowls.

“But guess what. She was your girlfriend.” She whtee popcorn bag away. “So

even if she broke your heart—"

“Well.”

She looked at me. “She didn’t. Did she.”

“I think it was sort of mutual. It was just, youdw, headed nowhere.”
“You broke up with her—"

“I only started the conversation. We were kissiog much, like—"

She rattled her head back and forth like gettintewaut of her ears, and |

stopped talking. She planted her elbows on thetesiap again and put her chin in her
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hands. She was grinning at me and then she s&rgdahg with a laugh. “You broke up
with her because she wanted to kiss you too much?”

“It was like, all the time,” | protested. “Like, tiung else.”

She shook her head. “Heartbreaker.”

“I'm going to sit,” | said, and backed toward tlihg room. She was grinning at
me and | turned and circled the love seat andSéet.came soon with popcorn and she sat
with her knees curled in the other corner and kémbat her and she was smiling at me
and shaking her head again. | leaned to her ontteaid, “What?”

She shook her head and stifled a sigh. “You reaiylike this.”

“Yeah,” | said. “I think.”

She was sitting cross-legged again and she knelieooushion and scooted over
to me, looking sweet. | put my arm out on the l@atack and she curled up against
me. My arm lost circulation; my elbow, wrist, haffidgers went dead. | let them die, die,

die.
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CHAPTER 10

Now Listen, she says. It isn’'t my fault your goddaboss dropped your ass.

They fight in the kitchen, in the laundry room tie living room, in the backyard,
in the garage that has been converted to a bediadhe upstairs loft that is void of all
furniture, walls white, months after they'd intexdde paint them blue or green or yellow
and hang them with prints bought at Target. Thelytfover the marker on the walls, the
child, the children, the dog, the dogs, the lacladgs, the child on the way.

It's this goddamn house. | told you—

You told me what? He yells. You told me nothing. é¢h signed for it.

| said it was a bad idea. | fucking said that.

You said it was a good neighborhood. You said yanted a room for a piano.

| said | thought it was a bad idea. Why won’t yali the bank? Call them and tell
them the situation. They've got to help. Eighteemmdred dollars and now they want
twenty-six? Eighteen in April and twenty-six in Maynever signed for anything like
that. It's crazy.

He shakes his head. I'm not calling the goddamkifuchank.

She glares at him.

We’'ll do the garage sale like | said.

Should | make fliers then? Let the neighbors knat every second Saturday
we’ll be selling pieces of our home? And soon the And maybe our son and then this
one on the way.

God, you're a bitch. One fucking month. I'll be §gtnext. Jason’s company,

they need another accountant. He just told me so.
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Jason’s full of shit. You'd better call the dammka

But the man has already called the bank, and thkdpdas faxed him what they
signed, and he has read what was highlighted, $odw&s the bank can change 1800 to
2600 if it wants. He walks into the garage andaises the garage door into the setting
sun, looks out into the neighborhood at the bealutibmes, several still for sale, lots bare
in a few places, unfinished. The plates on two bats just changed from blue New
Jersey to Florida white with oranges. His boy plgyvith a neighbor’s in the street.
Another neighbor waters his lawn; another talk$ismporch to a boy in a white shirt
who flips through a binder.

The man looks at the cement below his feet, whedtracking like the brand new
street. Sink holes. Dips and bumps and waves tkeesocean, a new street and it’s
rolling like the lake behind his house, the lakatttosts, according to the itemized list
available from the neighborhood HOA, one hundredi €ir of his four-hundred and
seventy three dollar homeowners association fee.cféicks in his cement flow with a
trail of ants. They disappear into his home’s widk. stomps on several that have strayed
from the crevice, then walks back into the gar&tgegrabs an orange from the fridge and
he rips it open, the sticky juice on his hands. IVeesmell of it. He licks his fingers.

He eyes his garage shelves and picks up a didlits@ a separate corner. Fifty,
he counts. A full panel of wrenches. One-hundreglldéks at tools hanging on the wall
and counts them, overestimating. Two. Three-fifiye-hundred dollars. He goes to pick
up the chainsaw he’d bought two weeks ago foritheshrubs he’s planted. His hands
are swarmed by a pain he doesn’t comprehend falt adcond, and while he tries to

calmly set the chainsaw down it rises into his tgriand then he gets it: fire ants, biting,
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biting, dying to get a piece of him and to pump Huth of venom. He sets the machine
down and he scrapes his wrist against the shdlthieupain comes stronger and stronger
and finally he grips his wrist with his free palonushes every last ant. A small swarm of
the tiny brown things spins in a maddening trarroeigd the machine. Their crusty
bodies pour out of its vent. He looks at his hamd ean see twenty, thirty, forty tiny
spots that will become welts. They aren’t done \mitih. They are at his feet—entirely
separate ants and all the same, a swarm arouriting rarange, something his damn son
must have left sitting there. There are only sdvantihis ankle is shocked at the assault.
He backs up and stomps, stomps, backs up, tripaeantly falls over something—an
awkward wooden rocking horse he knocks to the gitpten dollars at Walmart—and he
steps out of his shoe and pulls of his sock anéezps it in his hand to crush any in
there. He rubs his ankle. He stands the rockingéhap, then decides he’ll take it inside.
He’ll have to get something. Something to kill t@s. The sun reflects off a
large pane of glass, chipped on a corner, whict taKen off the table and replaced with
a new pane. He shields his eyes, walks out torikkewlay, watches his kid play, watches
the boy in the polo carry his binder past the nfa@aygng his lawn to knock on the door

straight across.
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CHAPTER 11

The first four days of the week were a total mesawdwas determined we sell
in gated communities, and though we never agaihgotops called on us, | couldn’t
settle down. Every door could be the pissed otyyashouting man. Amy’s number still
showed light gray on my hand, a welcome ghost oid@y, though I'd put it into my
phone by now, and several times written a text ages$o her then deleted it. | didn’t
know how we’d gotten to her home and | kept imaggninaybe I'd knock and she’d
open the door.

| sold zero on Monday and just two through Thursadyile David grabbed three
a day.

On Friday, Kelly and | walked into Correlation whehe whiteboard advertised
this week’s soon-to-be failed office goal. We'dseed just forty-two accounts as an
office so far this summer: twenty-eight from Dawt from me, two from Kelly, and a
few from each of the new guys, Payson and Taylaysén was a six-foot-seven returned
missionary with a poorly shaped goatee. The faad a foot shorter put me at eye level
with the bad line under his chin. He stuck stickyas all over the bathroom mirror upon
arrival. I knew all his goals, in pest control saénd otherwise. Kelly had moved into my
room, abandoning the other to Payson and TaylofdoTavas something like Italian. He
was covered in hair. It poured out of his polo neuid when he sold three his very first
day he felt his success was on account of thatu8dwives—they love it,” he’'d said.

We trained Friday on the ABC’s of sales. ABC stafuitsAlways Be Closing,
which means that at all times, at every second]esmsan needs to be inviting the

customer to buy. Never should a moment go wasted the opportunity to be asking for
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the sale. The ABC'’s dictated a certain amount ofifothat J.J. felt Kelly and | were
probably not yet showing.

“It's not that you are doing bad,” J.J. said, hangds“You aren’t doing bad; | just
know we can do better if we have our heads initite place. You know, | had a
Priesthood leader who always used to say, ‘Alwayslihe right place, at the right time,
doing what you should be doing,’” and this is dila that. The sales are there, waiting
for you, and you need to get yourselves to thet dglorsteps, and at the right time, and
do the right thing. And the right thing is to clpsése, close. ABC.”

David added, “Look, you put the customer to a tésu create a confrontational
situation, which, | don’t care whether anyone likes sound of it or not, that's what sales
is and that's how the world functions. And the omgy to relax that situation is for the
seller or the buyer to give up their position. Test salesmen can sit with that, forcing
the customer to be the one. And always closintxésdlways offering a hand to the
buyer. Continually giving them a way out of the mearh Economically it's simple: you
make the cost of that confrontation greater thancthst of a pest control contract.”

So we left the office on that. Kelly said, “Thidesathing is evil.”

We curved around the bushes in the heat that f@adgwhile we’d been inside.

| shrugged. Sure it was a bad model of human ictierato adopt indefinitely.

But this whole summer was an isolated event. Tis@guences and the ramifications
and the results and every single thing that happére summer, all of it was contained
as if in some snow-globe—some superheated, snoveleswman-less, bug-infested
snow-globe. And | needed the money. | needed sbisted summer. | needed to feed off

the sort of energy David was somehow creating. Kfyahneeded ten thousand dollars,
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and for the first time since I'd arrived, I'd gotebed the night before wondering if |
should revise my goal of three hundred sales.

Payson ran up behind us with Taylor. They captarednormous wolf spider in a
jar. Her back was covered in what looked like @nfivmass of cells, a pulsing, vibrating,
clinging pile of a hundred baby wolf spiders. Eatimer eight knuckles was locked and
ready to spring somewhere. There was nowhere togspr

Payson and Taylor were freaking out. Kelly wasutistd. | thought it was
beautiful.

“Look,” Payson almost shouted, pointing at a fine mound. He kicked it hard
and the dirt flew, and the small brown biting assarmed to the surface. It was a scene
so violent the silence didn't fit it. | imaginedtateir level the noise, the frightening buzz
of a million feet and all the neurons firing ané timger and the jaws.

“Ants vs. Spider!” Payson cheered, holding theojatrin front of him.

Taylor put his hands to his mouth and bellowed Bk announcer, “Who will
win?” Taylor was exceptionally odd.

“Spider gets away,” | said. I'd seen those thingsp.

“No, watch, watch, ants will take it down,” Payssaid.

Kelly chimed in. “For sure. Ants destroy.”

He dumped the thing into the seething pile of ditsit the surface like a lit
firework and burst into the grass a foot away, &heagingle ant off its leg, took a few
more quick steps, and froze, plotting a move. Tal@ds were undisturbed. Payson
lamented. He reached to pick it back up with tmggad with some difficulty got it in.

He went to put it back into the ant mess.
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“Hey!” | shouted. “No way. That spider got out.”

He laughed, but it wasn’t funny.

He dropped her again on the pile, and the antsrsadher. The babies on her
back exploded in a hundred directions, taken inistény the rabid insects, stung, stung,
stung, and she was dragged into a ball, wrappesb ightly that | lost sight of her, only
a little bulge, a smaller bump, and then nothingly@nts remained.

| walked right home. It was the worst thing thatl iieppened this summer.

On the way, my phone buzzed.

J.J. wanted me to come with him on the doors.

In his purple sedan we flashed beneath the interstavard south Lakeland. The
AC was slow and sweat soaked through the tail o6mst, my underwear band, even my
back belt loops.

“I mean, look,” J.J. said, tilting his head. “Yoe’selling just fine. You're selling
well. It's your first month.” We flew past cars. think you can sell better, | think you
will. It's always useful to watch someone else warthink this will help.”

J.J. had found time outside his duties as own#re@tompany to knock on a few
doors, he said, and he was taking me to a neigbbdrhe’d just discovered. It was much
closer to our apartment complex—it turned out talagiick five-minute drive as
opposed to my usual hour-long hunt. The place Wedanto was ungated. Not even a
“No Soliciting” sign. The yards sprawled, unlikeethightly cramped communities I'd
been working in.

“Are these even new?”
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“Brand new houses.” J.J. grinned like a run-overete He tucked in his shirt. He
cinched his belt.  wondered if | ought to do theng. “It's not fantastic area,” he shook
his head, “not like the stuff you guys are hitting.

| shook my head with him.

He continued, “I don’t have time to drive to thesbeeighborhoods like you
guys.”

“No,” | said, “l wouldn’t think so.”

He tossed his head left and said we’d head dowasttket a bit. He preferred to
begin in the center. His arms swung and | finallysped the image he’d been inspiring
for three weeks: He walked like the creature adjattee human on an evolution chart
might, slightly hunched, head forward, teeth thstfpoints to break any plane. We
marched passed yards strewn with Tonka trucksonsdlow-up balls, tricycles, roller
blades, a deflated rubber pool, a hose-fed spriédking.

“Here.” He pointed with the arm that held the ctyalbd, and we crossed the street
to where a yellow SUV with Ohio plates sat in aveway. A tricycle tipped on its side
blocked the sidewalk. “Ohio,” he said and nudgedamy.

J.J. descended on the door as if to announce idmerevacuation. A knock
bordering on vandalism.

He nudged me. “When | go on the doors with somelipalyvays feels like we're
tracting.” | didn’t know what tracting felt like,idn’t know how it felt to stroll through a
neighborhood with my fellow missionary companioawhit felt to knock on a door
wearing a suit and name tag that announced mysealfrapresentative of Jesus Christ

rather than of Premium Pest Control. “Oh,” J.Jds& ou’re a pre-me, | forget.”
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“Yeah,” | nodded. Pre-Mission.

“When do you go again?”

“Fall. Probably.”

“Probably?” J.J. smiled. “How about definitely?” &door opened and J.J.
slumped into the brick wall adjacent the bulky mmdro’d answered. He flipped through
the papers tacked to the top of his clipboard withooking up. Then he grunted an
acknowledgement as he glanced at the man, frovametreturned to his paperwork. My
heart thudded; | could feel the spurts through mgkn There was nothing for me to do,
no instruction given. | locked eyes on J.J. to kieem cracking. He’d not warned me of
this: two strangers on a porch and a man ignoréddmoorway to his home.

J.J. appeared to be looking for something in l@sksof papers. Finally—like an
afterthought—he said, “The neighbors tell you | waming by?” His face dripped with
the boredom of a road-construction flagger.

The man shook his head. “No,” he said, but it alnsosinded like a question. He
turned his jaw and opened his mouth to speak, shenk his head again. “No. Who—"?"

J.J. brushed his hand through the air and stogpeduestion. “That’s fine.” His
eyes fell to his papers. “I can just let you knowatis going on.” He lifted a carbon copy
and glanced at something | couldn’t see for se\@laht seconds. | swallowed hard.

“It's tomorrow.” J.J. said, and then slowly, wataebihis paperwork, “tomorrow
and Thursday.” He looked up and nodded. He hatbylebk to me where | stood several
feet to his right and slightly behind him. | had e look back at the man—I could not
look back at the man or I'd laugh or cough or dmething to break the discomfort. J.J.

continued, “We’re just treating the neighbors. Jasthe little ants.” He rubbed his
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fingers together to suggest tiny. “And the littfgders.” He flipped through papers on his
clipboard: “Let’s see. George, Caroline.” He watedard the street. “Anne. Mike—" he
stared at the man. “Do you know Mike?” His arm fdeg in the direction of a hundred
homes.

“Yeah, yeah,” the man nodded, wiping his palms i@rstained yellow tank top.
The shirt stretched past his gut to his thighstdadghoulders were stones on thick,
uniform arms, tanned and freckled. “Yeah.” He senedieved. “| know Mike.”

“Yeah,” J.J. said. “Tomorrow my truck’s gonna be bare just treating. You'll
be here tomorrow or the next?” It should have lregnestion but wasn't.

“Yeah.” The man looked out toward the street. “Y.&#&ke looked at me and | at
him, then he turned his eyes back toward the insides house. He looked back at me,
then down at the company name on my shirt. | gldate car driving by. My hands
couldn’t decide whether to grip my clipboard or digny pockets.

“Perfect,” J.J. said and slid an empty contraanftbe bottom of his papers to the
top. | cleared my throat accidentally then starédiown the street. | leaned hard into the
fake pillar on the porch, hand on my hip. My guenivheavy; the sudden urge to use the
bathroom sounded through my abdomen and legs. Bmeghanced at me again. J.J.
stared at his papers, flicked his pen in my dioggtand said, “This is my bodyguard.” A
second later he looked up, grinning.

“Oh. Haha,” the man said.

I laughed. “Yeah.” My voice cracked slightly. Jaad a pen to the contract.

“What was your name,” J.J. said.

“Uh, Mike,” the man said.
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“Mike—" J.J. didn’t look up. “Mike. You're Mike tooFunny. And your last.”

| sucked a breath.

“So what is this for?” Mike asked, tilting his biggad.

“Oh,” J.J. said, shaking his head. He pressedpsgdgether and shrugged. “Not
a big deal. Just treating the neighborhood folittie ants and the spiders.” He paused.
“Did no one tell you what we’re doing?”

“No,” Mike said, more puzzled than ever.

“You didn’t get our announcement?”

“No,” Mike said. “No, no, we—"

“Oh!” J.J. said, hand in the air. “Oh—I'm sorry! ©burse you're confused.” He
laughed and Mike laughed, eyes bright.

“I was gonna say,” Mike said, then made a puzzbed,|then laughed.

I smiled and shifted my weight before pressing riys&ck into the pillar.

“Well,” J.J. said, bouncing a bit with his wordkdia dazed fighter. “I'll show
you real quick what we’re doing for the neighbotd€ pulled himself off the wall and
took a step away from the house. Mike watched thtenodded and folded his arms. He
appeared to be making a vast and informed assesdteethought he was thrown off-
balance by some error made by this stranger opdnh, but that the situation had now
righted itself.

My mind raced as J.J. waved his arms toward thts mé®ve Mike's head,
lodged in the corners of the overhang shading tinelp comb-shaped hives with white
larvae heads being tended by black-and-yellow—lupdiard-tailed hornets. This playing

stupid wasn't in the manual. But J.J. was a bit ldahthe time. Perhaps he was just
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channeling his personality. Did he really leave@amtements? Would he have delivered
fliers to these porches the day before? No wagnbkered at all only because he’d
sounded so convincing asking the man if he’d resgit. No, | doubt J.J. would ever
leave a flier, based on David’'s argument about tHematched like | might watch a
tightrope walker, afraid of his falling, my sympugttising for him with my awe.

“My technician, tomorrow, he’s gonna knock all teasasps down, and he’s
gonna spray there to keep them from wanting to coao.”

“Those darn things,” Mike said, shaking his head.

“And he’s gonna pull the power sprayer off the kid.J. mimed throwing a
hose over his shoulder like an army pack and mdrtiree steps into the lawn. From
there he took aim at the foundation: “He’ll getchlyaut ten feet out around the house,
and about five feet up.” His hand chopped the laova his head, making J.J. about four
feet tall by that measure. | kept my eyes on J.ley-followed his revolving arms that
pointed and waved. “Then he’s gonna kill all theasty fire ants out here in your yard.”
He aimed his invisible fire-hose at the grass. “Ag’ll do that about fifteen feet out from
the house—obviously not all the way out,” he sa@unching his face and shaking his
head. “We ‘aint a lawn service of course.”

“No, of course not,” said Mike, stepping down tod/iéine grass. “Those are fire
ants, then? | keep killing them and they come liheknext day somewhere else, building
their hills. My son got bit.”

J.J.’s eyes blossomed. “How old’s he?”

“Four.”

“I got a nephew who’s two.” He planted his handsi®hips.
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Mike said nothing to this. He was staring off dothe street. He looked at his
watch.

| shuffled into the grass and stared at a firenamind. Something compelled me
to break the awkward standstill, as J.J. seemetkiocbnot to. | mumbled that I'd found
another ant mound.

Mike looked over. “Is that one to0?”

“What's your boy’s name?” J.J. asked.

“Um,” Mike looked at the ground. “That was—" he kel up and held his hand
to the sun. A single second seemed to drag ondorev

“Man | hate fire ants,” | said.

“That one was Kyle,” Mike said.

“Ah. Mine’s Jayden,” J.J. said. “Aren’t they thesv® Kids?”

“Yeah,” Mike said, nodding his head.

“Well,” J.J. said, “you obviously can’t have himtchere playing and getting bit.
That's no good. We'll get these taken care of.dfi gan do me a favor,” J.J. said, then
walked to a fire ant mound a few yards away, “liy@an do me a favor and mark these
with a little flag for my technician when he consshe can hit every one. Obviously we
don’t wanna miss any.”

Mike nodded slowly. “Yeah, yeah.” He cleared hiso#t. He clearly was not
interested. J.J. couldn’t, or wouldn't, see it.

“So you,” Mike said, “uh, you guys get rid of thehen.”

“We use Termikill,” J.J. said, like it was the lddamily cafe. “It's restricted to

licensed professionals. It's so powerful that gdiso be only for termites. You got about
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two hundred thousand of these ants under your lanhtheir nest probably reaches
across that street to your neighbors there. Wedkent so they’'d rather pop up over
there than in yours. Here,” he said, waving the modollow him into his own house.
“I'll show you what we’ll do inside.”

| brought up the rear behind Mike, who shuffledtiip steps behind J.J.. | waited
for J.J. to stop, but he didn't—he pushed operctaeked door and stepped inside.

“Oh, uh,” Mike started as J.J. began to step otni®boots. “You don’t need to,
uh, take those off.”

“Been doing inspections all day,” J.J. said. “Ddaibw what I've been in. Don't
want to dirty the floors! What was your last nangaia?”

| stepped on my heel, eyes relishing the opponunistare at the floor for
several seconds so as not to watch Mike act in Wegfistered as disguised panic at the
events unfolding before him. | lifted my hot foatt@f my sneaker. I'd heard J.J. explain
getting into the house in training. Just walk ia)chsaid. I'd never had difficulty being
invited in, but I thought it would be too much of etrusion, thought it would feel like
an enormous breach, to walk in the way he had tbestrlt felt worse than I'd imagined.

“Nelson,” Mike said, nearly shutting the door behirs, then leaving it open a
foot.

J.J. nodded and wrote on the contract. “Kids steg3iihe asked quietly. | looked
at a clock and saw it was close to 5:00. The hoa ol and tiled white in the entry
way, grout lines littered with crumbs from graharaakers, gummy bears bitten in half
and left to die in stray nooks. The hallway ahead \ined with action figures and a

slinky. A TV played around the corner.
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“Oh no no, we're fine,” Mike said. He seemed tddmeking for something. He
looked at his watch.

“Where was the kitchen?” J.J. asked.

“Oh, right.” Mike led down a hall like it was hidea. | followed J.J. past crooked
photos of three young boys with Mike and his bigdtawife, whose smile appeared to
have been retrieved from storage like a holidaycson.

Mike stepped into the kitchen and glanced at hfe who eyed us all from the
couch where she sat with a boy. The other two ptgsged on the floor with a pile of
Legos and an electronic helicopter that didn’t wiouk made noise. Scattered on the table
were newspapers and mail, most of it unopenedKkittleen sink overflowed with dishes
and | ended up next to it. The scent of old barbezauce, tart and artificial, drifted up to
my nose along with deeper tones of mildew.

J.J. motioned me away from the sink so he coul@lkaiethe cupboard below. He
pulled a mini Mag-light off his belt and said “Minfdl open this up?” Mike waved his
hand through the air casually, then glanced aganmsavife, who sat forward on the
couch, her thick eyebrows furled. When he threwhlaisds up quietly and scowled back
at her I looked away. Then | heard him say, akéfaught to know already,
“Exterminators!” | looked down at J.J., halfway lmar under the sink. He popped his
head back out then stood and shut the door.

“They’re nesting in the walls.”

Mike put his hands on his hips and nodded. His witeed slowly toward the
kitchen. He looked at her. “They’re treating, umk®” he said, pointing out the

window.
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“Who?” she said.

“Mike,” he said, “the guy on the, the one with thdewn the street. Tomorrow.”

She stared at him, her dark curly hair laced with stray Cheerio. If she'd
answered the door rather than her husband, | eghlthis scene would be playing out
exactly in reverse—Mike would be frustrated withi had wondering what was going on,
why she had let these strange men in, and she veeuddtempting to explain to him how
it got to this point.

J.J. stole her attention. “Those little ants,” helsrubbing his fingers together
again, “the neighbors are seeing them right clogbe sink because they're building
their nests by the water.”

The wife looked carefully at her husband and thiehd. “Tiny little things?”

“Hardly even look like ants they’re so small.”

She and her husband looked at each other. “Thasgstliou saw running laps,”
he said.

They stared at each other and J.J. let the silesmgpen. A whole conversation
between their eyes, and in our favor. We had ctiyrpecedicted their problem. Among
the litany of things | had not expected was thél thielt right then. Like my muscles had
been flushed with energy, every one prepped anohtufor the sale.

J.J. didn’t flinch.

She walked toward the sink. “They were running lagist here last night when |
came for a drink.” She drew a circle in the airamd the sink and refolded her arms.

“And in the boys’ bathroom,” Mike said to her.

J.J. shrugged. “You know how it is in Florida.”
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“No,” the wife said, and laughed. “No, we don’t.”

“You ‘aint from around here?” J.J. asked.

| was right there with him, watching from the wimiseside.

“No,” Mike said.

“Oh,” I finally chimed in, “where you folks from?”

Well. They'd just moved from Ohio.

“Ohio!” J.J. said. “Well of course you didn’t knoWw!

“No one told us about these dang bugs!” the witeyheed.

“It's bad,” J.J. said. “Everyone in Florida has pesntrol. It's like having air
conditioning here. We do just a standard flushath these new homes, otherwise
they’ll nest in your walls and infest.”

“So this is part of the homeowners associationfe&be wife said, arms still
folded.

“Sort of,” J.J. said, without a millisecond of dgldThe homeowners fee doesn’t
actually “cover” the entire cost,” he signaled quotarks with his hairy fingers, “but,
because we treat so many here, my boss does wfh&k your neighborhood, if you can
do it while the trucks are already here treating@alir neighbors. Obviously,” J.J. said,
his voice dropping a little, “we want to fill up ptoute to save money on gas for the
trucks. Gas being so crazy.”

“I'm sure you can save a lot,” the woman said.

I was hung up on why J.J. had referred to his boss.

“So what's the discount?” Mike asked carefully.

“How many bathrooms you got in here,” J.J. said puida pen to the contract.
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“Two and a half,” Mike said.

“No honey—" the wife said, “there’s the one upsdir

“Three and a half,” Mike said.

“I'll put two and a half,” J.J. said hushed, andWwete on the contract, though |
knew there was no place for house size. “And sqgitetage, what, about twenty four
hundred?”

“Twenty eight,” Mike said.

“Under twenty five?” J.J. said, looking up from lpigperwork and smiling.
“Perfect, that will keep the price as low as polssib

On the counter was a two liter of Diet Coke, caiféefree. The wife saw me
looking at it and she walked toward it as if topstrerself from the conversation. “You
need a drink?” she said quietly.

“Sure,” | said. | hated Diet Coke. And | thoughéyhonly made it caffeine free in
Utah for Mormons in the nineties—before we statitédg off Red Bull like everyone
else and realized, one day, we'd be better off Wit Coke. She filled a glass with ice
and poured.

J.J. said, “Is tomorrow better, or Friday.”

“Um,” Mike said, and his wife looked at him.

After a few seconds, she said to him, “I'll be here

“Yeah, tomorrow,” he said.

“Great, then you can get on the neighborhood rotte jotted something down,
and without looking up, said, “Usually, it's onerfdred sixty on the initial treatment for

a house this size—"
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The wife deflated. “Dollars?”

J.J. looked at her and nodded with a smile, likd bempletely misunderstood
her reaction. “And then just ninety on the folloywsu Tomorrow, | can do that first one
for half off, like | was saying. Also, since theuse is under twenty five hundred and less
than three bathrooms,” he smiled, “I can do tha#lew ups for eighty instead of
ninety.” Again, he was looking down, and withoubking up from the contract, he
moved the pen to a new position and readied itritewls morning better, or is
afternoon?”

The wife nodded and appeared to be over-thinkiegytiestion. “Afternoon? |
guess, is better,” she said. She did not sounde@nfinished, but J.J. began speaking
after she paused for a reasonable second or two.

“I'll just call my technician and hold that slotrfgou.” J.J. pulled out his cell
phone. He opened it slowly, as if watching the deup his periphery. | took a big drink
and stared at the ice cubes in my glass, thickaaroubbled. Silence in the room. This
was a huge contract. Eighty dollars every otherthifdiThe standard we did was seventy,
seven times, a four hundred ninety dollar year.dllgwe dropped the price to sixty-five
per service if they’d agree to an auto-debit payimighty would push that to five
hundred sixty for the year.

“Hang on,” Mike said, sounding professional, “fasf a minute. Let me just
make sure tomorrow’s gonna work.” He looked atwife and she looked at him. He
breathed a big breath. “Do you all have one oféhermouncements you were talking
about?”

“l don’t,” J.J. said. “Ran out.”



79

“You have a card?” The wife asked, holding her érggup to mimic the shape.

“No,” J.J. said. “ would, but I'm just the routeardinator.” He shrugged. “They
don’t give me a card. But | can only get you ort tr@up discount tomorrow or the next
day. We’'ll get you while we’re out here, and just those little ants and the fire ants and
hornets taken care of.”

Silence.

I nearly panicked.

J.J. said, as if bored of working, “Which one afgh little guys is, uh, what did
you say his name was again?” He pointed at the playsng on the floor.

Mike looked toward the boys who ignored the evamtbe kitchen, absorbed in
their helicopter and their Legos.

“Kyle. In the red there.”

“Kids are the best, aren’t they?”

Sweat dripped down the inside of my arm. | tippedgiass but it was only ice. |
sucked at the ice. To my left a stack of paperpédpounter. On top was an application
half filled out for Tampa Employment Profession&like Nelson. Work experience—I
scratched my head to dip my eyes toward the pajieout being noticeable—
Contractor, US Homes, ‘01 to February ‘07. He’'smpyed, must be. Beyond the
papers was a pile of books and a Bible.

No.

Not a Bible.

| stepped toward the book and held it up, grinning.

“You guys Mormon?” | asked, theook of Mormorheld high.
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J.J.’s eyes flashed.

“Yeah,” Mike’s wife said with a brief hesitation.

“We're both Mormon,” J.J. said, motioning to me hig kid, he’s straight from
Utah.” J.J. didn’t mention that he just came fromatyas well. “In fact,” J.J. said, “the
owner of this company is a Mormon too.”

“What's his name?” Mike asked.

“Jeffrey Jacobs,” J.J. said.

“He’s from Florida?” The wife asked.

“He’s originally from Utah,” J.J. said in the thiperson. “But he’s been in
Florida, what—Kirt, how long has Jeffrey been inrtda?”

“‘Um, I'm not sure.”

J.J. grinned. “We’re all in the Tampa Fourth Wartg”said.

“We're in the seventh,” Mike’s wife said.

“Crazy,” J.J. said. “Crazy. Huh. Listen, you knowaat? Let me make a phone
call to my manager. | want to find out about sormegh might be able to do for you
guys.”

There was silence while J.J. began to dial, anaviirean asked me, “What did
you come from Utah for?”

“Oh, just to work.”

“To work? To do this?”

I saw J.J. look at me and pull a slight face.

“Yeah.”
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“David,” J.J. said loudly into his phone with a $erlike he’d called an old friend.
“Listen, Kirt and | were just doing some coordimgtiof a route, you know, for that route
we are running in south Lakeland for the huge distdomorrow? Right. Is there still
any room on that route anyway?”

J.J. looked to the couple and nodded, then almbsipsred, “We've got space
for you.”

Then back to David at full volume. “Listen, Davighu won’t believe it—this
couple, the Nelson’s, they are Mormon. | know!ltitthem we are in the™4ward. They
are in the . Yep. Nope, they just moved down here—" he lookethem again, and
asked cheerily, “When did you two move down heraira®j

The couple seemed to appreciate the distractioncahked at each other. Like
this might be an escape route.

“Let’s see,” the wife said contemplatively, “Febrya The very end of
February?”

“Right,” Mike said as if answering an important gtien. “Basically the
beginning of March.”

“They've just been here a couple months. Yeahstwenth ward. Yeah—" he
turned to the couple. “You go to that church downt®”

“Downtown Tampa? No—we go south of here to Davenpor

“Oh,” J.J. said. “Yeah, David, they go to the Dapert ward, which is why we’ve
not run into them yet in the Tampa ward-house dnsDavid, | told these folks, because

they wanted to get on that route tomorrow for tigediscount, | told them that | would
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call my manager and see if you could talk to Jgfffecobs and see if he might be willing
to work with them, to get them a solid discount.”

He hung on the phone a few seconds, thanked Danddhung up. His bass-like
voice ground out a few comments about how odd & wénat a coincidence it was. And,
“What was it you did in Ohio?”

“I was a contractor there,” Mike said with a no@&dod work. You know, lots of
growth down here, and the warm winters. Right Hon?”

The woman nodded. “Right.”

J.J.’s phone rang. “There he is,” he said with desrfDavid,” he said as he
picked up the phone. “Excellent. Perfect.” He lehhis knobby chin away from the
receiver and said to the couple, “It's the Mormascdunt,” then winked. The woman sat
down in a kitchen chair.

J.J. hung up the phone. In another minute the eowpte both sitting at the
kitchen table, glancing coolly at each other arehtbmiling at us.

“Now,” J.J. said, sitting down and staring interitijo Mike’s eyes. “You can't
tell your friend Mike down the street, but listdrhe boss says if you can do this with a
Visa card instead of a check, we can work out agfdvlormon discount. He says he’ll
do all these treatments not for one hundred artg sikially and eighty every other
month, but for seventy bucks initially and justeety every other month.” J.J. nodded
with big eyes the way one does to a friend afteeaéng some community gossip.

Mike nodded slightly along with him.

“It's not technically, ‘legal,” probably,” J.J. shiusing his fingers again for the

guote marks, “to give a discount based on, uhgiceii—but, heck,” he shrugged. “You
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don’t strike me as a guy who likes to let the goweent tell you how to run your
operations anyway.”

“Oh, no,” Mike said, “we don’t care about that. e Honey.”

She looked at him, then shook her head.

I don’t even know when J.J. filled out the entimtract but he slithered up next
to Mike, shoulder to shoulder, pointed his chickeratch instructions to the tech in a
tornado of words—ants, fire ants, kids, bittenemgic, swollen, spiders, roaches too,
hornets, wasps—then slid the signing line underefdikhand.

“We collect payment now of course, but in this ¢dseean, | know we can trust
you folks to pay the tech.”

“Oh yeah, yeah,” Mike said.

“But,” J.J. said, suddenly tilting his head to ghee, “I guess it would be more
secure to collect now. Yeah, let’s just do it n@vab your Visa and I'll just call in to
reserve the slot.” He flicked his pen toward thargertop where, | noticed for the first
time, a wallet sat. By the time | took that in teetthe phone to his ear and looked
perfectly content. Mike breathed deep, then motidioe his wife to grab the wallet. And
she did. | thought | sensed her hand shaking $jigitten she flicked through several
cards and pulled out one. Mike shook his head.gslled another and he took it from
her then twisted it end over end slowly, like wimglisome chain. He had not signed the
contract.

Marcy answered the phone and J.J. began speakgidlipto her. He looked
over and noticed the unsigned line. He reacheddmsl out to the contract, picked up the

pen he’'d set by it, pointed it at the line, andisas if correcting for Mike’s slight
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misunderstanding, “Oh, just your name right hekHe"tapped the line several times with
the pen then held it there till Mike took it fronsthand, by which time he was already in
the middle of scheduling with Marcy.

Mike stared at the paper in front of him. He betanign his name, light, like
practicing forgery. His wife stared at the fridge.

“Well,” J.J. said to Marcy, “Keep it on the downatpbut we’re giving them an
extra discount because guess what, they're LDSo&gy, | know.” J.J. looked over at
Mike’s slow progress. His eyes held briefly on gaised signature. “Who’s your
bishop?” he asked him.

“Carnell,” Mike said. “Bishop Roger Carnell.” Henfshed his name quickly.

“Roger Carnell,” J.J. said into the phone. “I knai¢e’ll have to get to know the
other wards a little more. We should,” he said, amded to the couple, “we should do
some sort of a barbeque or something sometime.”

Mike’s wife pulled the corners of her mouth up arwtided briskly.

J.J. took the contract back carefully; then, phtonieis ear, said, “The card. Right.
It's a—oh,” he looked at the credit card on thdd¢al).J. motioned casually for the card
and Mike picked it back up and then reached itstawly to J.J.. “It’'s a Visa, Marcy.
You want to speak with them? Sure. One second héte the phone away from his face.
“Our secretary just wants to confirm tomorrow’s émwith you.”

Mike nodded and took the phone. J.J. jotted thdittcard numbers down.

He wrote my name where it said Premium Pest CoRteplresentative.

We left two minutes later.
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“Good work,” he said as he handed me the contadidtyat hard-fought ink
punctuated by a signature in a different handabthttom. We strode down the sidewalk.
“The Mormon discount.”

| felt as though I'd just played a four-quarter gaand was ready to go home.

“Nice folks, too,” he said.

| nodded.

“You know, you don’t want them to know you only camiown for the summer,
because if they suspect how much money you're ngakire nudged me, “they’ll think
you're overcharging them. And | don't like themkioow I'm the owner because
everyone thinks they should get a deal.”

We were headed to the neighboring house. The yasdmmaculate, lacking any
of the toys the Nelson’s had. “As tough as thatwas, it's always worth it to fight for
that first one of the night. It's easy now,” hedsand turned to walk up the sidewalk to
the next house. On the top of his clipboard waseMilelson’s contract, signed, his name
prominent near the top.

When the door open J.J. slunk against the wallfimatly looked up at the
woman who stood there. She was blonde and vertypvath bangs chopped straight
across.

“Just the bug guy,” J.J. said.

The woman burst out laughing. “The bug guy! Yougsigned to be called what
they call you then.”

“Oh yeah,” J.J. said. “This kid here goes by Godlide flicked his head at me

and | smiled, because | was supposed to. The wiemnghed again.
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“Look,” J.J. said, “I don’t mean to bother you. Mik having us treat tomorrow—
you know the Nelsons next door?”

“Oh sure,” she said. “They moved in just beforé€ us.

“Right. He was telling us that a lot of this areanew.”

“Brand new,” the woman said, nodding deeply.

“Also, they were telling us that everyone is seding little ants by the sinks in
the kitchen and the bathroom.”

“‘Really?” The woman gasped. She leaned out the a@odiooked at their house
and then said, “They really said that? Honey!” 8aked into the house. “Come here a
second!”

Her husband came walking out, a healthy thirty-y@drin workout clothes.

“That couple next door have those little ants too.”

He nodded and looked up at us. “You guys treatiegn?”

“Tomorrow at four,” J.J. said. “We can get you tiglter for half off. I'll jot
some info down now so he can get you in one shwit Way,” J.J. said with a shrug, “all
the bugs won't run to your house after we treair tlaevn.”

The man waved us in and walked into the kitcheih wis wife. We followed. By
the time we made it to the table, he’d pulled dstdnedit card and handed it to his wife.
He went into the other room.

It took the time it took to fill out the contraché we were gone. J.J. didn’t even

call Marcy.
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The next two houses each had a for sale sign.slagss the street,” he said. He
knocked on the door. “Tomorrow, when the tech ihgou’re going to be knocking on
every door within sight of the truck, OK?”

“Right,” | said.

“And just point out the truck to everyone. Walktinéo the curb if you have to,
but make sure they see the truck.”

The door opened. J.J. kept talking to me as i&drit. “That’s the only way
we’re going to be able to fit all these customarss if we do it back to back like that.

I'll tell the tech. Hey,” he said to the man in theorway. “Bug guys. We’'re treating for
those sugar ants tomorrow. Be at Mike’s there at &md then and Candy and Trevor’s
right after. You going to be around?”

“Is this for the HOA?” the man asked.

“Nope. We're the premium service most of the neahlbod uses. We opened up
a new route to fit everyone in and we’re doingit fialf off. Where, mostly, do you see
the little ants?”

“They got in my damn speakers.”

“Right. Attracted to the electrical pulse in the@d. Where was that? Let me take
a look.”

The man turned and walked and J.J. followed. Hisene&vas Justin, and we sold
him in ten minutes and left.

At the next door, J.J. said, “This one is you.” $tepped down the stairs and
walked into the lawn where he squatted at a fiterayund like a scientist.

Across the street the garage door to Mike Nelsbaisse opened.
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This door opened to a middle-aged black man.

I looked across the street and saw Mike sit dowmsrgarage. “Hey Mike,” |
called out, and he waved. Then | looked to the mahe door.

“Just the bug guy. We're treating Mike, there,dited, “then Candy—the
blonde?”

“Yeah,” the man said.

“Then Justin next door.”

“How much?”

| froze. “Umm, well, if you’re going to be aroundmorrow, are you going to be
around tomorrow?”

The man smiled. “How much?”

“Seventy?”

“No thanks.” He shut the door.

“Dangit,” | said to J.J. after | stepped down theps.

He shrugged. “When they ask how much, ask howhzg tiouse is. You're
taking the next one too. Ask this one whether ske&ng more little ants or more
wasps.”

The door opened to a skinny woman with a Bud Lighter hand. She wore a
tank top that advertised sharp bony shoulders hadhad a smoker’s face.

“Hey. It's the bug guy,” | said to her. “We're tiag the neighbors tomorrow for
the little ants and the hornets and stuff. Have'ybsaid, “have you, uh, seen, um, do
you see more of the little ants or more of the wdsipooked up at her eaves, which

were full of wasp nests. “More of those?” | saidrping.
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“Everything,” she said, with a glare, but | wastpresure it was meant for the
everything, not for me.

“Where do you see the ants.”

“Everywhere.”

“OK. Maybe, uh, can you show me where?”

She stared at me and then smiled. “You're a funmg/"'dShe waved me into the
house. J.J. followed. We tracked through the hongel @ucked under sinks, knocked on
walls, dragged my finger along grout lines, ratthenl sliding glass door. She smirked at
me the whole time.

“We can treat you tomorrow for half off while we'neating the Nelson’s and
Candy and Justin.”

“I don’t know a damn person.”

“The truck will be here.”

“Right. How much?”

“How big is this house.”

“No idea.”

I laughed, then she smiled. | said, “Can | get gbing to drink?”

This time she laughed and then we walked to theh&it and J.J. gave me a
thumbs up. | sat down at her table.

“l used to be married to one of you.”

“Bug guy?”

“Salesman,” she said. “Mother fucker.”

“Salesman?” J.J. said, as if guiltily charged.
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“Oh, shut up,” she said and rolled her eyes. “Houchmis this going to put me
out?”

“Will you be here tomorrow?” | asked.

“And every day.”

“Seventy tomorrow, seventy every two months aftebetween we’ll treat for
free every time you need it.”

She rolled her eyes and grabbed her purse. “Fuckiagnp.”

| jotted her name down. Kelsey Lucci. She handedearecard.

“Is morning or afternoon better?”

She shrugged.

“How about right before four?”

She shrugged. “Are you the one treating?”

“No.”

“Is the one who treats going to be an ex-con apd eand murder me?”

“Not probably.”

“Oh God,” she rolled her eyes. “Of course he is.”

J.J. said, “Kirt, ask Marcy to send a non-rapist.”

“I'd really prefer that,” the woman said.

| wrote down her card number and called Marcy ar@aldyl confirmed the
appointment with her and we left.

It was getting dark. Where had the time gone?tIHappier than | had since |
arrived. | had four sales in a single day, all watyment on credit cards. Over three-

hundred dollars. | thought of nothing as cars dnoast, cared little what anyone thought
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if seeing me from the window. Those windows, thoees, those people, they were
money. It was more than that. | was here to helyad here to solve their problem. | was

the bug guy.

When we got back to the office | marked my Fridgyae on the whiteboard
with a four.

“Tomorrow,” J.J. said, “You're going to be theretlatee thirty when the tech is
finishing the first house.”

| left the office and walked home through the boganight on my toes. | felt like
Gene Kelly. | needed a lightpost and rain. The igatmd lay beside me and | walked on.
The forest to my right swelled with the creakingl @nacking and tweeting of a million
insects. My phone rang, and it was the office.

Marcy said, “ | forgot to tell you when you wereréeBishop Duncan called for
you.

“What?” | asked.

“The Bishop, from the singles ward. He wants té& talyou.”

My gut dropped. I'd forgotten my Thursday appoinirne

“He wants to talk to you either tomorrow at noorSanday when we are at
church. He said tomorrow is best, but | don’t knbhe knows we are forty minutes
away.”

My memory steamed up—had that been only this pasti® when I'd jacked
off in the shower? Could | really only be five ddysyond that? Still entirely in the midst

of it, as far as God would be concerned. And theh8&p. His urgency. God had prompted
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him, had urged him to call, inspired him to bring m for questioning. | could pretend |
hadn’t done such a disgusting thing, | could ignbfer days as | had; | could go about
my week selling and laughing and meeting a hotligiel | deserved any of it, like |
deserved to be happy. | could skip away from tlie@find saunter down Alligator
Alley—as we’d been calling the thin path between tbserve and the pond—but my sins
would find me out. | wanted to dive into the poaohk into the muck that must line the

floor.
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CHAPTER 12

The homes and the boys are waiting for the peapéerive.

On the stormy days the boys drive to the fillingghéorhoods. They drive out to
watch their development, to gauge the emotionb@ttreet, to know when to knock the
doors. The drives are long. There is time to talk.

I never lie, says the one.

| don't either. It's not necessary. The best dbve to.

That was the problem with my old company. The heass a liar.

| worked with guys like that. They'd tell peopleydining to get the sale.

| don’t sell as many as | could.

Me neither. It's worth missing some to keep my-se$ipect.

Absolutely. | mean, I'm careful about it. | meaim Inot going to lay out every
detail for them, I’'m not going to like, you knowighlight the bad things. I’'m not going
to walk in and say, hey, guess what, you couldwdicst customer in this county. I'll
tell them we’re treating their neighbors. But whHaes neighbor even mean?

Exactly. Or I tell them the truck will be on thaireet tomorrow treating. See,
that’s a goal, not a lie. That's a statement officemce.

Right. The truck will be treating here tomorrownlgoing to graduate from
college in a couple years. I'm going to retirehirty. Can a goal be a lie?

I’'m careful to never step over the line. I'll saye’ll be treating a few of your
neighbors. Do you know Mr. Jensen two houses dd#ei® been seeing some of the
ants. See, | never said | am going to be treatingJ®hsen.

That's exactly what | do.
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| can’t help it if they assume I'm treating Mr. 3em. | asked if they knew him,
and | said we’'d be treating their neighbors.

| hate it, though, when they say, so you're treahr. Jensen?

Nah, | just say this, | say: We won't be treatinignhomorrow | couldn’t get him
into my schedule. | only have a few specific slefs | need to schedule him for a
different day.

Oh, that’s good.

And it's not a lie. It's true we won'’t be treatifgm tomorrow. It's true | couldn’t
get him in my schedule. | need to schedule hinffarent day—again a goal.

Right. Or when they ask for a flier. | never gitetn one when they ask.

Oh, a flier? I'm sorry, | don’'t have any fliershave announcements. And if they
ask for an announcement: | left them in the cacaBee | did, my backseat is full of
them. | didn’t leave therall in the car, but that’'s not what | said.

How many did you sell last year anyway—you knowthwhat other company?

Oh, I sold about two hundred.

Yeah, that's about what | did.

| had a few cancel, you know. Like normal.

Right. Me too.

The boys drive down the highway watching for thgnsi

Welcome, Homeowners, the signs say.

Because what's a homeowner anyway? Who can reafly s

How's this: The homeowner is the one who takestoeifoan.

Welcome, Homeowners—that’s a goal.
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A beautiful house waits on the corner, windows stjrcobblestone sealed, palm
trees trucked in and hoisted straight, a set @fetlon one side, two on the other. The
wind is hard and heavy and the front yard is staiild three flags whipping. Red clouds
swirl on the weatherman’s radar—nothing too ouhefordinary, a tiny hurricane,
dispersed pieces of sky racing up the coast brbigeminutes of blue, a spinning flower’s
petals. The flags whip south to north, kissing eattier in the wind. Orange, yellow, red
flags, announcing the homeowner’s opportunity. gaddeneath them with the hours of
business. Closed. Call this number.

The boys drive past the model and down the stidety pass four more homes,
all with flags, this one with a second story, thige with a second garage, this one with a
third porch pillar and a deck above. This one witbrick strip like a belt on the stucco
walls.

You're going to make more money next year.

This house will be worth more next year.

You're going to retire a millionaire.

Welcome, Homeowners.

They drive past the houses to flattened dirt witheg pipes poking from the
ground like snorkels. Dirt and evenly spaced ligbsts as far as they can see. Dirt rising
into dust. Dust sheets blowing. The roads thatidessh hosed down, dark and newly
paved, are running with dirt. They approach a shadystop sign and look both ways.
Empty empty empty.

He steps out of the car on the passenger side.

It's getting pretty messy out here!
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He looks at the clouds. A swarm of ants in theegyttmps his shoelaces.
It's going to be gnarly!

His ankles are bit.

Stomp, stomp, stomp.

He sits in the car and wipes at his ankle, takéhisfshoe to make sure.

They flip around and leave the place and mark ith@ir mapCome in August
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CHAPTER 13

In the morning at Correlation J.J. congratulatedoméeing top seller. The other
boys had mediocre Friday’s at best. Payson soldTador sold two. Payson seemed
annoyed at having sold just one, but as the medtiagged on | realized Payson was
mostly annoyed—as usual—at being in a meeting.

We did a couple role-plays like when 1 first arévd his time | shoved and
pushed the guy into a sale, again and again.ikegglat some point, that there were no
way for him to tell me no. He could close the donme, but that was his only redress. |
would not leave. | would require that he treat roerpy. Act in an inhuman way. That
was the charge | was putting on him if he decidetttm purchase my product. He could
shut the door on my mid-sentence, smile on my fébat costs a person a lot, to have to
do that. It isn’t about need, or about productaloout service, or about closing at the
right time. It's about building up the human elemefithe conversation and then forcing
the other person to destroy it or to buy. Thoselaee two choices. | would lean on their
empathy, exploit their inability to recognize theulndary between me and them. The
more they believed | am sincere and unwilling vk the more likely they would be to
buy. They won'’t buy if they think they can exit thikuation without any damage to their
view of themselves. The vulnerability of a salespthan, is his great advantage. The
heat, the humidity, the crappy shorts and polo. ddwrstep and the fact that no one
wants him there. All of that is what sells the prod

| left the meeting early to head into Tampa for appointment with the Bishop.
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It was a long enough drive into Tampa to make inéalmost convinced myself
I'd rather be knocking on doors. | pulled into ttteurch parking lot right next to the only
other vehicle there, a black Suburban, the Bishdgaking in the sun. He had a family of
seven to pull around in that thing, all of them en#l2. The church felt hollow without
the couple-hundred young single adults, trios gfsba white shirts and loosened ties
talking in the corner about ditching Sunday Sctiogdlay Halo.

Every step on the purple carpet felt heavy. This kreew something was up, had
seen it on my face. | constructed an entire imapstery for him: he’d seen that | was
weighted with sin; he'd read my appointment in loek prepared by the Ward secretary
and nodded his head at my finally coming to confelesd waited for me Thursday,
reading glasses balanced low on his large nosengdemnd, delving into a printed recent
lecture from some or another religious conferereed httended. The clock had advanced
ten minutes past my appointed time and he’d sigleadmmitted himself to his studies.
Twenty minutes and he’d frowned, pulled his plarfn@m the right side of his desk,
circled my name with pen.

| sat outside his office on a cold metal chair. gi®r was a shade open and he
heard me. He walked to the door and it opened.

“Kirt?”

It was a question. He wasn’t sure.

“Yep,” | said. | walked in like | was headed to seoorstep—cocky even. He
didn’t need to tell me to sit in one of the threarme cushioned chairs opposite his deep
brown desk. Intricate spirals ran up the carvedllégought of a barber’s pole.

He looked at his watch. | glanced at the clockabwit late.



99

“Good to finally speak to you,” he said, “I meaikgel this.”

| agreed. He continued, his voice meandering, siointentional.

“Your extermination business coming along?”

“Yeah,” | said. “I just sell the contracts. J.XI.,, &ffrey, he’s the owner.”

“That’s right,” he said. He shuffled through a feapers, flipped a stapled page
on its head and over its pair. “You’re probably wering,” he said and set the paper
down, eyes on it, before finally looking at me amadiling, “why | wanted to talk to you.”

“Well first off,” | said, “I'm sorry | missed thaappointment Thursday.”

“Oh?” he shook his head. “I don’t think we had ydnwn—did we have you
down?” He stretched his eyebrows up and lookedao f@r relief. He flipped open his
appointment book and ran his finger down the rovu were inspired to forget,” he
joked, after seeing it. “I'm sorry about that. Welie reason | asked you in today is I'm
looking for a young man to speak Sunday th& 2hen | talked to Jeffrey Jacobs, he
mentioned your name. So I'm asking you: would yeunilling to speak in Sacrament
meeting in three weeks?”

“OK,” | said and shrugged. | was massively reliened to be talking about
masturbation. Though | knew | should bring it uphi&/ | was here | should talk about it.

He perked up. “Fantastic. You'll have ten minutasg you'll be speaking right
before Brother Miller of our Stake High Council.”

“Sure,” | said. “Do you want to give me a topic,dw you want me to speak on
anything?”

“I'd like you to speak on the Restoration—on sorterent of it. Joseph Smith’s

First Vision, the delivering of the Priesthood Keagsloseph by the angels Peter, James,
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and John, early church history,” he waved his hé&maly of that. With ten minutes you'll
only want to choose one specific topic. I'll leahat to you and you can leave that to the
guidance of the Spirit. Brother Miller will be spag about the Martyr of the Prophet.”

“Which was around this time, right?”

“June 27.” He nodded.

“In 1844.

“Yes.” He smiled. “Jeffrey was right about you.”

“Well,” | said, “the truth is this is not my strorgpint.”

“What isn't?” he asked.

“The truth is 1 don’t have a strong testimony o$dph Smith. | don’t have a
testimony of early church things. Not like | feedHould at least. Not like | want to have.”

“Have you ever asked God,” he said, perhaps todetdyy “for an answer? Have
you ever prayed about it?”

“l guess not hard enough,” | said.

“Did you ever see the film at Temple Square in §ake City about the pioneer
journey?”

“Yes—Legacy’ | said. The film depicted early Mormon pioneérsing
persecuted and driven from city to city—includingtiand, Ohio, the town for which |
was nhamed. The prophet Joseph Smith is tarredeatidered for claiming to have
restored the truth, people are murdered by a nambilies die on the journey west.

“What did you think?”

“I cried my eyes out, every time.”
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He smiled. “So, you felt something. Are you familgith the verse of scripture
called ‘Moroni’'s Promise’?” he asked.

| recited it. He was impressed. It never made sems@& when people were
surprised | knew the scriptures. Why wouldn’t 12 Bea wanted to clue me to the final
line: “And by the Power of the Holy Ghost ye maylnthe truth of all things.”

He opened hiBook of Mormon*“You know,” he flipped the crinkly pages slowly
toward some goal, “you obviously are ahead of ymmers in doctrinal areas, | can see
that already. Presumably you're familiar with Almmaiscussion of faith.” He looked up
and | nod. “But it's worth revisiting, and reallgading. Because this,” he closed the book
and held it in both hands, elbows firmly plantedtioa desktop, “is the truest book, the
most correct book the Earth has seen. And | kndwlie God’s word. Because God has
revealed it to me. And he’ll do the same for anyat® asks.” He set it down. “Let me
tell you something else. Have you ever heard thagah ‘A testimony is to be found in
the Bearing of it?””

| thought that I had.

“To be clear, it doesn’t medake it till you make it,he said, his deep dark eyes
set on me. “If it weren’t true, you'd be faking But Truth—God’s eternal Truth as
revealed through the Gospel of Jesus Christ—well,kyring yourself in line with Truth
and behave with the understanding of it, and ef/gau don’t yet have a testimony of it,
you soon will. Don’t take it from me. The prophétve said so again and again. Read
Alma Chapter—" he flipped a couple pages.

| finished for him: “Chapter 32.”
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“Yes, Alma 32. And go on the church website andifielmler Packer’s talk ‘The
Candle of the Lord.” The prophets cannot lie, od®all remove them. He’s said so.
They don't lie. There is nothing to lie about wharu are dealing in pure truth.”

| took hardened candy from the jars he’d placetiisrdesk and | took off. | felt
glad he’d not called me in to grill me about my s papers, and preparing a talk on
the Restoration of the Gospel through the Propbstgh Smith would be the best
preparation | could do right now. It seemed certerhad been inspired to ask me to do
it. This was what | needed. | breathed the aihanhallway on the way out and could feel
that this would be a moment to look back on. Thhsee weeks of preparing my talk
would be pivotal ones: the time at which | begamttke myself into a powerful tool in

God'’s hands.

| arrived at the porch of the neighbor to the worfidrsold the night before, the divorcee
of a salesman. | would sell this house, | could ite@ heir porch was crawling with ants
and eaves were full of spiders.

A man opened the door looking jittery.

“Yeah?” he said.

“Just the bug guy.”

“Oh.” He relaxed. “Right. Sorry, | thought you wettee Mormons.”

“Well,” I laughed. He looked at me odd. “No, I'mgutrying to sell people stuff.”

“Thank God,” he said. “What are you selling.”

“Pest control.”

“Fuck. These bugs are bad as hell.”
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“You've got them bad. Worst on the street.” | pethiat the ground and his eyes
followed to a trail of ants carrying things inteethrevice between the cement and his
wall.

“Fucking figures.”

He followed my arm as | pointed out the hangingpsaand the massive spider
webs. “You've been seeing those little tiny antsde, right?”

“Oh, hell yeah. | poured gasoline all the fuck otregm in the kitchen on the tile
and they still came back.”

“Gasoline? Wow. Gasoline?”

“These buggars are de-term-ined. I'll tell you whs$ a constant battle in here.
Come here.”

We walked into the house. He wasn't kidding: amgeaand red gallon of
gasoline sat in the corner of the kitchen on tiee hiodies of small ants all over the floor.
They weren’t the sugar ants I'd been talking abthey were the larger ants we’d seen
marching into his walls on the porch.

He squatted down close to the ground and said, {Wifee she flipped out and all.
I’'m giving them hell.”

“How’s it going?”

He made a sound that didn't indicate success. “l’dok said, “you tell your guy
across the street there if he comes and just sfineykitchen to hell, every damn square
inch of it, I'll give him twenty bucks. Just fordh”

“Uh,” | stuttered. This had suddenly taken a wrdug.

Ask a question.
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“How long have you been seeing them?”
“Since | moved in four weeks ago.”
“The whole time?”

“Whole damn time.” He stood up and grabbed thehkitcfridge and swung it

open. He pulled out something and held it out townhae still buried in the fridge. | took

it. It was wet, cold, a beer.

ants.”

“Oh, no thanks,” | said. It looked toxic to me,dila sweating urine bag.
He took it back and popped the top off on his neanige countertop.

“Let me tell you,” | said, in a flash of brilliancéwhat’'s going on with these

“Tell me.”
Okay. Tell him.
| said, “Well, you could see they were coming intbe porch.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Also, over here. This glass ddaarok. Tracking in over it like

it doesn’t fucking exist.”

I leaned to the door, popped the lock, slid itlgligopen, and lifted it. It was

clear that it lifted a full half inch or so, almagiming out of its track.

“Jesus,” he said shaking his head. “No wonder.”
“Yeah. That’s one thing.”

What's the other. What's the other.

“The other thing is this.”

| scanned the room. A table.

“Come sit down for a second and I'll show you sdmreg.”
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We sat. | pulled my binder open to a page with antstheir larvae and eggs
pictured.

“You're seeing these adults,” | said, pointing atanically large sized image of
an ant with jaws the size of garden shears.

“Them motherfuckers?”

“But this is a blown up image, not to scale.”

“Still,” he said. He was on my side.

“And see these little guys,” | said, pointing te tlarvae. “These are hatched and
waiting underground.”

“The larvas,” he said.

“Exactly. Now the thing about gasoline.”

He looked at me intently, nodding. | was abouteieeal some wisdom to him. He
was sure of it. | wasn’t quite so sure.

The thing about gasoline.

The thing.

“The thing about it is it doesn’t have a residual.”

“A residual.”

“That’s the thing that sticks around so when thet ats show up it kills them
too.”

“Cuz the gasoline evaporates,” he said.

“Sort of,” | said, although | had no idea. “It's mocomplicated than that. Only

professional gels and baits like the ones we aem$ied to use will do the trick.”
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“| get that,” he said. “Totally. Listen man, telbyr guy to come over here, |
swear, I'll pay him twenty bucks right now. Just tbe kitchen.”

I nodded and immediately wished | hadn't.

That won’t work to have him come over.

That won't work because | require a contract topged.

“Here’s the thing. See, there’s one other thinggh&he eggs.” | pointed at the
insect eggs.

The man nodded.

What could the eggs do for me.

“The eggs won't hatch for six to eight weeks,” idsaand now | had found
something to follow. “And by the time you see thasnadults, they've already laid more
eggs.”

“Sheesh,” he said.

| explained that if my tech came over and drendtisditchen he’d still get
another batch of ants when they hatched. “And yafe will kill you.” The last bit was a
stroke of genius and | was well rewarded for it—then laughed loud.

“Can't let that happen.” | flipped the page ovethe contract. “Let me tell you
how we make it not happen, and why all the neighlaoe saving themselves from their
wives with what we do. What was your name anyway?”

“Bryan,” he said. | began to write it down. “Kilpatk,” he said as | got to the
second half.

Something compelled me to continue with my perhéoaddress. “Let’s see, this

house is—" | set the pen there and only had to aaialf second.
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“1144 Orange Blossom,” he said.

I looked at him after jotting it down. “OK. ListeBryan. | know it makes sense to
have that guy over here and kill everything, bla&ve to tell you, he can’t do it for
twenty bucks.”

“Well what about just the kitchen? Can he do just—~

“But they’d move somewhere else. The ants are ur yalls. We have to flush
them out all over the house or you'll never stotiigg yelled at by your wife.”

He looked at me, perhaps a bit resigned. “So wbatodi do, you drill into the
walls?”

“I'll have my guy over right now and he’ll do anitial flush out. He’s gonna get
all the ones you are seeing now. He’s gonna duktpvofessional baits in your walls—
he’ll get in there by taking off some electricatleticovers. And he’ll bait with gels
under your sink by the water where the bugs likel&'s gonna go outside and build a
barrier four feet up and ten feet out around thele/perimeter. He’s gonna kill all the
fire ant mounds.”

“He is?”

“Oh sure. And he’s gonna knock down all those hoamel wasps that were in
your eaves and awnings, and he’ll do it all arotire@lhouse and he’ll spray up there to
make it so they don’t come back. Obviously,” | éonkd, “you can see that if we do it
just once the eggs will hatch and they’ll all bekand taking over in a matter of weeks.
So naturally we come back the second month antldreacond time just to knock them

dead. After the first two months he only has to emut every other month. And we
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don’t do two year contracts like those cell phoaeviges or nothing, just a seven-service
agreement. Two back-to-back and then five morg thte seven service flush-out.”

| liked that. The Seven Service Flush-Out.

“Alright,” he said. He was nodding. “That soundgefty good. How much is that.”

“How big is your house?” | asked. “How many bathrs?”

“Bathrooms? Let’s see.” He pointed in various di@ts. “Three and a half.”

“Nice big house,” | said.

“Real nice,” he said. “And real expensive. More niman when | bought it. They
jacked up the price on me.”

“Huh?”

“They jacked up the price. | was paying twenty-twondred and now they say
twenty six.”

“Wow,” | said. | shouldn’t have indulged this thoeddis money issues could not
have anything to do with what we were doing.

| needed to recover. Get us back on track.

“We never do that at Premium. Once you’re on theean this neighborhood,
you get the deal your neighbors are getting, aagtite never goes up. Let me tell you
about that deal. Usually we charge a hundred ar lhoicks, but we’re doing it for half
off. For seventy. And then those follow up treattseare usually one hundred,” | heard
myself say the words, and realized suddenly, ajhdwsually say ninety, one hundred
sounded better. “And we come out and treat anysioweneed in between for free. You
can put your gasoline away. But right now, becaungéruck is there, | can do all of

those for seventy instead.”
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He paused. “l don’t know man,” he said. “| meastdn, | think that sounds like a
good deal, | really do. | just—like | was sayinghvthe house and everything.”

“Totally,” | said. “Totally. | get that. Who can i shell out seventy bucks right
now?”

“Exactly.”

Who can just shell out seventy bucks right now? s¥tine ever.

“That’s kind of why we do things another way atmrem Pest.”

“Oh yeah?” he said.

Oh yeah?

“Yeah.”

| swallowed.

“See, we don’t make you pay up front like that.d0tirse not. | mean, in the first
month, instead of seventy, we just have you patfive. And then in the second
month just thirty-five again. And on like that Untis all set.” | could just make him pay
it for an extra month at the end. | could do tk#.could get what he needs and | could
get the sale.

He pauses again. “But | really don’'t have evenyHirve, you know, like today. |
mean, like in a week or so, for sure, just righivribings are a little tight.”

I knew | could get this guy the service. | knewrteeded it.

“Let me call my manager and see what we can dander if we can work this
out. | mean, we're talking about a truly premiurmvgee here, a huge weight off your

shoulders, a major escape from the bugs. And yderw



110

“I know man,” he said, hands on his hips. “I kno¥au're right. | mean, | really
do want it. | just.”

“Let me call.”

| called J.J. and described the situation.

“Right,” J.J. said. “Do this Kirt: Tell him | saidl he can do it on a Visa card we
can work something out where he’ll just pay, likdatever up front. And then the rest
month by month. Like twenty, and forty a month aftet.”

“Ok,” | said. “Down to...”

| waited for him to answer. “Down to zero,” he sdifinything in the first month,
just make sure the rest makes at least a four-lkdnrainety dollar contract, give or take.”

“So the owners will let us go that low? Right. kIl him not to let the neighbors
know. Thanks Jeffrey.”

“Hang on, don’t go yet. Set it up while I'm on thkone. Say we can do it for
twenty. Then close it for tomorrow.”

“He was hoping to get it done tonight. The techamass at his neighbor’s.”

“Even better.”

I looked at Bryan. “Good news.”

He looked like he was holding his breath.

“You have a Visa right?”

“Oh yeah, for sure,” he said.

“As long as you can use the Visa and as long asay@going to be here tonight

S0 my tech can come right over—they say they ctuallg do it for—" and | practically
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whispered, twenty” | raised my eyebrows. Bryan’s arms were foldad ae nodded, but
he was frowning.

“Twenty?” he asked.

“Twenty to get rid of those ants. You'll have fontgxt month I'm sure, right? |
mean, you're working man, right?”

“Totally,” he said. “This is just a crazy dumb wekek

“Yeah, Jeffrey,” | said into the phone. “Hold tHast slot today for us. Can you
call the tech and let him know?”

“I will. What's the address?” J.J. asked. “Ask the payment right now, then just
start filling out the contract. Just tell him taray you his Visa.”

“Bryan, grab me that Visa real quick.”

“Perfect.”

| looked at the paperwork but could see Bryan vightty frozen there.

J.J. said nothing, but | pretended to respond. {Ye{s grabbing that now. Yes, a
Visa.”

J.J. had still said nothing.

“The name is Bryan, B R Y A N. Kilpatrick.” And laye him the address.

| heard J.J. type some things but don’t know ifMas even listening.

Bryan stood next to me. | looked up. He was holdiisgVisa. “Actually,” Bryan
said, “you know, do you have, like, a card or amgR”

“I don't,” | said. “Is it the twenty bucks that's@oblem?”

As | said it | heard the power in it. To be abletmvince someone first to buy,

and then to be genuinely put off when they strugigleay. Like being some God.
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“It's a really crazy week, is all,” he said. “I tik | just have hold off right now,
and call you next week.”

But the Visa card was in his hand.

And | was sitting in his kitchen.

“J.J.?" | said. “He can't afford the twenty this nib.” | looked at Bryan and said,
nodding, “But next month you can afford forty oreewprobably forty-five.”

“Absolutely,” he said.

J.J. didn’'t even hesitate, “Just get the card nurabé tell him zero this month
and then forty five for the twelve months after.”

| smiled. “Looks like we’ve got you taken care ofan.” | smiled and he could
see how good | felt. It made him happy. This haehbesolved.

“Listen,” | told him. “I just need the visa, anadwill be zero this month—since
we’re going to be out here already treating. Wedait for free this first month to
accomodate your crazy week. Forty five for the rherdfter.”

Bryan signed without allowing himself a thoughtt boould see he was anxious.
He had fallen silent. He had been sold. Still,rhisd couldn’t wrap around it. He hadn’t
paid anything. It was less painful. There was nmadiate burn.

“Listen,” | said. “If there are any problems, caik. I'll give you my cell.” | jotted
it down on the contract. It was probably unnecgsdAfe’d been trained to refer them to
the office number. It only takes one call from atomer to teach you never to make that

mistake again.
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The heat of the street and the burning clear wag ndihe houses in their cookie
cutter shapes were a sudden comfort, no threatoh®bf these was different from its
neighbors on either side. All of them offered a wafor me, all of them held a sell. A
hundred bulls eyes to hit. | knew I'd knock the mwg out and | could do it with one
arm. | could feel that when | saw their common pes; their similar window dressings,
the way they tried to distinguish themselves with similarly unique decor I'd see in
house after house.

| sold four in the next two hours. | pointed to theck and waved at the bees in
their awnings and they gave me their credit cartis. cooling sky, the setting sun, the
street lights threatening to dim on, these werdailthe first time ever, unwelcome. The
receding heat signaled the end to an irreprodudiaje

No. Every day can be today. Now that I've got it.

| pulled out my phone and called Amy on the nunmeesaved. It rang to her
voicemail.

“Amy,” | said. “This is Kirtland. Grant. The bug gul wondered if maybe, well.
Maybe you’ll come to church again. Maybe I'll semuythere.”

A car turned onto the road, passed me, and tunmtedhe driveway of the house |
hadn’t sold when | was with J.J.. The middle-agiedhbman who’d said No to me
stepped out of the car. | was on track to catciwitip him, and | didn’t slow down as he
bent into his car to adjust something. By the thmestood up, a head taller than me, and
closed his door with a briefcase in hand, | wabtrigere.

“Evening sir,” | said.

At first he didn’t recognize me. Then he did.
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“Listen,” | heard myself say. “I'm treating that iige,” | pointed two down from
him. “I'm treating that house.” | pointed to hisigkbors. “I'm treating her.” | pointed
next-door on the other side. “I'm treating him, dimd treating him. Across from you
here, I'm treating the Nelson’s, the Anthony’s #ethe Fernandez’s, and down a few
houses, the Clays.”

He stared at me.

“I think we should sit down for a minute,” | saitfll explain why they're all
onboard.”

He laughed a low, slow, laugh. He turned and watted/ly toward his door. |
followed him uninvited, and when he got to the dd@r opened it, looked over his
shoulder at me, chuckled as he walked in, andtlefien behind him.

| slipped off my shoes.
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CHAPTER 14

One female German roach has ten thousand descsrnidenyear. Forty-eight
hatch at a time and begin to eat the sloughed el&tsks of other roaches, chew through
garbage, swallow anything they can find. They cramelund in the dark and they scurry
in the light. They click their jaws. The residuplays disperse them, fan them out within
the walls of the home. Their eggs are in a grosacks or the canned food in the parlor

or the newspaper on your porch.

“Needless to say, it takes time to get them undatrol. You understand. | hear
you that he said they’'d be gone, and they will beeg Well, to me, to be honest, it
sounds like there is some misunderstanding oféhéce, not necessarily a situation

involving anyone telling a lie. Let me explainatyou so everything makes sense.”

The fire-ant colonies with single queens build misitwo hundred and fifty
thousand ants strong—does the queen below cohgblthoughts or do they control
hers? She lays two thousand eggs a day. To dgat attiole nest you have to get at the
ones on top. You have to get them to invite ths@oidown into the hive. The workers
must track or carry it in. They carry it in and yhgace it on the larva who will liquefy it.
The workers will later suck it up as a liquid—thegnnot eat solids; they cannot do it
alone. The workers forage one hundred feet andhiive months, the queen seven years.
Seven years: as long as the dogs they will bitesting and send, on occasion, into

anaphylactic shock.
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“Ma’am? I'm sorry, you’re cutting out a bit. Yese¥, that's better. Let me
explain: Did you happen to watch our technicia@attPeYou will have noticed the

professional baits and gels he used. Yes, in tthe tubes. Yes, like a little syringe.”

The roaches have survived floods and meteors aakiegiand famines and
volcanoes. They’ve survived their flattened homésoaisand times, their poisoned skins
for weeks, their cutoff heads for hours. When irs inatomical human crushed one
underfoot they’'d been here two hundred ninety-mmigon eight hundred thousand
years. When the first American poured cement feloaida foundation they’'d been here
two hundred ninety-nine million nine hundred niratge thousand. Give or take

millions. They've survived disease by being it aledith by eating it.

“He left a bead of gel in the spots where you mayehbeen seeing the roaches.
Now, the professional gels and baits are like candize roach. But as you can imagine,
as I'm sure you can understand, we don’t wantltahe roach instantly. | can tell you're
an intelligent person, so | think this will makense to you.

“At a minimum, we hope it takes about three daysefich roach to die. Longer if

possible. A week would be best.”

If the quarter-million ants are warned, if their umals are sprayed up top or
stomped on or threatened this way, the hive knowvsediately and the hill attacked is
soon abandoned. The hill is a silent mound by nmgrnThe ants seal it off and put their

efforts elsewhere in their universe undergrounctylimound the earth twenty feet or
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forty feet away. In the spring will burst from theunds thousands of winged males and
thousands of winged females, wings like some d&terght, glued on with a dab and
ready to fail. The wings are parts of the ant ttke thousands of males are part of the
colony, and every last one will dissolve into tlaetle after mating. Same for the females:
all but a few die on their ten mile flights to fimeéw ground to dig into and new things to

eat and sting.

“You see, when that roach does die, it will be lbseawe caused his exoskeleton
to collapse. But they are social creatures. Fdrttirae days or a week or even longer in
the best scenario, he’ll be happy and healthy anding his little roach hands all over
his little roach friends and family. And those gaixl baits carry a residual, which means
that he’s going to spread the product. He’'ll groawary little roach he meets and then
those roaches will groom themselves, and becaeyentst in close quarters we’ll have

gotten the whole group.”

When hired to kill what survives on death, one nmrstide a death that is
untransformable. Find the way they connect, thie ietween them, the interaction from
one to another, and turn it to toxicity. It is tloeir lust or their hunger or their ambition
that destroys them. It's how they lean into eadtentA melting, rotting body carried off

for a meal by its hive-mates is death that canealdvoured, only spread.

“Yes. It is rather gruesome.
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“But still seeing those roaches five days aftertrgated, that’'s a wonderful sign,
as I'm sure you now understand. | thought you wduld
“Stupid bitch. Second time this week. Let’'s go b#wdre and nuke the place.

Douse the walls. Her cats would die but her danaches would sure die too.”
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CHAPTER 15

Amy sat in the back corner of the Sunday Schoahre@tching the door when |
walked in. Payson and Taylor stepped past het.drs¢éhe close side of her.

| said hello, and she said hello.

Payson nudged Ben then said to me, “Do you knoswthiing woman, Kirt?” he
stuck out his hand to Amy. “I’'m Payson.”

“Amy,” she said. “Kirt invited me.” She touched rkgiee. Payson saw.

“Kirt. | didn’t know you were doing missionary wodut here.”

Amy turned to me, “Will they talk about the sameftas last week?”

| explained how we move through tBeok of Mormorall year. She asked if I'd
read it.

“It's pretty similar to the Bible,” | said.

She said she hadn't read the Bible.

So | explained th8ook of Mormorheld an eight-hundred-year story of a tribe
that came to America from Jerusalem in 400 B.Qit ispo two warring groups, and then
was visited by Jesus after his death. One of ttrédses was ancestral to Native
Americans.

“Why do you study what some guy wrote a hundreds/ago?”

Payson scooped up the question with a missionangsver. Payson went to
Mexico on his mission. “It's not that he wrotehte translated it.”

“From the golden book?”

He nodded. “The good guys wrote their story ongbieen plates and buried

them when the bad guys were about to destroy thetf0 A.D. Joseph Smith recovered
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the plates and translated the ancient languageeimiitish.We study the book because it
confirms and clarifies of the nature of God anddhenity of Jesus Christ.”

“Okay.” Amy turned slightly toward me and smilecheSturned to me, tired of
him. That wasn’t nothing.

Sunday School brought one of my favorite storiesnfall of scripture—a
continuation of the previous week. The godless kifhtpe land hears about the good
guy’s cutting off all the bad guys’ arms and askspeak to him. He is convinced the
good guy, Ammon, is some God. When Ammon testdifeShrist, his words are so
powerful that the king falls into a three-day visiand wakes testifying of God’s glory.
The entire kingdom is transformed and converted.

In my bones I could feel it, in my head | could hi#gasince | was seven and
reading the story | knew it: | would be a missignéke Ammon. Minus the cutting off of
arms. God’s goals were ambitious: He aimed to nma&eéndistinguishable from Himself.
He wanted to give me so much knowledge throughwieternities that | would
eventually become indistinguishable from Him. Hented it for all of us, that we
become Gods. It all made perfect sense—it's whaiuld want for my children if | were
God. The only thing | lacked was the testimonytof knew | was going to be that
missionary. | knew | was going to amass that kndgéeat the hand of God. | just didn’t
know for sure if He existed.

But it was only a matter of time before | would kncAnd at that point I'd see
how all my struggles to gain that testimony hadkedrtogether for my good, how they
would give me empathy for others who struggled yfmuth who doubted, for “gentiles”

who had never yet even heard of God’s plan. Thisurg would hold a massive
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expansion of the fullness of the truth to the cosrad the world as we came closer to the
impending Second Coming of Christ, and | knew kdam important part of that
expansion—once | knew for sure it was all true.

Amy was the first non-Mormon I'd invited to churamd | realized right then
what she might be for me. God could have sentdbuild us both up. If | withessed her
transformation as she came to know the truthséw her convert, it would be all I'd
need to know for certain that the Church changeslil could go on my mission to tell
that to others in confidence. | would go like Amm&te could be sent from God to get
me there.

She put her hand on my shoulder and leaned intandavhispered in my ear:
“This is the hot teacher | was looking for lasteirh

“What?”

“The teacher. He gave the lesson here my first timteweeks ago. Which is why
| came to this class last time. But it was thatyuagdl instead.”

The instructor looked like a golfer or worse to meo short of hair, too much gel
in it, a head stuck still like he was about to syviHe was okay-looking. “They
alternate,” | said.

“Did he tell you,” Payson whispered to Amy whilateng partly over her, “how
many sales he made in the past two days?”

She looked at me. “How much did you make?”

“Like eight-hundred bucks.” | shrugged.

“God,” she said. “I should do this job.”

Two girls in front of us turned and looked at Heairt looked away.
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“What was that?” she whispered.

“You swore. In church.”

“I didn’t,” she said. “What'd | say?”

“God. You said it in vain.”

“In vain?”

“Like, out of a holy context.”

She blinked.

After Sunday school Amy pulled sunglasses fromguese and wore them—dark
with white plastic frames, buggy, trendy. She wasrgthing | had decided | would never
like. She was exactly what | wasn’t looking for., $oeasoned, it was possible there was
some higher purpose in our meeting. She asked hveaifited to grab lunch.

“There’s still sacrament meeting,” | said.

“Shit.”

I laughed.

“Sorry,” she said and covered her mouth. She grhbiehand. “Let’s go
somewhere instead. It's okay, | can bring you héater. You should take me to lunch.”

It seemed like a bad idea to skip Sacrament medtimgs bad evidence toward
her being sent by God. | didn’t say that, exactly.

“Please,” she said, and tilted her head to the Siden’t do the whole two
hours.”

“It's actually three—you missed the first.”

She widened her eyes.

“Well, if you don’t want to come.”
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“Eh—but, | do—"

“Okay,” she said and took my hand. She pulled matd the door.

An Audi chirped and she turned sharp and pulleditheer’s door open.

“I should probably tell them | don’t need a ride.”

“Can you text them?” she said.

Of course | could. | didn’t even need to do thatepped to the passenger side
and got in.

“You know,” she said as she pulled out of the pagHot, “my dad had a bit of a
get-together last night with a lot of food. We ahuf you want, just go there. Warm up
ribs or chicken or something.”

“Is he home?” | said.

“He’ll leave us alone.”

That's not what | meant. | felt glad he’d be the3be pulled onto the highway.
Her nails were painted green and they gripped tit@naatic shifter.

“You checking out my wrists?” she said. She loot®be eyeing the road straight
ahead but | couldn’t see her eyes behind her sssgga She must be watching me out of
the corner.

“I can’t believe I'm skipping Sacrament Meeting. Yknow, I'm a speaker for
the meeting three weeks from now. This is a bad,idkipping.”

“You're giving the lesson in the class we went to?”

“I'm speaking over the microphone, in the last nregetThe big meeting.”

“You don't even live here.”

“They needed a speaker,” | said. “It's good prepanafor my mission, anyway.”
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“Your mission? Mission? You guys talk fucking co&svearing, sorry. Jesus.”

“A mission. Where you knock on doors and talk tqpkeple about the Church.”

“The boys who ride bikes?” She asked. “You're ddiingt?”

“Everybody does. Every guy. For two years when tiuey nineteen.”

“Two years. Good God. Wait, | mean—what do | sagd&Ghell?”

“You could try, ‘Oh, wow’.”

She laughed. “Oh, wow!”

The sun soaked into the black highway. Amy drovedmly, or perhaps the car
was just very nice. She stared ahead through thgybsunglasses. Her nose was sharp,
pointed. She had a freckle on the side of her fgoan she had turned toward her
neighborhood. | didn’t recognize the place in tigatl

| said, “Do you think you’ll come to church again?”

“Who’s inviting me?” she asked. “Just so you knosh& changed the subject as
we pulled up in front of her house, “my dad migksame you’re my boyfriend. You can
go out back, if you want. And I'll grab some food.”

We stepped out of the car. | looked at her overdoé “I could go with that,” |
said—and | heard that edge in my voice, that t&shéolind Saturday with my customers.
“You know, just so he’s not confused. | could preté

“Oh?” she said. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know, tackle you to the kitchen floor.”

She laughed.

“Pin you down, tear some clothes off.”
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“Oh wow! That would really trick him. That mighti¢k me.” She pulled at her
skirt, adjusted her V-neck, and looked around. “Whtne neighbors hear!” she said,
hushed, mock concerned. “Why don’t you pretendigme—" she stopped.

| wanted to coax her on. Pretend what? But | waitgdit her out. Let her be the
one.

She looked at me and smiled. She had the protestisanglasses. “You're not as
bad as you seem at first.”

“I should pretend that?”

“No. You're just not.”

We walked toward her opening garage door. We paams&UV and came to the
door. To my right the garage extended farther toveaileast two more cars. It felt odd to
step into a Florida home from the hot afternoosamething other than a sweaty polo
shirt.

It felt normal to be monitoring behavior signalsvasn’t going to lose this one
once | got inside.

She shrugged off her shoes so | did the samekétbap to her and she stood
smiling, glasses on her head.

“When do you start pretending?” she asked.

ABC's.

“| started already. | was pretending during chutrch.

“Oh? What did you pretend?”

“Hmm. That your lip gloss kept catching my eyeoutdn’t concentrate.”
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She walked into her kitchen. “Good.” She set hagtasses on the countertop
and painted on more lipgloss while looking at mee 0ok my tie in her hands and
pulled it.

“Does this make it easier to pretend?”

| cupped my hands on hers. “Harder. Careful.”

Ask for her Visa.

“It's my best tie.”

“We could,” she said and shrugged, “like, date.&®lged me curiously. “If you
want.”

| didn’t move a muscle. | had to hold my breath-étrat that. The sound of her
words, their pitch, their edges and lulls, her lijppg way she stood, everything was
thrilling. J.J. came to mind. J.J., stoic while tustomers turned in our favor. Hold still.
Don't flinch.

If she wasn’t so concrete, if | couldn’t feel thghtening of the tie around my
neck, if | couldn’t feel her thumb and her forefangand her middle finger on my hand, if
| couldn’t see the peaks and ridges in her uppethie shine of gloss, if her dark hair
wasn't rolling off her shoulders, curling around leellar bone, if | couldn’t feel her
squeeze my hands a little right then, I'd haveb®ieved this. She could have been a
ghost at the foot of my bed and I'd have knowndreithat to do.

| considered words and | ruled those out. A hatbsel had passed and she held
her gaze.

“Or not,” she said.
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“What would we do?” | asked. It would seem an oddsiion but didn’t faze her.
She was perhaps getting used to my saying dumgshin

“We'd just,” she dropped her hands from the tieotivknow? You don’t know,
do you?” she stood still and scratched her fadis &kctually more difficult to
communicate with an nice guy than a creep.”

I met her father when he came onto the back deeked in a flowery button-
down and khakis, having just crammed his phoneartalging pocket.

He stepped down and stuck out his hand. | stocabtipf habit and shook it.
Amy told him | was a pest control salesman. Notitleal introduction.

“You sell to business or who?”

“Residential,” | said.

“You walk around with a bottle to demonstrate orat#i He held up his hand as
if holding a bag. He was grinning.

“He makes like five hundred bucks a day,” Amy said.

“Just contracts,” | said, “I've never touch the fp@de. | sign the customers on for
the yearly contract.”

“Commissions?”

“Only.”

He nodded. “Your boss, he’s a pesticide guy? Hedrhem?”

“Actually, he only provides the sales team.”

“Oh. So he’s the—he’s. Yeah. | see. Interestingrimss,” he said. “Good sized

contracts? Hundreds?”
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I told him they were near five hundred, and | taokommission close to eighty
per.

“Interesting.” He nodded. “That sort of experienaeouple years ago you
could’ve made a killing in mortgages. You two akslsed up for something?”

“Church,” she said.

“Where?”

Amy said, “Mormon church.”

“The hell? You from Utah?” When | said | was, h&sdThe Mormon BYU out
there, we hired more from there than from anywhasteyear. Mormons, they work, they
manage well, get managed well.”

“Where is it you work?” | asked him.

“Ardmore Baker,” he said. He waved his hand throtighair. “It's a bank.”

“He runs it,” Amy said.

“Not quite. Working on it.” He looked out at thekabehind their house. The sun
was above us and the lanai over the back patioikepld. In the corners of the lanai
water misted into the air. Amy’s face was lit witte glimmer of that misted water, and
mine must have been too. The pool in front of us slaghtly rippled from a breeze. Her
father's phone buzzed and he stood up and held.iHe stepped inside and closed the
door. His loud voice moved away from the door antlad range.

“You going to be a banker?” | asked her.

“More like putting them in prison—I'm pre-law,” steaid. She grabbed the neck
of her shirt and pulled it off her skin, fanning lobest several times. “Or keeping them

out of prison, if they can afford me.” She smiled.
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“Is that bank he works for just in New York? | dotiiink we had it in Utah.”

“It's an investment bank,” she said. “Not like Waefa or whatever. What about
you? You always dreamed of being a pest contreksan?”

“Honestly, everything before my mission is sorjust, feeling it out. | may do
sales. Obviously not this. I just took generalssés last year.”

“You're really set on this two year mission thin¢pu’re not considering
anything else. Like where you'll be in school ifuydon’t go.”

“Heck no,” | said. “You can’t get that experienagyavhere else. Going on a
mission is the best preparation for things likengea good husband and father and all.”

She pulled her chin back. “Husband and father?”

| nodded.

“When do you start the mission?”

| heard myself say winter.

“Where will you go?”

‘I don’t know. They tell me.”

“What if you were like, so far away no one coulditi”

That'’s the point, | said. No one visits you. Youteietters.

“Insane.” She shook her head, “How will | stop yo&he grinned, mock deviant.

If she took me by the hand, pulled me to a darkmogid off her clothes and
mine, and begged me to fuck her, it would stop Wiieah. She could ensnare me in sin,
keep me from being eligible. She could push thipseihto me and press her hips into
me, roll her fingers down my spine, dig her nail®imy back—

“You can'’t,” | said, head spinning.
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| grabbed my phone and looked at it.

“I think | have to—I have to get home. Pretty sdon.

She sighed and stood up. “l was just kidding,” saidl.

“You were?” | said and stood.

“I think so,” she said, and she grabbed the keysetacar from a marble

countertop.

The First Vision was the beginning of Mormonism ainel story I'd always most
loved and most wanted to believe. Imagine: GodHisdSon appearing in a forest to a
fourteen-year-old boy, because he asked what oelign earth was true and believed
with unwavering faith he’d be answered.

| opened the Bible to®1James and read the first several versus. Amytk sta
collarbone, her warm fingers, her glossed lipsgitpthrough my head. | couldn’t even
make it to verse five, the one that had inspiredteEen-year-old Joseph Smith to go into
the forest and pray. | couldn’t make it becausehegd kept spinning off. | lay back on
my bed and closed my eyes and imagined her drivimge in the sun. | lay there for two
hours, tracing and retracing our conversatiorelttdo fleeting. She had said it, though.
She’d suggested she was interested. She’d madgeataiear. Still, it felt imagined. |
pulled out a notebook.

She likes you. Don’t talk yourself out of it.

Monday | woke to a text from her at ten in the niogn

“I just got pulled over. Fuck.”

“Payson?” | called across the living room.
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“Kirtland,” he said. He was doing morning Scriptstedy.

“What's it mean if that girl from yesterday juskted that she got pulled over?”

“Did you talk after hanging out yesterday—did yaiktlast night?”

“No.”

“And she just texted you that she got pulled ow&fttat else did she text?”

“Nothing.”

“What did you text her before that?”

“Nothing.”

He shrugged. “I think that means it's on.”

“What?”

“I think she’s into you, Kirtland. | could have gesed that yesterday from how
she was.”

| texted her back. | said, “Oh dangit.”

She texted back that | was funny.

Okay.

| texted back that | was sorry | left so fast. peyl it and closed my eyes and hit
send and opened my eyes and saw it sent and heldeath until a text returned:

“Good.”

| sold and sold and read and read and prayed afptdlk. Monday and Tuesday
passed in a blur. | printed a copy of “A candlera Lord” in the office Tuesday night
and J.J. was pleased to see it.

It was Thursday when | tired of sales, took Kelpnie, drove to Amy’s house,

and joined her on her living room couch beforegtie had even set.
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She asked, “Is it against your religion to touchH?ne

Her body was divided into various zones in my wvisidpper back was ok.
Shoulders were ok. Collar bones: beautifully temgptiStomach was dangerous; breasts
and butt fatal. Hips, some wonderful mystery.

“Don’t you ever want to just pull a girl in?” Shedked at me and then at the
ceiling. “Don’t you ever want to reach out and grag?”

David had talked in Correlation about Green andovebnd Red signals from
customers. A red signal was an objection that bdzetovercome. A yellow signal
indicated a need to continue carefully prodding pushing the customer to the point
where they'd be ready to be closed. A green sigmall—you see a lot less of those.
When one comes, no matter how unexpected: close.

| slid my arm beneath hers, past her ribs to fieddack. She leaned into me and
pressed her palm into my chest. | lay back to thech. She slid onto me and landed with
her lips against my cheek, and then | just turngchead toward her. We lay there inches
from each other, so | kissed her lips and they wesesoftest thing I'd ever felt. She
adjusted herself on top of me. Her breasts weightedny chest and | felt her shuffle her
legs around my knees. She was light. She kisseldatlke We both wanted the same
things. Then she pushed her hips into me. A skaak to my toes. She pulled away.

“It's nice not to be deciding what to let you dgfie said. She pressed her chin to
my sternum and watched me. | felt my fingers stidéo the skin of her lower back. “It's
not the worst thing,” she said. “Kissing a Mormon.”

I spun my fingers in a little circle on her ba&he put her ear to my chest.

“Your heart—" she said, and looked up at me, smilin
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CHAPTER 16

One tree will blow right over in a hurricane. Itght swing through the telephone
wires or crash through your living room window einlg down your roof. It might break
through a swing-set or block the street or crustadbox.

They teach the children in a small classroom inbidement of the Mormon
church. It's a beautiful Sunday. This place hasdays like no place does. Sundays that
make the Mormon kids want to be something othem Marmon so they can go to the
beach or go to the theme parks.

The roots in the wet ground, they don’t stand anchaagainst that wind.

The children imagine the branching oak in theidyahere their swings have
been built. They imagine the terror of a hurricaaneasn the word, and the thrill of it, how
it cancels class and how they'd hoped last Septemaberetly, for their roof to be torn
off so they could go back to school and tell tHeeokids about it, so the others would
circle them for the afternoon. They imagine thesra their yard and see them tipped
over with their roots like snakes blowing in thendii The hole in the ground. The
scurrying bugs. The crushed playhouse split in, inafves blowing away, maybe floating
off like a balloon.

But—they tell them—when these trees grow togethevhat’'s called a Stand,
well, beneath the ground the roots wrap like fisgaterlocked. They clasp their hands
and fingers and tell the children to do the sanw ¥ee? The roots of one twist around
another and they hug and hold a third and a foegibh squeezing each other tight. When
the wind comes, it can’t hurt a single one.

They hand each child a cutout of a stand of trees.
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Will you Stand for what is right?

The depth of the roots goes undiscussed. The gudlgoil is unmentioned. Any
rotting of the inside is unnoticed and unimportdr it's true: the risk of the storm falls
on no individual, so the firmness of any singleti®a nonissue. The depth of the roots,
the soil, some rotting inside—none of it mattedlse humbers are the Security. The
quantity is the backing. The beliefttge reality.

Though an analogous reality.

A man and woman and their son have thirty daysdwd the house they don'’t in
fact own and never owned. The bank, the owner,s#ilb the remaining contents on day
thirty-one.

Here a different analogy is necessary. A rottinghefroots. Some communicable

toxicity. And how tightly they are tied beneath treund.
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CHAPTER 17

The talk I'd printed was eight pages and by Eldecker, the man who taught
about spiritual crocodiles. Elder Packer was tlivel tim line in seniority within the
Mormon Church. He was still a prophet, thoughthetProphet, a title reserved for the
first in command. “The Candle of the Lord” was k tae gave—Iater printed—to help
missionaries share knowledge of spiritual things.sthrts with a story.

“I found myself next to an avowed atheist on a plahe tells near the beginning
of the talk. The atheist was determined to trap bynguestioning his claim to know there
was a God. “You only think you know!” the atheisbfed when Elder Packer stumbled
attempting to describe how he knew. “If you redhew,” the man said, “you could
explain to me exactly how you know.”

The prophet grasped for some way to explain. Theisttrebuffed his efforts. At
the last moment before surrender, as he was abaluop his head in shame at not being
able to defend his claim to know, God sent a though his head. He perked up. “Do
you know what salt tastes like?” he asked the sthei

Kelly wandered out from our room in jeans with martson. He looked to have
slept none or very little. He glanced at me andsahe couch. He stared at the glass
door leading to the deck.

| continued reading.

“Of course | know what salt tastes like,” the atieeplied. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

The prophet asked the man if he could distinguetiwben a cup of salt and a cup
of sugar.

The atheist barked that he was no fool.
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“Well,” Elder Packer said, “if you know what sadtstes like, describe it to me.”

The haughty atheist attempted to.

It is not sweet. It is not sour.

“You've told me what it is not. Now tell me whati&” The prophet was on the
offensive and leaning in. “Of course,” the proptegorts to his listening audience, “he
could not describe such a common experience asdasdlt.” He turned to the man and
said, “I have tasted salt, spiritually speaking] aan no more explain how | know God
lives than you can describe to me what salt tdites And as the prophet got of the
plane he heard the atheist mutter, “I don’t neeat yeligion as a crutch.”

So that’s what it was about all along.

Kelly sat unmoved on the couch where he’d landeslrifis jutted below his
nipples.

“Hey Kelly.”

He was vacant. He maintained his stare. On thectide to me his hair was
ratted.

“Hey Kelly, What's salt taste like?” | said.

He scratched his slightly hairy chest. “Briney.”

“What?”

“Briney. It tastes briney. It tastes bitter. TerAeidic. Sharp. Like Sodium
Chloride. That story is bullshit.”

“What?” | said and looked at my reading.

“The ‘What Does Salt Taste Like?’ story.” He staat lumbered toward me,

then pointed at the papers as if | wasn't sure \bawas referring to.
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‘I don't get it,” | said. “Why doesn’t the guy ohé plane know how to describe
it?”

“Because he doesn’t exist. It's a fucking story.”

“You think Elder Packer is lying?”

He laughed.

“You think he’s lying.”

He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. He asks the athdistt walt is like—specifically
what it tastes like. The atheist didn’t ask him w@ad is like. The atheist asked how he
knew God existed. The more analogous questionasv‘Ho you know what salt tastes
like?”

His bloodshot eyes locked on me. His face hung e/ltavasn’t pulled up by a
subtle smile. Stubble, in light tan, sprouted andtieeks. He heaved a couple slow
breaths. For a moment | was terrified.

“Ask me,” he said, “how | know what salt tasteselik

He turned toward the kitchen, pulled open a cabgrabbed a salt-shaker, and
walked toward me. He spun it in his lanky fingeke la drumstick. Salt dribbled to the
floor.

“Ask me how | know.”

| said nothing.

He hit the shaker on his palm and the crystal$espdut. He licked the salt. His
jaw rolled flavor around his mouth. His lips smagkand he slammed the shaker on the
table.

“Because | just put it in my fucking mouth.”



138

He walked away and left the shaker lying on théetadrystals of salt in a ring
around it on the wood.

My phone rang.

It was someone named Brian Kilpatrick. “You knowthaall the fucking ants in
my house. | was wondering how long, exactly, bethese ants go away?”

“You're still seeing some?”

“Yeah, man. Tons actually.”

| said I'd call a couple people. | called J.J. amlvoice dropped four octaves
after I told him. I asked if | should call Bryandia

“It's easiest if you let us in the office deal wittf J.J. said. “Do you always give
your cell phone out?”

“Not usually.”

“You don't get paid enough to field customer connpuiis.”

“Does this happen a lot?”

“Only when they have really bad infestations.”

| told Payson about the customer’s call.

“You kidding me?” Payson said, eyes wide. “You knetat? Yesterday, | went
past my customer’s house from three days ago, &nddked on the door, you know, he
was a cool guy, and | wanted to check up on hind tere were bugs all over inside.
Still.” He used his hands to talk. “There were $ugeverywhere.” He burst his fingers
open and threw his hands out@rerywhere“As bad as when I'd sold it. | called J.J.. He
said it takes several days to work. Your guy geatied a week ago? I'm bringing this up

in Correlation.”
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| walked with Payson and Kelly toward the officayBon kept complaining. My
stomach turned ill at the impending clash. We stégpto the office and Payson went
silent; he sat back in his chair with his arms éoléind his ankle resting on his other
knee. He looked on as J.J. slithered around agdh&ten he didn’t want to talk to
anyone. Payson’s face was stern, cold. The mestanted and | saw Payson’s hand
come up and saw J.J. not wanting to call on himfilkégly did.

Payson sat forward. “Me and Kirtland have beeninglkWe’ve got something to
sort out. When I'm out there, I'm telling customéngse bugs are going to pene Are
they going to be gone? Because | went by my custerheuse and it was—" he swept
his long arms in front of his chest. “Crawling. Witugs. Crawling. Three days after we
treated.” He looked at me. “And Kirt, his custonfremm a week ago—seven days—
called this morning and his place is crawling viotigs too. What, are we treating with
water?”

| felt nailed to a wall.

Payson barged back on. “I'm selling the best serindhe nation. I'm selling the
best service they can get. Am | a liar?”

J.J. shifted his weight from leg to leg.

David looked pissed off as usual.

J.J. put his hands out, fingers up. “Look. We’eating with the best stuff.
There’s nothing other companies have that we dwave. There’s nothing they can treat

with we can't.”
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“We need Termikill on the inside,” David said. Haiked his punched-in-the-face
boxer smile and shook his head. “If we did like av& in Houston, there wouldn’t be
those damn ants crawling up their walls inside. téfling you.”

“Wait, wait, wait, what?” Payson said. All six-feseven of him was in this.

David looked at J.J.. “These regulations. Man,i’tdknow.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Payson saidhat is this? J.J.?”

David just shook his head like he might turn anddknone of us out if we
interrupted his focus on being pissed off. J.Jkéablike he’d been forced to stand on a
box in a dress. He frowned. His voice dropped.Hbuston, we used this other spray
inside. Texas lets us use it because of the inmasdithese particular ants. Here we can
only use it outside.”

“Great,” Payson said. “That’s just great.”

“Hey man,” David said, “We’re not arguing for thakit, so lose the fucking
attitude. I'm serious man. Lose it.” He jabbedfinger at Payson. “We’'re working as
hard as we can, just like you are, and nobodyanid does a better job than our techs,
I've been with them. You wanna know if we're seflithe best? Go for a damn afternoon
with the Premium technicians. They’re better tHandnes we had in Houston. They're
spraying with the best they can and they are tsedad there. You're worried about
being a liar? Go with those techs for an afternbon.

“It's true,” J.J. said. “The Premium techs are blest I've seen.”

David stood up. “I can't take this shit. Give me @ddress of your customer—

you too Kirt—I’'m going to go nuke those bugs.”
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“Love to,” Payson said, pulling out his binder. Higg for a carbon copy of the
contract and handed it to him.

“I'm serious,” David said, as he took the contragtt, give it to me.”

| hesitated.

He stood there with his hand out.

“If you want to complain about idiot customers agtiike idiots.” He stopped and
stuck out his hand. “Give it to me.”

| dug through my binder and handed him Bryan’s @it He looked at J.J..
“You still got product in your trunk?”

J.J. pulled out his keys and tossed them acros®tme. David was gone.

The afternoon Florida sun was a million or billioiles closer to the earth than it
had been in May. The hornets tripled in numbersine. My feet, calloused now, still
grew hot, itchy on the asphalt. The blacktops veehealth hazard for the occasional
nearly naked toddler who ran into the street batedod then froze, screaming. | pulled
two of those back to grass that week. By luck, mh@r threw open her door to find me
with her screaming kid in my arms.

| couldn’t get back to the two or three sales pr dhad in my first two weeks of
the month. | began to forget why Premium Pest @bmtas the best way a person could
spend their money, why the stuff they were getéihthe Home Depot wouldn'’t cut it.
How long would the ants still be there, | wonderaftier they’d paid me seventy dollars?
On Tuesday | stayed at our apartment till 4 p.hentl could blame my inability to sale

3.26 or more on my laziness, on my failure to getlee doors early. | could tell the boys
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that. | could admit that I'd gotten out late. Tonkany hardest and fail seemed
dangerous. Intentional failure left room for intental success.

Still, every day Kelly and | eventually headed tagether. He laughed and
laughed as we drove the freeway each day with &ikreur stomach, knowing we didn’t
know where we were going. We rolled through neighbods and judged them so stellar
for our purposes we’'d be wise to save their dopsster the energy we’d have after
eating the late lunch we felt suddenly necesshey for after lunch settled, then for after
the heat faded, since it was so close to fadingvagyor till after that far-off storm cloud
had arrived and passed—as the rain would bringh@ubugs, giving us more to point at,
more to steer the customers’ eyes to, more to #tesp from noticing us, the strangers
set on selling them from the center of their poktfe’d be wise, in fact, to chase the rain,
drive straight toward the cloud and into it; andwe@uld, and we’d wait for the bugs that
swarm in the aftermath, and we’d will the sun tbfester while we waited.

At home | dug into the scriptures on the First ¥ilsiJoseph Smith recorded the
experience in the very back of tbectrine & CovenantsFourteen years old. Four years
younger than me. | remember when | was fourteeradytold me he felt | was worthy
to receive such a message from God. | remembéitigitne was right, knowing he was
right, and watching for it. Instead, later thatyda discovered masturbation.

Joseph read in James that if you lack wisdom, &&od, who giveth to all men
liberally and upbraideth not.

But ask in faith. Nothing wavering.
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“Which version are you going to talk about?” Kedlgid, as | flipped through the
Doctrine & Covenantand the pages of another talk I'd printed, a bslla different
prophet, specifically about the First Vision.

I thought he was confused. “I'm talking about thisFVision.”

“Right. Which one?”

I looked at him and shook my head. He hadn’t bésgpsng much and | wasn’t
sure if he was acting strange on purpose or aml@gcti

He said, “Which First Vision are you going to talkout? The one Joseph Smith
reported to his friends initially? With an angepepring to him? Or the first one his
neighbors heard years later? Where it was one Gudappeared instead of three,
instead of a trinity? Or | guess you could talk attibe one the Church sanctions now,
the one he wrote down twenty years later once tiotrides were established. The one
with two separate beings, Yahweh and his Son—"

“Listen,” | said, my hand on my chin. “I don’t watd hear all your—ideas.”

Kelly waved his hand through the air. “It's youtlcaalk about the most popular
one. It's really nice. It offers the advantage of fundamentally contradicting the
church’s current teachings. Go with it.”

I met Amy at her doorstep Wednesday evening aftgoping Kelly off, and she
pulled me inside and kissed me. She pressed hdshato my back. She pulled me onto
the couch and | crawled on top of her. Her purpie got caught and slid partway up
and | saw the softness of her belly, Florida tdas$ed her for a minute.

“You just keep kissing,” she said.

Prolonged Kissing. PK on the chart. | snuggled mto. | needed to slow down.
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“You're fun,” she said.

| saw theBook of Mormoron her end table.

“Where’d you get that?”

“Oh yeah,” she said. “I meant to tell you. Missiaea. They were walking
through this neighborhood. One was from like, Canaald one was from Utah. | asked if
he knew you and he didn’t. | was laying out in e yard. They stopped to talk to me.”

“Of course they did,” | said.

“Yeah. | was in a bikini. It was weird. | think thevere happy about it.”

“I would be,” | said.

“Well,” she said. “Then when are we going to jumghe pool?”

| lifted myself up slightly, and looked at her.utgmy hand on her stomach where
her shirt was pulled up. | was almost shaking, nedybm balancing all my upper body
on my other arm. Her skin was warm, and | feltbedy sink as she breathed. | slid my
palm to her side, and her skin goose-bumped ungldramd. She sat partway up, threw
her arms over my neck, and pulled me down to hieft her legs wrap around my waist.
She kissed me and said, “That would be fun. Let’'swimming.”

“I can’t,” | said. “I don’t have anything. To weér.

“We could find something.”

| couldn’t. It was too much to agree to, too obw@uconcession toward her body,
too blatant a dive into everything | craved adtl lier squeeze me with her legs. The urge
to press back into her was palpable. | withhelds Thhow it happens, this is the
beginning of what ends at the end of the bishogédesof sins, | knew right then: | start

pushing, she pushes back. Terrifying. | collapseéd her, my head over her shoulder.
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Please don't press into me, | thought. Please admanything. | felt her lips on my neck,
soft, just pressing.

“Swim?” she said quietly.

“No.”

“Okay.”

In some neighborhood | dropped Kelly off on a cotthen went down the street
and parked my car. The houses flanking the stoeéeld tall and ominous in the
perfectly blue day. My hands quivered at the thowgmot working, at the freedom
offered in giving up.

But | dragged my sand bag body from the car aratistup a side-walk.
Everything in the heat was a bright blind spot. Myad emptied. This was to be to my
advantage, for before | could think or feel anotitng my hand had lifted and thudded
four times in quick succession against a door.

Seconds passed without a sound from inside.

| stared down the street. The only sound was A@unmi full blast, a hum the
communities radiated day and night. These homédstbthree years old. Not ideal, as
the bugs would have mostly settled, moved on, lwy. iut most of the brand new areas
were sparsely lived in. We were waiting for new leamvners. We expected them by
July, August at the latest.

I knocked again on the door because | didn’t wargd to the next. At the
window | saw fingers poke through the blinds, paé@m carefully, and then disappear.

| am the man for whom the door does not open.
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Kelly meandered down the street in my directioe kkmirage. He didn’t pretend
to be on his phone, or pretend to be looking aepar even pretend to be working at
all. He strolled. He waved. | waved, then walkesvddhe porch and to the sidewalk. To
see a second person quitting was an invitatiomegining all the places | could be.
Amy’s porch. Amy’s couch. Amy’s dark room.

“Can | have the keys?”

| dug for the keys.

“I can’t deal with this today,” he said, wiping H@ng bony forearm across his
cheek. “l just want to sit in the car. Don't let riuek with your day though.”

Kelly had sold zero the previous week. “Did youmrkaock last week?” | asked.

“l always knock at least a couple doors.”

| stared down the street. “Do you think we’d dotéeif we got some food or
something?”

“Fuck yeah,” he said.

We hopped in the car. “You getting sick?” | askedree drove out of the
neighborhood. | waited for the heavy traffic of ajor street to subside.

“My voice is messed. | haven't slept.”

We pulled onto the road. | floored it but a truckle up on me anyway.

Kelly coughed. “You know.” He coughed more. “l jukin’t care enough about
money for this job. I'm too lazy of a lazy ass.”

I laughed.

“I'm dead serious.”

“I know.”
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“Hardest job | ever had. | swear to God. | wasitays so lazy.”

| stopped and waited to do a U-turn. Every maieedti Florida had center
medians of manicured grass and flowers and bustres)g U-turns.

“The money just doesn’t make up for it,” Kelly saftimean.”

He paused. | said nothing.

“It's crazy, but it's like against my morals or sething.”

“Laziness is your morality.”

“Yeah, fuck you,” he said. “But something like that

We returned later to the neighborhood, but | sayncar a long time with Kelly
before finally, right at sunset, getting out ana&king on a few doors. | sold zero that
day and went home telling myself I'd chosen théie fiext day Kelly spent smoking
under some tree in a neighborhood’s park. Whentaréesl the drive home at night, me
having sold just one, Kelly’s throat was even nmegratchy. “Cigarettes are ruining your
voice,” | said.

‘I haven’t slept in three days. | keep seeing thigggs run out in front of the car.
You probably aren’t seeing them. I've noticed yauheen just running them over.”

I wondered if the evil spirits Joseph Smith desadilcould appear to one person
and not another. Wisps of spirit split by the nokeny car.

The next day he stayed home and | came back wdlsakes. Both my scheduled
services for that day, | learned when | got todffee, had been rescheduled by the
customers. | sat to write, to recalculate my gagilen the disappearance of almost a
third of my time and my total of only forty servgedespite getting sixty-two sales.

Could I still swing three hundred in the next tex @ half weeks? Two hundred?
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| showered then pulled out the notebook I'd beengus prepare my talk. |
looked at Alma 32, a Chapter in tBeok of Mormorthat’s a sermon by a prophet in
ancient America. He instructs the people that faithot “a perfect knowledge,” but
instead “to hope for things which are unseen, whightrue.”

If we lack faith, he says, then God can work withatwwe do have: a desire to
have faith. Let that desire grow into the beginsioffaith, let it grow and watch for the
fruits of it.

Like the Bible says: after the trial of faith, themmes the witness. Elder Packer
adds in his talk that if we bear our testimonyy# stand and tell listeners what we
believe and what we know, not only as an experirbantvith full faith, God promises to
carry our words, to infuse us with the spirit anaonfirm our belief to our listeners—
and also, critically, to us.

“It isn’t dishonesty,” he writes. It's belief in swething hoped for. It's the
anticipation of success. “Oh, if you could undemngtane thing: A testimony is to be
found in the bearing of it!”

| jotted down in my notebookoot out doubt, plan the talk, speak the words] an
then receive the witness. It must not be merelgx@eriment. Can’'t be any concerns or
doubts about the outcome. Only one outcome islgessi have enough faith: God
confirms my words.

Kelly sat on the carpet playing Halo. Again andiadee confronted the same
scenario, died, and restarted at a particular gha@nk Again and again a group of aliens
squealed and screeched as he killed them off, mnotie aliens came around the corner

and killed Kelly in blazing firefight, a hail of &&rs, fireballs, slime. | looked up only
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once, but could hear the same minute long sceneaovkeover, the silent few seconds
following his death. Lasers, fireballs, slime. “Kiyche said.

Again: Lasers, fireballs, slime, fuck.

Suddenly, as if we’d been talking for ten minutes said, “I decided today |
don’t believe in God.”

I looked up, but he was turned toward the TV btagtiway. Only his dark head
of hair and a Tom Waits tour shirt were visiblesees, fireballs, slime. Fuck.

| continued my notes.

“Did you hear me?” he almost yelled. “I said | dobélieve in God.” Now he had
paused his game and was turned on his palm todboie.

“You also haven't slept in three days.”

“What the fuck’s that supposed to mean?”

“Maybe you shouldn’t make eternity-altering decrsavhen you'’re so sleep
deprived you think | ran over a hundred wispy peomsterday.

“Fuck that, fuck you. Whatever,” he said, and urggalihis game.

Lasers. Fireballs. Slime. Fuck.

| closed the notebook, grabbed the keys, and weathe Florida night toward

Amy.
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CHAPTER 18

When they crawl over each other’s bodies, is itdbléective mind that saves
them from their thoughts? Are they synced to theequ their crisp legs rushing off with
carcasses? Is it some insecty connection thatilegst remember its crumb while a
child’s shoe scrambles the bodies of a hundredkzetfignd it?

They rush to their tunnels and rush out and rusk bad attack what attacks
them and carry each other away. It must be thatrislg on each other, that the neurons
in their heads are tied to one another, a chernamd that travels through the air, a chain
of command. Such power in numbers, such power lader, such earth moving power
in listening and obeying, in hearing the right silgnand failing to hear the wrong ones,
the ones that bode ill, the ones that tell of akilds feet.

Or a salesman’s shoe.

“Those were for free,” he jokes, having smeared thedies across the cement of
the porch. The customer laughs.

But the competitors are approaching, other memiforms with different
embossed company names. The swamp is calling themisen homes filled and credit
for the taking. Who will get the money? Who willtdgee signatures? Who will squeeze
the people dry before the homes collapse intouthedled-out swamp and the houses
split and the occupants scurry away? The gatdseof@mmunities are crashed and the
boys unload from their four-door sedans and thescimtom door to door.

There is more reason to rush than they could plgdsitow. It is no rainstorm
coming; it is no tropical storm. No hurricane clsutked to gather, no sirens need to

sound. It is not external. It comes from insidenirthe houses themselves. They are built
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to collapse. There are bets on it. There was monagd there’s money out. The termites
have come from the ground and rooted their wallsield their structures into the
appearance of structure. The whoosh of wind froencthllapse of one will be enough to
bring collapse of another. Watch them fall: watiol tlestruction slide down the street,
watch the horror spread from door to door, homigaime, watch truth catch them. It cuts
them asunder.

The door closes, and the salesman turns from tre pehere lay the smeared
bodies of the ants he crushed. A truck whips by.

Who the hell was that? That company with a bluekPu’ve never seen them.
Some sketchy operation, surely. Some lying, chgatn

He scrambles to reach the homes before the otWdrish side of the street will
he choose?

He knocks on a door to find the blue salesman kas there.

He’ll explain to the customer: “You have precistiyee days to cancel sir—the
salesman you spoke to appears to have been Sdwaenty dollars a service? Seven times
a year? You didn’t give him a check, did you? Adireard? If you call right now and
cancel, they'd be up against the federal governifi¢im¢y charge it. It's your 72-hour
right to cancel, and of course he didn'’t tell ybatf though it's a federal felony that he
didn't.”

Is it the same salesman or a different one knocgiregets away?

“That’s how that company works. They send boys famross the country

through every neighborhood and they shove thesggton unsuspecting homeowners.
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Me? I'm not actually selling. | was meeting wittieav of your neighbors, our customers.
You see, between services, | like to check up emth

On the other side of the street, a salesman imgree

“Ninety dollars a service he’s signed you up fortir@geous. We can do it for
forty-five. Yes, of course, we come out monthly—is no other safe way to do it. Four
times a year as you've signed up for is a very demgs approach. They put so much of
that toxin in your walls, they have to, since tloeyne so rarely, and from there it mixes
with the ventilation of the house. There is onlynsiech your system can take. It's
harmless, he said? Well I'm sure he said the gomen thinks it's harmless. As long as
you don't get a technician who over-treats. As lasg/ou trust the government.”

“We're entirely different,” says the boy or anothige him. “Oh no, no sir. Those
regulations are for the sort of toxitheat company uses. Because they only treat twice a
year, they douse you with the stuff. It's the piohe reason we treat every three months.
It allows us to treat safely.”

The sky is blue, the air still, the street serdéheery fifth door is stuffed with
pamphlets, a home either waiting to be purchasedadmg to be rented or waiting to be
sold or waiting to be stripped. The boys see therosalesman have left their cards, their
fliers, their doorknob-hangers. They remove theoh r@place them with only their own,

stuffing the others under the welcome mat so asanfilt their pockets with trash.
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CHAPTER 19

Her house was dark. | called her phone. She angvgeraewhere loud,
surrounded by friends. But then she shouted to'Den’t leave! Stay there and I'm
coming!”

| spent thirty minutes feeling like a fool. Who watse with and had she even left?
I imagined her out with six Florida surfers or go$f and looking at her watch and
thinking that she’d better go soon. How long did #ink I'd wait? How long, | wish I'd
asked, would she be? It had been too loud to ask.

| turned on my car light and opened my noteboolotAar week until I'd be
speaking and | still hadn’t written the talk ouklly's attacks on the story of the First
Vision surfaced in my mind. He must have gottenp thie literature anti-Mormons give
out. I'd heard of anti-Mormon literature. I'd heawde of the two non-Mormon families
in my childhood neighborhood had once been Mornefore the anti-Mormons had
gotten to them. | still couldn’t imagine what softperson would attempt to destroy a
Mormon’s faith and pull them out of the Churchidmdt know exactly what anti-
Mormon literature looked like, but | imagined partgib like the ones the vegans in high
school would hand out, the ones with tortured ofanskin them. Lies, awful pictures,
maybe even porn.

| read over notes I'd jotted in my notebook. Wekaléw the story of the First
Vision. My task wasn't to explain the story or &ath some doctrine. It was to strengthen
everyone’s faith, to express my testimony of itghy to say that | did know that God and
Jesus Christ had appeared to the fourteen-yearegiegph Smith in the quiet woods of

upstate New York, that | did know that after the lmaas smothered to the dirt, crushed
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into the forest floor by Satan, who knew intimatefithe young man’s heavenly calling,
who knewthis was the hour God restores the Fullness of Truthedallen world, who
knew thatthis was the beginning of the end for him and his misietthat Devil, he
grabbed the boy’s fragile soul and pulled withtla# desperation of Hell. We are like a
grasshopper before that power. Those were wordspeel my third-great-grandfather in
1850. Like a grasshopper. The boy was to be crysioedd feel his body collapsing,
could hear his mind begging for death, and themB¥werlasting Father and his Son,
Jesus Christ, descended in a pillar of light, exattihg the darkness, eviscerating evil,
releasing the boy, releasing the world, releasiegfrom the suffocating darkness known
too long.

| knew the story. | loved the story. But it wasttie story that converted a person;
it was providing the moment for the Spirit of Gadnhanifest to their spirit directly.
Could I provide that avenue? Could my words be ¢batuit? | needed them to be—my
mission would require two straight years of thateéded to be able to say | knew it was
true, and | needed to mean it. And this talk wdaddhe moment | proved to God | had
the faith to say it.

I'd jotted a line from Elder Packer’s talk: “Theegkic, the experimenter,” he
says, “can never have this witness, because haeubr fully qualify.” The
unquestioning belief is paramount. The faith mestibwavering, like James Chapter 1
verse 5 says. Like the boy Joseph had.

She knocked on my window. | turned the light oftlae stood there, only a dark
shadow. | set my notebook to the side, openedahdaor, stepped out, and she hugged

me. | was overcome with desire for the smell ofsien, for the softness of her body, the
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smooth coolness of her neck I'd once brushed wpth | turned her to the car and backed
her into it and put my hands on her side and kissedShe pulled her arms around my
neck and I felt her ribs on my palms, moving. Sieeteer tongue through my lips. |
pressed her into the car. | squeezed her thin tdtthymy hands. She took me by the
wrist and dragged me inside her home, throughitireglroom and past the couch, up a
stairway.

She pressed my hand to her hip as we climbed &lvs.s8he led. She pulled me
into a dark room and clicked on a small lamp anshpd me onto a bed.

The covers were mixed up and half pulled on. Shevled on top of me and
kissed me.

| felt her rocking on me. She was rubbing back famth. Was this Dry Sex? DS?
Oh dear. Oh no. Everything out of order. How deepenwe in? We hadn’t even done
Necking, had we? Or Petting? What was it, exactly?

She dipped into my neck and kissed me and suddéeltyher whole body fall
into me as she took her hands off the bed andlIier shirt. Then she sat up, pulled it
straight up, and her breasts fell out in a blagk br

Was that on the list?

Her pretty face was buried in the shirt stuck fon@ment at her neck till she
ripped it off and threw it to the floor. My ears m@ainging in the silence. The beginnings
of a hundred words formed in my head, from Godnfi®atan. None of the words were
completed. None of the sentences clear. | coutéfi’'vhich were from who or what
direction they’d come in from. There was so muchlgan, so much actual sensation

and touch, so much to see.
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The words stopped and we were alone. She unhoakdaté and | saw her white
breasts tumble out. She kissed me.

| could feel them, her breasts, tickling my ch&te reached down and tore my
shirt up to my neck, so | could feel all her skinray skin. Her knee pressed my thigh
and push outward, as she took my other leg in héwvsk off my shirt.

PK, DS, N, P, I didn’'t know where we were.

I slid my hand around the side of her back andHeitbreasts on the side. My
head like the core of a colony kicked, like thedspiattacked by the ants. Paralyzed and
bit in a thousand wonderful places, no sounds detdie immediate proximity, no
sensations of all that | had just lost, no awaremésnything outside my touched skin.
She was sliding her hands up and down my backsIineaafraid for my skinny body, |
was not afraid to have hers in my hands. | gralftezdreasts.

Her hands slid down my hips, and she came in sssk#iand kissed me as she
fumbled with my belt and tore it off, then kisseg stomach, pulled my shorts off.

It was not an acronym. She put my dick in her mouth

She moved her tongue on it and her mouth in and tugd not to make any
sounds for fear | would cry or laugh and | would be able to explain. Her breasts
tickled my thighs. Her hand reached up and herefisgplayed across my chest, nails
painted some shade | couldn’t decipher in the djmtl Her fingers slid to my arm, down
to my hand, and she lifted my hand to the top oftead. | could not have ever imagined
the feeling. She was swallowing me up. | draggedshaking fingers through her hair.

“You're going to—,” | heard myself mumble. “I'm gog to—"

She spread her fingers over my mouth, coveringlfinay.
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My hips pushed into her face and my body went tiight, tight, tight, and |
came. Everything down there was warm. Her handsnoath, her breasts on my legs.
Everything above was cold. My stomach, my chestnoge, my mind. | felt
immediately bad for her, felt bad that | had ddme in her mouth, but | knew she must
have known that was going to happen. That wasitsiettiing | felt before | felt terror
and everything after.

“Oh,” | said, on accident, breathing loud. “Godartini

She crawled up my body and rested her head orhowlder. Her hot breath to
my neck, her arm across my chest. Fingers on myldén

“You mean, oh wow?” She said.

Fear and the heat of her body pressed to me torkeeplent. | pulled her tight,
her naked torso in my arm. | pulled again to femllbreasts press into me. Why did | feel
so compelled to pull her? | slid my other hand ddwenside, past her breast, her ribs,
into a soft recess and found the edge of her hijchan shorts. | planted my palm right
there, on something firm.

“I know,” she said. “That was bad.”

The blue in her eyes was close enough to me ta blanlips lifted into the
slightest smile. She pressed them to my cheek.

| closed my eyes. | saw the old bishop first, egeire over the imagined glasses
he doesn’t even have as | answer his questions.

Did you ejaculate?

In her mouth?
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And my parents would ask me directly when theyaleced I'd have to wait a
year for my mission. Did you have sexual interceuth someone?

And that future girl, the one I'm supposed to epdaith for eternity, will God
steer her away from me now? Or will | find her, aftkr we've fallen in love, one
nightmarish and beautiful day, have to turn todret say | need to tell what | did one
night when | was eighteen?

Amy squeezed my thigh between her legs and | reraegdishe was really there.
Maybe if | never let go of her, maybe that wouldthe best thing. To stay here and not
let go.

But | did let go and fell through the Florida army car. | deserved empty and
needed empty and | found it on a back road. | dutheer and got out. The wall of trees
lining the highway screamed with a million voiceatdidn’t give a shit about me, that
could have seen me crushed by a sleeping semidnx and gone on singing. The
ground was soggy. Amy was miles behind me beliesimgjd made some mistake the
quiet way | left. She had, hadn’'t she? We had, hads? | stood next to my car and
leaned into it. Cold metal. Her soft body. So epaeah The whole ten minutes, how I'd
passed right through it, eyes to the ceiling, iregdrnails dancing across my skin, my
body losing itself to her and then all of it becagnsome nightmare in the past.

The angel from God, does he know the vulgaritykird and thus refuse to touch
when offered to shake hands? The angel from Satahe envious, craving a body she
never received? Can she not resist the offer tohtow feel something she can never
feel? Amy and I, we had reached for each other—Amdisped right through? | woke

the next morning, threw up, and scheduled an appeint with the Bishop.
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CHAPTER 20

He is packing their things to leave. A boy walkjpesst tries to sell him
something.

He’s been debating whether to shove the fuckingingchorse his son doesn’t
ride into the moving van, the rocking horse he’dtgo him for his birthday months
earlier, that stupid gift he’d thought classic datiherly, fitting for their new home—what
a dumb gift; his son hadn’t even touched it—he &akthe thing, its red paint and black
lines, the awkward mop of hair above its head agldihorrific third dimension to the flat
paint job. He’s contemplating it in the drivewayeavhthe boy walks up in his polo and
shorts.

The boy opens his notebook to pictures of the natishad been living in his
house before he realized how very much it wass'hiouse, that it was the bank’s house.
And the boy asks him where he’s moving. “We trdlab\er south and central Florida.”

This red rocking horse was what, fifteen dollarddlongs in the pile to be taken
to the thrift store, the growing pile in the garalyat includes many of the new things
they’d bought their first days here—a shitty oraegd table that was going to match the
modern couch they intended to get for the loft 8tayed forever empty. For example.

The boy wears bent metal-framed glasses, smudgetw# dirty as hell, as if he
can’'t see anyway, as if he is blind and wears tfegrdecoration. How can he walk
around in this heat and look through those fogggsgs? He is freckled, naive with a
round face. He does not want to tell him he dodemdw where they are moving. He
won't tell him they will be staying with his brotha Macon, Georgia, and that after that

he just doesn’'t know. He is relieved the comparly tneats in Florida. He says Georgia



160

and the boy leaves him with a doorknob hanger—méagbeould leave it for whoever is
moving in? Sure.

He stuffs the red rocking horse, stupid thing, ithe van.
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CHAPTER 21

Kelly did not come with me to sell Saturday. He taythe couch and when |
asked if he was coming he shook his head. | saldimg. | struggled to get even out of
my car. | fell into thinking of Amy, despite my cantion in the morning that | would
loathe to see her ever again. | fell into the mgnadrher body, the warmth of all that
skin. The bitter on her breath after she did whatdid. | texted her and told her | was ill,
that | needed to rest, that | needed to work ortatkyfor the Sunday after tomorrow. |
said nothing of church.

But she walked into the Sunday school classrooamblue sweater. She’d curled
her hair up. She wore diamond earrings. “l| waskiihig,” she said, quietly in my ear.
Sunday School was over and we had the hour of B&ertameeting to come. “We could
go to Clearwater beach. After?” She seemed canmefaype nervous.

“l actually, | can’t. | have to meet with bishogext”

“Why?” she said. “For your talk? That’s next wemq't it. You know I'm going
to come, right?”

| looked over my shoulder. Others were around ukerfoyer, but talking loudly
among themselves. “No. To talk to him. About whappened. With us.”

Her face was blank, but then she suddenly undeatstdghat happened with us?”
She grabbed my wrist. “Outside,” she said, tuggieg

We were alone in the humidity and sun.

“You're going to tell that old man | sucked you Bff

Even though we were alone | looked behind me addia.words sounded out

how sinful it all was. | couldn’t believe I'd leteh, that I'd let myself.
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“Why?” She said. “Why? Why are you going to do #iat

“I can’t do things like that, like what we did,shid. | shook my head. “I can’t
even believe you did it. I didn’t know that was mgito happen.”

“Oh fuck you—I'm some whore?” She squeezed her maldsed. “I can’t
believe you. Guess what. | thought it was gretitought sucking you off, you, Kiry,ou
| thought it was great. | thought it was really sthing.” She scowled. “But you—all
you did was, you blew your load in some whore. Bwabur problem, not mine.”

“I have to tell him,” | said.

“If you do, don't call me,” she said.

“I can’t go on a mission until | clear it up—I hat@tell him.”

“What are you talking about? This is about yoursiue again? I’'m so stupid.
You're a child.” She glanced over her shoulders*itot like we just got married. It
wasn’t a wedding ceremony. You can go on your damssion—Yyou honestly think—"

“I can’t. I'll have to wait a year. To go.”

“What?” she shook her head.

“Because of what happened.”

“Because | gave you a blow job? What are you tgllkibhout?” Her face held like
an actor’s on pause.

“They won't let me go on a mission for a year, mayhore. Maybe not at all.
Because we did that.”

She pressed her hand to her hip. She looked &widbeand then back at me. She

looked like she’d just swallowed something grossné&n walked out of the church doors
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and passed us, and she waited for him to get cesirshot. There were hornets crawling
over a nest ten feet from us, hanging from the ave

“Look. I'm sorry,” she said. “I know how importattiat is to you. I'm sorry.” Her
eyes were glistening. “l don't get it,” she sailf,doesn’t make any sense to me, this
whole thing. I'm sorry. | didn’t mean to—I didn’t@an.” She took my hands, both of
them. “Please,” she said. “We should go talk tiwsrol mean, | like you, Kirt—you
know that right? Don’t tell that man about me and.yThat’s just not fair to me. It's not
right—I mean, think about it—"

“But you don’t get it. | have to tell him.”

“No you don’t,” she said. “You don’t have to. Andibn’t want you to.”

“But | already decided.”

She dropped my hands and shook her head. She fioédledms.

| held steady. Nothing wavering.

She turned and walked away.

| walked toward the door. When | looked over mywdbder she was halfway to
her car and then she got in, and | watched hetkabvegr her shoulder to back up, and

without ever looking my way she drove off.

“This,” the bishop said to me, “is the very seriagk you undertake when dating
non-members. They don’t share your standards, rntenfeow wonderful of people they
are.”

My face was wet from tears. It was so awful, thedtthat had happened. To

describe it aloud made it all even worse. | coaltlit made him uncomfortable just to
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hear it. He asked, to know how bad of a sin I'd oatted, where I'd touched her, what
clothes had come off. I'd burst out crying wherals&ed if | had an orgasme had no
comfort to offer.

“Oral sex, in some ways, is an even more seriqusbgcause it's unnatural,” he
said. “It's sodomy.”

Sodomy? | hadn’t known that. Why hadn’t | knowntthhwas toast. | was a
spiritual goner.

He asked when | turned nineteen, and | told hinmteSeper. | cried again at that.

“It's important you start the process of repentartee on the bright side, you
have. You've talked to me. It's a long road ahdad,there’s light at the end of the
tunnel.”

| wished he’d tell me how long before | could seavmission but | didn’t feel |
could ask. I didn't feel | could ever be worthydo something like that, to be God’s
instrument. I'd gone from readying myself to beoaduit for his spirit to committing
sodomy in ten minutes. He could never trust merag#ow | wished for a herd of horses
to trample me like the Antichrist Korihor was creshin theBook of Mormon

“I'm supposed to talk next Sunday,” | blubbered.

He nodded.

“You'll do fine.”

“Aren’t you going to—don’t you think you should firsomeone else?”

He put his elbows on his desk and leaned forward.

“Kirt, you go out there and find someone for me. fiadd someone without sin.”

He smiled then, for the first time. “Find a perfestmber of this congregation.”
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My lungs were sunk so far down into my stomach agn | tried to make a
little laugh of understanding, it just came outasoan.

“If God was only willing send his spirit to the &8ss, he’d have no one to send it
to. | think you're the absolute best person | cdudgte speak next week.”

With that | stole out the back of the church towarglcar. | was glad for the long
drive home to dry my eyes and face. | couldn’t ceere the sensation that the bishop
didn’t know how big a disappointment | was. Thatdmn’t know who I'd grown up as.
He didn’t know me. To him | was any eighteen-yelarsinner. If he knew where I'd
come from, how I'd had truth readily handed to im&y I'd been raised so well and
taught in my youth, how my goals had all just bderailed and my dreams crushed, how
God had such a plan for me and I'd now tossedattime trash, that I'd desecrated it—if
he knew like | knew that | could have chosen ty st@ay but instead chose her body,
lunged for it, clawed at it, held to it, even aftard—then he would have given me some
greater shame to carry, something | deservedeautitore. If he’d known how badly |

wanted to touch her again he’d not have let meddagling okay.

When | got home Kelly was packing. | stood in tladieay and watched, then
walked over to the living room. David was sittifigete reading scriptures.

“Kelly’'s—" | said, and he looked up.

“He’s flying out.” He went back to his book.

I lay down on the bed next to his and stared at#iéeng. My chest was weighted
heavier than my body. Like a string was tied tosternum pulling me down into the

bed, down, down. | was free, for the time, from $peits, from everything. Even as
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Kelly packed around me | was alone. The evil spintd beat me and might leave me
alone for months. The good ones couldn’t even stat in my presence.

Kelly’s bronze hair hung into his eyes and his faees bearded. He was on the
way out the door.

“I'm going to fly back to Utah,” he said.

“I heard.”

“Yeah.”

There was a silence that pained me. The manifestafihis failure this summer.
A failure that didn’t even compare to mine in trespdays. Nothing compared to mine.
I'd done as sinful of things now as Kelly had. Andidn’t even dare own up to them in
front of him. At least he didn’t think they wereang when he did them. At least he
didn’t pretend to be what he wasn't.

“J.J., he’s being really good. He’s not making pag for the apartment. Even
though I'm leaving early and the contract sayshdle to. In exchange for my back-end
check.”

“Oh.” I just couldn’t talk. It was the worst timingAnd he was gone. | pulled

myself up and quietly shut the door, then collapsgain into the mattress.

At Correlation J.J. pulled me aside. He felt Kéihd been pulling me down. “I
don’t mean just sales wise. Spiritually too,” hedsa

“Yeah. | know.”

“So let’s get you out there selling thirty this Wweehe said. He sent me with

Payson.
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When Payson and | got into a neighborhood and patefolded his arms and
started praying before | had time to register wihas$ going on. | folded my arms quietly
as he broke into the opening of the prayer.

“Our dear Father in heaven,” he prayed, “we thdmdetfor this beautiful day, for
thy blessings and the opportunity to be here, waykéarning money. We ask thee to
watch over us as we work today, that we may firmbéhwho are in need of our service.
And also, if it be thy will, that we may find thosgého are searching for truth, and that we
may share with them thy Gospel. Help us to be me twith thy spirit, to be in tune with
thy promptings always, and to do thy will. We shgde things in the name of Jesus
Christ, amen.”

| said amen but it felt terribly wrong to be prayiabout pest control. Besides |
brought down the prayer’s potential just by joiningl felt. God would have withdrawn
to the corners of the universe when my tainted ssathed up and knocked at his door.

Payson stepped out of the car and stretched hs aver his head—he must have
a ten-foot reach. His face dropped.

| looked where he was looking.

A young man marched from a doorstep back to thewsatk, then turned our
direction. He was writing something on a clipboandi when he looked up and saw us,
he waved casually and continued our way. When helgse | could see his polo shirt
had a yellow logo on it.

“Premium,” he said, reading my shirt. “You've besmwn a couple streets from
here?

“I have,” Payson interrupted.
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His shirt said Oracle Pest Defense.

He looked at a paper a few deep in his clipboadkst'Some guy named
Rupert?”

“Why?” Payson said.

“I just switched him to Oracle. You know, a lottbke neighbors have been
switching over to Oracle. They appreciate the Béxservice schedule—not being roped
into that long contract—the better value and thaal-business service ethic.” The kid
winked. “You two have a nice day.” He walked tow#nd house right in front of us.
Payson motioned me to follow him to the other siflthe street and | did. The kid called
after us. “You may find that side’s a little playedt. | serviced ten there Saturday.”

Payson waved his arm in the air as if brushingatbeds away. But he looked at
me and shook his head. “I had a bad feeling altwsiplace when we first pulled in,” he
said. ‘I can’t believe my Rupert guy switched. Icsbim just Saturday. Thought he was a
really cool guy. Thought we hit it off. We talkedaut baseball. | had a bad feeling about
this place.” He bit the back of this hand.

“No you didn’t,” | said. | wiped the sweat off myagses. The sun was violent.
The sky thoughtlessly blue, no breeze to be fottwiv | yearned for a category five
hurricane.

“I did,” he said. “l had a bad feeling.”

We moved back toward the car. The salesman inweBtanding on the porch in
front of a closed door, waved as we got in. “Oh’]ivoe back,” Payson said, as he

ducked into the car.
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“Who the heck is Oracle?” he said as we drovetddfturned down the next
street and there was a car on the side of thewithch Utah license plate.

“Wonder if he’s alone,” he said. “Love to slash ties.”

We drove down the highway and pulled into anotlegimborhood. “Have you or
Kelly worked here?” he asked.

“‘Haven't.”

“l got a good feeling.”

We split the street and took sides.

The first door opened fast.

“You guys again?” a strong, bulky woman said to fiYau come every day
now?”

“We uh—you’ve had somebody else knock on your dbor?

She stared at my shirt. “It was you guys,” she,sadl backed into her house.

“Knocking door-to-door or something?” | said. | wjast trying to keep her from
closing the door.

“Like you're doing,” she said with a glare.

“Oh no, no,” | said. “I'm checking up on a few ofyroustomers. Do you know
Caroline Thomas? Down the street? She’s been sadmg of the ants and spiders. Just
while we're out we're getting everybody for half.6f

She put her finger up. “Hang on,” she said. Shepsd into her kitchen and |
waited as if to be executed. It didn’t matter wélag¢ brought back. Someone had been
here. She returned with a flier I'd never seerefaompany I'd never heard of. Fortress

Pest. Apparently we all looked the same on a deprst
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“I kept the flier so | could call the police. Diffent company, same company, |
don’t give a shit which,” she said. “He said thensashit you did, and I'll tell you the
same thing | told him,” she said. “My husband’shemist and we’ve got better stuff than
you'll ever get, and for the record, this is a gacithed mother fucking No Soliciting
neighborhood.” She slammed the door as hard asahe.

Because Payson was talking to someone on his poneiiked to the next door
rather than to the locked car. It was an empty @pyard still maintained, for sale sign
up, and | only went to the door because it wadetufvith several fliers. | pulled one out,
and it was the same company the woman next doosdwal The other fliers in the door
were real-estate, lawn mowing, debt consolidatitame security systems. A typo-
ridden printout for “hurricane windos.” | scootemldoormat over. There were three there.
Orkin, Home Team, Summit. Three pest control congsan added the Fortress Pest
flier to the pile, readjusted the doormat, andlstmy own door-hanger on the knob.
Maybe someone would move in soon. | turned to sespawith his lights flashing
silently behind me at the curb.

| walked straight for him, my heart beating througé roof.

He rolled his window down and motioned to me, dsvasn’t already coming.

“What's up,” | said, trying to be cool.

He seemed hesitant. “Your license?”

I handed him my driver’s license.

He looked at it. Utah. He looked back at me. “lchgeur sales license.”

“Don’t have one.”

“You have to have one.”
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“No,” | said. “Not in Hillsborough County | know #t.”

“Look,” he said. “I don't like it when these peoptall me out about you. Stay out
of the ones with the signs, the no soliciting signs

“Is it illegal for me to sell in them?”

“Yes,” he said, but he wasn’t looking at me. He Wésg, and he knew | knew it.

“You're the third officer I've talked to in two mdins. If it's illegal, we need to
know. So we aren’t breaking the law.”

“Just stay out of these damn neighborhoods. I'tmtelou to get out of this

one.”

“Alright,” | said with a shrug. “That’s fine.” Herdve off, fast. I'd beat him. But |
felt like hell. My veins were stuffed full.

I met Payson at the car.

“What did he say?” Payson asked about the cop.

“He wants us out.”

“I wish the area was good,” Payson said, “so | dqust keep knocking and when
he tries to stop us ask what he’s going to do aitdut

“Well,” | said, then nothing else. That didn’'t saliideal to me. But Payson was
blowing smoke and | knew it.

Payson said, “That guy | just talked to, he saias$ the third bug guy this week.
And when that cop rolled up across the street areetl on his lights, it was over. |

looked like some con artist I'm sure. Would yowkted someone when there’s a cop on

the road behind them flashing his lights?”
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We sat in the hot car with the windows down uriitd &ir conditioner finally
began to cool again and we could roll the windowsAhead the cop rolled down the
street toward us. So he hadn'’t left. He’d gonetanded around. He sat on the other side
of the street. But he didn’t look at us.

“Sheesh,” Payson said. He flipped the car aroumidt@med onto the main
highway. The cop followed us, and close. He waisigidip like they do before they pull
you over.

“Get off me, man,” Payson said to the rear-viewrarir

| hated cops. How | hated them. The dumbest, tiexifethe powerless
egomaniacs. There was nothing like a cop to turmnteea sudden delinquent. “Slam on
your brakes,” | said.

“No way,” Payson said. He put his blinker on totofff the highway. The cop
followed. “Come on!” Payson shouted. He slowed® $peed limit on the side street,
then clicked his blinker on to turn toward a neigittood. The cop followed. Payson
rolled to a stop in front of a house. The cop seapfen or twenty yards behind us. No
lights flashing. Nothing.

“This is ridiculous.”

| said we should get out of there. We did. We werthe nearest Wendy’s. The
cop stopped following us after we parked and got lde rolled slowly by without even
looking at us and he turned onto the highway aftd le

Inside the air was painfully cold. Three other baypolo shirts stood in line. One
was turned our direction. Defender Security Systdnssshirt read.

“Defender,” Payson said. “Who’s Defender?”
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The three turned to him.

“Hey! What's up, man?” one of them said.

“Oh,” Payson said, recognizing them. “It's Carson?”

“Carson.” The boy pointed at his two friends. “Toexand Mike. I'm sorry, you
were—"

“Payson.”

“Right. Payson was at church,” he said to his fiien

“Oh yeah!” said a second boy. “You were too, right#e was looking at me and |
nodded. “You two selling security systems?”

“Pest control,” Payson said.

“Pest control.” Carson nodded. “Yeah. Did that lesr in Dallas for Orkin.
Who’s Premium?”

“It's a Florida company,” Payson said.

One of the two friends wore a Florida ball cap.léteked at me and asked, “Do
you two work with a kid named—" he turned to Carstwhat was that kid's name?
From the U of U?”

“Oh,” Carson said. “Bracken. Bracken something.wées working for Frontline.
Or no. Fortress or something. It wasn’t Premiukndw that.”

“Fortress Pest?” | said.

“Yeah. They're here in Tampa, and, I'm trying tinthwho else has a team
here.”

“We just ran into a kid working for Oracle,” Payssaid.



174

“Nah, don’'t know any Oracle guys. Not sure who tkafortress is owned by the
guy in Utah County who used to do the door-to-dood storage stuff.”

“Don’'t know him,” Payson said. “The Oracle kid chdve a Utah license plate.”

“Don’t we all,” one of the others laughed.

Their Orlando office had collapsed. Defender’'savai headquarters in Provo,
Utah—the home of the Missionary Training Center—haxved the Orlando crew across
the state. “Just five of us left of the twenty thtrted in Orlando. Too tough for most
guys. Even returned missionaries quit this job.uigcis an even tougher sell than pest
control, in my experience. Pays better though.”

“How's selling?” Payson asked.

“Real good,” said Carson. “Yeah. Down the streetaay guy broke into a house
and tied up a man, like, raped his wife in frontha# kids and everything.”

| gasped.

“Seriously,” the boy said. “Just last Thursday.virehad,” he looked at his
friend, “what, ten on that street on Friday ancdu8dy?”

His friend shrugged. “About.”

“And what's your take?” Payson asked.

“200, give or take,” one said. “Fifty upfront, ali@ne-fifty on the back-end
check in October. You?”

“Well, like you said,” Payson said, “Pest cont®ki little easier to sell. It's a one-
year agreement instead of your three-year contridai/son sounded like he was selling a
customer.

Carson said, “A good week in pest control is miket"
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“Twenty, twenty five sales,” Payson answered.

Oh, come onPayson was selling ten a week. He dropped thasders like they
were his norm. Then he said, “I make 135. Same fitglupfront. The rest backend.”

1357 One hundred and thirty five dollars? It wasfinst year—he couldn’t really
be making one hundred and thirty five dollars & sHke looked at me and perhaps due to
my face realized he had revealed information henwasupposed to.

“Yeah, a good week in security is just ten or &ft¢’ the third boy said.

| felt ill.

“I guess we’ll see you in church, brethren. Kirtdés speaking.”

“Right on. Good luck.” They ordered and took tHeiod to the corner.

We ordered and sat down away from them.

“You make 135?” | said finally.

Payson stuffed fry after salty fry into his moutte nodded. “What are you
making?”

| didn’t even want to say. “You know. First yearypcale.”

His eyes widened. “Like, seventy five bucks a sale?

“A lot more if | break 200,” | said.

“Sheesh, man,” he said. He swallowed his food. “Wéayuited you?”

“Uh, David. Sort of.”

“What do you mean, sort of?”

| told him I'd called David and asked about coming.

“Holy crap man,” he said. “You didn’t talk to anyibpelse? You didn’t leverage

their offers? Ho-lee crap. | wonder how much Dawiakes off you.”
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“Makes?”

“Like, per sale. Was Kelly making that little?”

“Uh. Yeah. Do you know what Taylor makes?”

“We worked together on it. We got our commissiosdzhon coming together.
That's how it works. You bring numbers and they ppy’

The sandwich tasted like hell. | threw the last bait away.

Maybe | was the first door-to-door pest controbsatan to simply call and sign
up. Here | was fifty services in, looking at foaotisand dollars, while Payson with
almost the same amount of sales had earned selverwdy they paid, the fifty dollars up
front with the rest in October, it made it lookdikve were all being paid the same week-
to-week out here.

We spent two hours sitting there. | wanted to sleeghe. Then Payson drove in
circles till sunset, knocked three doors whiletlisghe car, angry. He discovered that yet
again, the area had been hit, and went home éuntlly,of us with zero.

“All but three of the ten people | just talked tdthey were unemployed.”

“That’s impossible,” | said. “All in one neighborbd? These houses are huge.”

“Seven out of ten,” Payson said, looking at theesdte’d taken with addresses
and names and a bunch of NO’s. “l don't get it. riaere pointing at their neighbors.
That's Jerry, he’s unemployed, and Kelly there slygnna lose her housavho the
crap talks about that stuff with their neighbors?

| kept checking my phone. No texts. None all day.

The next four days were Monday again but worsead@wzero dollars a day. |

deserved it. On Wednesday a cop came up on me krioleking, then followed me to
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the next door after | told him | knew he couldritest me. | rang the doorbell and a
housewife looked over my shoulder at the cop then the door and bolted it.

When we finally ditched the cop and got into a hbgyhood, it was like Payson
had described. Overnight it had become okay fopleet tell me they were bankrupt.

“If it was a penny | couldn’t buy it,” said a shebled old black lady.

“Right,” | said. “Times are tough right now. Thatigy the way we do things at
Premium is flexible. Right now | can do these tneents for a killer deal because we're
treating so many of your neighbors.”

“Son,” she said, smiling, “I don’t have two dollaiEhis house is going any day.
Sure we got bugs. But we don’t got dollars.”

The next door was the same. No hesitating, no ilatg he might have money
somewhere, that this week was just a crazy ongiftha could just get my card and
maybe call.

One man went into the kitchen and came back wétaek of papers.

“These are copies of the job applications I'veefillout in the past six months,” he
said. “Unless your company is hiring a surveyorr@avasting each other’s time.”

It was like some wildfire had caught and spreathéowhole city, like suddenly it
wasthe conversation to have with a stranger. Not the heraiNot the Orlando Magic.
Not the Tampa Bay Rays trajectory toward finisHasg in the American League East.
Unemployment. Foreclosure. Bankruptcy. Evictione@moman took me inside and
when | closed her she pitched me on working for 8&e couldn’t pay me but she had a
great idea that | could share. | could go doordordike | was doing. | could just do it

part time, she figured, and make several hundredek probably in the end if | worked
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hard. She never did tell me what she wanted meltdacause | told her my friend was
waiting and I'd give her a call.

We complained three days in a row to J.J..

“These people are out of money. These neighborhaesrisscrossed by
salesmen.”

David said, “Anybody who tells you they don’t hameough money to pay thirty
bucks a month to keep their kids from getting lyibligs, |1 don’t know man. That's
ridiculous. Anyone can have a job if they want.dok at us. Any of those people could
sell door-to-door if they were willing to work. Yaan't let them give you that crap
about not having enough money. That's the worssiptesexcuse anybody could have.
It's a load of crap.”

Part of me believed David, because | knew it wasomg fault | was failing. |
wasn’'t working hard enough. | wasn’t believing iy product enough. I'd let myself lose
sight of my goals; I'd let my priorities slip. Whéshould have been focusing on God |
was getting a blowjob, and when | should be foaysin solving these people’s bug
problems, | was letting my mind slip to her warndpoAnd then | kept letting myself
doubt that it was worth their money, | kept belreythey were sayingo when they were
really just offering objections. | kept wonderirigniaybe it was true that our service
wouldn’t be the best thing for them. And they cohér it in my voice. | didn’t believe
what | was saying. David was still selling thregagy, or that's what he was reporting.
His number of services was becoming less and lpssc@ntage of his claimed sales.

We wandered through knocked-over neighborhoodsogher boys in polo

shirts, talked to one from Orkin. “They just mowée whole office here from North
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Florida,” he told us. “We burned through Jacksdeyihalf the guys went home. You
think it's bad here—" he said, eyes wide, “in Jawkdlle there was a dude on every half
block.” He wished us luck. He said he was aboujuit, fly back to Idaho. He told us
exactly where he’d knocked and where he hadn’t.U%eo both Utah boys?” he asked,
and we said we were. He nodded.

Nothing from Amy.

That was what | needed, | guessed. | needed tHosespes to disappear.

| asked Payson to take me home early Thursdayedetkto prepare for the talk,
now three days away. | walked into the office anriater, feigning that I'd worked the
full day, and saw on the whiteboard that my sertatal had shrunk for the first time in
the summer. | asked Marcy about it, and she timsdig two of my customers had called
to cancel.

“I don’t even think it was them,” she said. “Botbrdracts were in the names of
women and both callers were men. And they soundadgy. And they said it was her
husband calling. | think it was the salesmen fraghebcompanies switching them over.
Same street, same day, same-ish voice?” she said.

J.J. said, “Dirty salesmen will trick the custorbgroffering to call in and
cancel.”

“How do they cancel?” | stammered. “It's a conttact

“They have to pay the cancellation fee, which wedhd them,” J.J. said. “But

obviously no one gets paid on that.”



180

Marcy said she tried to tell the customers aboaiféle. “They didn’t respond,
neither of them—that's why I think it was a salesnaad he didn’t want the customer to
know they’'d get hit with a fee for switching.”

“Dirty,” J.J. said.

| wandered back to the apartment in a haze—thevsisydark and cloudy. | kept
my eyes on the thick forest reserve next to meouight of looking down at Amy—what
she had done, what we had done. Her dark haihdtenouth. | felt | was being closed
in on by the humidity and the dark and at imagirtieg | could feel the urge to get back
to that, to feel her rubbing around on me and Hooreer and throwher onto the bed, pull
her clothing off, slide her skirt down past her ankdesl toss it against the wall, and |
jogged home and grabbed the scriptures and ElddePa talk. | wrote down things |
would say, things | wanted to know.

Joseph struggled through a prayer asking whichefeligions were true.

The Devil knocked him to the ground and suffocadtizal.

The boy choked, squirmed, weighed by an otherwppdin, the presence of pure
evil, the emptiness of a damned spirit, the povi¢hat against his skin, in his aching
bones, and how he must have scrambled, claweelfef,rscraped at the dirt and the
leaves and the undergrowth, and when he was abgite¢ up, when he wished for
death, he looked up at the face of God.

On Saturday J.J. stood in front of the wall sizeagpymow colored in highlights
from top to bottom, yellow, red, green markingswimy our advance from the not-so-
centrally located Lakeland west toward Tampa. Tieghal David had already taken off

for an area they were re-knocking with success-alessif not services. It was only
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Payson and me sitting there. Forcing J.J. to that.pd/e needed a new spot. We needed
area.

He mumbled something about the likelihood that nod$he neighborhoods were
still pristine, that most of the ones we’d gonetoly were still filled with buyers missed
due to our lack of training then. Go back to thosw/, he said, and we’d sell three on
every street. But we had gone back to most of thvemether he believed it or not. We'd
revisited most of the better ones and all the neesoAnd the houses we’d expected to
be filled had not been filled. The neighborhoodmpled had not been built. So he
conceded and pulled out a tabletop map of a coeilpldifferent area.

East.

He planted his hands wide on the table and bredikeed dog with a cold,
hunched over the map. He hovered his finger oy@odted it around. Then, his finger
dropped toward the paper with precision. He tapped.

“Here,” he said. His face lifted to us but his slieus stayed still. “Poinciana. |
wanted to save it for August, but I'll let you twepen it up today.”

I leaned into the map. His finger was placed oetsvark of streets that looped
and rolled, a sure sign of new development. Paysbibed his hands together.

“It's a ways away, but every one of these loopgrelittle horseshoe, you could
probably spend all day on. This stuff is brand nigwoesn’t even show up on Google
Earth. The streets aren’t on last year’s streetsmépey aren’t even named on this one.”

“Where is it?” Payson asked.

“About half hour from here. East on the 4. Towantb@do.”

Payson rubbed his hands again. He looked at meat\afie we waiting for?”
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| folded up the map and we headed for the door.

“The field is white!” J.J. shouted.

We cruised down the interstate toward Orlando. Eadhe first time. My
stomach had butterflies from thinking of the po#iib | imagined the money waiting
there, the untapped suburban sprawl. And as alvfage was that potent fear of the first
doorstep of the day.

Half an hour passed and Payson asked how muclefutttooked over the map.

“We're only half way there,” | said.

“You serious? He said this was a half hour.”

“Well, he said about half an hour.”

We drove on.

| asked Payson, if he heard J.J. say, “The fieldhige.”

“The field is white and ready to harvest,” Paysaius“D&C section 4. You
don’t know that? It's the missionary scripture.”

“I know what it is. | think it's dumb he’s alwaysaking missionary comparisons
to door-to-door pest control sales.”

Payson passed a slow moving bus. “It’s just a jake said. “J.J. doesn’t think
selling bug spray is the same as sharing the gdspel

| said nothing, but he kept thinking about it.

“You know that feeling,” he said, “of not wanting ¢jo out in the morning, of
wanting to sit at home? That feeling of standingaatoorstep. The way you want to

waste seconds and not move on. And how you hagetta person to listen to you when
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they are set against you from the start. That's aflan overlap. It's a lot easier when
you're talking bugs, not God.”

A minute later, looking straight ahead, he saidyf® days, the bad ones, this
feels pretty similar to my mission.”

My mission, if they would even call me on one anyepavasn’t going to feel like
a pest control sales job.

At an hour of driving we’d exited and soon the ndasg Poinciana roads turned
into named roads we drove along. We turned ontoal sighway called Providence. On
either side the trees maintained their wall. Waédrleft onto a road marked Brown off
which, according to my map, sprouted dozens ofdstrse loops.

“These side streets are all horseshoes.” | poiatedgreen street sign.
Chrysanthemum. And on the left: Hyacinth. On tlghticame Chrysanthemum again and
then Hyacinth on the left.

“Loops,” | said.

“But there’s nothing down there.”

“Just turn onto one,” | said.

He took the car down Hyacinth and we rolled doveam®oth and dark-paved
road. On either side of us was forest borderingréeptly laid out sidewalk. Short black
lampposts stood every forty feet or so, curving iwo-headed swans at the top to dangle
two lightshades. The trees beyond them were webitbdvines. The ground was buried
beneath blossoming bushes and shrubs.

Payson floored it as we came back toward Brownautiseeing a single house. |

stared at the map so as not to look at him. “Tiseméleast fifty of these horseshoes, just
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in this very spot,” | said. “Go down Brown.” | pdad. “There are maybe eight branching
off Brown, and there are, oh, seven roads justBik@vn with horseshoes branching off.
That'’s just in this couple inches of the map. Thememore. This is a city of these loops.”

Payson pulled onto Brown and then turned onto Gimygemum. In the forty-five
seconds it took him to race around the block thexe only pavement, sidewalks, black
glossy light posts, and the forest. And us. We wifeeedistinct element, cruising the
untouched asphalt.

Payson ran the stop sign entirely and we swervashd@rown to the next loop.
He passed it, and he passed the next and the next.

| pointed out we’d be coming to another main rake Providence soon. He
stopped at that stop sign. The neighborhoods thrasefd like a ladder—crossroads like
rungs, rungs with horseshoes running off them. Véeelup the ladder and turned onto
another rung, Princeton. He swung onto loop aftepl The sidewalks were ready for
children and parents and dogs. The light postsddakady to ease on at dusk. The forest
appeared to be waiting to grow back over the stubein we left. For ten minutes Payson
drove in and out of horseshoes. For ten minutefottest replicated itself on either side
of us.

He pulled to a stop and looked at me. He lookedtiattransmission and put the
car in park. He looked at his watch.

“We just drove an hour and a half.”

| stared at the map.

Then he jerked the car back into drive and swuhgiitl around onto a ladder leg,

and another minute down the road we saw coloreys flde turned where they said to
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turn. He looped on a horseshoe where there weags fia the corner, following arrows
that pointed farther, farther down the road. Hevedraround the bend and on the right
side of the street was a semi-permanent trailer.

It was nudged within a square cut away from thestrélue siding, a black door.
No sod had been laid—only dirt, and an outhousedstio the back corner of the lot. Felt
covered stairs lead up to the trailer. At leasbzed flags hung in the front lawn, striped
yellow, orange, and pink. They were staked like eséiift fence-posts. Each flag hung
straight down. They may as well have been skirdeafl animals, lifeless, stagnant,
speared like trophies. On every single limp flagenv&cattered black letters, illegible in
the folds, but | knew they said the same thingsilga atop the trailer said.

Lamar Homes.

The trailer had a smaller sign above the door:€S@affice: Welcome.”

Payson stopped the car and stared at the thitgpped out and closed the door. |
waited for him to step out but he didn’t. | stoagknhto the car, feeling the heat pouring
out from under it, mixing with that heat rising fnadthe asphalt.

The oscillation of the car was just loud enougbust slightly another sound.

As | moved away from the car the engine’s noise evescome.

How odd to think the forest had been screechingwlay for fifteen minutes of
driving these roads. The air conditioning withie ttar had masked it—this noise like I'd
never heard, like colorful radio static. It wasfd& been tossed into the pile of fire ants.
This was the sound of their rage. There was nindigishable note, no one insect or even

type of insect. Only a torrent of rhythms amountiog high-pitched scream coming
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from the trees all around me. Someone had exitesh@rgency only door with a pocket
of diamonds. Someone had set a school on firentedto cover my ears.

| stepped toward the curb, then carefully intodiretoward the trailer. Hills of
fire ants rose every three feet. Trails of worersed me to pick my spots carefully. |
had to adjust my eyes to the size of the antsdadses they ran back and forth across the
dirt like vibrating wires. The heat and humiditynedike a trash compactor pressing
down on me. A hornet blasted past my face. He svaaeg by, curious or angry, and |
ducked.

The noise grew louder. It was alien. | looked avsrshoulder to ensure the car
was still there. Payson sat staring at me.

An oscillation rose in the sounds, whether in mig e in the air | could not tell.
The insects’ calls leaned forward and back asmfiped through a wah wah pedal.

The trailer was dark, | could see that. The welcaiga over the door had a
massive wasps nest hanging from it. Before | gohéoporch | could read the smaller
signs below the window. Hours: and below, it hadrberossed out. Someone had written
in pen still farther down but | could not read ieyed the hornets crawling over their nest
just above the door, their hard yellow and blaci#libs pulsing up and down, and |
stepped onto the green carpet, my head just ébfdotv them. The stairs were sturdy. |
leaned forward: A phone number had been writtencaosised out. Nothing else. No
message. Nothing.

A buzzing hit so loud in my eardrum that | jumpdtitbe steps—a hornet flew at
my face and | slapped it out of the sky—it landedite green felt and spun on the

ground, half of it paralyzed, circling an unseeainr| ran off the porch and ran to the
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car, stepping in two hills of ants. | threw opea ttoor, stomped my feet as hard as |
could several times, and crawled in.

“What? What?” Payson said.

“Hornets,” | said. | felt ants bite my ankles. usshed them one by one with my
fingers, my hands shaking.

“What did the sign say?”

“Uh. Nothing.” | took off my shoe but didn’t findng others. Then one bit my
calf. I looked at him, how he was aimed into me plashning to die for it. | squished
him. They'd leave small welts, little bubbles thatned.

“Nothing?” he said.

“Nothing.”

“I’'m going to kill J.J..” He threw the car into geand took off.

| eyed the forest as he drove out of the neighbmthknowing the sound that
Payson didn’t know, knowing of its million, billioeyes on us. | watched in the rear view
mirror until it was gone.

| could not sleep. I locked the door to my roord. e speaking in a matter of
hours.

| begged God, and | apologized for begging.

| thanked God and promised him I'd be his best sy if | could just know it
was true.

| apologized for bargaining.

| told God | wanted more than anything to be thatriument in his hands, to see

lives changed through my expressions of belief.
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| apologized for my pride, for envisioning mysetidanot God’s Holy Spirit as the
bringer of the truth.

You're talking to yourself.

You're talking to yourself.

| apologized, oh, | apologized for the words in h@ad. They were not mine. |
was encircled by darkness, | was surrounded bysetiits, though | could no longer feel
them exactly—I was, as the scriptures warned fos¢hwho committed serious sins—
beyond feeling. | was vulnerable, wide open. | hatlanticipated their presence as |
should have, and now they were here and their daonds were in my head.

| apologized for thinking damn.

| apologized for being unworthy.

You are not unworthy. No one is too far gone. Ne oannot be fixed.

Yes. | believed that, | told God. | called out imfthat | knew that Christ’s
atonement was sufficient for my sins. | wantededdrgiven. | wanted to be clean again.

| told God | knew he would come through. | knewnauld confirm the words |
would say at from the pulpit tomorrow. | knew heuly like his prophet Elder Packer
said, like he had come through for Joseph Smitk,He had done for the young Samuel
in the Old Testament. At the final moment, aftex ghorm, after the swirling madness,
after the darkness, after all I'd fought againfierahe trial of faith, he would infuse my
words with power and fill my soul with light andrdom the truth of my words to me. |

would know it and | would never forget it. | proregshim | would never forget.
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CHAPTER 22

Here is the man who has been caught paying millendoes not have for air—
for less than air, for poison, for the worst ofedssHe looks behind him to the man
who’d said he’d buy it all from him, who’d promiséal back before the purchase had
happened.

But that man shrugs his shoulders. You keep tHaseays. You bought poison.
You got poison.

Please, says the first, severely anxious, buglitjtso someone. As long as we
keep buying, as long as it keeps moving, as longgews and spreads we can all be
rich! He smiles.

No, the other says, you keep it. | don’t buy poison

He falls to his knees and watches the millionsadfads sift through his fingers,
watches it all rot and spill from his hands. Ifyleuld have just kept it moving, he
thinks. If they could all believe, if we could &kklieve, if we all were determined to
believe.

Those others, the ones who sold the poison to hongere therefore not sunk by
it, don’t they look smart for not collapsing to theor with the muck on their hands?
Don't they!

What a fucking idiot. Leveraging his money 25 tinbe®uy and sell shit.

But if we all believe then it isn’t shit! The maasia point. Our belief creates a
truth that did not previously exist. The beliethe backing. Did he buy poison or did he

merely buy belief?
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Forever he’ll wonder how he got here, why he, bbathem, became the man on
the ground. How it squished him, how it crushed bonrtatastrophically, how his body

burst on the downtown sidewalks while the othetsryopast.



191

CHAPTER 23

| sat on the stand through the sacrament. Halflwagugh the opening hymn Amy
floated in the back foyer entrance and sat by tw.dShe crossed her leg toward the wall
and watched me sing.

I looked at my wrinkled notes. I'd determined nowrite out something to be
read. | gave myself markers, starting points, keyds. A flowchart to take me from
beginning to end. The details were absent, tollsel fin by the guidance of the Spirit,
though the back of the paper contained a list @fttings | knew | wanted to know. |
flipped the sheet.

Joseph Smith restored the gospel of Jesus Christ.

God and Jesus Christ appeared to him as a young boy

The young man translated the golden plates int@tdwok of Mormon

Christ died for my sins and yours.

He was resurrected and received a body and liveseasill.

He will return in glory.

| know God lives. | know he loves me.

I know this because I've felt it, because he’s goméd those things to me.

The sacrament was passed, and the bishop introdoeed the congregation as
the first speaker. He said I'd be followed by tihghhcouncilman.

He sat.

So that was it.

The air in the place was vibrant with the warmtthohdreds of believers, the

light bright. | looked to the rafters above the gmagation and thought of the faith held
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here, the belief tying the congregation togethe,strength of generations of Mormons,
those who struggled and died for it and those wdroecinto it later and found a life of
joy. The rows of heads and eyes was welcomingyahds | stood up to the pulpit, | was
afraid.

Amy watched me like we’d never met.

My legs shook behind the pulpit. Swirls of stairveabd spanned the pulpit. |
unfurled my notes and pressed them there and di@ayehroat—the sound boomed
through the hall.

| saw J.J., David, some girl with David. Marcy dret brother. Payson and Ben. |
saw the security salesmen, Carson, the othersy&weidooked familiar, as if we’d all
been knocking against each other all summer.

| began to speak.

| spoke of the early nineteenth century, the siéitbe fallen world, the lack of
God'’s truth on the earth, the growing despair @taaet, the exponential chaos. The
discovery of the New World by Columbus under Gagligdance, the seeds of inspiration
in the Reformers, the yearning for the truth bggified by the second Great Awakening.

A young boy in New York, inquisitive, unschoolect Imtelligent, searched his
Bible for answers from a God he believed in butvkmet the nature of. Was he to join
the Methodists as his mother had? The Baptistssaather had? Another group? The
upstate region was torn apart by these mutualligieet groups tugging at the
community for members. In his room, perhaps by scamllelight, the young boy read

1% James 1 verse 5:
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“If any of ye lack wisdom, let him ask of God, whiveth to all men liberally and
upbraideth not. But let him ask in faith, nothingwering.”

My legs wavered and | stilled them. | feared logkat Amy. Her eyes might hold
some yearning for me, something | would want tgkiafter—or they’d spark some slip
of thought that would strip me of my effort to lgiGod’s Spirit into the room, to be led
by it, to let God speak through me.

But | struggled to hear His Spirit over my own wartlbalanced carefully my
mind, kept it from questioning where the voice afd3dvas while continually searching
for it, reaching through the air that grew colded @hinner with every line. Where was
it? | asked not in stubbornness, not as a demarndsoa continual determined search.

That is all, God. That is all | am doing. Not quesing. Searching. Where are
you? Where is your voice?

A voice came into my head: You are unworthy.

“The Devil gripped him first as he prayed in theefst.”

The Devil grabbed him by the throat and threw honthie ground. He nearly
killed him.

You are unworthy.

No, that's the wrong voice. That’s the evil oneaT# the trial. That’s the storm.
The Bishop said we were all sinners. God sendsgiig to sinners.

“When Joseph was about to give up, to surrendesdiinto the darkness,” | spoke
into the microphone, my voice shaking, “at the fasiment, a brightness came through
the trees, a light as bright as the sun, and lapkmthe boy saw God and his son Jesus

Christ—suspended in the air above him.”
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| paused. The room was still. My ears buzzed witle@rie silence.

“Joseph,” spoke the one being—our Heavenly FatAed pointing to the other,
he said, ‘This is my beloved. Hear Him.”

Jesus Christ spoke. He told the fourteen-year-elthist not join any of the
churches. The truth had fallen from the earth dfterapostles were murdered following
Christ’s crucifixion. The history of the world siathen, the discovery of the New World,
the building of a religiously tolerant America, treformation movements, all of it had
been leading to this moment. The boy would redfeedullness of the gospel.

| glanced at her. She stared from the back ofdbenr She looked utterly
peaceful. The room was silent. The whole placetease.

But | had felt nothing, heard nothing but the soundhy voice, no spiritual
testimony, no witness of truth. | wasn't even peeitvhat I'd said thus far. My mind
may have wandered. Had | squandered some chancethéi®evil successfully
distracted me from my purpose with thoughts of myarthiness? Could it be true?
What if the spirit of God had been whispering améd wandered off into my own guilt
and missed it?

I glanced at the clock.

| saw a few members of the audience shuffle. Ilteh silent too many seconds.
I was disjointed, | was a story with confused platas a sinner and the bishop was
wrong, he was wrong to have me here. | wasn’t réadit. | didn’t have the testimony.

No.
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Alma 32. The novice. The desire to believe. Let thesire work in you and grow
into an experiment upon the word. See the fruitthefexperiment: A testimony is found
in bearing it.

How much desire | had.

How strongly | wanted to believe. Oh, God, how Intesl to believe. And He
knows it—it hit me in a second and ran up my sfikeea spark—God must know | want
to believe. Of course he does. He wouldn’'t abanderhere.

He knows me better than | know myself.

“Now,” | said to the watching eyes, perhaps tottihelief after my silence, “I'd
like to bear my testimony of these things. | wantall you what | know.”

The fear in my body didn’t match that word: knowvdidin’'t know the things |
would say | know. What | did know, if | knew a tlgin the world, was that God would
confirm it to me when | said it. | knew that. Thathe only thing.

“I know Jesus Christ and our Heavenly Father apgety Joseph Smith in the
sacred grove.”

| knew it would come.

“And that God sent his Son to suffer for my sinshia Garden of Gesthemane.”

She put her hand in her chin and her hair fell ssteer face.

“And | know He died for me on the cross.”

My throat was tightening.

“That He was resurrected three days later, that—"

My tongue was caught. | looked down.
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A wrinkled paper, wood lines on the pulpit, the sowf air conditioner. Someone
coughed. | tried to breath.

It was like Joseph described. How the Devil straddiim.

“I know,” | said, louder, forcing the words, “thabseph Smith restored the Living
Gospel.” Every syllable was a battle. Every line megk felt choked. “I know,” |
breathed, “that he translated Beok of MormonAnd that it is the most true book on
earth.”

The constriction was growing worse. | could feelsalf losing control. There was
no hope. | could not break through. There was giat.liNo beauty. No glow in my body,
no joy. | felt cold, empty. There it was, that dedie had spoken of—to give up, to die.
Oh, to die at that moment, when it all felt so eynptsounded like the best thing.

| stood in silence. | flipped the notes over.

The lines I'd written stared back at me. The thihg&nted to know.

| need this, God.

How | need this.

This is the only thing | need.

| opened my mouth and | read. “I know God liveknbw he loves me.”

| read from the page. “I know this because I've ifelbecause he’s confirmed
those things to me.”

Not a doubt. Not a single doubt. Please, God, pleas

“And | say these things in the name of Jesus Chtist

‘Amen.”

A Chorus returned from the audience: “Amen.”
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| walked to my seat on the stand and sat. | statr@dsingle point on the light
brown carpet for twenty-five minutes. The meetinged.

“Kirt.”

There was a person speaking to me. He stood in &fane. He patted me on the
shoulder. He said wonderful. He said, “really, werfdl.” He said it was no surprise.

There was Payson punching me in the arm. He saie $lings. | was going to
throw up. | had lied to them all. My knee bent #i@ng way and | almost fell but
reached and found a bench back. If anyone sawdidayot make it known. There were
faces moving past.

“Kirt.”

It was Amy. She stood with her arms folded. | ladbke her face and then at her
body. She was a beautiful alien. The backgrounad spghtly.

“Kirt,” she said, and reached for both my handse gt her arms on my back and
she pulled. | smelled berries in her hair. It waslmair. It was her shampoo, where the
berries came from.

“I felt,” she shook her head. “I feel like | und&sd you better. When you
talked.” She put her arms around me again andate“sam sorry, | am.”

She didn’t smell like winterfresh but cinnamon.

“Kirt?” she said. “Are you okay?” Her arms wrappactoss her chest. Her blue
eyes peered at me. Behind her a crowd of people taékiing. One man had a mess of
hair on the top of his head that he didn’t knowhld, and no one had told him. Who was

the older man and why was he in the single’s wate®vas the other man who spoke. He



198

was the high councilman. What had his name beest?hita there was a boy with his tie
loosened. A red tie.

Her hands touched me.

“I don’t understand it all, but | know you belieiteKirt. | get that much. | know
you really believe it.”

| could feel my tongue swollen in my mouth. | lodkat her breasts. | glanced at
her forehead.

“Are you ok,” she said, suddenly very deliberate.

| looked at her face. | looked at the freckle c#f faw. She pulled on my hands.
None of it mattered. The tingling in my shouldéfee numbness in my toes. The
soreness in my heels from walking yesterday. Thy cltandeliers. The pictures of the
prophets. | looked at her eyes and could tell sheted something from me.

“I need to go home,” | said. | walked past her emthe door, walked to my car,

and drove away.
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CHAPTER 24

The bankers do not come. They send hired handthamevel of remove from
the ones who sold the house, who bought the défat,omndled it, who traded it.

They tear the house apart—or that which hasn’t beten This one is full of her
things. She left them all. She carved a note im¢odoor: Fuck you.

She left the refrigerator open for a week, a rgtstink. She dumped milk across
the kitchen tile. It's swarming with ants and fli€oaches twiddle their antennae, gorged
in the refrigerator.

Three men swear in Spanish and pull the piles ibirgio the yard, lift the couch
out, hoist the box-springs down the stairs, scratcthe wall the whole way.

One stuffs a closet of left-behind clothes intdaspc bag. He empties the
dressor. He doesn’t even joke to himself or thetlabout the ugly bras. He doesn’t
look at the tags and call out her breast size.ttfésseverything in quickly. He pulls
pictures down and shoves them into a spare cardlmet, stomps them with his steel-
toed boots, breaks the glass. He throws a languimps the bedside nightstand drawers
and their condoms and old lingerie into the boxe Tattress against the wall is slid
down the stairs, the broken electric piano throwa oorner first into the grass. The rug
in the living room is rolled up, a bug bomb sethie Cloroxed kitchen, the fridge hoisted
into the back of their truck.

Inside, the bug bomb slowly spreads a chemicaldctbat sends the cautious
insects back. They back and back and turn andntorthe walls, slip over each other’s
bodies, burrow into the insulation and scratcthatahalky drywall. This one dies, legs

twitching. That one finds the crack into the fouthola and shoves its head into the dirt.
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Those ones squeeze along the electrical wires aindnaler the yard and will never think
of the house again. They tunnel beneath the etdatyboard and the picture frames.

A salesman walks past and sees a stray pen oideeratk, feet away from the
rest of the things. He pockets it and knocks omitighbor’s door.

A larger truck pulls to the lawn days later andtis the rain-rotted shit into a
compactor, bag by bag, box by box. Then the bednThe couch. The cushions. Good

enough. That's fine, let the papers blow away.
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CHAPTER 25

It's our mid-summer promotion, J.J. said.

“Zero dollars for two months!” he cheered from thent of the room.

“We get paid on that?” Payson said.

“Absolutely,” J.J. said. “Zero for two months, fgifive a month for twelve
months afterward. A five hundred and forty dollantract.” He grinned and his eyes
sparkled. “Obviously it’'s only possible on an ad&bit.”

An hour later | was stuck to the couch. Paysonddokt me like | was crazy. “We
can go make a killing this way. We can switch latige accounts from the other guys.
Zero dollars.”

‘I can’'t do it,” | said.

“Whatever Kirtland,” he said, “I'm leaving.” Davidnd Taylor had been gone an
hour.

| wandered through the steaming late June aftertmtmre office. J.J. seemed
hardly surprised when he saw me.

“I think | need to get out of here,” | said, sitjion the carpet against the wall in
his offiec. “Maybe | should get a flight and taki¢ the first of July.”

He breathed through his nose.

“You could do that, but then | can’t pay your réoinus for you, and as you
know, you’d lose your backend pay. So,” he coumtedhis fingers, monthly rent. “You'd
get stuck about $1,300, and you wouldn’t have angencash coming your way.” He
looked concerned. These facts had nothing to do ith or me; these were laws of

nature he was describing. | stared at the wall.
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“We could use another tech,” he said.

“To spray?”

“One of Premium’s techs, uh, he quit. | could tragu to tech. That way, as | see
it, I'd be able to keep your rent bonus for you atitl send your backend checks. You'd
be honoring your work contract.”

The air in the office was hot. | wanted to be grlame. But I'd be leaving the
state after all this work with nothing but debtl o home to my parents with thirteen
hundred owed and a year to wait for my mission bseaf sin.

“And,” he said, “you could sell while you're at ifake a technician truck around,
you'd tear it up just knocking on doors and tregitinem right then. Knock with the
backpack sprayer on. And sell them for nothingifay months.”

| didn’t have a choice. There was some comforhendteadiness of the work.
That | wouldn’t have to rely on selling someoneaihcould just show up and spray.

“When can you train me?” | said.

“I can train you now. We’'ll drive over to Premiunti®adquarters in Tampa and
get the truck. I'd suggested this to them,” he sadldeeks ago. For Kelly actually. I told
them | could get them a tech. They called Satuedaysaid okay but | told them he was
gone.”

So we went.

On the drive he said, “Kirt, I've got to say, yoai'a powerful speaker. Everything
pest control-related aside, | want you to know,’ ggogoing to be an amazing

missionary. You were, what do they say, a live wipeghere. We could see it, everyone
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could see it. I've seen a lot of guys and I've weathvith a lot and I've never heard a
testimony like that out of a kid pre-mission. Jukg stopped. “Just really felt it.”

He looked at me and | felt myself smile. How | gayemy feelings so quickly
when someone wanted me to. | couldn’t bear theghbaf ever lying again, but here |
was smiling, like I'd been complimented.

Premium’s headquarters was a tiny building in alugtrial part of Tampa. The
white Premium pickup trucks—there were two sittihgre—glistened in the sun. The
secretary was on the phone when we came in. Sha weéddle-aged woman I'd never
met and never spoken to. “Don’t mention the zerdtaddeal we are doing,” J.J.
whispered to me.

On the walls were maps of the surrounding countiesnties we had never sold
in. Hillsborough and another two were blacked ouppaaently because they were
contracting only through J.J. for those. | wasniite| sure. The woman finished her call
and held up a set of keys. “Poisons,” she saidlihglone key, “in the garage next-door.”
She held the other key. “Truck.”

J.J. went with me in the truck.

“I'll drive with you, and we’ll go service a housght now. I'll train you as I'm
treating.”

When we got there he told me to sit tight for aumeén tore the top sheet off the
paperwork, walked to the door, and knocked. | giclp the clipboard and looked at the
office’s carbon copy. It noted the customer neddqohy forty-five today. It said the
contract value was six hundred and thirty. It s&@bntract cost: $693.” | flipped through

the other carbon copies and found contract cos&ery one, though the metric wasn’t



204

listed on the top sheet the customer sees. Thes@awacond, already serviced home with
a contract value of $490 and a Contract Cost 09$8&en J.J. came back | asked him
what contract cost was.

He brushed his hand through the air. “That’s tdel,” he said. “Premium keeps
track of all sorts of things for their records.”

But that wasn’t an answer.

“So what it is?”

“I'm not exactly sure,” he said.

| realized what that might mean. He wasn’t exastlye what the contract cost
was for this house. He wasn’t exactly sure whaeamn by “it.” He was sure, but not
exactlysure. “Do you know,” | said casually, as if I'd snnderstood that he’d answered,
“what ‘Contract Cost’ means?”

He unscrewed a bottle of an industrial grade piestiand measured some into the
attached reciprocal. “Oh—what it actually means?”

So I'd force him to it. The creep. | said yes, whaictually means.

He pursed his lips and shook his head like it wiasmything. “It's like, what they
buy and sell them for. It’s their deal. It's badigdahe value plus an administrative fee. |
don’t exactly know. See what I'm doing here? Thastigular bottle is a little funky.
Watch closely.” He explained what the product wasaind how to mix it with water
from the customer’s house-side faucet. But I'd gotiny answer. I'd forced him to it. I'd
forced him to tell me the truth, as difficult asvas to dig for it, and even if | wasn'’t
exactly sure what he meant. | think J.J. was getle contracts to Premium for that

amount. He was selling them for more than a yeaalye. He was selling them for—I



205

thought for a second—the yearly value plus fiftgkal No, forty-nine. Ten percent.
Sixty-three bucks on the six-thirty valu@f course—when the contract ended it
automatically renewed month-to-month, so the wioiedle of contracts we sold over
the summer would be worth a lot to Premium ovemidnet several years. Why had he
been so hesitant to tell me that?

“Now, this product is technically only for outsitiée said of a bottle. “But we
used to use it inside in Texas, and we startedyusenfew weeks ago here, and it works
much better.”

“Termikill,” | read. “What David was talking about.

He acted dumb.

“The regulated one,” | said.

“Oh, oh, oh. Right. Did David talk about it? Welg looked into it and
discovered it was basically not much more thantarpalispute making it outside only.
Still, technically, you won’t want to tell peopley're treating with it inside.”

He poured the product into the backpack spray&vas milky and thick. He
screwed the pressure keeping lid back on. He seearetul not to get it on his hands.
He poured the product into a second canister, d golden handheld one. We walked to
the hose and filled both canisters with watemthe screwed the lids on tight and shook
each one. “The backpack leaks a little,” he safeerTholding the golden one up: “If you
don’t want to use the same stuff inside you doaitéhto. Just remember that initial
services pay you $20, bimonthlies you get $12 ftwute-treatments when the customer
is still seeing bugs, we can’t pay, of course, heeave don’t get paid for those.” He was

nodding and | felt myself begin to nod with hinstbpped.
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“S0,” he said, “using it might increase your effiocy. It's up to you. Obviously,
I’'m the boss, so0,” he laughed and put his fingerhe air for quote marks: “Don’t use
it.” He grinned.

First he sprayed the Termikill all over outsidehwihe backpack sprayer, and then
he picked up a smaller golden pump-canister. “Redpllike to see a different applicator
for inside versus out,” he whispered. | followedhhin and he sprayed the corners of the
rooms gently when the homeowners were in the rdowas like he had eyes in the back
of his head. They'd step out of the room and h&dse& under the rugs, behind the
furniture, everywhere he could. They'd step backnd he’d be dusting the corners as if
with light perfume, and he’d joke and chat withrthénis teeth bucking out. | watched it
evaporate quickly. It wasn't the liquid, it was tlesidual that attached to the bugs’
exoskeletons and caused their insides to spilllblatoked like nothing.

He dove under the sinks and left beads of gel smakbfrom little syringes. He
showed me how to do it. “Just a tiny bit of thiplenty.” It was all very simple. We left
in half an hour.

He told me to take him back to his car. It was atdput four. “Let’s head back,
and I'll get you a full route for tomorrow morninghe bad thing about technicianing is
that unlike salesmen, techs start at eight.” We@tmme, he in his car and I in the truck,
its kinked stick shift jabbing me in the thigh. \Wieve right past the road I'd turn into to
see Amy. If | was going to see her. Which | wasn't.

That night | prayed only gratitude. | didn’t daceask anything. My mind was so

mixed up | didn’t know who I'd be asking. | thank&abd for everything and | said amen.
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| tried to read the scriptures but the words frégietd me, the promises in them scared the
hell out of me. What kind of person would God neég a promise to?

| apologized to God for thinking he hadn’t keptrarpise.

| rose to an early alarm on my phone. My stomach avious like it was
hungry, anxious for the day of new work, anxiousi@ke money | badly needed.

I rolled to a stop at the first of five appointmant

The amount this customer owed today: zero, accgridinhe paperwork. Auto-
debit on a Visa, the contract read. Value: $63GtC8693. Why all these contracts
valued at six-thirty? Who was selling contractsdoe-hundred and forty more than I'd
been selling and how? That was another twenty badevice. | found Marcy’'s separate
tracking sheet and read the header for informatRap: Jeffrey. J.J. was selling seven
services at ninety bucks a pop. Amazing.

| took the top sheet and walked up to the door. yidrd was overgrown. | came
around the corner to see the door stuffed with pdetp, cards, fliers. Taped in the center
was an eviction notice. | didn’t even knock. Theaow blinds were cracked and | could
see the living room was empty.

| got in the car and started it up and looked atrtext address. A half hour drive
through morning traffic got me four miles down thighway. | pulled up and to my
horror saw a for-sale sign at the home.

Still. Maybe the owner would be happy to haveaated. Maybe while they were
showing it. | approached the door and read theraonafter ringing the doorbell.

Another $630. First treatment in April—before I'dem arrived in Florida.
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I knocked again. The doorknob had a key holder lami. | felt the doorknob
and it rolled. The door was open. | shouted a el then stepped in. Bare.

Two customers in a row that paid ninety dollarstfack-to-back services then
moved? I'd had customers who couldn’t pay twentyropt.

A sign was taped on the wall, written in black nearkn printer paper:
“Remember to remove your shoes.” On the groundangite of information sheet$his
is a home for sale by a bank. See reverse for itappmformation regarding homes for
sale by banks.

“Fuck!” | shouted. It was the first time | ever da.

“Fucking fuck!”

| drove to a third and a fourth. Both were J.Jakes. One was vacant. The second
was not. They were home. They asked me not ta treat

| told them | could just treat outside.

“We have really liked the service,” a Hispanic wonsaid. “But we think we
want to cancel now.”

“It's a contract,” | said. | was not feeling diplatic. “You can cancel but you'll
have to pay the cancellation fee.”

“Oh, no, no,” she said shaking her head. “You athe@wrong house. We did not
sign a contract.” Her accent was thick. “You aréhatwrong house. We did the trial.”

“The trial?” | said and laughed. These fucking tdio

“Yes,” she said, “yes.” She smiled and nodded. ‘'t do the contract.”

She had this look on her face. Like she knew whatvgas talking about.

“Oh,” | said. “Oh.”
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Oh, wow.

“The trial,” | said.

She nodded.”

“The two month free trial?” | asked. “Zero for tweonths?”

“Yes,” she said. “It was very good. But we wantamcel now.”

“I’'m going to spray the outside,” | said. “And I'tfive you this paperwork and
you can call the office to sort it out. It saysdgou don’t have to pay me today.”

In fact, they'd agreed to an auto-debit. We had tiisa. She was going to be
paying forty-five a month, starting now. But she tiee early-season promotion. J.J.’s
zero-up-front contract value, the pricing he sutgptthe day before, was forty-five a
month for twelve months—or five hundred and fofitiie woman in front of me was on a
$630 contract. Ninety bucks off. Forty-five a marfine had been paying and didn’t
know it?

“Okay,” she said and shrugged. “Whatever you wamid. Okay. Have a good
day.” She closed the door.

| called J.J.. “Listen. This woman says she didigh a contract. She says she did
a two-month free trial.” | let the word hang théoe him with an edge.

J.J. laughed. “Which customer?”

I gave him the name.

“We've got all her information. She definitely sepgh These ones are easy
because she’s on an auto-debit. Just treat odtside.

“Is that Visa going to run? She thinks she’s pathing.”
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“It should. If not, there’s always collections. Uodrhey signed a contract. She
might be crazy, because her account has beengudidef past two months with no
problems. And as long as they get treated throbigtend of August, we get paid, and the
rep, whoever sold it, he gets paid.”

“You sold it.”

“Oh did I? Well,” he chuckled. “I want to get pdidde laughed. “Listen. Our
responsibility is to get them treated and billedtigh the end of August. If we don't, it's
on our shoulders and Premium charges us backdaneel. We have to get these folks
their July treatment today so we can run the carddly and August. | mean, we have a
contract with them as much as they do with usoif think about it. If you don't treat,
we’re reneging. We’'re contracted to treat them whasith. It's on us to uphold the deal
we made with her on our end.”

“If I sold a contract for zero upfront for two mdst” | said to him, “and they
wouldn’t pay anything till September, how in thecke@am | going to get paid? | could sell
this whole neighborhood for free but if they alhcal in September—”"

“Sure, a certain number will cancel,” J.J. said.€W worked it out so that we'll
get paid on those zero-up-front services. You'relgo. Sell away.”

“J.J., those contracts are shit.”

“Woah!” he said. Then silence. “Never heard you aweefore, Kirtland, that was
kind of a surprise—"

“They’re bullshit. The first two houses today, yaales, they aren’t even living
there anymore.”

“Did you treat?”
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“The houses were empty.”

“Did you treat? They were both on an auto-debstém Kirt. You're really
overthinking this. The technician’s job, it's naoffitult. You gotta get your twelve bucks
a house. You treat when it says treat. If they neqzhy before getting treated, it will say
so. If they are on an auto-debit, it doesn’t maftdrey’re not home right then—"

“No, they weren’t not home. They were gone. Thedesuvere empty.”

“Premium doesn’t care. They can still charge thvel @ long as you spray
outside. It's on the contract. And we can’t caret,oecause we get paid on anything
that's current through August. Listen, Kirt. Thésthe problem, | can see now, with
having salesmen to tech. This is probably why ttep’t want Kelly to do it. These jobs
don’t overlap well. You gotta stop over-thinkinggland just do what a technician does.
Otherwise you’ll make exactly what you've made tpddothing. | can’t keep you out
here living rent-free if you aren’t doing work.”

| chuckled.

“What?”

“Nothing. I'll treat.”

“Call me if you have any other questions.”

| treated the outside and left the invoice markatCP$45.

J.J. was paying the first ninety bucks. Premiunugfm it was the customer. He
was paying it out of pocket, maybe in cash, to FuemThey were buying the contract
from J.J. for the customer’s future $540 and Jaltsof-pocket $90—plus ten percent or
whatever they overpaid in anticipation of futuresimess. Customer’s $540, J.J.’s $90:

$630.
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J.J. was paying ninety dollars to get six, severdned bucks. | was sure of it.

| turned on the radio in the truck. My body ached &smelled of chemical. The
sun was getting hotter and hotter, and with theheack it had become unbearable—
now my shoulders were sweat-soaked and bruisedablédd putting the backpack on
again. The station was set to talk radio and | éabt the paperwork for the next house.

The name on the contract was Mike Nelson. 1151 gr&lossom. Lakeland.

Mike.

Note on contract: “No More Reschedules!”

I rolled into his neighborhood and down the str@sicasional for-sale signs had
been staked into homes where | didn’t remember ti@mmy left, a yard overgrew its
sidewalk, a clear HOA violation. The door was sdffull of cards and fliers and a
couple doors | passed were taped with evictiorcestiAhead | saw Mike’ yellow SUV.
Across from there | could see mounds of trash wheyaeighbor’s yard should be. |
approached slowly, the radio playing...

...and Lehman continues to assure us otherwise, wifiigbu ask me...

I rolled to a stop in front of Mike’s place. Hisrgge door was open. Across the
way was Bryan’s home, looking as it had. Next dodnim the yard was littered with
furniture, a gold thread torn couch. A lily printatiress with a single stain on it angled
over what looked to be a pile of kitchen chairsad®l plastic bag after black plastic bag,
some of them spilling open to reveal clothing, tmokedding china. A wall clock tilted
up against a pile of dead houseplants.

What was that woman’s name?
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She’d been married to one of me. A salesman. Mdtluker.

The window shades were torn off and the insidénefttouse was bare. Nothing.
A hole in the wall. The upstairs windows been shratl. One remained intact with a
spider web crack from the left side over. The ganags wide open and empty. Anything
that had been on the walls was piled on the grass.

| stepped out onto the rubber melting asphalt.ured more Termikill into the
pump canister, then did it again for the backpé&uén strapped the belt on with all its
heavy tools. | walked to a hose hanging off Miketsise, filled the canisters, tightened
the lids. | took the canister in one hand and meykworders in another and | rang the
doorbell.

Let it be his wife. Let it be a babysitter. | ditlwant to be recognized.

Mike answered the door.

“Oh,” he said.

I don’t think he recognized me just then.

“Didn’t we call and reschedule this?”

| flipped through the paperwork. It showed we’dvésed him in May after | sold
him, but his June follow up had been rescheduledthoee times, all the way into July.
“I don't think so,” | said. “It says that you resstiuled twice last week, but you're
definitely on for today.”

Mike wore a black shirt with a Nascar flag on ineof his boys crowded his legs
suddenly and he pushed him back with his foot, mbilding onto the door as if to ward
against me. “You know,” he said, “the service hasrbjust okay, we’ve still been seeing

quite a few of the bugs and all—it hasn’t been hast, you know, right now, with the
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way things are with the economy and all, | thinkpvebably need to hold off for a little
while.”

I'd made $12 today. It was after noon.

“Listen,” | said. “No problem. I'll just treat theutside, and you can deal with the
particulars with the office. Just while I'm out kealready, I'll get the outside. The reason
you are still seeing bugs is because you haveet ieated even more than once,” |
looked back at the paperwork, “And not since thddia of May. That’s like seven
weeks ago.”

“The truth is we’ve just been seeing them the whiohe, even right after you
treated,” he said, a pained look on his face.

“They are living creatures, constantly laying eggsu have to do the Seven
Service Flush Out to get a hold of them. It's ne#ile only way. You have to break up
the life cycle.”

“Please,” he said, “just—"

| looked away from him and set the canister dowhsasd, “Let me call the
office and see if we can work it out.” | needed theney. | was running out. The canister
made a metal plunk sound on the ground. “Let mitleain,” | said, pulling out my cell
phone.

Mike’s kid continued to try to sneak out. “I'm ggtio shut this. Why don’t you
knock when you figure it out. Okay?” He smiled atalit the door.

J.J. answered the phone.

| told him | was at Mike Nelson’s in Lakeland anel didn’t want to be treated. |

asked him what to do.
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“S0,” he said, clearing his throat. “So right nagain, you're looking at about
$12 earned today.”

“I know,” | said. “So frustrating.”

“Kirt. Obviously you have to treat the guy on thaside, and we’ll bill. He
signed a contract. It's twelve-thirty in the afteam. You're in ninety-six degree weather
at ninety-five percent humidity. You've made $12.”

“This is just a tough one,” | said. “Remember haavchof a sale it was?”

J.J. mumbled something, then, “Who is the custaagam?”

“Nelson,” | said. “Mike Nelson. On Orange Blossoyimu know, the LDS family
from Ohio.”

J.J. sat in silence. “That old man whose wife died?

“What? No. We worked it together. Remember?”

“Yeah, yeah, | remember.” | heard the sound ofrigpn the background. | heard
J.J. cover the phone and say something to Marcy.

When | heard him come back | said, “The one withttiree little boys, and the
wife and all.”

“Yeah, I'm pretty sure. Did you sell them or me?”

“You did.”

“Yeah, yeah. Listen. You're a tech. Spray.”

“I think he’s out of a job and all. | don’t thinkerhas any money.”

“Listen Kirt,” he said. His voice was so calm, like could go on with me all day
without losing his cool. “These people will makeuyfeel all sorts of things if you let

them. Do you want to be manipulated by some guyllyoever see again in your life?
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Do you want to stake your fortune or lack of itdnen this man neither of us even know?
I know | don’t need to tell you this again: | cakéep you out here on my rent money if
you service one house and make $12 a day. I'mgnyig best to help you this summer,
but I can’t do magic and make money appear to payfgr not working.”

I looked at Mike’s porch. Ants crawled across treda@me mat and hornets hung
in the overhangs. He needed it. Those kids, teeafits. He could really use it.

I hung up, put my phone in my pocket, and lean&dtd the door to knock
loudly. I picked up the pump canister and pumpesveral times, then pumped the one
on my back and heard it wheeze. | tightened the-lpesening technician belt. | took off
my glasses and wiped sweat from my forehead onhost sleeve. | rubbed my lenses on
my shirt, smudged them worse, and put them bacdk ogsignation.

The house was as still as the neighborhood.

| rang the doorbell and heard it chime.

| counted to thirty.

| stepped off the porch and looked toward the garag

He’d closed it while | was on the phone.

Mother Fucker.

I unhooked the pack nozzle and jumped into the whips around the bushes and
| sprayed. | fanned the poison back and forth acties ground, soaking every inch. |
pumped the lever as hard as | could to keep thespre up. | gritted my teeth. | pulled at
the bushes to make way for the stream and hiteheeat lift of their porch till it flooded
the flowerbed. Spiders jumped inches into the &gt ran up the wall, their legs shaking,

till they fell over backwards and then burrowedittte flooding ground mindlessly. Ants
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froze and rolled into balls. A nest of crickets fied out from under the chips and
hobbled into the branches of the bush. | pumpedetres and | sprayed them down until
they floated off. | saw large an ant running actbgscement and | sprayed it and only it
until it stopped moving.

| took to the porch, coating the cement with thespo, soaking the corners where
the cheap yellow stucco rose toward the windowsaled off the windowsills with the
invisible stuff. | pulled from my belt the bee spr@nd shot down ten hornets, two at a
time, watched them drop and sprayed them agaihthef sat in the liquid moving their
antennae side to side as if drunk and curious athong. | knocked every one of them
down leaving the white, bubbling larvae only, themaked the ugly nest with my pump
sprayer, and it rained down on me. | ducked undehat’s brim and kept spraying. |
relished the loud tin noise of soaking the garagerd hit the motion sensor lights in the
corner and watched their webs of spiders panic.@opeped all the way to the ground. |
found fire ants and flooded their mounds until theidies floated off.

In the backyard was a cement patio with the toysy-wieels, a tractor, a soccer
ball. | sprayed everything. | was the techniciad haprayed. | waved the nozzle back
and forth at the foundation, eight feet, ten fadf @ur feet, five feet up, and the wolf
spiders jumped up the walls, froze there, contetimga move, until one by one, they
simply fell. No protest. No great drama. Just death

When I'd finished with the sprayer | grabbed themencapsulated granules and
| walked the perimeter of the house spreading thilera fertilizer machine. | blanketed
the woodchips with them. | chucked them out overdhiveway and all its cracks—a

brand new driveway, cracking with the sinking ldreheath it.
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| regretted that it had only taken twenty minutest | couldn’t find some other
thing to do on the exterior. | opened the lockbothie back of the truck and found more
pellets, poison for rats, roaches, ants, somethirggher. They were bluish and looked
wonderful against the house atop the glisteningjdigpray. | emptied the box before |
made it around the whole house. | tore off the io@pscribbled that collections would be
called if it happened that their card was declirset] | stuffed it into the doorframe.

In the car | could smell the chemical on me. | ddglel the dust from the
granules on my hands. My eyes itched and | knewwanttuch them. My face dripped in
sweat and | stretched my polo up to wipe it. ledithe windows down and | imagined
the sweat dripping past my eyes and what it carigdface felt frozen in a scrunched
sneer, as if to ward off sunlight and keep the $Wewing wide around my eyes. | kept
the window down for air.

There was a single last house on the route. Ittwasty minutes away, not one of
J.J.’s sales, as the contract value was 490, theat@mount. | found the name: Gray—it
was Payson’s. | searched the instructions briefhahything to be concerned about. And
when [ pulled up to the well-manicured house, iswkear that there had been no
foreclosing.

Even the name, Casey Jones, indicated this counldather smoothly. What a
relief.

| gathered my things and rang the doorbell. A womaswered.

“Hey there,” | said. “Just the bug guy. Here to tpet service done.”

She bit her lip. “I'm pretty sure we cancelled Hevice.”
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“I don't think so. It says here you paid as recgatt last month, and that you're
on board for today.”

“Yeah, we paid. We were on the year-long contf@at.we cancelled it. We
talked to a man named Jeffrey, if you need to kreovd he cancelled it for us.”

| let out a long breath. “Listen. I'll just treah@ you can work it out with Jeffrey.
If it's money or whatever, | think we can work wigbu on that. Jeffrey told me to come
here and treat today.”

Her face strained into a half smile. “Of coursadite Of course he told you that.”
She looked at the ground and then back at me. sPldan’'t—" she looked like she
didn’t know what to say— “spray anything.” And thehe shut the door.

| walked to my truck and leaned against it. Thet lness too much, even on the
white paint, so | sat on the curb. | called J.@old him where | was, what had happened.
| wanted to cry from this. He told me the couplée same trouble with the previous
technician.

“She obviously misunderstood. | can’t cancel thetert it any more than she
can. | told her I took care of everything and I.dide fired that other tech.”

“You fired him?”

“We let him go. You know, the guy you replaced. W&him go a few weeks
ago. Look, Kirt, this stuff happens all the timés b constant battle to keep customers
happy. Some of them are impossible.”

| wanted to know why the man was fired and | asked.
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“He, according to the couple, according to husb&edyas unprofessional and
treating poorly. | talked to Premium about it ahdyt said it wasn’t the first time. So they
let him go.”

“What.” | said. “| want to know what he did.”

“He over-treated. Or at least they felt he had. Yiaue to understand, besides
you, most technicians are the sort of guys youjaeekto be spraying poison. They're
dumb as a box of rocks. This guy was spraying thp out these houses, inside, outside,
everywhere, apparently. It was a little bit of sppdseimp this summer, and we took right
care of it. We just let him go. This couple, hohgdtthought we worked things out. In
fact, you said you talked to the wife only? Shebaitdy heard it wrong from her husband.
He knows we are coming. He’s the one | talked ey if | recall correctly.”

I hung up the phone and | stretched my arms irstime It must have been
psychological but the smell of the pesticide magdungs feel contracted and my
muscles ache. | seemed to notice more itching offecg/because | didn’t want to touch
it with those hands. | wanted to wash off, to rwag. | wanted to knock on Amy’s door
and have her pull me in and feel her body agaimsé nfiall into a bed somewhere. |
didn’t even have the energy to feel sorry for wagit. | wanted to feel her against me,
all of her, warm, sweet-smelling, blue-eyed and. sof

I thought of knocking on the door again. | roserirthe cement and hiked toward
a water spigot. | filled up my backpack and my sgeriand pumped them. | began pacing
around the edge of the house, fanning the poisarbiand that sent the spiders jumping
up the tan stucco. | got to the backyard, whicldboed a manmade lake around which

the entire neighborhood had been planned. As Idedthe corner the man, Casey, the
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husband must have seen me and come out from tkeshdiang door. My eyes were on
the ground, on the dying bugs, but | looked up lamavas standing there on his patio
with his hands in his pockets, smiling in scrubs.fi¢ld up one hand as if waving at me,
then sauntered toward me. He was young. He lookedr®usly friendly. A kind person.
| stopped spraying. He stopped walking. | was stare

“Hey,” he said. “Come inside and grab a drink.”

| felt a moment of hesitation. | froze.

He laughed. “Seriously,” he said. “It's ok. Comsite, chill out for a minute.”
He turned halfway toward his door and waved me tdvsm. “Leave that shit out here.”

| swung the pack off.

What was the worst that could happen?

What. Was he going to kill me?

By the time | got to the sliding glass door he waling a bottle out of the fridge.
| stepped in, removed my shoes, shut the glassatabfelt the cold air shock my body. |
looked to see him pouring white wine into glasses.

“You know, | actually don’t drink,” | said. “Not dlenough.”

He looked at me, nodded, set one of the glassésdrathe other counter and
pulled open the fridge.

“Coke?” He said.

“Yes.”

He carried it to the glass kitchen table and sitdte, than sat down in an
adjacent chair, crossed his ankle over his legJ@wked out the window. “Fucking hot

day. Gorgeous hot day.”
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“Hot, mostly,” | said. “More so than gorgeous.”

We sat there in silence.

“I'm sorry,” | said. “My boss said I'm supposed ti@at you. | just called him. He
said you know I’'m coming.”

He nodded. “Where are you from?”

| sucked down some Coke. “Utah.”

“You just move here?”

“Just for the summer for this job. I'm leaving ind weeks.”

“You come down here to spray this shit?”

“No. | came down, me and a friend of mine, andva d¢hers, we came to sell it. |
started spraying yesterday. Because | stopped labilegto sell.”

He nodded and sipped his glass. He moved it arouhid mouth slow.

“The guy who sold it to us. He seemed nice.”

“Yeah. Payson. He is.”

“He a salesman or like the manager or what?”

| told him he was just like me. Just came down.€Diwner is Jeffrey. Or, | don’t
know, he, he manages the sales guys. Jeffrey dogsrK for the actual company. He
just sells them the contracts.”

The man grinned. “What, so he sehemthe contracts.” He tilted his head to the
side. “Right. He gets new contracts and sells thprto them? | get it.” He sipped his
wine, put his leg down so both feet were on theigdy and he looked at me. “What's
your name?”

“Kirtland.”
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“I'm Casey.”

“I saw on the paperwork.”

“Right. So you just sell their contracts. And fart days you've been spraying
their poison.”

| nodded.

“You don’t really have anything to do with the coamy. You don’t know, like,
what happened here this month.”

“I never heard of you till ten minutes ago wheodked at the paperwork. J.J.
told me the guy got fired because he treated pobtaybe | should go.”

“And the paperwork,” he said, “it says nothing abour dog, or anything.”

“No,” I said. “l don’t think there usually is a r@about dogs.”

“Well, this was something different, which is whwbndered if it might be in
there. The guy last time, same sort of kid as well, he sprayed the first time. And then
they sent another guy a second time, | guess beeaisvere still seeing bugs. Well,” he
put his hands in the air as if holding some baframt of his chest, and he shook his
hands slightly, “see, I'm putting everything togatmow. Both of them were guys like
you.” He shrugged. “It was a dog, not a kid or stmmg. But when this second guy—
after he sprayed again—it killed it.” Casey tooia of wine. “He sprayed and then right
when he left we found the dog on the patio in seiguRun him to the vet but he was
long gone. My wife’s dog, mostly. You met her a fhont door.”

| wanted to puke. The smell of chemical on my fasd hands was making me ill.
| opened my mouth and then closed it without sagimgthing. | tried not to lick my lips

and feared suddenly | would be overcome with atinasto do so.
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Casey shrugged. “This has nothing to do with you.”

| looked out the window.

“It's not even this company,” he said. “It's us fetling them to spray. For paying
someone to poison everything. Right?”

| shook my head slowly.

“You don’t think so?” he said, and laughed. “Younttdahink that when someone
tells you to come spray their home with poison teegetting what they ask for when it
kills things?”

“J.J. knows about this,” | said.

“Who?”

“Jeffrey.”

“Yeah, he sure does. He knows.”

| heard the refrigerator begin to hum.

“Listen,” he said. “I just can’t have you sprayitaglay.”

| shook my head. “No way. I'm fucking done. I'm cafthere.”

He put his hands out. “Honest to God, chill outdaninute. Drink that drink. It's
got to be hot as hell working in this. You're whiatenty?”

“Eighteen.”

“God.”

I looked out the window. “I'm getting out dlere—the whole place. Florida.”

Casey drank his wine and then nodded. My Coke @maomld and sweating.

“It doesn’t have anything to do with you,” Caseydsa

“Yeah,” | said. “| need to go.” | stood up.
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“Take that Coke,” he said, pointing at it.

I shook my head. “Thanks. I'm sorry. | sprayed thide of your house. I'm
sorry.”

He stuck his hand out. “It was good to meet you.”

“You too,” | said, and didn’t put my hand out. “Treés dust from these poison
pellets and there’s this other poison all over aflepver my hand.”

| pulled on my shoes and almost fell over, anddraul the door and stepped out
and slid it shut behind me. | turned and lifted nayd briefly at him and then marched to
the backpack, which lay on the ground. It had tippeo the grass and had leaked
through the lid that got knocked loose when it éigpl picked it up. The shoulder straps
were soaked in Termikill. | grabbed one strap amdied it and in the other hand picked
up the pump. | fumbled to carry the clipboardelt fo the ground.

| looked at the homes around the lake, how theyedrit. They were like board
game pieces, all lined up and the same. Alternatohgyrs. Pink, brown, white, yellow.
How many were empty?

| picked up the clipboard and ran toward the lak® | hurled it like a disc. The
invoices whipped in the wind and tore off and fehtlown. The whole thing landed with
a slap on the water and floated out there. | grdlthe strap of the spray tank and saw
Casey watching from the sliding glass door. Hehpsihand up to wave briefly and then
turned around and disappeared.

| circled the house past the off-color shadow oérehl’d sprayed the foundation.
| threw the tanks into the back of the pickup dmelytcrashed into it. The lid from the

backpack cracked and | watched it empty out inéoltéd and drain out the back and into
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the street gutter where a thousand ants were dahwibeeathed deep, my lungs tight,
and | rested my forearms on the scalding metalnThpeilled open the door, sat in the
cab, slammed it shut.

In that oven | reached forward to turn the key. Bytarm dropped. Down the
street was another pile of rubble on someone’s J@awerything rooted and torn out and
left their for everyone to see. And then anothenmds emptied and stripped. Next to
Casey'’s a foreclosure sign on the For Sale posbssdrom him an overgrown yard, a
mess, grass going to seed, dirt in places, ant dssjprouting and spreading. Earth piled
up in hills, moved grain by grain. | watched a ledrfty by and another and another. |
looked at the house, the window corners coated withs, crawling and pulsing with
tapping feet and flitting wings. | couldn’t see tiianels under the ground, the way they
led into the walls and along the pipes, the lineshemical laid out for minds to follow,
the millions of flying things in the column of @bove. | couldn’t see the spiders
crouched through the day and waiting to throw thedwes across the entryway in the
night in a desperate bid for a meal. | couldn’tritbase clicking roach feet, no less
content than they were two years ago when thiswilderness.

| twisted the key and the AC blasted air hot ag held in twenty minutes | was in
front of Amy’s house, on her porch, knocking on tdeor. | knocked, and | waited and |
rang the doorbell. | knocked. | leaned againstattiek. | fell into the pillar. | slid to the
cement and it hit me, throttled my neck—I claweddw and | swam for the surface. It
squeezed me, clamped down on my stomach, and &uhaffy came from my throat, a

moan, and the pain in my sides spiked as the @inai come back. | curled up.
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There could have been cars driving by, there chalte been anything. | knew
only my collapsing body and the blackness atopemgtiness, aloneness—the dark
world curling in on mePlease, pleasdt was so heavy, it was too much for a human
skeleton and skin to bear.

I knew my sides would split and my insides woulgbdrut across the ground, and
I would fall to Hell and feel this for eternity, @n the instant before I'd chosen that,
when | was about to give up, in the moment befaertendered—I breathed, | pulled the
air into my lungs and | felt it scrape down my thircand then | breathed again. The smell
of poison. Cement on my skin. Her porch. | opengceges. And | looked up. But the

door had not opened and it never did.

[END]
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