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 The ladder makes its own clatter as it collapses back into itself. The clang is like the 

sound of steel wheels clanking against steel tracks, a shuffle of cards, a wagon dragged across 

the sidewalk’s even cracks.  The sound I heard was not that sound. At first I thought it was 

the swamp cooler falling through the roof. And then I thought it was the roof caving in on 

top of the twins’ bunk beds. The ceiling had done that before. The twin, I can’t remember 

which one, woke up with drywall and paint in her mouth and eyebrows. She blinked and I 

told her she looked like the Pillsbury Doughboy which made her cry. The tears made a paste 

out of the drywall dust.  

 In their room though, there was still ceiling and no twin anyway; it was the middle of 

the day. But out that window, I saw the frame of the aluminum ladder. I wasn’t tall enough 

to see out of the window and down so all I could do was look out into the backyard, 

through the squares of steps, through the links of fence out onto the green cemetery lawns 

behind the house. 

 Somewhere between the cemetery and the twins’ bedroom, I could hear my mom 

yell. To get outside, I had to back up through the twins’ room, walk down the hall, through 

the kitchen, through the dining room and out to the back patio. I could have run but the 

sound I’d heard had been too thudding, too all-stop, too full of gravity.  

 He was blinking when I got out there. My mom was alternately standing up and 

pacing and kneeling down to ask him if he was OK, where did it hurt, should she call an 

ambulance. My dad, not usually such a blinker, usually one who avoids hospitals even if his 



kid has broken her tooth or her arm, blinked twice at the suggestion for an ambulance. My 

mom took this for a yes, told me to wait there with him while she went to call 911.  

 I lay down next to him. I didn’t really know what to say. I was eight. I was used to 

lying in the backyard while we looked up at constellations while he told me which one was 

which and I pretended to know exactly what he was pointing at, but now I was expected to 

keep the conversation going, to keep asking him if he was OK, as if stopping would be to let 

him sleep, or be in pain, or even die. I told him how when he was building the rock wall and 

I was helping, or pretending to help, by bringing him the occasional rock for the wall, I 

pretended I was Rapunzel and he was building me a tower. I told him how when he built the 

wrap-around deck from the front of the house to the back, that I made it into a cruise ship 

and I was driving the boat to Hawaii, how the walk he built from the lower half of the yard 

to the garden space above was a yellow brick road and sometimes I was glad to get out of 

Kansas.  

 He blinked. I talked about the yard he lay in, pointing out the heavy work and the 

play work, the green grass, the swamp cooler cover that had been on the roof with him and 

that now hung from the gutters like a lost balloon. 

 

 The Wasatch Fault lines the Salt Lake Valley like a bathtub ring. The ring does faintly 

describe the edge of what used to be Lake Bonneville. When I drive along the beltline and 

see the gigantic houses being built as they cling to the mountainside, I imagine the houses 

popping off the side of the hill as the big quake shakes them loose, sends them tumbling 

down the hill like they were only boulders. 

 But this is not what will happen. The houses on the hill, the seismologists say, are 

relatively secure. It’s the houses in the valley, on the flat parts, that are most vulnerable. The 



valley floor is a deep, sedimentary-filled basin. Tectonic plates have been shifting since at 

least the Paleozoic era. There are slips and sand, sand and slips. Underneath the clay and 

sand, in between the clay and sand, sometimes riding on top is the remnant of that old lake. 

Part aquifer, part memory, the city rolls on the sandy waves of its ancestry. In an earthquake, 

sand and clay lead to liquefaction of the valley floor. Buildings don’t tolerate this well. The 

ground shakes, the sand settles. Water runs between cracks. The ground oscillates. 

Oscillations make waves. The ground packs and bends and slides until the trapdoor that was 

pretending to be a solid building foundation falls open and the building slips through the 

stage floor.  

 

 I am twelve and after four years of occasional pain, my dad has finally had the disk 

that slipped when he fell from the roof operated on. He is in bed for a month. He can’t walk 

except for short jaunts to the bathroom. My mom and my sisters and I take him lunch and 

quickly turn to close the door on the room where the blinds are shut and the dad lies down 

and the neck brace taunts. His legs wither.  

 My dad, protector via technology more than weapon or brute force, has an alarm 

system installed on the doors of the house. While he’s incapacitated, we will be able to 

deflect burglars and detect fires. As if, when he was well, he stood guard at night. As if his 

nose could smell the smoke of mis-wired circuit panel. As if his very ability to stand upright 

kept danger at bay. 

 Then I am thirteen, and this alarm system runs counter to my attempts to be the 

baddest thirteen year-old of the neighborhood. My friends, who were in high school and 

better versed in badness, snuck out of their houses at night. If I wanted to be bad and if I 

wanted to be of high school bad caliber, I had to make it out of the house after midnight. 



Two touchpads turned the alarm off and on—one, by the garage door, one in my parents’ 

bedroom closet. My parents armed the alarm at night when they went to bed. The sound of 

the secret code being punched in —38, 38, my parents’ age at the time, chimed through the 

whole house. If you beeped the one by the garage, the touchpad in their room would echo 

the beeps. Motion detectors guarded every door to the outside. None of the windows that 

opened were at street level. I was as good as trapped.  

 Except. Except there was one window off the dining room that opened onto the 

roof of the hot tub room. I had helped him by bringing him nails and boards. I had watched 

him make a solid structure where once was air. The furnace for the hot tub stood just 

outside the newly-built room, made just one small jump down onto what became, for me, a 

kind of ladder.  My dad had built the roof I slid out onto. I used the gutter for a hand-hold, 

jump-stepped onto the furnace, and slipped into the night.  

 Most of the time, Mark and Linda and I would go sit on the lawn in the dark and 

pull blades of grass through our teeth, chewing the white bits clean, pretending we were self-

sustaining, talking about music, listening to the sound of trains. But sometimes, Linda 

wouldn’t show and Mark and I would find taller, drier grass to lie down in in the field that 

would later become a grocery store. 

 I got caught by my mother, who had sensed something was up. The screen to the 

window didn’t fit like it used to. She asked me what was going on and I told her about Tony 

who had just wanted to talk to me had thrown pebbles at my window. He must have thrown 

a rock right at the screen, I said. I went out and gathered some rocks to scatter on top of the 

hot tub roof as soon as my mom went to run some errands.  

 My mom was not that gullible. 



 The next night when I went to open the dining room window my mother rose from 

where she’d been waiting on the neighboring room’s couch. My rock story had been 

unconvincing. I don’t remember what she said but I went back up to bed, feeling guilty that 

my friends were left waiting for me under the streetlight where we’d planned to meet. The 

next day, the alarm technicians came to install a motion detector on the stairs that led from 

my second story bedroom to my escape window below. Rapunzeled.  

 Later, like a year ago, my sisters told me, my parents slept hard, at least when they 

first went to sleep. The twins would just waltz right into our parents’ bedroom, duck into the 

closet where the alarm is, shut the closet door to muffle the sound, and beep their way out 

of the house. It’s one thing to be high school clever. It’s another to be as clever as downy, 

innocent-seeming, younger sisters. 

  

 Avalanches aren’t downy. Most of them, especially the deadly ones, are dry slab 

avalanches. Something underneath has gone wrong, shown weakness, a chink in the armor. 

Snow, lying blanketed on top of a lawn, does a good job of looking like a unified force. It 

seems like one snowflake matches up nicely with any other, making a bank, a bond, a 

friendly cohesion. But in the desert mountains, hot days and cold nights let snow melt and 

refreeze. The new snow just isn’t like the old snow and there are bonds that were born to be 

broken. Or never made. There’s a new layer of snow sitting on top of another layer of snow 

like a Napoleon.  There’s a between there even though it looks the same—blank canvas, wall 

of white. It takes some force, more than noise or wind but less than Cat tracker or 

snowmobiler to nudge that fissure open. Crack open that thin fissure and it’s not a blizzard 

but a building, not a feather gust but a chunk of the Great Wall of China tumbling under you 

at eighty miles per hour. And since you don’t ski, or run, or snowmobile, or fly that fast, you 



trip into the slab and then you trip under it. The snow falls on you and around you. The 

snow gets hot from all the friction. You are as much slab as tree and boulder. The whole 

earth is coming down and you are so connected. The falling stops eventually. Those bonds. 

They’re made now. They’re clinched. You have fifteen minutes before someone finds you. 

Swim. Turn that slab of snow back into water. Breast-stroke your way into transformation. 

But if you didn’t know about the swimming or if you doubt your power to convert solid into 

liquid, claw a breathing hole, if your arms are free and unbroken. The bigger the hole, the 

more likely you’ll last the entire fifteen minutes. Once those fifteen minutes are up, the snow 

that was so falling, so moving, so full of friction will pack now and harden and turn to ice. 

Carbon dioxin can’t get out and oxygen can’t get in. You are snow. You’re into and under 

and of that thing you were just trying to slide on.  

 

 My parents finally got divorced when I was in college. It wasn’t so much the 

drinking, although that did its part. It was the casual ways he’d let slip some of his more 

common betrayals. He’d left the receipt for some flowers that my mother never received in 

his pocket. When my mom reconciled some bank statements, she found item lines for two 

tickets for a trip my mother wasn’t invited on. He left a pair of women’s cowboy boots, not 

her size, in the back of his car. Of course he wanted to get caught. Of course he thought he 

was James Bond or some other chivalrous martini drinker. He didn’t see the hands shaking, 

didn’t hear the slurred words, didn’t feel the stumblings. And though he’d been a severe but 

functional alcoholic when he and my mother were together, after she left, he lost his 

moorings. There was no stopping and no comparison. He couldn’t reflect because his mirror 

of twenty-four years had not even asked for any cowboy boots.  



 When I came home from college on break, my sisters introduced me to dad-Sundays. 

Our family had been going to the Oyster Bar since I was thirteen. The first time my sisters 

tried oysters and liked them, I cringed and asked my dad if we could order another dozen 

just for me. Until then, I’d shared the dozen with my mom and dad. Four for me. A dozen 

was hard to divide among five. After the divorce, my dad stopped eating oysters anyway. 

Now, my sisters and I split the dozen while my dad ordered shrimp cocktail and proceeded 

to lie down on the bench seat.  

 This is what he does now, they told me. 

 He doesn’t even finish the shrimp.  

 He drinks his Bloody Mary and excuses himself to the car. He’ll wait for us there. We 

finish our oysters and down our glasses of wine and wonder whether he’s drinking or 

sleeping in the car.  

 We drive him home. My sixteen-year-old sisters go in his office to print the checks 

that pay his bills.  

 My dad lies down on the couch and starts to shake. Maybe he’s not drinking and it’s 

delirium tremors. Maybe it’s the ammonia in his blood. Maybe it’s the beginning of 

Korsakoff syndrome but he’s trying to tell me something. He’s telling me about the time his 

mother had a bird trapped in the house. She’d opened the back door and the bird flew in. I 

told her the bird must have been sick, he said. But she went to the bird and picked him up. 

She set him outside the door. He didn’t fly away. A few hours later, my mom went to check, 

he said. The bird was dead. He told me my grandmother cried and said that it wasn’t her 

fault. It wasn’t her fault, he said over and over. The bird’s alive mom, he said and I said I see 

it. My dad points at the ceiling that is as smooth and white as snow. I lie down on the couch 

next to him and pretend to see the starlings.  



 

 Water and ground don’t mix. Or, when they try to, they mix badly. In an earthquake, 

liquefaction turns sand into water making a kind of quicksand. On a hill, water undercuts the 

ground, pulling the rug out. If it snows in the mountains, which is the only way certain 

valleys can collect any water, then the snow melts according to the rules of gravity. It comes 

in marked rivers and streams. But it also comes from underneath. Melted snow makes its 

own streams, new burrows to make it downhill as fast as it can.  

 There are houses on the hill that are sliding. It’s not the sudden break of earthquake 

or avalanche but the slow slide of a stream running under the ground, inching out the dirt 

from underneath the concrete foundations. The foundations crack. The porches split off. In 

a flood year, you can see the dirt move, mud rivers running around and past the house until 

then you see not just mud but house and mud, the whole house, twisted and wrested from 

its moorings. The whole house moves whole, down the hill for a minute. And then second 

stories become first stories, front rooms swallow the kitchens and the mud that held the 

promise of flat and level and home and safe.   

 

 
 


