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Off-Kilter 

 

I’ve been a know-it-all my whole life. You know that person who always had their hand in the air before 

the teacher even finished the question? That was me, impatient to be called on, the answer beating at the 

inside of my skull like a moth frantic to be set free. It was the same way at home, too. I was the only 

person in my family who could program the thermostat, set the DVR, or get my sister through third grade 

math.  

It was cute when I was little—I knew the definition of precocious by age four—but when I hit the 

teen years my smug tendencies took a sharp turn toward annoying. I’ve been trying to be less 

intolerable—but at sixteen, I’m a work in progress. 

I tell you this so that you’ll understand when I confess something: the worst part of what happened to 

me wasn’t the fear or the isolation or even the sheer impossibility of it all. It was living in a constant state 

of not knowing: having no clue where I was, or how I got there, or why.  

But I’m getting ahead of myself. For any of this to make sense, I need to take you back to the 

beginning. Before my first jump into the white time, before I met Teg and Elise and everybody else. 

Before Raf. Back to when my world felt way too crowded with just me, Joanie, and Mom in it, and the 

three of us were chugging north on Highway 12 in Mom’s old Hyundai. 

# 

“The evidence is compelling and conclusive. I am—officially—a freak of nature,” I said, immediately 

regretting the words. 

According to an article I read in Scientific American, the brains of teenagers aren’t as fully developed 

as researchers once thought, which means they don’t process information or interpret the world the same 

as adults. To which I say, no shit. Because I have a front-row seat to my own cerebral cortex. My frontal 



lobe—the part of the brain that lets us process thoughts in order to speak them fluently—goes rogue way 

more often than I’d like. Among other things, it lets random thoughts escape that lead to trouble, regret, or 

both. (Usually both.)  

I decided to stop talking for a while, and directed my frustration down at the pocket watch cradled in 

my palm, its hands stubbornly still. When I couldn’t stand to look at it anymore, I looped its long chain 

over my head and tucked it back inside the neck of my t-shirt where it dangled against my breastbone.  

My entire body was sweating in the July heat, except for the one part (my right knee) positioned 

directly in front of the air conditioner’s blast. 

A sing-song chant started up in the back seat:  

“Freak. Of. Na-ture. Freak. Of. Na-ture. Freak. Of. Na-ture.”  

Shut up, Joanie, I wanted to say. If I have to spend one more millisecond listening to you screech, I’m 

going to throw myself out of this car. But for once, I held back. 

Instead I settled for grinding my teeth together and tapping my right index finger on the window sill, 

unconsciously echoing the chant: 

Freak-Tap  

Of-Tap 

Na-Tap 

Ture-Tap  

I let go a heavy sigh, no longer able to hold it in. 

“Oh, honey, it still looks cool even if it doesn’t work. I told Grandma it wasn’t a good birthday idea, 

but she insisted on giving it to you, that this was going to be the one,” Mom said, flailing one arm in the 

air with a jangle of bracelets. It was a gesture that Joanie and I knew well. It meant she was either 

impatient, frustrated, or both. (She was both.) 

“... Freak. Of. Na-ture. Freak. Of. Na-ture.” 

“Joanie, shush. Not nice,” Mom said. At the same moment I turned around and told the bane of my 

existence—aka Joanie, aka pestis bestiola, aka pesky little beast, aka my sister—to shut up. 



“Whatever. Grandma said that if Charlie took good care of it, it wouldn’t break,” Joanie said, her 

voice dripping with younger sister sass.  

“Stop!” Mom yelled. Joanie and I both looked at her, surprised at the oversharp tone. A few seconds 

stretched by without anyone saying a word; we all listened to the rattle of the air vents and the whomp-

whomp of the blacktop under the tires. The quiet deepened as we slowed to a stop. 

“Sorry guys, this holiday traffic is driving me crazy.”  

Mom put her left turn signal on, maneuvered out of the right lane, and waved thanks to a hulking 

silver pickup for letting us in.  

“Grandma says Charlie’s electricity thing is hogwash and that we need to get a reality check already,” 

said Joanie, a perfect parrot of Grandma Leonhardt. 

“Well, I hate to tell you this, but Grandma isn’t exactly the authority on what is and what is not 

hogwash.” Mom looked uncomfortable that she’d said that out loud. “Reality check, my ass,” she 

mumbled under her breath. 

“Always knowing what time it is, is highly overrated,” she continued aloud. “Trust me. You’ve got 

your phone with you all the time, anyway. What do you need a watch for?” 

“Not the point, Mom,” I said. 

“I know, honey. I know.”  

I kept my eyes fixed on the scenery outside, hoping to escape the fog of irritation the three of us were 

brewing inside the car. A translucent outline of my face was reflected in the bug-splattered window glass, 

the top of my head obscured by a splash of brash sunlight. The image distortion softened the harsh 

witchiness of my sharp chin and too-long nose. I reached up to trace the outline of my face as I turned my 

head back and forth, marveling at the effect. An improvement, for sure.  

Shifting my focus beyond the glass, I finally saw what we’d been heading toward: the top arc of a 

massive blue water slide gleaming in the distance.  

I tuned back in to Mom’s rambling in time to hear her finish lecturing Joanie: “I would think you’d be 

excited that your sister has a special power. She’s like a superhero! She can stop time!”  



Mom has always made light of my so-called “electricity thing.” It seems ridiculous now, but she 

would say SUPERHERO in a deep, booming voice while opening her eyes wide and raising her arms 

dramatically, something I used to find endlessly entertaining. It still made Joanie giggle, and even though 

I’d grown out of that silliness, I managed a smile because I knew Mom was trying to cheer me up.  

I tried staring at my phone for a while, trying to ignore the watch, my birthday, and the total bummer 

of a weekend I was facing. But as soon as I opened the web browser, there was the Wikipedia page I’d 

looked up the night before, when Grandma’s stern orders to take special care of the watch were still fresh 

in my mind. 

 

It’s beautiful, my birthday watch: the copper shell is tinged an antique green around the edges, and it 

has an etching of Big Ben on the front cover. Grandma gave it to my anglophile Grandpa on their 25th 

wedding anniversary—he told me the story countless times over the years, whenever I begged to hold the 

watch—after having it made special, exactly to his liking. Battery powered because he would never 

remember to wind it. Slim and compact to fit comfortably in his front pocket.  

When I first unwrapped the gift, which Grandma had taken to a jeweler so it could be hung on a 

matching copper chain, I felt a love and longing for my Grandpa so strong that it emptied my mouth of 

saliva, each swallow like a rubber band snapping at the back of my throat. All night it sat safely on my 



bedside table, ticking away in its velvet case. I put the watch around my neck at exactly 8 o’clock, right 

before we packed the car and headed up north to Wisconsin Dells, a tourist town an hour’s drive from our 

house in Madison.  

The Hyundai’s dusty dashboard clock informed me that it was 10:25 a.m., and much like the traffic 

around us, my watch was at a dead stop.  

It read 9:55.  

I’d killed watches before, cheap toy store models featuring Mickey Mouse, or lately, more 

fashionable versions bought on shopping trips with friends. I thought that maybe I’d outgrown it (not that 

I had a firm grasp on what it was, exactly), or that Grandpa’s special watch could overcome it, break the 

curse. And secretly, I thought Grandma might be right. If I was cautious and took good care, it wouldn’t 

break.  

That was one hypothesis I’d quickly invalidated. 

I looked around to see how close we were to the motel. The Dells is a smallish tourist town that has 

boat rides and water ski shows and go-karts and huge water parks and candy shops with salt-water taffy, 

even though the closest body of salt water is about a thousand miles away. It’s a big cornball cheese-fest, 

but a charming one. And I’m not the only one who thinks so. The Dells is packed all summer, but around 

the Fourth of July the tourist insanity accelerates and the lines for the water slides can trail longer than the 

slides themselves. 

We inched forward, over the bridge that gave me a peek of Lake Delton off to the right, and soon a 

familiar red and white building designed to look like a riverboat caught my eye. Old-timey letters spelled 

MR PANCAKE along the top of the peaked roof. It was the best breakfast spot in the Dells.  

Tucked behind this palace of pancakes, almost hidden from view and sitting high atop a long metal 

pole like a lollipop on it stick, was a small polka-dotted sign. It read The Wonder Spot with an arrow 

pointing to the woods behind the restaurant. That was all: no details, no description, nothing.  

 “What’s The Wonder Spot?” I asked Mom, pointing to the sign. “Is it new?” 



“What? Oh, that place. No, it’s been there forever. I went once when I was young—that’ll give you 

an idea of how old it is! There’s a little cabin back in the woods, and, well… it’s very mysterious,” she 

said with a smile. “Something about the gravity being off-kilter, if I’m remembering right.” 

“Ever hear of Newton’s Law of Universal Gravitation? It doesn’t just go off-kilter.” 

Yes, I put finger quotes around the words “off-kilter.” Sometimes I’m surprised anyone can stand me. 

“Ok, well, maybe we should go this weekend and check it out so you can see for yourself. It’ll be 

something different. You can correct my gravely incorrect assumptions on gravity.” Mom glanced over at 

me and I could tell what she was thinking. She had the look. She was worried that my broken birthday 

present would make me all teen-angsty and depressed, worried that the cancellation of our usual Fourth of 

July plans—a big annual all-family picnic at my  uncle’s—was going to hang over the whole trip.  

And it did, a little. Everyone in my family was fighting. I could rehash all the details but honestly it’s 

not very interesting and they were all acting very stupid. They were angry about money. The I’m-never-

speaking-to-you-again kind of angry. Even my cousin Sydney, my best friend since we were little, was 

avoiding my calls and texts because our dads suddenly hated each other. 

She wasn’t my only friend. I had friends from my cross country team at school, and Science 

Olympiad friends, even a few old friends from my Girl Scout troop. But Sydney was my everything-

friend, my blood, my bestie. Since the family fracture, we’d all retreated into our little family circles, and 

Mom, Joanie, and I were left on our own.  

What I wouldn’t give to be spending the weekend in the Dells with Sydney, I thought. Instead of 

boring old Mom and the Little Beast. 

“Yeah, maybe,” I said finally. I took one more look at my watch, popping the case open with a tiny 

snick as the cars in front of us started moving.  

Still broken. The hands were stuck at 9:59. 

That’s weird. It moved. Must be some sort of weird battery blip. 

We pulled into the parking lot of a single-story, U-shaped motel and Joanie and I waited while Mom 

went to check in. A few minutes later she wrenched open the car door with a metallic squawk and 



delivered two bits of bad news: our room wasn’t ready yet, and a storm was coming. I squinted doubtfully 

at the sky, but the dim, yellowish-gray clouds moving in confirmed it. As we sat in the car debating what 

to do next, fat drops began plonking against the windshield.  

It was Joanie who finally decided: she whined with hunger until Mom agreed to drive back up the 

parkway to Mr. Pancake. The parking lot was nearly full, but as we pulled around behind the building, I 

spied an open spot. 

“There’s one Mom, right by that pole,” I pointed. 

We made a mad dash for the door, dodging raindrops. Joanie arrived at the hostess station first, damp 

and panting, but managed to pull enough breath together to request a table for three.  

We were escorted to an open spot in the corner and handed menus full of every breakfast food 

imaginable. I slid awkwardly into the booth and tried to arrange my long legs underneath, the tops of my 

thighs grazing the table, before opening my menu. Our ordering, as always, was governed by Dad’s 

Leonhardt Family Restaurant rules—a tradition that stuck with us even when he didn’t: 

The Leonhardt Family Restaurant Rule, Part 1: No two people can order the same dish. 

The Leonhardt Family Restaurant Rule, Part 2: Sharing is required. 

Joanie got the chocolate pancakes, piled high with whipped cream and chocolate chips, which she 

topped with an avalanche of blueberry syrup. I ordered Hawaiian pancakes, with chunks of pineapple and 

toasted macadamia nuts. Mom ordered a veggie omelet with bacon and wheat toast. 

Joanie tried to “improve” her bites of the omelet by topping them with blueberry syrup, insisting it 

was delicious. Mom and I were not convinced. 

We dawdled at the table, willing the weather to improve, but the clouds hunched low and swollen in 

the sky. If I knew what was going to happen in the next hour, I would have stayed. To nibble on the last 

of the salty macadamias that littered my plate, to let Joanie convince me to try a bite of syrupy omelet, to 

answer all of Mom’s extremely unsubtle questions about my mental state.  

I would’ve stayed right there in the too-small booth and let them annoy me for another hour. But in 

the moment all I felt was trapped, Mom’s eyes on me all the time like an itch, and I hurried us back out 



into the rain. As we came around the rear of the restaurant in search of the car, I noticed the sign for 

Wonder Spot again, balanced atop the pole our car’s front bumper nosed against.  

Up close, the painted polka dots were cracked and flaking. A gust of wind rattled the tall sign 

violently, carrying some of the paint flecks away and pelting us with raindrops. My eyes followed the 

invisible line of the sign’s pointing arrow to an overgrown path that disappeared into the woods. 

Those trees look pretty thick. We might be sheltered from the rain in there. And it’s not like there’s 

anything better to do in this weather. 

“Should we check this out?” I asked, pointing first to the sign and then to the path. I actually got a 

little excited about debunking whatever gravity-defying tourist trap nonsense they had going on. But 

Joanie yanked Mom’s arm in the direction of the Indian Trading Post next door, babbling about a 

turquoise bracelet. That about sums up Joanie: if there’s a family activity I’m by some miracle looking 

forward to, she finds a way to ruin it.  

As Mom weighed our options I watched Joanie’s golden blonde pixie cut—which she’d demanded 

after falling in love with one of Mom’s old 80’s movies—begin to darken in the rain. A pneumatic hiss 

drew my attention to the trading post and I saw a large tour bus spill its contents in front of the store.  

“Wonder Spot first, and then Trading Post,” Mom said, leading us into the shelter of the trees.  

“Finally, Mom, jesus! I’m soaked,” I said. But I followed. 

After fifty feet of weed-infested dirt path, we came upon a sign that stood waist-high on top of two 

wooden posts. It was painted to look like an open story book. It read: 

THE WONDER SPOT IS… 
AN AREA APPROXIMATELY 

FIFTY FEET IN DIAMETER… 

THERE ARE PLACES IN THIS  

AREA IN WHICH YOU NEITHER 

SEE CORRECTLY, 

STAND ERECTLY, 

OR FEEL QUITE NORMAL… 

IN FACT, ON THE CABIN SITE 

THE LAWS OF NATURAL 

GRAVITY SEEM TO BE REPEALED. 



THIS AREA WAS DISCOVERED 

JUNE 16, 1948… 

SINCE THAT TIME, MANY 

PERSONS HAVE COME TO 

SEE AND FEEL THIS 

UNUSUAL DIFFERENT PLACE. 

YOUR GUIDE WILL SHOW YOU 

SOME DEMONSTRATIONS 

THAT WILL HELP YOU 

TO ENJOY THIS AREA… 

 

Behind the sign sat a small wooden ticket booth, decorated with oblong polka dots burned into the wood. 

As we got closer, I saw a girl standing inside, not much older than me, wearing black leggings and a 

faded black tee with “The Wonder Spot” printed in a wobbly font over the breast pocket. Her hair was cut 

into a short bob with blunt bangs. It was a rich, shining black except for two bright blue streaks, one on 

either side, framing her face. The blue matched her big eyes, outlined in bold black eyeliner and spidery 

mascara. Next to her, I felt childish in my faded jean shorts, plain red tee and long, blonde braid.  

A sign hung in the window:  

THE NEXT TOUR STARTS IN:     00 MINUTES  

We were clearly the only ones there—destined to be the only customers all day, from the looks of the 

place. 

“Three please,” Mom said to the girl. “One adult and two… well, Charlie’s sixteen now. Just turned. 

What’s the cut-off age for kids’ tickets?” 

“Twelve,” the girl said without looking up. 

“OK, two adults and one kid, then,” Mom said, smiling a you’re-so-grown-up-now smile at me. I 

tried unsuccessfully to suppress an eye roll.  

Money and tickets changed hands, and the girl directed us to a set of stairs that led downhill behind 

the ticket booth. As we started down, out of the corner of my eye I saw the girl pick up a land line 

phone—the old kind with the circular dial that you have to stick your finger in and twirl. 



“Three pieces of fresh meat headed your way,” she said into the handset. After a pause, she gave a 

throaty cackle, and hung up.  

Well that’s disturbing, was what I thought at the time. My barometer for what qualifies as disturbing 

was considerably narrower then. 

I refocused my attention on the uneven stairs, keeping my eyes on the rough logs set into the hillside 

so I wouldn’t slip. As usual, Mom and Joanie walked ahead of me, holding hands. I was chilly in my 

damp clothes. A fine mist sifted down through the trees, and moisture hung in the air like smoke. I 

inhaled mineral-rich earth and pine.  

After a few minutes we came upon a weathered cabin tucked into the hillside, its single rectangular 

window fitted with warped, dusty glass. In the open doorway stood a burly man with a bushy black beard, 

wearing a red plaid shirt and blue jeans. 

Our guide is Paul Bunyan. 

All he needed was an axe and a blue ox to complete the picture. But that wasn’t the craziest part: he 

seemed to be standing crooked, slanted to the right inside the frame of the doorway.  

“Welcome to The Wonder Spot! Have you visited us before, or is this your first time experiencing the 

wonder?”  

Groan, I thought. Joanie stared at him, her eyes big and round. 

“Oh, I came with my parents ages ago, but it’s the girls’ first time,” Mom said. 

“Well, follow me, ladies, and I’ll take you past the point of normal, beyond the land of boring, and 

into the amazing!” His hands flourished above his head, more like a circus ringmaster than a plaid-clad 

woodsman. 

We followed him into the first room of the cabin, which was empty except for a plain wooden chair 

sitting in the middle of the room. As I looked around, I noticed that our guide wasn’t the only crooked 

one—we seemed to be slanted too.  

Off-kilter, even.  



The unsteady touch of vertigo crept over me, but Mom didn’t appear to notice anything strange. She 

watched the man expectantly. 

“Welcome to The Wonder Spot, the oldest attraction in the Dells. Here you will find phenomena that 

have mystified scientists for almost one hundred years! My name is Bob Tegmark—you can call me 

Bobby. My ancestors discovered this place. The Tegmark family has lived on this land as far back as 

people have cared to keep records about that sort of thing.”  

My head was feeling a little swimmy, and Joanie was uncharacteristically silent. When Bobby 

stopped talking, we all stared at the chair, it being the only other thing in the room. 

Is it going to start flying around or something? 

“It’s time I stop yammering, and let you see for yourselves. Young lady, would you like to help me 

out with a little demonstration?” Bobby held out his hand to Joanie with a friendly look, but the dark 

beard put a damper on his smile. She took a step back, tucking her hands behind her and into the back 

pockets of her jeans. She shook her head.  

“No? How about you then?” he asked me. “Don’t make me beg!” 

I’d crossed my arms tight over my chest, shoulders drawn up under my ears. I forced myself to relax, 

tried to match Bobby’s smile.  

“What do I have to do?” 

“Well, first, take a good look at this ordinary, everyday chair, and then have a seat. Tell me if you 

find anything out of the ordinary.”  

Excellent. Debunking is my specialty. 

I walked over to it, and ran my hand across the seat. 

It feels normal. 

I picked it up and looked at the underside, and then set it back down. 

Looks normal. 

I sat down and wiggled my butt a little, testing its four-legged sturdiness. I looked up at Bobby and 

shook my head. 



“That’s the most thorough examination I’ve seen in years. Well done!” he said, another smile—

bigger now—peeking through his beard. “I’ll have you stand back up, and come over here with me.”  

He led us to the wall of the cabin, where a narrow ledge about two feet high and two inches thick ran 

along the bottom, like an oversized baseboard. He brought the chair with him, setting it down near the 

wall. “Now I’ll have you sit back down, and prepare to be amazed!” 

I sat down carefully. Nothing happened. 

“Are you amazed yet?” Bobby said. For a few seconds, no one said a thing. The awkward silence 

ticked by—I could almost hear it ticking. 

“Just kidding, just kidding,” roared Bobby in a burst of laughter, making Joanie and I jump. “I 

haven’t shown you the amazing part yet.” He walked over to me, whispered “hold still for me,” into my 

ear, and with a grunt of effort, lifted the chair (with me still in it) and placed its back two legs on the 

narrow ledge of the baseboard. Then he let go. 

“Ta-da!” 

The chair and I hung there in mid-air, balanced easily on the two hind legs. It gave me a nervy, 

weightless feeling, as if my stomach had no bottom. I gripped the seat of the chair with both hands as the 

hairs on my arms slowly stood up.  

Despite the dampness of the forest, the air in the cabin was dry, and a crackling flush of staticky heat 

washed over me. I could barely focus as Mom and Joanie clapped in delight. 

Underneath the clapping, that sense of ticking from a moment ago was back, clunking along in time 

with my heartbeat: 

Tic. Toc. Tic. Toc.  

My brain chimed in: Freak. Of. Na-ture. 

“No way!” said Joanie, snapping me out of my trance. “I want to try.” 

So much for her brief shy phase. 

Bobby helped me off the chair, and lifted Joanie on. She too balanced easily on the ledge. 

I tried to calm myself by concentrating on the visual evidence in front of me:  



We’re all OK, nothing weird is happening. It’s just some fool-the-tourists thing. Joanie is doing it too. 

She’s fine. 

From then on Joanie was gung-ho about everything Bobby showed her. He brought her into the next 

room, where an angled trough ran along the wall. At the bottom was an old-fashioned water pump. He 

asked Joanie to prime it, and as water began gushing from the tap, it flowed uphill into a waiting bucket. 

“No way!” 

I watched them with a smile frozen in place, heart still pounding. Pins and needles of panic danced 

across my skin. 

Tic. Toc. Tic. Toc. 

I snuck out the back door of the cabin and sat down on a nearby tree stump. Out in the cool mist, my 

world inched back toward normal. I tilted my face up to the sky and licked my lips. They were dry, 

almost chapped. 

I leaned back and extended my left leg so that I could dig in my pocket for some lip balm. As I rooted 

around, the dangling pocket watch shifted inside my shirt and I could feel a quiver, gentle but regular, 

coming from it. I pulled it out and stared, disbelieving, as the second hand made its sluggish way around 

the dial. 

Tic. Toc… Tic. It stopped.  

The watch read 10:23. 

  



The White Time 

 

I lifted the chain from around my neck and examined both sides of the watch. Nothing looked weird. It 

remained stopped at 10:23, the second hand stuck at the 12-second mark. A drop of moisture fell from the 

tree above and plopped onto my palm where the watch sat, open and staring at the sky. I wiped the drop 

away and glanced back at the cabin. Mom and Bobby were chatting about something I couldn’t quite 

hear.  

I put the watch back around my neck and walked into the cabin, past Bobby, Joanie, and Mom, into 

the first room. It was only a square box of wood, containing only a chair. Nothing to be nervous about. 

Right? 

Pancakes.  

Bobby and Mom were talking about pancakes. She was telling him about Joanie’s love affair with 

syrup. I concentrated on their conversation, the bounce of words back and forth, trying to ignore the other 

noise in the room. 

Tic. Toc. Tic. Toc. 

I already knew what I would see, but still I lifted the watch to look, needing to see. It ticked merrily 

away, as if nothing had ever been wrong. It read 10:24 and 37 seconds.  

38.  

39. 

Except for the ticking, the cabin had gone quiet. Everyone had moved outside, and Mom was calling 

so I followed, not at all unhappy to be leaving. Bobby said his good-byes and pointed us up a different set 

of stairs near the back of the cabin. 

“Jason is up there if there’s anything else we can do for you. Enjoy your holiday.” 



He walked into the cabin with a wave, and the last I saw of him was his back, framed crookedly in the 

doorway as he disappeared inside. Joanie was already sprinting up the stairs with Mom trailing behind. At 

the top, I took another peek at the watch.  

Stopped again, this time at 10:26.  

I had a headache brewing. My brain was overcrowded; too full of my family and the watch and the 

Wonder Spot and the weird energy I felt in the cabin. I tried to slow my racing thoughts—held them still 

in my mind—and then imagined wrapping them carefully in tin foil, like dinner leftovers, and putting 

them away.  

Mom and Joanie were heading into a small building with GIFT SHOP wood-burned over the entrance 

in slanted letters. Inside were racks of dog-eared postcards and a dusty display case with t-shirts and 

hoodies and coffee mugs featuring the polka-dotted Wonder Spot logo. A bored-looking teenager stood 

behind the counter.  

Jason, I presume. 

He was a near duplicate of the ticket booth girl. Same dark hair, but short and spiky. No blue streaks.  

Same piercing blue eyes. 

He caught me staring. 

Oops. 

Joanie soon grew bored with the sparse collection of souvenirs, but she spied something through the 

gift shop window that made her dash out the door, nearly running me over in the process.  

“Mom. MomMomMomMomMom! Can I go on it? Pleeeeeease?”  

When we got outside, Joanie was hopping up and down next to a metal contraption that looked like it 

had been ripped out of a science fiction movie. Her hands were clasped underneath her chin in a pleading 

gesture and she had a comically desperate look on her face. The rain gave her a convenient, tear-stained 

appearance. 



In the middle of a freshly-poured slab of concrete, safe from moisture underneath a wooden shelter 

and lit by two glaring spotlights, was THE GYROTRON. Or so said the name emblazoned on a support 

post in purple letters, underscored by a trailing orange flame.  

At the Gyrotron’s epicenter was a metal cage containing a black seat and padded shoulder harness, 

the kind you see on roller coasters—the big, scary ones. There was a sturdy metal crossbar running 

behind the seat, connected to the two huge metal rings that encircled the chair, one fitted inside the other; 

both were a polished, shining silver. It had a hard, industrial gleam that looked out of place in the forest.  

A low boom of thunder grumbled in the distance. As the rain kept up its lazy drizzle, we crowded 

together to stay dry under the Gyrotron’s roof. 

“I want to! I want to!”  

Joanie was still hopping. 

“Well, let’s see what it’s all about first,” Mom said, indulging Joanie as usual.  She headed back into 

the gift shop to investigate.  

I reached out for one of the big silver circles, and as I wrapped my hand around the curved metal 

pole, I could feel a vibrational hum, almost as if it were alive… or electrified. I snatched my hand away.  

Ridiculous. If it were, I would have gotten a shock.  

A slash of dread curved into my stomach. Why, I couldn’t say. My Science Olympiad coach, Ms. 

Shalhoub, had been clear and persistent about electrical safety when she supervised our team, so I have a 

healthy respect for and understanding of its dangers.  

Joanie skipped in circles around the machine, singing a made-up song to herself. 

“Well, bad news Joanie, you’re not tall enough,” Mom said, coming back out of the gift shop and 

holding out her hand. “Let’s go look at that bracelet you wanted next door.” 

After lots of whining, a little foot stomping, and one very fake tear, Joanie came up with a new plan: 

“Then I want to see Charlie do it.”  

Once she sets her mind on something, it’s hard to dislodge it. Stubborn little beast. 



“No way, that thing looks ridiculous. I don’t even know what it does,” I said. I really didn’t want to 

touch it again. 

“It spins, or something, it wasn’t really clear to me,” Mom said.  

“Please Charlie, please?” Joanie begged. “You’ll be tall enough.”  

I was definitely tall enough. 

Freakishly tall. 

“Forget it, Beast,” I said. 

I noticed Jason watching us, leaning in the doorway with one shoulder propped against the frame.  

“You’re not scared, are you?” Joanie taunted.  

I stole another glance at Jason.  

“Fine, if you want to use your allowance to pay for me, I’ll do it,” I said, confident that would shut 

her up. It barely slowed her down.  

“Yes, OK, yes!” She ran over to Jason, dug a few bills out of her Princess Leia wallet, and handed it 

to him. 

Before I could come up with a valid reason to say no, I was strapped into the Gyrotron and Jason was 

trying to explain how it worked. He was close enough that I could see the farmer tan dividing the skin 

along his bicep, and smell his too-strong cologne. I blushed without knowing why. 

“OK, so, this thing goes in, like, circles.” He whirled his hand in the air. “Like, front to back and side 

to side. So when it’s moving, you can hold onto the handles and, kind of, like, lean,” he leaned back and 

forth to demonstrate, “and it’ll take you in that direction. I’ll give you a spin to get it started. Cool?” 

Worst. Explanation. Ever!  

 “Yeah, cool.” 

He checked that the shoulder harness was securely in place, and I rested my arms along either side of 

the seat atop the padded arm rests. I gripped onto the plastic hand holds.  

Jason went over to start up the controls at a small console nearby, and I saw Joanie run up and tap 

him on the arm. He bent down, and she whispered something in his ear that made him smile. I was 



opening my mouth to ask what it was when the air changed, as if a heavier layer of humidity had settled 

over us. And there was a familiar smell...  

Ozone. 

Jason flipped the switch. The spotlights flashed purple and started to twirl. A loud, bass-heavy 

version of “Firework” by Katy Perry began to blast. Even over the thumping music, I could hear a hum 

coursing through the metal machine. Well, not exactly—it was more like the hum was underneath the 

music. Jason stepped up and gave the outer metal circle one hell of a spin while raising his eyebrows at 

Joanie. 

Well, I’m pretty sure I know what she whispered. 

I alternated between panic and exhilaration, my body spinning head over feet while around me the 

two metal circles flashed in the purple light. I caught glimpses of Mom and Joanie as I came around in 

their direction, Joanie clapping with glee and singing along to the music. Cautiously, I tried leaning to the 

left and the momentum took me reeling in that direction.  

A crack of thunder split overhead.  

I closed my eyes, shutting everything out and enjoying the sensation of the ride, leaning into the spin. 

Flipping, twirling, whirling. My braid gently slapped the underside of my chin as I spun. Eyes open again, 

I saw Mom studying the sky before the Gyrotron whirled me away. 

A harsh white flash lit the forest. Time slowed and for one endless second, I could see with absolute 

clarity the thousands of fallen pine needles that littered the ground as my head careened past the cement. 

A lightning strike, very close. Too close.  

I squeezed my eyes shut against the inevitable thunder, reflexively counting the seconds between the 

flash and the boom like I had since I was a little girl—a ritual that persisted, even though I knew it wasn’t 

an accurate way to determine the distance of the storm. 

Joanie screamed, but the thunder never came. 



Instead, the centrifugal force of the Gyrotron eased and then disappeared, as if I’d been released from 

an overenthusiastic hug. As I opened my eyes, my body made one last, slow flip and came to a stop. I 

wasn’t sure if I was right-side up or upside down because the ever-reliable pull of gravity was gone.  

I was in the white time, floating inside a cloying, endless cloud.  

The chair, its metal rings, the forest, my family, the music, apparently the planet earth… everything 

was gone. In the untethered weightlessness, my braid floated drowsily in front of my face, brushing 

against the watch that had escaped from underneath my shirt and hung inches from my nose. I reached up 

to grab it, and there was an odd resistance, like I was underwater. 

I popped the watch open and noticed that the hands were spinning crazily. After a few seconds they 

slowed and started ticking back and forth in unison like a metronome. Dread settled over me before 

inflating to full-blown panic. I couldn’t catch my breath, the white air gelatinous in my lungs. 

And then I was falling, the cushion of weightlessness gone and the hard reality of gravity back in full 

force. The whiteness dissipated as the ground rushed up to meet me, and I slammed hard onto solid earth. 

 


