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The story begins in Disney World when Sasha is very sunburned after a day of laboring in the tepid water of the Little Lagoon. The Little Lagoon, of course, is a kid’s zone (only kids) which is surrounded by deck chairs with parents and Galaxian machines with money changers, full of sand formations and tubular slides. Sasha, as you can imagine, wasn’t swimming with the other kids, but heaving with every limb the stubborn sand of the Lagoon’s sand-bed into a fortress, his back in full view of the sun. His parents were there, reclining behind glasses at a distance. Also, his cousin Thalia was there. In fact, she was helping him build the fortress. More on that later.

Sasha is a little boy, I guess ten. At the moment, he’s pressing his fiery back into the wall of his hotel room, almost crouching under the sink. It’s probably around three in the morning. He’s digging his hands into the carpet, which is very green and patterned. He is not crying, but his face is scrunched up. Thalia, lying on the cot in front of the TV, watches him over her pillow, under the covers. She watches as his nails rake the rug in distraction, until he falters, a strange look in his eye. He brings his right hand up to his face and then something scares it away and then Sasha is rubbing his hand against the ground, nearly whimpering. Thalia climbs over her pillow. Hi, Sasha says quietly as Thalia sits down across from him, under the towel rack. Thalia is the same age as Sasha. What happened to your hand, Thalia asks, sticking her index finger into her mouth, which, strange as it sounds, she enjoys much more than her thumb. I was moving my hands on the carpet and one of those rolly bugs was in the carpet and I killed it with my fingernail by accident, it got stuck under it! Sasha winces and shivers. Thalia starts to dig into the carpet too, enjoying the warm, red sensation of the friction.

Of course at this point, Sasha is a little embarrassed in front of Thalia and mostly ignores her, distracting himself from his sunburn with the back and forth movements of his hands—they’re both doing it now—and also by imagining winter. Not just any winter, but one seemingly mythical in his memory during which some seven feet of snow falls and he falls in the snow, tossed by his dad and he finds himself trapped in a cylinder exactly his width, the sky as far as a ceiling fan or farther. He has to tunnel out of it, across a world which (it doesn’t even enter his mind) was merely the lawn yesterday. Though he might create a network of tunnels, a tunnel system, what he does, in fact, is create a chamber under the snow that’s all his own, a very warm and dark place, but not that warm, no, in fact, rather refreshing, in which he can feel not only very alert and ready to take care of business, but also where he can sleep until he’s ready to construct the tunnels again. Indeed, he would like to furnish his little hole with filing cabinets and trunks where he can store his documents. Since the world is entirely enclosed in snow, grey pressing in to every window, hugging it closely, granting every interior the silence of ice, of course, of course, Thalia would be there too. It doesn’t occur to him for her to be absent, really; he just imagines her in some other tunnel where he might find her, accidently perhaps. Of course, when she gets there, he’d have to charge her to use his tunnels, to take up residence in his snow chamber— though in fact, at this point, better call it a snow hotel. He would accept only Sasha dollars, with his face Xeroxed in the middle; he would accept only the silver dollars he’d made by scratching his profile and initials onto thin silver disks which he got when his dad took him to this shop where they sold gold and silver in various forms. He would make a little mark in the registry on his snow counter when Thalia would come in. He would demand some kind of identification, perhaps one of the cards he himself had printed for her using those pop-out business card sheets for laser printers. He might even give her a discount coupon, the scissor lines of which he would have spent some hours dotting that very day. 

Of course, Thalia would be quite uncooperative. She would beg to be let into the club, she would yell boorishly into her plastic cell phone which couldn’t call anybody anyway, although every time she lost it, invariably it would be replaced. Thalia would throw snow at him, probably, or maybe just knock his structures over while she practiced her modern hip-hop dance technique. When she got tired out, though, she would always come around to Sasha. They’d confer in Sasha’s icy conference room formed out of the snow his dad overturned with his shovel or, if we’re talking about earlier that day in Disney World, they’d be conferring motionless, floating like two dead fish on the surface of the shallow pool by the white sand, watching the arms of parents carefully placed near diapers. Having determined the division of labor, they’d tackle the sand or snow, heedless of the wet and cold or heat and burning, until hours had passed and every joint ached from the elements and the grandiloquent spires and domes had appeared perhaps, though sometimes they wouldn’t appear—or, more often, they would be completed to an extent before being knocked over by accident, before new ideas for designs left them obsolete, irrelevant. 

Now, as they sit across from each other, Thalia says, You’re really red. No, Sasha says, but look! He presses his fingers into his arm where they leave yellow, glowing indentations. Thalia sneaks over, grabbing his wrist and with her own fingers tries to make birds on his arm. At some point, Sasha decides this is making him uncomfortable so he tries to turn away, but of course Thalia starts to tickle him, which makes him both laugh and feel like his back is being licked like a lollypop of fire. He starts to tickle her back, but she runs away to her cot. Sasha follows her, seizing the double layer of blankets from the bed and hurling them, trying to trap her underneath. Thalia goes down. Sasha crawls under the bed, which is now dim and enclosed from the blanket he’d thrown. Thalia is lying there, slyly, having pushed two pillows on either side of her, adding to their cave’s fortifications. Sasha crawls out again, grabbing his watch, his crazy bones, his magic cards, etc, and returns to the cot to display his hoard, but not before pausing before his parents’ bed, spying on them, wondering if they’re awake. We should go on a new mission, he said to Thalia, as he settled back down. Where? We should get stuff from my mom’s night table. No!—guess what? What? You know what I heard? What? You know about genitals? What? The genitals! We have to take our clothes off. Uh. Thalia starts to wiggle out of her clothes, wiggling from side to side, sliding her shorts off. Sasha isn’t sure what to do. But, of course, he takes his clothes off too. We should get married, Thalia says. Sasha is in love. Do you want to touch? Sasha isn’t sure. 

The worst of it all is the next week, after they get married, when his mom calls him into the kitchen for a phone call. It’s Thalia, saying that she’s found a new husband, a wrestler who’s been to jail, a man whose name neither he nor she can recall, though that seems unlikely in retrospect, since those names are often so memorable. Some years later, Sasha can’t remember if, when he heard this news, he cried or took it as a matter of course. Looking back through the structure of his memory which, for some reason, reminds him now, as he’s having this reminiscence, of a jungle-gym, he wonders if that moment with Thalia was a formative experience for him. In any case, he does recall that after hanging up the phone, crying or not, he went up to his room, but not before stopping to look at the ominous wind outside, which cast the leaves out of their piles and blew a number of cardboard boxes across the road. Sasha thought he might use those boxes, but decided against it, perhaps, because he went upstairs to his room and, alone, began to write software for his computer.
