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 Three girls--aged fourteen--sit around a table in a low ceil-
inged, empty apartment, slurping orange bourbon from perspiring 
cups. Natalie peels the curling blue paint off the tabletop so the sur-
face is covered with little white swatches, like eyes rolled back in 
\RXU�KHDG���+HU�IULHQGV�DUH�QDPHG�0LP�DQG�)UDQFLQH��7KH\�DOO�DUH�WRR�
thin and too blond and too pretty, in way that is almost premonitory. 
 “This is the ugliest fucking room I’ve ever seen,” Mim coughs 
around a burning, blended mouthful of liquor.
 “Thanks,” says Natalie. “Lucas did it.”
 Lucas is an interior decorator, married to Natalie’s sister. 
He and Marie met at a party a year and a half ago--they were drunk 
ZKHQ�WKH\�VOHSW�WRJHWKHU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH��LQ�RQH�RI�0DULH·V�HPSW\�VWXGLR�
DSDUWPHQWV�LQ�GRZQWRZQ�'HWURLW��7KH�EDUH�ZRRGHQ�ÁRRU�OHIW�EUXLVHV�
WKH�VL]H�RI�WDQJHULQHV�LQ�WKH�VPDOO�RI�0DULH·V�EDFN��7KDW�ZDV�WKH�ÀUVW�
DSDUWPHQW�RI�KHUV�WKDW�KH�GHFRUDWHG��KH�ÀOOHG�WKH�URRPV�ZLWK�EURDG�
dark mahogany wardrobes and with tall mirrors that leaned instead 
RI�KDQJHG��+H�OHIW�WKH�ÁRRUV�XQFDUSHWHG�DQG�IRU�WKH�ZHHNV�WKH\�VSHQW�
together painting the walls and sweeping the corners, he walked bare-
IRRW�RYHU�WKH�VSRW�ZKHUH�WKH\�KDG�ODLQ�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH��1RZ�KH�GHFR-
rates all of her apartments, and Marie sells more apartments than ever 
she had.
� 2Q�WKH�RWKHU�VLGH�RI�WKH�WDEOH��)UDQFLQH�VLJKV��ÁLSSLQJ�KHU�
EORQGH� KDLU� FDVXDOO\� EDFN� RYHU� RQH� VKRXOGHU�ZLWK� KHU� ÀQJHUV�� 6KH�
looks down the hallway, at the white bathroom door. A faint steam is 
ULVLQJ�IURP�EHQHDWK�LW��)UDQFLQH�SXUVHV�KHU�OLSV��SRVLQJ�WKH�ZD\�FHOHE-
ULWLHV�GR�ZKLOH�SHUIRUPLQJ�PHQLDO�WDVNV�RQ�UHDOLW\�WHOHYLVLRQ��)UDQFLQH�
is always doing shit like that. Playing lovely, Natalie and Mim will 
say, when she isn’t around. The whole dumb-show routine drives the 
two girls fucking mad.
� ´-HH]XV�&KULVW�µ�)UDQFLQH�ZKLQHV��VWUHWFKLQJ�RQH�ORQJ�SDOH�
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arm onto the table, resting her cheek against the soft inside of her el-
bow. “What’s he doing in there? It’s been like 15 minutes.” Mim rolls 
her eyes at Natalie, as if to say: Who is she acting for? No one is even 
watching her.
 She says, “He’s probably masturbating. Guys do it all the 
time.” As if to underline her point, Mim drops her hands into her lap 
and makes a motion like she’s shucking corn. Natalie chokes on an-
other mouthful of bourbon, laughing. Red mist rises into her cheeks. 
)UDQFLQH�LV�VWDULQJ�DW�WKH�EDWKURRP�GRRU�
 Mike is an eleventh grader; a friend Mim’s. They met a few 
weeks before at Union, the +16 discotheque where most of the Whea-
ton youth waste their weekends. It’s a landmark of sorts--Natalie’s 
father used to hang around there when he was a student at St. Giles 
High School. Mike has a table there where he’ll deals pot to any ju-
nior highs that can get past the bouncer. Mike’s a bit of a legend at the 
high school. He’s a reedy, ugly kid with a fair bit of acne growing on 
his hollow cheeks, but someone once walked in on Christie Reighley 
blowing him in the handicap stall at a club. Christie--a pageant girl 
since her mother decided on her third birthday that pageants were 
more economically sound than the lottery--tried to shrug it off. But 
WKRXJK�VKH�EUDJJHG�WR�HYHU\RQH�WKDW�KRZ�ÀYH�PLQXWHV�RI�KHDG�JRW�KHU�
DQ�RXQFH��IUHH�RI�FKDUJH��0LNH�ZDV�WKH�RQH�JHWWLQJ�WKH�KLJK�ÀYHV�DQG�
catcalls between classes.
 He’d appeared at the apartment dripping with perspiration 
with a jack-o-lantern’s grin on his face and a handle in each hand. It 
certainly was hot out there, beneath the industrial summer smog.
� ´.QRZ�ZKHUH�D�JX\�FDQ�JHW�D�VKRZHU"µ�KH�DVNHG��ÁDVKLQJ�D�
smile that was very probably related to the one that tricked Christie 
Reighley into ruining the knees on her new leggings. Mim relieved 
him of the clear bottles of 80 proof while Natalie pointed down the 
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hallway at the bathroom.
 “You’re lucky,” she said. “No one lives here, but my sister 
and Lucas ‘break in’ every apartment for a week or two before they 
sell it. They think it’s good luck, or something. There’s probably a 
towel or two in there already.”
 Mike whistled as he entered the apartment. It was a nice 
one--Marie thought it would sell soon, despite its poor location (next 
to the Dingell Medical Center, where there was a constant in- and 
RXW�ÁX[�RI�ZKLUULQJ�DPEXODQFHV���/XFDV�KDG�GRQH�LW�DOO�LQ�EDE\�FRO-
ors: baby blue, baby green, pink. The trimmings all were in white, 
DQG�WKH�IXUQLWXUH�DOO�ZDV�ÁXII\�DQG�FXWH��5HDFKLQJ�XS�RQH�ZLU\�DUP��
0LNH�FDUHVVHG�WKH�ORZ�KDQJLQJ�FHLOLQJ��&DWFKLQJ�VLJKW�RI�)UDQFLQH��
he turned to Mim with his eyebrows raised. Mim loosed a disgusted 
sort of snort.
� ´)LQH��,·OO�LQWURGXFH�\RX��%XW�RQO\�DIWHU�\RX�WDNH�D�VKRZHU��
OLNH�D�JRRG�OLWWOH�ER\�µ�6KH�VPLOHG�ZLFNHGO\��´)UDQFLQH·V�D�-HZ�µ�VKH�
told him. “And you smell like swine.”
 Mike’s greatest ambition was to marry someone tall and 
blonde. This was something he picked up working weekends at his 
uncle’s pawnshop, where he had been exposed to a clowder of Swed-
ish prostitutes. Mike’s uncle bought the wallets and state-issued IDs 
they occasionally pinched while their clients praised God and a couple 
RI�OHVVHU�NQRZQ�LGROV�ZLWK�GLUW\�QDPHV��2RR�*RG�\HV��2RR�)XFN�\HV��
2RR�6KLW�\HV��2«����2QFH��DIWHU�WKH�JROGHQ�JLUOV�KDG�JRQH��0LNH·V�
uncle warned him: There’s just no keeping safe from the Swedes, 
Mikey--but he said it with a big toothy grin squirming around in his 
mouth.

7
               “Have you ever seen one before?”
���������������,W� LV� )UDQFLQH�ZKR� DVNV� WKH� TXHVWLRQ�� VQDSSLQJ� WKH� KHDY\�
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silence they were all caught in like a piece of glass beneath her heel. 
She’s considering the bottom of her cup--now empty of bourbon--and 
sweating gently. Little beads of perspiration are stuck like jewels on 
each of her temples.
               “Seen a what?” Mim asks.
� ,W·V� QHDUO\� ÀYH� R·FORFN�� DQG� WKH� JLUOV� DUH� IHHOLQJ� VOLJKWO\�
GUXQN��)UDQFLQH�VPLOHV�EROGO\�DV�VKH�SXOOV�WKH�ERWWOH�RI�ERXUERQ�WR-
wards her. Her arm passes through a swatch of light that tumbles 
in through a window. The bright rectangle hangs over the table and 
VSLOOV�RQWR�WKH�ÁRRU��OLNH�WKH�PHOWLQJ�FORFN�LQ�WKDW�SDLQWLQJ�E\�'DOL��
1DWDOLH�ZDWFKHV�WKH�WLQ\�KDLUV�RQ�)UDQFLQH·V�DUP�WZLQNOH�LQ�WKH�IDGLQJ�
VXQOLJKW��DQG�ODXJKV�DV�VKH�VXGGHQO\�UHDOL]HV�ZKDW�)UDQFLQH�PHDQV�
:KLOH�0LP�ZDWFKHV��1DWDOLH�PRWLRQV�ÀUVW�WR�WKH�EDWKURRP��DQG�WKHQ�
down at her crotch. They all can hear the noise of the shower splash-
ing water over Mike--fat droplets falling off his chin--tracing bright 
wet paths through the patches of hair on his chest and around his 
nipples--curving down and around the jutting structure of his hips-
�EHDWLQJ�GRZQ�XSRQ�WKH�WRSV�RI�KLV�IHHW��ZKLUOSRROLQJ�ÀQDOO\�GRZQ�
the drain.
 Mim plucks out an eyebrow. She peers at it the way a fortu-
QHWHOOHU�PLJKW�FRQVLGHU�D�FOLHQW·V�SDOP��)UDQFLQH�VXFNV�GRZQ�KHU�ÀIWK��
or maybe sixth shot of bourbon. Say what you will, Natalie thinks. 
7KH�ELWFK�FDQ�IXFNLQJ�GULQN��*ULPDFLQJ��)UDQFLQH�UXEV�D� UXQQHU�RI�
bourbon from the corner of her lip, then arches back in her chair to 
glance at the bathroom door. Still, a thin steam rises up from beneath 
WKH�ZKLWH�GRRU��ZLVS\�ÀQJHUV�UHDFK�WRZDUGV�WKH�JLUOV�EULHÁ\�EHIRUH�
spinning out into invisibility. She turns back to the others. She’s bit-
ing the inside of her pale, creamy cheek, biting it prettily.
� ´&XW�WKH�VKLW��)UDQFLQH�µ�7KH�FRPPDQG�FRPHV�RXW�KDUVKHU�
than Natalie meant it; her mouth has suddenly gone dry. “Pour me a 
shot. And one for Mim, too.”
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� )UDQFLQH�ÀOOV�WKHLU�FXSV��6RPHWKLQJ�KDV�FKDQJHG��7KH�JLUOV�
GULQN�DV�LI�EUDFLQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�IRU�VRPH�GLIÀFXOW�WDVN��QRW�OLNH�WKUHH�
eighth graders out in the city for a night alone, but like Lewis and 
&ODUNH�DQG�WKDW�1DWLYH�$PHULFDQ�FKLFN��6DFDJDZHD��LQ�WKH�KRXU�EH-
fore setting out down some yet uncharted, vicious rapids--they drink 
like those preparing to see something they’d always known existed 
but only ever had the opportunity to imagine.
 When the three of them knock against the bathroom door, 
it opens at their gentle touch. It was never locked. A thick blanket of 
steam pours out around their ankles, ensnaring them. They step inside 
WRJHWKHU��DQG�VRPHRQH�RI�WKHP�VKXWV�WKH�GRRU�EHKLQG��)RU�D�PRPHQW��
Natalie wonders if they haven’t stepped into another world. The air 
LV�DV�ÀOOHG�ZLWK�PLVW�DV�D�GHHS�FDYHUQ�LV�ZLWK�GDUNQHVV�VR�WKH�JLUOV�DUH�
almost blinded by it--the jungly heat weighs heavily on their shoul-
ders and causes their clothes to cling uncomfortably to their peach 
skins--the vapor is infusing with a heady musk scent that dries their 
tongues and crowds inside their skulls--the dew gathers atop their 
URXQGHG�OLSV�OLNH�D�ÁLJKW�DORQJ�D�WHOHSKRQH�ZLUH�
 An incorporeal voice speaks aloud: “What took you so 
long?” The words are as forceful as the Wizard’s in Oz. Behind the 
fog, Mike now becomes visible. He stands naked in the shower, with-
out the curtain pulled to cover him. Mim’s eyes become entangled 
in the dark patches of hair on his chest and beneath his belly button-
�)UDQFLQH�ZDWFKHV�WKH�KDOR�RI�EURNHQ�YDSRU�GDQFH�DURXQG�KLV�KHDG�
-Natalie gasps as if choking: “Oh.”
 The entire bathroom is soaked with humidity. The shower 
noisily dumps buckets of steaming hot water down the drain in waste. 
7KH�ZKLWH�WLOHV�RQ�WKH�ÁRRU�DUH�VOLFN�DQG�VOLP\�DQG�XQVWDEOH��%HVLGH�
WKH�IRRW�RI�WKH�VLQN�UHVWV�D�ÁXII\�EOXH�EDWKPDW��DV�VHHPLQJO\�WLUHG�DV�D�
loyal mutt that’s run itself almost to death in the summer heat.
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 And in the tub, standing naked, is Mike. He wears his smile 
like a robe. He speaks: ”I thought something like this was in the 
cards.” He’s looking at Mim and at Natalie too, but mostly he keeps 
KLV�H\HV�WUDLQHG�RQ�SUHWW\��SRVLQJ�)UDQFLQH��́ ,�EURXJKW�D�IHZ�3ODQ�%V�µ
He steps from the tub and approaches the girls. They watch him with-
out retreating, and their faces are blotchy with the heat, with curiosity 
and embarrassment. They consider his cock as if it were addressing 
them--as if it were capable of speech and planning--as if it had been 
WKH�RQH�WR�ÀOO�0LNH·V�MHDQV�ZLWK�GUXJVWRUH�SLOOV�
� 0LNH�UHDFKHV�RXW�RQH�GULSSLQJ�ZHW�KDQG�WR�WRXFK�)UDQFLQH·V�
VKRXOGHU��:KHUH� KH� WRXFKHV� KHU�� KLV� ÀQJHU·V� GDPS�PDNHV� WKH� WKLQ�
white cloth of her shirt diaphanous. His cock is bobbing in the silence 
like a wand used in dowsing. He turns so that it points at each of them 
in turn.
 Now the noise of the shower grows louder, and a thicker 
PLVW� ÀOOV� WKH� URRP��6ORZO\�� RYHU� WKH� QRLVH� RI� WKH� VKRZHU�� DQRWKHU��
stranger sounf rises--one which does not belong here in the wet heat 
of downtown Detroit. It is faint, but all the girls can hear it, and so can 
the boy. It is the music of a rainforest: mosquitoic melodies and the 
rhythmic pattering of raindrops on widespread leaves. Mim becomes 
frightened by the sound. She turns around, looking for the door, but 
FDQQRW�ÀQG�LW�LQ�WKH�PLVWV��$�KDQG�IDOOV�XSRQ�KHU�VKRXOGHU��VWDOOLQJ�KHU�
search--she opens her mouth to scream but the fog rushes in to hide 
KHU�YRLFH��6KH�WXUQV�DJDLQ�DQG�ÀQGV�)UDQFLQH·V�IDFH��)UDQFLQH·V�EORQG�
hair stick limply to her cheeks; her eyes are wide and green and wild; 
she smiles, and Mim can see her canines are larger now than they 
ZHUH�EHIRUH��DQG�VKDUS��)UDQFLQH�SXOOV�0LP�IRUZDUG�VR�WKDW�WKHLU�OLSV�
can meet. Her pink tongue slides into Mim’s mouth and tickles the 
ridges behind her front teeth. The kiss tastes as sweet and tangy as 
IUHVK�IUXLW��,W�LV�KHU�ÀUVW�NLVV��DQG�LW�LV�JHQWOH��EXW�WKH�KDQG�RQ�KHU�DVV�
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squeezes urgently, rubbing out the fear and reluctance and wonder 
IURP�0LP·V�LJQRUDQW�ERG\��7KHUH�LV�D�ÀUH�EXUQLQJ�WKHUH��DQ�DPELWLRXV�
one, which means to burn long and bright.
� 0LP�WKURZV�KHU�DUP�DURXQG�)UDQFLQH·V�QHFN�DQG�SXOOV�KHU�
FORVHU��ELWLQJ�DW�KHU�ORZHU�OLS��:KHQ�ÀQDOO\�WKH�WZR�SXOO�DZD\��0LP·V�
H\HV�DUH�DV�ZLOG�DQG�JUHHQ�DV�)UDQFLQH·V��1DWDOLH�DQG�0LNH�ZDON�WR-
wards them through the mist, and without speaking, the three girls 
encircle Mike. They smile with some satire, as if they’d only under-
stood the rules to a very simple, childish game, and there is some-
thing fae in those smiles.
 Mim says, “I can see your cock, Mike.”
 “I can see your penis,” Natalie giggles.
� )UDQFLQH�ÁLFNV�WKH�WLS�RI�KLV�FRFN�ZLWK�RQH�VKDUS�ÀQJHUQDLO��
“I can see your pussystick.”
 When he laughs, the girls smile too. They approach him 
slowly, like lionesses closing in on a favorite prey. They take his body 
DQG�OD\�LW�JHQWO\�RQ�WKH�JURXQG��)UDQFLQH�NLVVHV�KLV�PRXWK��0LP�DQG�
1DWDOLH� WUDFH� WKHLU� XQSDLQWHG� ÀQJHUQDLOV� DFURVV� KLV� JRRVH�SLPSOHG�
ÁHVK��7KH�PLVWV�JURZ�VR�WKLFN�WKDW�ZKHQ�RQH�RI�WKHP�ULVHV�WR�VWUDGGOH�
Mike, we cannot see her face.
 Soon the fog closes over them completely, stealing away the 
VLJKW�RI�WKHLU�ERGLHV��%XW�WKRXJK�WKHLU�ÀJXUHV�KDYH�JRQH��WKHLU�QRLVHV�
remain, reverberating through the opaque mists and echoing against 
the walls. Moans and grunts, barks and hisses--these are not the cries 
of young people, not even young people playing at passion. No, these 
are more like the noises of thick beasts and jungle snakes--of faer-
ies and hunters--of fantastic creatures lost for a moment in another 
world.and maybe it was a false alarm and if you go back now he’ll 
still be talking like you never left but you wait just in case.

7

58

VAPORS


