


 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  
 
 

 “LOSING NORMAL by Francis Moss is an entertaining 
dystopian novel that takes on the timely topics of what it 
means to be ‘normal,’ screen addiction, and the hidden perils 
of needing to be liked at any cost.” 

— Dave Sosnowski, winner of the Th omas Wolfe 
Fiction Prize & author of Happy Doomsday & 
Vamped 

“Veteran scribe Francis Moss knows how to weave a page-
turning tale with engaging characters, novel dangers and 
great imagination.” 

— Brooks Wachtel, Emmy award-winning television 
writer and author of Lady Sherlock 

“In Losing Normal, Francis Moss has done his research in 
helping the reader see strange events in the eyes of a child on 
the Asperger spectrum. We’re taken on a thrilling adventure 
in a world morphing into the abnormal. Aside from a good 
adventure, it also helps the reader better understand those 
who see the world in a diff erent perspective.” 

—Douglas Van Dyke, Jr., author of Th e Earthrin 
Stones trilogy 

“Losing Normal by Francis Moss is an exciting sci-fi adventure 
for young adults....I thoroughly enjoyed this book. It was 
exciting and fast-paced, and the narrative switched regularly 
between Alex and Sara, his gifted but decidedly unorthodox 
friend...I also liked the way the resistance was run from 
bookshops; an allegory for the modern world where an 
escape from the evils of technology is to be found in books 
and libraries...” 

— Online Book Club: https://forums. 
onlinebookclub.org/viewtopic.php?f=53&t=81141 
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 PART ONE:
NOW



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 

  

1CHAPTER

 Iwoke up in pitch darkness to the sound of an engine and 
the smell of exhaust. My head hurt where someone had hit 
me. We went over a bump, and a dim red light fl ashed. I 

was in the trunk of a car. My wrists and ankles were tied. I felt 
something wet and warm running down my head and onto 
my cheek. Blood. Mine. 

I am Deborah Sokolov. I am not dying today. 
I twisted around, trying to fi nd something sharp to cut 

myself free. Another bump, another brake light, and I saw a 
familiar green blanket stuffed in a corner. I wiggled forward 
to put my face in it. The blanket smelled of cigars. I was in 
Grandpa’s old Buick. 

As I reached behind me to pry up the thin board cover-
ing the spare tire, the car came to a stop and I slid forward. 
A car door, two car doors slammed. The trunk lid opened. I 
squinted at the flashlight shining in my eyes. Two shadowy 
figures hovered above me. 

“My ub’yem yeye seychas,” a gruff  voice said in Russian. 
In Ukrainian, “kill her” is “vbyy yiyi.” Different spelling, but 
it sounds exactly like the Russian. 

“Nyet. My podozhdem,” a higher-pitched voice replied. 
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Then, in English with a Russian accent: “No. He needs to 
see her.” 

Th e flashlight went out. Two pairs of hands pulled me 
from the trunk and dropped me onto planks. I was on the 
boardwalk. The Ferris wheel was still. Behind me was Café 
Volna, closed and dark. A tiny breeze blew the smell of 
cooking oil and fish to me. A sliver of the setting moon hung 
above the water behind Steeplechase Pier, far away down the 
broad beach. 

The two Russians—one tall and skinny, the other short 
and fat—picked me up and carried me toward the sand. 
They were wearing black suits, but I’d seen them before in 
police uniforms. I struggled and fought, trying to get free. 
The fat one dropped my feet, leaned over, and smacked me 
with his fist. “Stop it, foolish girl.” He hit me where the blood 
was coming from, and it hurt. He took out a handkerchief 
and wiped his balding head. “The humidity, Armin. It is 
uzhasnyy, terrible. Even at night.” 

Armin, the skinny Russian, nodded. “It’s the global 
warming.” He bent down, snapped open a switchblade, and 
cut the ties on my ankles. “She can walk. But,” he smiled as 
he leaned over me and put the knife to my chest, “watch her.” 

The fat Russian took out a pistol—a silenced Glock 19 
with a fi fteen-round magazine—and pointed it at me. “Move.” 

I got to my feet then dropped to my knees, groaning 
loudly. “My head. It hurts.” 

“Of course it hurts. I hit you,” the fat Russian said. He 
laughed. “This is the famous killer? I’m not impressed.” 

Armin gave him a look. “The drug dealer is dead. Th e 
man we sent for her? The police found his body. Do not be 
glupyy, Dimitri.” I knew that word: it’s Russian for “stupid.” 
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Armin yanked me to my feet. “Someone might be awake 
in one of those apartments,” he said, nodding his head to-
ward the buildings along the boardwalk. “Take her over to 
the benches. He should be here in a few minutes.” 

We headed down the boardwalk to a covered sitting 
area, passing a bent metal beach chair with torn green-and-
white striped cloth. Fat Dimitri kept poking his Glock into 
my back. He was too close, and I was pretty sure I could take 
it from him. But Armin probably had a gun as well as a knife 
and would shoot me before I could get Dimitri’s gun. 

Dimitri shoved me down on a bench under the metal 
awning. He sat down facing me and wiped his face. He 
glanced at Armin. “Where is he?” 

Armin shrugged. “Give me your phone.” 
“I left it in our car,” Dimitri answered. 
Armin made a fuff noise. “Why did you leave it there? 

That was stupid.” 
“And where is your phone, Armin?” 
Armin made a fuff noise again then headed back to the 

boardwalk. A black Mercedes was parked behind Grandpa’s 
Buick. 

I bent over double, groaning. “I don’t feel good. I think 
I’m sick.” 

“It will pass,” Dimitri said. He sat down heavily on the 
bench across from me, pointing the Glock in my general 
direction. Over his shoulder, I saw the inside light in the 
Mercedes go off and Armin stepping off the boardwalk and 
walking back to us across the sand. I had maybe fi ve seconds. 

I knew that someone wanted me dead. But I am Deborah 
Sokolov. I am not dying today. 
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2CHAPTER 

In Ukrainian, “grandfather” is “didus,” pronounced 
“deedooz.” “Grandmother” is “babusya,” pronounced 
“bahboosyah.” My brother Ethan and I had lived with our 

grandparents since I was two, when our parents were killed 
in an auto accident. Grandma Nadiya and Grandpa Viktor 
became our parents. Ethan, who was six when Mom and Dad 
died, sometimes talked about them. But to me they were just 
fuzzy photos in Grandma’s album, faint memories of warmth, 
of being held, of candles on a birthday cake, of laughter—like 
something in a commercial or a photo in store-bought frame. 

Ethan and I lived with Didus and Babusya in a two-story 
white house with green trim and roses in the tiny front yard, 
a cracked cement walkway leading up to the porch’s creaky 
wooden steps, a metal railing that Grandpa had installed 
when Grandma started to get a little wobbly. Our house was 
on Second Street in a part of Brooklyn called Brighton Beach, 
which everyone I knew called Malen’ka Odesa, Little Odessa. 

Ukrainians celebrated Christmas, called Rizdvo, on Jan-
uary 7, because, according to Grandma, Eastern Orthodox 
Catholics observed holidays by the Julian calendar. I think 
they just wanted to be different from everyone else. January 6, 
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Christmas Eve, was a big deal. Family, neighbors, and friends 
crowded into our little house on Brighton 2nd Street, bringing 
borscht, stuffed salmon, potatoes, peas, twisted bread that 
my friend Rose said was just like the Jewish bread challah. 
The grownups ate and argued while my brother Ethan and I 
hurried to finish eating so we could get out of the room. 

During the holidays, while other houses on our block 
had Hondas and Chevrolets parked in front, the street in 
front of our grandparents’ house was filled with Mercedes, 
Caddies, Humvees, and Teslas. It had always been that way. 
I thought it was normal. Except for the fancy cars, we were 
just like the other people on the block. Grandpa’s car was an 
old green Buick. 

I first realized just how different we were when Ethan was 
in eighth grade. As I walked home from school and opened 
the squeaky front gate, my brother hurried by, bumping me 
and covering his face. 

“Watch it, stupid!” I said. Ethan didn’t answer. He hur-
ried up the wooden steps into the house, stumbling on the 
top stair. 

I ran up the front steps after him and into the house. 
Ethan’s feet thudded up the inside stairs as Grandma came 
out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. 

“Ah vnuchko, vnuk,” she said, smiling as she always did. 
She ran her hand over her thick gray hair pulled back in a 
bun, the only way I’d ever seen her wear it. “How was your 
school today?” 

“Tse bulo dobre, Babusya. It was good, Grandma.” I 
replied, my part of our daily ritual. I heard Ethan’s bedroom 
door slam. Grandma frowned. Ethan was supposed to be 
here for the ritual. For at least five minutes each day, we told 
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her what we had learned and how our friends and miscella-
neous second and third cousins were doing. 

Grandma asked, “What is wrong with your brother?” 
“I don’t know. I’ll find out,” I said and hurried up the 

stairs two at a time. I knocked on his door. “Hey, Ethan. 
Wassup?” No answer. I knocked again. “Open the door.” 

“Go away!” he said. I knocked a few more times and 
tried to open the door, but it was locked. Being the bratty 
little sister that I was, I kept pounding on the door until he 
opened it. Ethan had a bloody lip and a red bruise on his 
cheek. “I said go away!” he yelled at me, slamming the door 
shut. 

“You got into a fight! And I bet you lost!” I said to the 
door. I went down to the kitchen, where Grandma was at the 
old iron-and-porcelain stove, stirring a pot that smelled of 
cabbage. In our house you either liked cabbage or you went 
hungry. I told her about Ethan. 

“Viktor will talk to him,” she said, taking a sip from the 
spoon. 

Grandpa Viktor was a bookkeeper at East-West Im-
ports, the company owned by Teodor Kosenko, Uncle Teddy 
to me. He wasn’t really my uncle, just another member of 
our extended Ukrainian family. By the time I was eight or 
ten, I’d figured out that Uncle Teddy wasn’t my uncle, and 
that East-West Imports wasn’t a regular company but a front 
for the orhanizatsiyi, the Ukrainian Mafia. Stories circulat-
ed about insurance fraud, fake designer clothes, smuggled 
immigrants, and welfare and Medicare scams. Grandpa and 
Grandma never talked about those things. Grandpa wasn’t a 
mobster. He was a mobster’s bookkeeper. 

Grandpa usually got home around fi ve, but 
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Grandma must have called him, because he came home ear-
ly that afternoon. I was in the living room doing geometry 
homework. 

The front door opened. I got up, ran into the hall, and 
leaped up on Grandpa, who was just putting down his plastic 
briefcase. 

I smelled the odor of shaving cream and Tic Tacs. He 
used the little mints to hide the smell of the cigars, which, 
despite Grandma’s warning, he occasionally smoked. 

He hugged me with his big strong arms, and I ruffl  ed his 
thick gray hair. He smiled, deepening the wrinkles around 
his gray eyes, then put me down. 

“Ethan got beat up,” I said, tattler that I was.
“I know, Deborah.”
“Want to see my homework?” I asked.
“Later,  zaichik,” he said and walked up the stairs to

Ethan’s room. 
I tiptoed up the stairs to see the door open and Grandpa 

going in, closing it behind him. I put my ear to the door, but 
I could only hear Grandpa’s growly voice. 

Dinner was all weird because Ethan just poked at the 
food on his plate, Grandma and Grandpa exchanged looks. 
No one talked. 

As we finished eating (except Ethan), the doorbell rang. 
I jumped up. “I’ll get it.” Grandma reached for my hand, but 
I was too fast. I ran to the door and opened it. 

A red-faced, curly-haired man stood there with a red-
faced, curly-haired kid of about thirteen. Behind them, a 
black Lincoln was parked in front of the house. Voly, one of 
Uncle Teddy’s associates, leaned against it. Voly was Volody-
myr, one of Uncle Teddy’s soldiers, my friend and occasional 
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babysitter since I could remember. Tattoos climbed up his 
neck above his shirt collar and onto his shaved head. He 
raised a hand to wave at me. 

Grandpa came to the door, nudging me out of the way. 
“Come in, come in.” 

I ran ahead of them into the living room and plopped 
myself down on the couch. That lasted for three seconds 
until Grandma came in, glared at me, then nodded to 
the stairs. I got the message. I stomped into the hallway 
and up the stairs, sitting down on the top step. Grandpa 
shook the man’s hand, and the three of them went into the 
living room. 

Grandma appeared at the bottom of the stairs. She 
looked at me, shook her head, raised her left eyebrow, and 
with her thumb pointed to my room. One raised eyebrow 
meant “Do it!” I went to my room and noisily shut the door. 
I waited a minute then tiptoed back to the head of the stairs. 
I crept a couple of steps down, careful to avoid the creaking 
fi fth and six steps and Grandma’s wrath. 

I sat on the stairs and watched through the banister as 
Grandpa gestured to the sagging maroon couch. “Sit, please.” 
Th ey sat. 

Grandma took Ethan’s arm and led him into the living 
room, where he stood looking down at the fl oor. 

Grandpa said, “Mr. Cogosin. I appreciate your coming 
over to deal with this. Young boys can be…thoughtless.” 

The dad said in a squeaky voice, “Thank you for…for the 
opportunity.”

 “And this is your son Grigori?”
 “Da…” He cleared his throat. “Moy syn i ya—”
 “English, please. And let your son speak.” 
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The kid offered another throat clearing and said in a 
higher voice, “Er, I’m sorry, Ethan.”

 “For what, Grigori?” Grandpa asked.
 “For punching you in the face.”
 “And…?” his dad prompted.
“For calling you a kogoot.” 
I knew that word. Russian kids in our neighborhood 

would yell it at us Ukrainians and spit. I had no clue what it 
meant. 

Grandpa said, “I think we must leave behind the dif-
ferences between Russians and Ukrainians. Here we are all 
Americans. Do you agree?” 

The dad and the kid nodded.
 “Very good. Now, Ethan, Grigori, shake hands. I am sure 

this will not happen again. Volodymyr will take you home,” 
he said to our visitors. 

And that’s how I began to learn that we were diff erent. By 
the time I got to high school, I learned that Carol and Angie, 
my girlfriends, had known for a while what kind of business 
my grandfather worked for. They didn’t care. 

One day at school, Rick, a sprinter who was tall and 
skinny like me, with big blue eyes, joined me in the hallway 
after seventh period. As we walked to the entrance, we talked 
about music, cross-country versus the hundred-meter dash, 
and unimportant stuff. I think he was cranking up the nerve 
to ask me out. Then, outside the school, he saw Voly waiting 
for me, leaning against a Hummer, his giant arms folded. 
That was the last time for Rick. 

3CHAPTER 

Ithought I needed new running shoes. The heat from the 
pavement on Fifth Street made my feet hurt, and I wanted 
to get into the park to run on the grass next to the path. 

Sweat soaked my headband and ran down my cheeks. Ahead 
of me, Brianna, who’d always be the fastest, no matter how 
hard I tried, was cruising, holding her earbuds, listening to 
her boring music. The six of us on the Millennium Brooklyn 
High cross-country team crossed Prospect Park West without 
waiting for the signal, dodging cars and bicycles. Coach Rob-
bins would be pissed. 

It was cooler under the trees. I felt the breeze drying 
my sweat, and I picked up my pace. No leg cramps today, I 
promised myself. I was fi nally finding my pace—not trying 
to beat Brianna, just trying to keep my rhythm. It was like 
Coach Robbins said: find the center of myself, where I could 
run all day. I thought about Pheidippides, the Greek man 
who ran from Marathon to Athens to announce the Persian 
defeat, then collapsed and died. He probably should have 
hydrated. 

Down to the lake and around, my leg muscles were say-
ing, “We’re going to cramp, we’re going to cramp,” no matter 




