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  To Ingrid,

The sun in my sky.


  I agree with no man’s opinions. I have some of my own.

— Turgenev


  I


  CHAPTER 1

THE PROM INCIDENT

1986

Lance Rally sat alone at his assigned table. The funk band blasted the room with hysterical sass, yet only static reached his corner. His cuffs peeked out the sleeves of his tuxedo, revealing cufflinks affixed the wrong way. The decorative studs hid inside the cuffs with the swivels sticking out. He was not aware of his mistake. His mind searched for an unknown, as it often did, but one larger and more insidious, a ruin which lurked in a swirl of standardized tests, college applications, and outsized expectations. A feedback explosion pierced his eardrums, snatching his breath.

Where had his prom date gone? His shoulders were rigid, but his eyes darted wildly, as if trying to escape his head. Minutes ago, Tanya had said she didn’t like their table and was bored. He didn’t know what to do and sank into turmoil. Now he couldn’t find her. To him she was impossibly complex. Tanya, the neighborhood pool regular and frequent wearer of a citron zippered neoprene bikini top, the Stephen King reader, the mall enthusiast, the picker of sentimental movies, the habitual chewer of grape bubble gum, had vanished. The funk band stomped their feet and snapped their Jheri curls side to side for a lone couple on the dance floor. The Mason Prep seniors of Alexandria, Virginia had danced themselves into a lather, then lost interest. As fifteen minutes dragged into forty-five, Lance concluded she had left the premises, his evening done.

He stood and flipped his purple napkin toward the table’s motorcycle centerpiece. It landed over a candle, igniting, and he yanked it away and stamped it out. The prom theme was “Take Me With U,” from Prince’s Purple Rain album. “Let’s Go Crazy” had been shot down by administrators fearful of stoking youthful destruction. He locked his hands behind himself and tried to stretch his clenched back muscles.

“We’re going to a party,” Tanya said, suddenly at his side. Her face, glowing with fresh makeup, was a wondrous sight. He gazed as he had when he first spotted her at the change machine in the video arcade. The leonine volume she had achieved with her brown hair was remarkable. In a pink gown with huge shoulder ruffles, she tugged him toward an exit. They shuffled past a tableau with a lavender backdrop where a photographer posed couples. Earlier, Lance and Tanya had posed, she boldly attempting an exotic look, which on proofs resembled a silent film starlet. Lance had looked startled and glued to his date.

The party was in her neighborhood. During a happier moment, they clicked plastic cups of cheap champagne. After many cups he experienced a modest relaxation and a sponginess about his neck. He smiled at her with relief. After five glasses, Tanya’s chatter had sped up to indecipherable, and she was giggling and scrunching her face.

He checked his hair in a bathroom mirror. It was not a freestanding creation, not a puffed wave, not an exciting or rebellious color. A sandy brown, it sat flat on his head, doing nothing. His facial features were symmetrical and well-spaced, with a prominent brow on a square-shaped head which seemed disproportionately large for his body. He worried he had a giant gargoyle head. Coming out of the bathroom, he checked his zipper. Tanya threw her arms around his neck and stuck her wet tongue in his ear. This gave him the impression something might happen that night, though Tanya was as predictable as the outcome of a dice roll. The idea cut through the fog and dominated his thoughts, overjoyed him, terrified him, and made him grind his jaw — he hadn’t considered this possibility.

They walked across lawns on the way to her house. Lightning bugs flickered. He stole glances at her, amazed she was with him. In a way, he didn’t see her at all. He saw ladies from his mother’s Cosmopolitan, who had so captivated him earlier in his youth, or the underwire-supported and scissor-legged women of J.C. Penney. The models all wore the same facial expression to match their slim torsos and precise hair. This look was in their burning eyes, the sublime crease of their mouths, their shiny lips and the angle of their chins. The look hinted at a terrible boredom, or pleasures they sought to keep from the world, or a closely guarded bit of wisdom, or something he couldn’t fathom. It meant everything and nothing.

He felt like he should say something, but could think of nothing. Her pink satin pumps in hand, a mashed corsage swung by a thread from her wrist. She sang softly to herself, I will be there tonight … a ballad she’d heard on Hot 102 FM. He wondered intensely: what was she thinking at this moment?

“Oh my God — I think I stepped in doo doo!” she shrieked.

At the Krieger house, she flailed her silk purse against her dress. “Dammit. I lost my keys!” He fumbled in a flower bed, peat chips crunching painfully under his knees until he found the fake rock that hid a key.

“Are you sure they’re asleep?” The Krieger ranch house always exuded a mild hostility.

“I’m in trouble if they aren’t. They haven’t made it past ten o’clock in the last ten years.” She pecked at the deadbolt with the key. What Lance hoped but also feared might happen with Tanya would not be the first time. It would be the second; the first memorable the way a car wreck was memorable.

Inside, amid the polished early American furnishings of the Krieger household, fatigue and confusion set in. Lance threw his coat over the couch and unclipped his tie, relieved to be less constrained. A smoky smell permeated the house, a reminder of Mr. Krieger’s Firestone franchise. That guy had a punishing handshake.

“Have you had a good time?” she asked, somewhere in the dark.

“Well, sure.” The sound of his voice spooked him.

“You don’t seem like it.”

Then they were kissing on the couch, frantic, as though it were urgent business delayed by the night’s formalities. He held her in his arms and she lay across his lap. A classic movie pose. She tapped his lips; he held them too tight again. The muted television was on, flashing commercials. He groaned as he worked his lips, a satisfaction and perfection warming him. There really was something there between them, he wanted to believe. Wasn’t there?

He leaned forward and pulled her closer.

“Owww! Are you trying to break me in half?”

“Sorry.”

Next she straddled him, her legs settling onto either side of his pants. He pulled his arms out from under mountainous billows of dress and fluff and lace and things he wasn’t sure about. More kissing. A Saturday Night Live skit unfolded on the television. Two people dressed as pilgrims, part of that anonymous and irritating cast of the post-Eddie Murphy era. Even with sound the skit wouldn’t have been funny. It went on too long, beating the initial premise into the ground and leaving only a passing interest as to how the weirdness would cease.

They’d been kissing for what seemed hours and hours, exhausted from it. Each in a dreamy daze. Now see, he told himself, things were fine. Something bumped in the kitchen. She turned her head, then said, “It’s just Ranger,” meaning, the family dog was nosing around his bowl. She zipped her dress down in the back. This allowed slack in front. Enough to slip his hand inside the silky garment and underneath a breast.

A metallic sound. Then a bright tumble of light from the kitchen door, stinging their eyes. He was slow to recognize the robust figure of Mr. Krieger in the doorway, like it was some vision from the television. Tanya shrieked and pushed away, scratching his neck with a fingernail. She retreated to an unlit corner. Mr. Krieger shook his head, then mumbled something, a dull exhortation without overt meaning, but sounding harsh, like a dog’s bark. He slammed the door. In darkness again, Lance stood, unsure if his heart would rupture. The first smashing sounds reverberated inside the kitchen: the hard, terrifying smack of china against floor tile, the explosive scatter of shards. Percussive waves bounced around the house. Chunks sprayed against the kitchen door.

Where was his tie? And Tanya?

“You can’t leave now!” Tanya said, pressing her face close, tugging at his sleeve. This failed to interrupt his search for tie and cummerbund. She rushed toward the kitchen in bare feet, her dress swishing. He found his coat behind the couch. Mr. Krieger shouted in gruff tones. Leaving the front door open, he fled down the brick walk. Near the dark street, Tanya called to him from the steps. Mr. Krieger’s vibrating form filled the door frame. Tanya flowed toward him, swishing again, holding her dress. Grateful, he anticipated an embrace.

“You need to leave! Get out of here!” she yelled. She put a hand on his lapel and pushed. He stumbled backward a step, stunned, waiting for some whispered communication, a secret apology. “You stupid jerk!” She stepped forward again, this time with both hands. He turned and walked off briskly to escape her. Part of him felt bad for her. The other part hated her.

After a block he slowed to get his breath.

More daunting than his fear of Mr. Krieger coming down the street in a car and more crushing than his date’s betrayal was a single confounding thought, about Tanya and all the other Tanyas who populated the world: they could just as easily shove you as stick a tongue in your ear.

He walked home glumly, his shoes scratching on pavement. It was dark, only a trace of moon from a lidded sky. Maybe Tanya had broken up with him and he hadn’t realized it yet. He thought of them together and felt depressed. He’d never dated anyone else. This loss would put him at zero. He had always idealized the feminine, his eyes wandering across the playground sandbox to the composed and secretive girls. While he was fidgety and nervous, they seemed freer, happier, possessing some inner magic he could only wonder about. And strange, doom-like circumstances had followed him since. He’d held hands with Karen Dell in Sunday school only to discover a spreading urine stain on his pants. He’d passed a love note to Jenny Whitley in second grade, vomiting on it the next moment.

In a few short months, he would be in college. It was a chance for redemption, to build himself into the person he imagined.

A humiliating moment flooded back — the dance floor. There was such pressure to perform, to be instantly fluid and Travoltaesque. A funky song had inspired him to bust loose and unleash his feet in a daring flourish, but the slick rental shoes betrayed him and his ass hit the floor. He had popped into a martial crouch and scowled at amused onlookers.

He turned into the Linden Chase subdivision at either 3:20 or 2:20 am. The vertical gray lines of his plastic Swatch, lacking numbers, seemed to twist as he studied the black hour hand. He paused at the sight of his family’s house, which contained his parents and little sister Vickie. A tall prosperous house on a coveted cul-de-sac lot. The house loomed, serious and self-possessed. He was proud to live there (houses in nearby Willoughby Chase were more expensive, but less new).

The house and thought of his family made him lift his chin. His spine straightened and his chest filled with air. His father, a Harvard Business School graduate, was a senior vice president of a national consortium of aerospace companies. His much older brother, Kevin, was in medical school at Johns Hopkins. One grandfather had been a three-star general. Two uncles were high-powered antitrust lawyers, Yale men. The keen Rally intellect. All the men in his family were brainy, upright people with advanced degrees. A winning formula, it seemed. Lance’s own high school showing had been unremarkable, compared to the scholarship bonanzas his father and Kevin had orchestrated, but he had excelled in some areas and showed potential. It frustrated him, his relative mediocrity, the subtle doubts he sensed from teachers.

He closed the front door behind him soundlessly. His parents would be asleep. The excitement of the evening still tickled him, the violence, the wacko conclusion. But could he be arrested for something?

A leathery smell drifted from his father’s paneled study. Diplomas and award plaques and antique weapons and a mahogany desk sat in reverent silence, an epicenter of dark power. In the living room (or, more accurately, the television room) he sloughed off his coat and melted into the couch. This room calmed him, with its stacks of Reader’s Digest and TV Guide, and its catatonic wall hangings. The television, that old mischievous friend, sat waiting for him, but it was so late. How many hours had he spent watching his beloved movies? The hard-bitten war flicks, the subtitled foreign oddities, the steady diet of obscure cable fare. His parents, concerned with his obsessive behavior and fearing the contamination of bizarre notions, had restricted his watching when he was a young child. So he snuck downstairs in the wee hours and watched in darkness, the sound low. The movies stood in contrast to the routines of church attendance and Sunday school, the mundane progress of Cub Scout projects, the drab ritual of school assemblies, the exhausting difficulty of grass cutting or leaf raking. Transportation to foreign worlds became possible. The freaky mind-blowing excellence of Apocalypse Now, the heroism and steamy undertones of The Year of Living Dangerously, the sublime violence and tension of The Road Warrior.

The end of the couch was grooved to his slump. A remnant of positive cinematic feelings touched him. That floating, out of body feeling from inhabiting a parallel world. In East of Eden, he had witnessed James Dean mumbling and lying about, as cool as the ice blocks he lolled against. This lackadaisical immunity to the opinions of others was amazing, enviable. It drove Julie Harris mad, forced her to fall in love with him. This ability to veg out, to let go and lie around as though near physical collapse was a marvelous invention. If only real humans could manage it. This approach ended with tragic consequences for Dean however, both in the movie and real life. On the big screen things were much easier. In Easy Rider, Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper could toss their watches into the dust and tear across the Western landscape on choppers, finding an awesome freedom. Sunglasses fixed, the wind in their hair! But as the credits rolled, and more so when the music stopped, the feeling faded, as if such freedom was an entertainment trick and unattainable.

Upstairs, he crept down the hall past his sister Vickie’s room, thinking of her with consternation. Vick the Stick had turned thirteen and was looking and acting like Vickie the Vixen. With the onset of menstruation and the strange, chaotic forces of womanhood, she had somehow gained psychic advantage. Recently, Lance had walked into the kitchen as she stood in a tight satin nightgown, her pert new chest outlined by the thin fabric. She was sporting blood-red lipstick. “Wear clothes often?” Lance had said. She leaned against the preparation island, eating an instant pudding. Gazing blankly, she ignored what would have been a dagger a few years back. And her friends: Cammy and Tammy and Kaitlin. They’d been hand-holders, whisperers, their greatest joys horseback riding and watercolor painting. They had regarded Lance with respect. Now a wild, she-devil edge infected them. Their main activities were phoning boys and screaming God, he’s so hot! at Dynasty actors. Last week they surrounded and trapped Lance in the kitchen, speaking in a rapid unintelligible code with wet orthodontic mouths, babbling like they had just come out of anesthesia, their richly conditioned hair swinging. And their laughter! The mocking laughter of sadists having achieved final vengeance over an enemy. They invented a spontaneous nickname — Lodo or Loddy or Lano, it kept changing — based on an imperfection in his chin dimple. He escaped this mob, but his face turned crimson.

The truly weird thing was that Vickie now had the ability to read Lance’s thoughts. “Why don’t you just call her?” Vickie had said impatiently as he brushed his teeth. He had been thinking of Tanya but hadn’t noticed it.

He clicked on the overhead light in his bedroom and exhaled, as he could only in his sacred place. He tossed his jacket, kicked off the pants and unbuttoned his shirt, realizing his mistake with the cufflinks. Embarrassment flared with the intensity of a physical ache. He struggled with the shirt. It flapped at the ends of his wrists, sailing through the air, the improper links stubbornly holding tight; he cursed until he was free. Inspecting the pants, he found a triangular rip on the seat, courtesy of the dance floor.

Exhausted, he slumped onto an oversize beanbag chair, mud brown, his hands flopping dead to the carpet. Familiar posters came into focus. He looked about, imploring, as if hoping one might jump off the wall and befriend him. A surreal photograph of a lime Porsche 911 Targa. Max Headroom, the computer-enhanced talking head. Also, a bumper sticker — HE WHO DIES WITH THE MOST TOYS WINS.

Tanya: he recalled the first time he inhaled Jean Naté and grape Bubblicious standing behind her on the mall escalator. Why had she French-kissed him after that argument? Not returning his phone calls for six days? She kidded him constantly about his most sensitive feature — his little toe which lacked a nail. So he kidded, once, about the mole on her shoulder, then felt horrible for causing her tears. She was a sweet-smelling enigma, a Rubik’s Cube which had remained scrambled despite months of analysis from his relentless Rally mind. His failure to figure her out, to find her guiding logic — it was infuriating, crushing. He ached for what he thought she had stood for, this notion dying a small, unobserved death. He vowed to figure them all out.

His own behavior baffled him just as much. The swell of discomfort in her presence — brooding, powerful feelings he couldn’t identify. They rose into his throat and threatened to strangle. She seemed to trigger an electronic glitch within him. Tanya, composed and emotionally nimble, would watch him squirm.

He studied a taped photograph from Sports Illustrated: Cheryl Tiegs in midstride on a beach in a fishnet bathing suit, her nipples prominent and unobstructed by the netting. This vision of Cheryl, so lithe and so sharply erotic, always moved him deeply. The bright dazzling eyes, the kind smile. He pretended a woman with equally fantastic qualities was strolling toward him: a steadier, more powerful version of himself. A woman whose beauty and candor would deliver him into woozy splendor, a sensual nirvana from which he would never return.

His eyes moved to his poster of Eraserhead, the early David Lynch film. The shadowed, bulging eyes and illuminated high hair of Henry Spencer struck a note of terror, like a cold steel instrument against his spine. Disturbed, he whistled, covered his eyes and tried not to think about the hellish industrial world Henry blankly inhabited, his wife giving birth to a mutant snake, and that tiny singing woman behind the radiator who provided Henry his only solace. But now he was thinking of the movie, which illustrated some cruel truth verified by his evening, that unending torment existed for certain people, possibly himself. He groaned loudly, thumping his head into the bag and carving out a pocket of beans, now thinking about Mutual Assured Destruction and nuclear winter, the planet ravaged, scavenging for food. He did not want to think about these things, but once you started it was hard to stop.

He gnawed on his fingernails, chomping one down to the quick; this steadied him.

His eyes trailed over to his bookshelf. He scanned the presidential biographies his father had given him, the science fiction titles, the odd gifts. One title was tucked out of sight behind the others. The Young Person’s Guide to Sexuality, his most embarrassing volume. His mother had given him the book. The Guide said sexual intercourse was a very serious gift given to people in love, married people, and between unmarried people it was known as fornication, which made God unhappy.

He respected his mother’s opinion and decided it would be better to wait, yes. He had experienced a righteous feeling of goodness, of responsibility.

This information had hung over his head like a cautionary cloud, on a special afternoon at Tanya’s parents’ lake house. In the master bedroom, Tanya with the sneakiest of grins had peeled off her wet bikini. The decision was made for him as his principles crumbled. Added to his nervousness were guilt, and scrutiny from an onlooking, disapproving deity. And then it happened way too quickly, surprising both of them. Tanya was disappointed, a reaction he replayed a million times in a shameful loop. Afterwards, she looked at him differently, her eyes dulled, her respect halved.

He closed his eyes tight, this memory still like rope burn.

His component stereo, his shrine, beckoned him with its scientific blinking lights, its sleek consoles and knobs that begged to be tweaked. A list of bands and albums breezed through his mind. Van Halen. Thomas Dolby hit a special inner point. The Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds he craved, but rejected. It would have swelled uncomfortable and potentially uncontrollable emotions — he sensed them right at the surface — that bursting sense, which led to crying, which was embarrassing and very unRally. His sadness stayed within, an unexpressed lump.

His ears still rang from the prom band and he lacked energy to get up. He burrowed deeper into the beanbag. Floating within this protective womb, he took stock of himself. He was so uncool. Feeling none of it, zip. This, he realized, was the evening’s judgment. It was a complex thing and his mind whirled, considering car commercials, movies, television, comic books, fashion: this steady assault of conditioning and subtle judgments. Cool existed whether you wanted it or not, and was all around. Where to begin? His inability to phone females without using a weird oxygen-starved voice was probably his most uncool quality. He’d read extensively about the lives of American presidents, and tried to emulate their exemplary qualities. He’d signed a Drug Free pledge and had strictly adhered to it. He owned five identical pairs of khaki pants he wore to Mason Prep. Another five pairs of white oxford shirts accompanied them. But the ultimate arbiter of cool, the proving ground, was the dance floor, which hours ago his ass had slid across.

In his defense, he could name chronologically every band Eric Clapton had played in. He’d stolen a watch from a drug store in sixth grade. And watching James Dean marching off his property line in Giant, he had felt a joyous tug, a kinship so satisfying surely it was a kindred spirit thing; the thought of it now made him briefly feel he was OK. Except Vickie, who seemed destined to be correct, who possessed natural female cool, no one else in his family understood these factors, or appreciated their implications, or had it. Certainly not Kevin, the violinist. This seemed to work against his chances. Still, the factors were ever-changing.

He made an ungainly exit from the beanbag. Blood rushed, his vision darkened and he swayed. He fell back into the bag and waited for the yellow spots to clear.

A copy of the Mason Prep Spring Report lay on the floor. The school motto: High Character, High Expectations. The Report listed colleges each senior had been accepted to, scholarships and accolades granted. Lance had suffered a painful slew of Ivy League rejections, and been waitlisted at Brown. His final choice had been Langford. He liked that it had four thousand students, was far away and had proximity to a major city, Atlanta. It had a growing reputation of putting students into top tier graduate schools, which was key.

The Report listed no scholarships or accolades by his own name. With a bare toe he nudged it under his bed, next to a grade-school-era bottle of Ritalin. He fought off a yawn and hung his head wearily. It seemed a lifetime of effort just to get to this point. The entrance tests for private schools, the weekend tutoring, the SAT preparation, the constant arms race of scholastic achievement. The stress caused his breath to get tight, made his stomach raw and achy. He also flicked report cards under his bed, like the one blemished by a cataclysmic C in Physics, or that C- in Trigonometry, word of which had triggered raised eyebrows and whispers of alarm through his household. The C- was a poke in the eye, a liver punch, until the hateful report was banished from his presence.

The sight of his Junior Achievement award plaque for Outstanding Project of the Year revived him. His eye often traveled there for sustenance, to the dark mahogany and smooth brass plate with its cursive lettering. He drank in the superlative, Outstanding! His project idea had been The Alexandria Game, like Monopoly, but with the city’s streets and landmarks around the board. He’d sold hundreds of them to bookstores, civic organizations and friends. At last, a discovered talent. As in his mind, this achievement was echoed by his parents to friends and extended family: he was the business natural, a decent scholar but more the little wheeler-dealer, the young gifted economist of the family.

Standing before the award, a second wind stirred in him; his limbs became weightless and clarity entered his thoughts. In college, where things really mattered, he would correct his wrongs and prove himself.

Energized, he did a side-to-side dance move he invented on the spot. Before his mirror he snapped his fingers, rocked his shoulders. It was conceivable someone in the background of a music video or a cola commercial might do such a dance. He was smart, he assured himself, smart enough; he felt that way inside, the way his brain worked briskly and retained facts, and because he came from good genetic stock, his father being a Harvard Business School grad. Mom had a Vassar communications degree and was summa cum laude. Falling below this baseline was unthinkable. That would mean either he hadn’t received the smart genes, or that he was a fuckup.

After his Junior Achievement success came a mention in the newspaper, which he played up big in college essays and which had probably gotten him into Langford (his SAT scores necessitated emphasizing his special abilities and where he made a unique impact). His college counselor had recommended economics and business school as a focus plan. His father concurred. It made sense to Lance. He had to pick something.

You had to think about all this beforehand if you were going to do it right and get anywhere in life. A pain in the ass? Perhaps, but a little foresight paid dividends. And for his trouble, he intended to earn lots of dividends. He sensed across the land a spirit that making it big was good and right and cool, and those who had made it big with hot careers were wearing shocking bright pastel colors and driving sports cars and being celebrated and cheered on by a tax-cutting president. Indeed, his screen idol, Tom Cruise, had illustrated these very principles in Risky Business, proving that the right shades, a sharp sport coat and the right attitude could turn your life around, leading to mountains of cash and transformational sex with Rebecca De Mornay. Cruise was ready to grind up the world with those big white teeth.

And the kicker: how could the woman of his dreams turn down such a mighty success? She would not. So he would do what it took to get there.

Armored by the security of his future, his mind turned back to that evening. In a few months he’d be surrounded by college women. Who cared about Tanya? He snorted. He recalled the outfit she had worn to the mall: coral red cotton overalls, striped blue socks, ripped white mesh t-shirt. With two similarly dressed girlfriends, the three of them unconsciously, or maybe by design, skipping along like the Bananarama girls on a sunny London day. And the gobs of makeup she wore! It had first seemed worldly, illicit, like she was an older woman. Not uncommon for clumps of mascara to stick to her eyebrows. She was a constant flirt, always brushing her hair.

He did several irate pushups. This exertion fed a building rage. The thing that angered him — it had frustrated him without surfacing until this very moment — was the feeling he got from her … how to put this? … that he was doing it wrong. She wouldn’t tell him what it was, she just narrowed her eyes in dissatisfaction. Clenching his teeth, he wanted to scream, to crash cars, to smash someone’s face. But carefully, as he had been trained, he calmed himself and stayed rational.

He yanked her picture out of his mirror. Next he started composing a letter to one Tanya Krieger, informing her of her many crimes and outrages and that he was finished with her. He crumpled this page into a ball, however, and pulled himself to his bed in late, late evening, possibly morning. Relaxed for the first time since being lip-locked on the Krieger couch. He could still feel her in his arms, still smell the strawberry shampoo and taste grape bubble gum from that last slow, wet kiss. He savored this memory, holding it tight.


  CHAPTER 2

LANGFORD

He started his new life as a collegian, an adult, by sitting in the back of a car driven by his parents and being dropped off. His father piloted the fragrant black Mercedes, which moved rapidly without seeming to move at all. Each morning he commuted into the nation’s capital where powerful senators and House members addressed him on a first-name basis, like he was one of them; and he influenced important decisions at the complex intersection of government and commerce. Lance had driven the car, once, when his father tossed him the keys at the dealership. He had been nervous some spastic failure of his at high speed would destroy the big sedan. But today, Lance stretched his neck, his eyes active on the road as his father, who was an incredibly skilled driver, worked the car. His father drove extremely fast, always making stoplights, choreographing other drivers at stop signs with hand signals, almost without losing speed. But under total control, his mother not saying a word. Cops never noticed him. Never a ticket in his lifetime. Amazing!

“Are we there yet?” his father said, suddenly grinning.

“That’s my line,” Lance said. “I’ll be saying that in about ten minutes.” His father in a good mood, Lance relaxed. He eased into the leather cushions.

His father clamped the top of the steering wheel with the crook of his left wrist, his hand hanging over; this relaxation pose was the driving stance Lance had adopted. With his right hand he gesticulated freely. In their car positions, his father’s role was storyteller and MC. The subtle modulations of his deep voice, his thick brown hair — he was a natural. He knew every conceivable thing, and was very entertaining in a way Lance wished he could be. “They arrived in Connecticut and migrated westward …” He chatted about their canny Scottish ancestors who fled English tyranny and hacked through the American wilderness. Lance knew the story well, but was still sucked into the instructive tale. They suffered many, many hardships and dangers, but they stayed the course and through miserable hard work they were richly rewarded. Being related to these tough characters had a certain satisfaction. His mother listened worshipfully, touching his father’s sleeve. Her face softened, part of her lifelong swoon in his presence.

His father next spoke of his Princeton days, where he was Phi Beta Kappa. He’d had a deep friendship with an esteemed political science professor, his advisor, who went on to be a top confidant to LBJ. The seeming ease with which these things had happened for his father, and continued to happen, was always a remarkable thing.

“Harold Tagg,” his father said to Lance, looking in the rear view. “Remember, he was hired from Stanford years ago. Harold Tagg is now head of the Economics Department at Langford.”

“Oh, yeah. Right,” Lance said, faking knowledge of this promotion. How did his father know this? Extra research?

“He was promoted last spring. He’s the guy to get to know.”

“Definitely. He sounds like advisor material.” Lance imagined a similarly intense relationship with Prof. Tagg, a recognition of Lance’s intellectual gifts and his great potential, and writing glowing recommendations that brimmed with personal insights. He would get Tagg to be his advisor. His expectations swelled happily and filled out the back seat.

“It’s wonderful, the people and things you’ll be exposed to. That’s a part of college,” his mother said, enunciating carefully. She reached back and jabbed his knee to get his full attention. She was an elegant, fine-featured blonde, still quite regal, who had hovered above Lance’s childhood like a capricious fairytale queen. “Just be aware that these things can also be distractions from your focus.”

“I already know that.” Lance frowned.

Like most things his mother said, it was couched with such care he compulsively agreed: she was always logical, usually with insight that surprised him. Then he rethought it. He sensed that she, and his father, considered Lance more prone to distraction than Kevin. He leaned forward. “When have I ever not been focused?”

“I’m not saying you haven’t been, just that you need to keep that focus.” She stared forward a moment, then turned her head to glance back at him. Her face was pleasantly nonchalant, but her eyebrows tensed, her eyes suddenly trying to find something. This look he’d often seen from her in fifth grade during those secret-mission car trips to Dr. Henry Shatzer, the prescriber of Ritalin. Lance’s grades had mysteriously dipped, and this coincided with Lance running down the street naked, on a dare from Kevin, and offending an elderly neighbor. After an hour of Dr. Shatzer’s throat-clearing and gentle questioning about dreams and feelings, and Lance’s tight-armed squirming and silences and evasive answers, he climbed back into the car. Again his mother would look at him with veiled concern: half-smiling, but her eyes searching, frantic, trying to find or fearing finding something. She waited for what he was determined not to give. Lance would steel himself with aloofness, as if proving to her, and to himself: no problems here.

“Is Economics one of the core requirements at Langford?” His mother shifted suddenly and stared back at Lance with her full face.

“Um. I’m pretty certain that it is.”

“It must be,” his father said.

“Well …”

His mother’s face remained, waiting.

“No. I don’t think so. I’m not sure, actually.” A heat rose on his neck. He started twisting the plastic end on his shoelace. He clamped his teeth. Back when he was trying to sell them on Langford, trying to justify the premium tuition, he had made an elaborate point about the core requirements. Now this was a blank.

She turned her head back around.

“My guess is that it is not,” his father said with great assurance.

Lance started to say something, but stopped. More twisting. He picked at a tear in the plastic sheath, ripping a seam from the shoelace fibers. A sharp plastic edge jammed under his fingernail at a soft point.

Mom turned to his father. “Didn’t Kevin exempt out of two core requirements? Because of all those advanced placement credits?”

“That’s right. He did.”

“It was only one,” Lance said. “Math he exempted out of, but that was it.”

“I think it was two.”

“Wasn’t it two?”

“No, it was only one.” Lance spun the plastic end, rubbing it madly between his fingers, then yanking it off the shoelace. He flicked it onto the floor mat and kicked it under the seat. Kevin, the star medical student, with his monastic-like intensity, his Herculean single-mindedness and eye-popping scores, who had wisely put off “serious dating” until his career was on firm footing. Kevin was impressively book smart, but in certain ways he lacked common sense. A silence fell, the muted hum of the engine the only sound. Lance tensed, trying to remember the core requirements. With his thumbnail, he picked at the rough edge of his other thumbnail and carved a groove.

His mother said something to his father that Lance missed. They exchanged knowing, vexed glances. He tuned in.

“Is it thirteen thousand this year? Langford raised the tuition again?”

“They are going to raise it every year.”

His father shook his head, and made several short huffs. News that a new water heater would cost five hundred dollars had once caused him to lean against a wall and grimace at the loss of this hard-won capital.

“Who knows what it will be next year.”

“Could this create problems for us?” His mother suddenly looked worried. In a voice soft enough it barely escaped to the back seat, she said, “The miracle of scholarships.”

He felt like he might burst. His feet pressed into the floor. He pulled a thread of the seat stitching, jerking it until a seam opened up and separated the leather. Another silence settled in, then stretched out, this one deeper, more enduring. His parents’ heads were fixed, staring straight ahead; he sensed grim expressions on their faces, their eyeballs moving ever so slowly.

He reached for his Walkman, clamped headphones to his ears and pressed PLAY. The scene before his eyes blurred as he transported to a distant cloister with walls two feet thick. The Cars, with their power chords and spacey synthesizers on “Just What I Needed,” calmed his nerve endings. His mouth inched open and his eyes shut as ecstatic rhythms pulsed in his skull. In this universe, expressionism reigned and convictions were screamed with the full power of a vocalist’s lungs. These emotions! What to do with them? At one time he took these emotions as a directive and imagined himself as a rock-‘n’-roller; he borrowed money from his father, at huge difficulty, to purchase a pawn shop guitar. But he had zero musical ability, and the sweet sounds of Jimmy Page did not issue from the strings, just unspeakable twanging. Kevin scowled at his attempts, which ended with ripped fingertips and frustration and a loan to be repaid. He sold the guitar back, proof to his father that listening to The Cars was a lot of nonsense. But Lance wasn’t giving up his music. He bought headphones and went underground.

At last, they reached the offbeat town of Langford, with its main street, its curious little businesses, his mother cooing and pointing at the darling place. Flags atop the medieval- looking Langford campanile showed the university’s colors of yellow and umber. Outside of Szabo dorm, Lance and his father unloaded the car. His father talked to a student with a clipboard. That student waved over two other people, all of them raking through papers. This was his father’s genius, his ability to inspire and orchestrate people who performed tasks for him.

A college girl in a clingy tube top walked along the sidewalk — a very complementary tube top. His mother bristled and stared in disapproval. Lance stared also. The clipboard guy directed them to room 310. Szabo reeked of bleach and new carpet. They shuffled up a metal stairwell. And what of his roommate, his comrade, his new hell-raising college chum? Lance reflected that many important friendships began between college roommates. Some lasted a lifetime. Lance found an empty room. Two unmade beds. He picked the one nearest the window. Only Lance’s name was on the door. His mother walked in. She brought her hands together before her while taking a little breath, which meant gracious approval. “It’s a gorgeous little room,” she said. She ruined it by opening her eyes wider, which meant she had grievances. Lance’s father swept in behind her. Air puffed out of his mouth to emphasize some irony.

In the hall, Lance asked a guy with a clipboard about his roommate.

“Looks like you don’t have one. You lucked out.”

“Great.” Lance smiled, then wondered if he should smile about that.

“A private room,” his father said, tapping him on the arm. “That’s quite a luxury. That way nobody can interrupt your concentration.”

To Lance’s annoyance, his mom worked on his single mattress. She stretched a fitted bed sheet, the blue leaf pattern he liked, then lovingly tucked a cotton blanket. Then she pulled out a nature poster from her bag, a forest primeval brimming with green canopy, ferns and adorable small animals. Lance looked at it, touched, despite its embarrassing qualities.

“Do you like it?” His mother nodded her head genially.

“It’s very green …” He averted his eyes and disguised his expression, as he usually did, to try to counter his mother’s mindreading abilities.

She studied him with her invasive look. “You do like it. I knew you would, but you won’t admit it.”

They made trips to get luggage and Lance’s beloved stereo. His father produced his old leather-bound Roget’s Thesaurus. He flipped through the well-thumbed pages one last time, rubbed the spine, then presented it to Lance. The heavy book sagged in Lance’s hands.

“It’s yours now,” his father said. “I want you to have it.”

“Are you sure? This has always been your thesaurus.”

As a child, Lance had often borrowed it, always turning the thin pages with the greatest care, studying the handwritten notations for clues to his father’s soul, and regarding the archaic words as if they constituted some powerful religion. On the first page, his grandfather had written an inscription to his father, and below that his father had drawn a line, then written the same inscription to Lance: May you always have the right word.

His father and mother stared at Lance solemnly. Then their faces softened and their eyes got big with a final rush of love and worry. He realized the sacrifices they had made, the advantages they had given him. His father, not a hugger, surprised him with a vibrating bear hug, the smell of his father’s deodorant odd. “You’re going to do very well,” his father said in an unusually wavering tone. A torrent of warm memories filled Lance: of celebrating a tee-ball trophy, of a balsa wood bridge he and his father had built. He wanted to announce he would do his absolute best, wanted to convince his father this was true, and almost did. His mom hugged him, and told him to call.

Then he felt an excruciating tension, that if his parents did not soon go far, far away he might explode all over them. He waved as they drove off, moisture welling at the corners of his eyes.

His room was quiet and empty. At this dawn of his freedom, he felt lost. It was too much possibility, like he was standing on a high windblown cliff. He remembered his focus plan. He would study like a fiend. The shelves, cubby holes and flat writing surface of the built-in wooden desk were riddled with pen marks, hieroglyphics and graffiti. But as he rubbed his palm across the wood and arranged his father’s thesaurus — now his — it welled within him that at this desk his life would begin. He wanted to suck up all the knowledge Langford University had.

He was eager to dig into his Orientation materials, to pick out classes. A good start was crucial. He organized papers in pleasing stacks, imagining he had an academic head start on everyone. He closed his door. His Orientation packet contained a copy of From Ignobility to Glory, the autobiography of school founder Theodore Ivan Langford. Langford owned a string of factories and at the turn of the century decided to use his wealth to found a university.

A Career Services memo in Day-Glo orange caught his eye: NETWORKING. This cutting-edge concept involved finding professional mentors and writing each person’s name in a Rolodex and plugging oneself into this conspiratorial group to receive information and to procure jobs. This was a brilliant idea! An assembled network will be instrumental in post-graduation job hunting and ultimate career success. But Lance had no idea where to meet these professionals. The prospect of job hunting inched his blood pressure higher; it put him on edge.

A sound boomed from an adjoining room: a television blared a warped, vibrating sound common to futuristic cities: Blade Runner. What were the rules about such noisemaking? He tapped on the wall with his pen.

He moved on to the TARGETED CAREER OPTION EVALUATION. It had to be dropped at Career Services no later than September 5, the deadline for being assigned a Career Consultant. The career track must be started as early as possible and matched with compatible course work. The Evaluation asked: What are your areas of concentration? Your weakest skills? Where do you see yourself in twenty years? I just got here, Lance thought.

Movie noises filled the room, making concentration on this life planning difficult. Stray noises came from down the hall, a festive stereo now played. He became curious.

Out in the hall, Lance shut the door behind him. Many doors down, a crowd of freshmen hung out in doorways, listening to music, telling stories, smoking cigarettes, forging alliances. The hallway framed this in a distant square. Tag team duos of roommates worked introductions. Barefoot girls laughed and tossed their hair. These people, vibrating with an ultra-loose vibe, seemed to have known each other forever. He wanted to join this throng. A new social order was being formed. It had gelled without him. He was aware he stood sideways to the crowd. He deciphered the music: Crosby, Stills & Nash, this ridiculous hippie music. But one girl weaved her arms in a psychedelic way, swaying, laughing. She both celebrated the music and pointed out its absurdity. They kept yelling a catch phrase: “We’re that type of people!” from that idiotic Chevy Chase movie. They were laughing harder each time, “We’re that type of people!” but with this mocking, this irony, it became quite brilliant. It was this complexity he was up against. He leaned against the wall, like he’d stepped in glue, studying the crowd out of the corner of his eye.

He looked down at his horrible khakis, wishing to rip them off, to burn them. His white oxford shirt similarly crawled against his skin, the antiseptic white of a medical garment. He looked like a Father’s Day advertisement. He crossed his arms, trying to compress himself. He seemed not to have a plan. His desire to walk down the hall was thwarted. Was that a red kimono somebody was wearing? He pondered this thought: When you were one type of person, how did you become another type of person? There was no reason to stand in the middle of the hall, leaning against a wall. He threw up his hands suddenly, like he had just remembered something important, and walked away.

He decided he would do without the social scene. That could be, as his mother had warned, a big distraction. Either he was serious or he wasn’t. He imagined a Spartan existence: study, eat, sleep, study more.

Noncompetitive games were scheduled for the next day. He judged this a frivolous waste of time. Instead he scouted out study locations. Scanlon Library he didn’t like because the tables and chairs were old and scarred, it had a peculiar smell, and the fluorescent lights had a yellow pall. The stacks of The Ivan, he liked: the serious aura of thousands of shelved books, each carrel offering a slender window, and soothing white noise hissing from air conditioners. As he rattled the locked front door of Lipton, a custodian stared from within, squinting in puzzlement as to why this young man wanted into a library during Orientation.

Parties and excessive drinking took place during the evenings. He was repelled by this lack of seriousness, this cocktail mentality — so high school — and the banal pop music. On rare walks between his room and the hall bathroom, he was quick to bounce on his toes and throw retorts at hall mates and project an intense orbit. He laughed aggressively but was very hurried, as if he might knock someone over to get back to his room within thirty seconds. People stared at the guy who was barricaded in his room, always wearing the same Langford t-shirt and faded yellow tennis shorts, his only clothes not obviously purchased by his mother. Lance ripped off his door a picture of a naked old man and a tabloid headline that said “Hermit Man” — his hall mates decorating again.

Inside his room he listened to real music, like rare Led Zeppelin vinyl from Japan, and read From Ignobility to Glory, impressed with Theodore Ivan Langford’s vision and business savvy. But laughter outside made him stare longingly at the door. It was a problem: if he closed the door, he was sealed off like an astronaut; if he opened it, people stuck their heads inside to see the guy with no roommate. It was useful to be able to close the door, draw the blinds, hang his head off the bed and stare upside down. Blood pooled in his skull, making him delirious, his scalp tingly with needles. His old tonic to alter consciousness. He had imaginary conversations with girls he’d seen from his window. The TARGETED CAREER OPTION EVALUATION, probably due, lay on his desk. He was too depressed to fill it out. The door opened, casting a bright shard of light. A custodian, maybe that same guy, eyed the overflowing garbage can. He stared at Lance, then started to retreat.

“You can go ahead and get it.”

“It’s dark in here.”

“I know.”

He considered calling Kevin for advice about class selection. He picked up the phone, imagined Kevin entangled in serious medical-school things, and put the phone back. Get to know your professors, Kevin had advised, using the rare serious tone Lance always appreciated. Then his mouth bunched sardonically and he added, and whatever you do, don’t be a fuckup.

By the end of Orientation, lethargy had taken hold of Lance. Sleep came grudgingly and was unsatisfying. Lance sensed the stirrings of all the residents of Szabo dorm: flushing, screams, arguments. By morning, his clock radio blared as he slumbered. He missed the Personal Organization and Goal Setting lecture. At last classes came. Once he dragged on clothes he ran across campus, getting lost, sprinting to make up time in the correct direction. He felt joy as his feet crunched on the needles of Virginia pines. Most paths led to or exited from The Lawn, which anchored the campus. The size of several football fields end to end, each main academic department had a building. Students marched in and out of the Italianate facades. Higher learning! The life of the mind!

In the Economics building he sat in cavernous lecture room 103, on a middle row, among seventy other students. His very first class. Econ 101: Microeconomics, which the heralded Harold Tagg, the Cutler-Swain Professor of Economics, was teaching that semester. He opened his textbook to Chapter One, which he had already read twice and highlighted, and opened his pristine spiral notebook to the first page, ready to note words of wisdom in strict paragraphs. His desire to learn was ravenous.

It was stadium seating, which meant Tagg was many feet below. Lance expected a distinguished fellow, a cross between Paul Volker and John Maynard Keynes, not one of the Fabulous Furry Freak Brothers. Tagg’s shaggy head and beard joined in a swirl of flaxen curls around his pudgy face, forming a hair halo. Tagg would shuffle before the class, pin a microphone to his shirt and start talking in a rapid monotone — What? Slow down! Lance wanted to yell. An overhead projector lit his face from below and reflected strangely from his glasses. Tagg jerked at the overlays, marking them with black pens and smearing mistakes. The graphs jumped around on the wall, hovering like menacing UFOs. In an amplified mumble he talked about inverse curves and demand curves, which Lance remembered vaguely from the reading, but it seemed in conflict with the reading. In fits and starts, Lance covered his notebook with illegible graffiti that baffled him as he scribbled it. He stewed in confusion.

He usually finished the class irritated and listing Tagg’s deficiencies as a teacher: he didn’t speak in complete sentences; his graphs were infantile; he aggrandized himself talking about the national economic council he co-chaired. In one class, Lance made a breakthrough in his understanding of inverse curves and their elasticity. Afterward, he rushed down the stadium stairs to clarify one point. He caught up with Tagg in an outside hall, several students at his elbows as he walked. He had shed all but one student as Lance caught up, like an ambush reporter. “Professor, could you slow down please?”

“I cannot.”

“Just a second.”

“Another class awaits.”

Lance asked his question, zigzagging around oncoming students. Without breaking stride, Tagg said, “The short answer is maybe. If you do the reading again carefully, the long answer will be apparent …” He ducked into another classroom, leaving behind only a scent of musky corduroy. His office hours were booked solid.

It was upsetting, defeating. He hated economics; it was not supposed to be this way. Every day with Tagg ripped away at his careful planning. But perhaps Tagg was using advanced teaching, he reasoned, an inaccessible high theory form of microeconomics that might benefit him in the long run. Lance was stubborn. In first grade he sat in a tree for three hours, waiting out a bully. Giving up was bad.

He strolled out of the Econ building. At the busy intersection of Burk and Langford Way, he paused. People hurried from all sides, streaming around him indifferently, like he was a newsstand. A girl and a guy, lovers, each with a hand snug in the derriere jeans pocket of the other. Wisecracking pockets of friends. Chatting grad students. He looked in every direction, searching for someone he could shout at, who would laugh in solidarity about a quarters game, or some late-night debauchery, or a guest appearance on Miami Vice, this spirit reverberating, making it obvious to onlookers that he possessed cool, and was traveling in happening circles. There was no such person. A daily narcolepsy pulled him towards his mattress. He dreaded his room and its isolation. In an essential way he was failing. He was an outsider.

Another student bumped his shoulder, walking on without stopping.


  CHAPTER 3

NAKED CALIFORNIANS

A fluorescent green Frisbee sailed toward Lance, whistling as it spun downward. This was Ultimate Frisbee. All he had to do was grab it for a touchdown, his first catch of the game. Moving easily, he savored this victory, ready for the plastic to slap his hand. He heard heavy footsteps and there was an impact, a cataclysmic smack, like his head was a billiard ball. A pain coalesced behind his lids as his back slid across grass. Acrid phlegm rose in his throat. He opened his eyes. A guy with a Mohawk was on his knees, gritting his teeth, a hand over one eye. His other eye bulged, searching about belligerently. Not a pristine Mohawk; it was unkempt, and dirty blonde hair had grown into stubble around the thick band at the top of his skull. He pulled his hand away, and blood stained an eyebrow.

Lance pushed up using his fists, nervous the punk rocker might throw a punch. The guy was from Los Angeles, maybe even Hollywood, where real punkers existed. Lance recalled his aborted moment of glory, irritation welling up against this guy who had contested the catch like it was the Super Bowl. LaCoss. Ian LaCoss. He wore cutoff fatigue pants and black Puma soccer cleats while everyone else was in sneakers. Earlier, he’d shoved another guy in the back, the guy’s face plowing the ground. This was Frisbee, a game invented by hippies. Lance’s left ear was ringing; the world had a reddish tint. His teeth felt oddly sensitive. He pushed himself to his feet. LaCoss, the punker, stood also and looked down at his smudged knees. He flicked off some blades of grass. “You’ve got a hard skull.”

“I think I have a concussion. People can die from that.” Lance held his head with both hands, as though it might split into halves.

LaCoss held up a closed fist. “How many fingers?”

“You’re a funny guy.”

It was outrageously funny to LaCoss, who wheezed and convulsed as if suddenly drunk. A tiny silver dagger dangled from his earlobe. The game continued on without them as they walked toward the sideline. Somebody gave LaCoss a tissue and he dabbed at the cut in his eyebrow. He’d written numbers, messages and hieroglyphics across his palms in blue ink.

LaCoss had on a frayed t-shirt minus the sleeves. On the shirt a logo: the letters P.I.L. inside a circle. Lance suddenly craved a t-shirt with an obscure insignia.

“What’s P.I.L.?”

“Public Image Limited. Johnny Rotten’s new band.”

“That guy has been dead for years.”

“Sid Vicious is the dead one.” LaCoss made a bored, deadpan face, implying this pitiful lack of common knowledge was embarrassing. The cut still bled, though he didn’t seem to notice. Lance introduced himself. They shook hands, LaCoss staring at their clasped hands like it was a peculiar ritual. LaCoss laughed. Lance smiled, but was perplexed.

“P.I.L. just put out a new album. It’s really good.”

“Is it worth a listen? Do you think I’d like it?”

“That depends on how advanced you are.”

They walked down University Drive. Lance guessed they were friends, though it was difficult to tell. They were about the same height. LaCoss had a ranginess, a knobby muscularity that made him seem larger than he was. Lance recalled stories about a California wild man who had viciously argued with a tenured professor during a class, a wild man who was dating a beautiful sorority upperclasswoman. A convertible Celica with three girls in it rode by. They whooped and waved breathlessly at LaCoss, screaming Ian! Ian! Ian! He pointed and yelled something about New Orleans — Whoa, yeah! — to the girls. Despite the Mohawk, a certain appealing rakishness flared at the sight of the well-wishers. He flashed brilliant white, well-formed teeth and light green eyes. The girls’ eyes flitted to Lance; caught off guard, he stood inert like a flash photo and failed to wave back at them.

LaCoss lived in Pichler, a dorm on the opposite side of campus, in what seemed to be the basement, a giant windowless room with bright fluorescent panels.

“I’ve got my own room too,” Lance said, feeling a sudden pride.

“I had a roommate, this total idiot character. This cello player. A tennis lover. This nitwit. I couldn’t stand a single word coming out of that guy’s mouth. So I demanded immediate change. They put me down here.” His face lit up with raging self-satisfaction. A bed, a small cut of blue carpet and two folding chairs were bunched into one corner of the room, the remaining two-thirds of the room strangely bare. Next to a sack of oranges was a moist cardboard box filled with peels. Posters of Iggy Pop, Sophia Loren and the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi hung over the bed. Lance raised his fists and revved an imaginary chopper in homage to a Peter Fonda poster, circa Easy Rider.

Lance sat on a folding chair and drank some offered Gatorade. LaCoss took a record album out of its sleeve, admiring the black vinyl, and placed it gently on a turntable. It was a cheap stereo — a Krako Multiphonic? — a cassette deck built into a turntable with a dusty removable plastic hood, and shabby brown speakers which might have been used by Nixon for a public address system. Wooden crates on the floor bulged with albums. Lance’s eyes grew big as he took an inventory of this musical bounty.

“This is Public Image Limited’s latest.” LaCoss sat on the other folding chair as the music started. He leaned forward, his body tensing. His pupils widened as he listened, his gaze becoming indistinct, like he was falling into oblivion. His eyes blinked rapidly, his head snapped forward as if a low voltage current surged through him. Lance watched, fascinated. At the end of the song, LaCoss snapped out of it. He looked at Lance, concerned. “You don’t get it, do you?”

Lance frowned. “Nope. I don’t get it.” The music sounded flat, drained, an odd form of experimental disco.

“That’s OK. No problem. We’ll just back up. Sex Pistols?”

“I’ve heard of them. I’ve never actually listened to them.”

“Obviously, you’ve had a deeply deprived upbringing.”

LaCoss embarked on a crash course. He plucked twenty albums from the mystery crates, explaining that he was starting from the very beginning, the point of conception, with the Ramones. Static issued from the speakers, then wild hyperactive music roared in Lance’s ears, startling him. He knew in a loose passing way that the Ramones had biker jackets that were too small, mop top hair, and an unmentionable frog man on lead vocals. Corporate powers had deemed them unworthy of radio play. The song was crunchy from LaCoss listening to it every morning for the past three years. Lance fixed his gaze on Sophia Loren on the far wall, let his arms hang to the floor and let go. Then their brilliance sunk in: they had stripped rock down to the raw stuff; they were The Crickets, post plane crash, taking up secret drug habits behind the auditorium after a sock hop. The song “I Wanna Be Sedated” blasted, and a feeling of liberation swept through him like realizing some good news he’d been trying to remember for days. A euphoric smile dented the upper reaches of his cheeks. He imagined taping LaCoss’s collection, the hours of blissful discovery, a new soundtrack to his life. LaCoss cranked the volume to eight, the loudest setting possible on the Krako. Then he sprung into the air repeatedly like a human pogo stick. He pounded straight arms against his sides and thrashed around unpredictably, twisting with seizure-like intensity; he knocked over his chair and bounced against a wall.

Lance gripped his chair, alarmed. Then he laughed and howled in camaraderie. He jumped into the air also, thrashing, jumping, happily possessed by the music, inhabiting a new body, until he was out of breath and the song ended. With other songs they headbanged to the beat and shook their fists, Lance accentuating a satisfying guitar lick with air licks of his own. How had this musical category been missed? Where had he been?

He was deprived, but resolved to make up for it with strict focus.

LaCoss covered the rest of the New York punk scene, playing Television, putting special emphasis on Richard Hell and The Voidoids. These brave souls cross-pollinated with Brits to produce the Sex Pistols, Gang of Four and The Clash (who Lance was perfectly well aware of; I mean, come on). Crunching guitars filled desolate landscapes. Inexperienced fingers rattled and twanged in guitar wires. The voices were scratched, imperfect, though earnest. They told tales of warped joy, of embracing one’s torment — an emotion Lance well understood — and taking ownership of it. He ran his fingers over the nubby edges of albums, read liner notes and looked at washed-out backstage photographs: the band in some trashy, poorly lit backstage dungeon. They didn’t care about their unsightly t-shirts, about their sneering faces or self-imposed wounds, maybe nothing at all, save their music. The songs were rocky, crude, as if recorded in dank alleyways using abused equipment. He took in these sounds hungrily, astonished, moved by their power and their relentless rage. Lance dropped his eyebrows low, concentrating: it had never occurred to him to rage against society, that there were reasons to spew frustration about the status quo or scream obscenities into a microphone, so the feeling was unfamiliar. But not completely.

LaCoss asked with understatement, “So, what do you think?”

“It’s unbelievable. It totally rocks.” Envy that LaCoss had mastered the genre softened his response, but Lance was grateful to have learned about it at all. The music was perfection, a surreal joy similar to seeing A Clockwork Orange for the first time, or discovering Cheryl Tiegs. The feeling everything could change for the better, or maybe already had. A light shone from the heavens. A spooky rockabilly skeleton on an album cover in a crate caught Lance’s eye: The Cramps. He plucked it out, and LaCoss queued it up.

Lance sat upright. “Shit! I’ve got a class in ten minutes.” It was Econ 101, a ten-minute walk. Thus far, his attendance had been flawless. He gathered up his books.

“So what?” A bemused smile from LaCoss, a hint of mockery which Lance disliked.

“You know, classes. Like, the reason we’re here.”

“Is it?” LaCoss bit into a tangerine. Pulp stuck to his lips. “Would it kill you to miss one? Will this ruin your life?”

“He’s supposed to cover demand curves. That’s pretty important.” Lance rechecked his watch. He’d have to run. He would get there out of breath. Tagg chastised latecomers and stared them down. Lance stood by the door. Not listening to the rest of the album seemed the cruelest of deprivations. But he did have a choice. He imagined flipping off Prof. Harold Tagg in the two-fingered British way, as Johnny Rotten might.

One missed class was no big deal.

It took days to cover the foundations. Lance lost track of time in the windowless room, the bright fluorescent lights and isolation giving his listenings a scientific quality, an importance, an urgency. He saw through a new lens. All his life he’d been listening to dinosaur rock and top 40 nonsense, this generic crap, which screamed of ignorance and conventionality. He wanted to throw his entire record collection into the mouth of a volcano and start over. What else was he mistaken about? What else waited out there, ready to spin his head around? It was rather disturbing, these potential unknowns.

At last they got to the strength of LaCoss’s collection: the California punks. Agent Orange, Dead Kennedys, and the masters themselves, Black Flag, each of their shows like having your soul remade. Most of them LaCoss had seen himself, in Hollywood, or at a downtown haunt, or in East L.A. during his infiltration of the punk club scene (Alexandria had no such thing). Incredibly, LaCoss’s parents didn’t care how often he attended clubs, so long as he came back to their Topanga canyon house regularly, went to school semi-regularly and didn’t take on any serious drug habits. Lance enjoyed these mad California bands, his chest fluttering with a similar energy as his head pecked to the beat. They also found remarkable consensus on the important matter of movies. LaCoss had discerning tastes as a cineaste and shared similar infatuations with Stanley Kubrick, the films of Malcolm MacDowell and the work of director David Lynch. Lance valued Orson Welles and Citizen Kane more than LaCoss did. LaCoss had a fuller grasp of Fellini’s oeuvre.

“Taxi Driver is superior to Raging Bull,” Lance asserted.

“I’m sorry, but you’re off base. Raging Bull is De Niro’s best by far.”

“That I will grant you, but I’m talking about the film’s overall impact.”

They played a handball game with a tennis ball against the back wall of the room as punk music blared. The court was marked by masking tape on the floor. They played for hours. Lance missed a Comparative Lit class, skipped another Microeconomics class: supply curves paled in comparison to the excitement of gnashing guitars, of reverb. They ventured into the exotic corners of New Wave, into Soft Cell, Kraftwerk and Devo, which LaCoss held in strangely high regard.

“Listen very closely,” LaCoss said, putting his hands together at the tip of his nose, as if in prayer. Lance liked early Devo too, which nobody listened to. But Lance could only take them so seriously. After all, they wore identical yellow rain suits, 3-D glasses, and plastic flower pots on their heads, and they moved like robots. He chuckled thinking of them.

This bugged LaCoss. “Listen. It’s very important.”

“I am listening. All ears.”

“Do you know what Devo means?”

“It probably means nothing.”

“It means de-evolution. It’s about going backward with evolution. Devolving. The human spirit being twisted by modern forces. There has been this excessive conditioning of young people, this materialism and this increased societal regimentation” — pronounced with a hard “g” rather than a “j” — “together they are doing some nasty things to the human psyche …” The whole Devo thing was a core theory, a foundational belief. LaCoss believed aliens existed and that Jim Morrison was a preeminent philosopher. He was making it all up, assembling a value system like a tricycle on Christmas morning.

“What are you going to major in?” LaCoss asked.

“Economics.”

LaCoss zipped the needle off a Sex Pistols record. “Econ? Why would you want to major in that? Why would anyone?” His face became riddled with disgust and upset, as if he detected the stench of rotting meat.

“But economics describes how the economy works. There are patterns and rules to commercial activity that are predictable.”

“What a god-awful boring subject to learn about!”

“Maybe. But once you get beyond that, it’s a versatile degree.”

LaCoss groaned, then shook his head in a confounded way: the study of economics was for squares and didn’t jive with the anarchistic rage of the Germs or the working-class protest of Gang of Four. And perhaps it didn’t. Not the sexiest of majors, it was a supporter of the status quo. For a moment, Lance was embarrassed by his choice and he considered changing it purely on this basis. But it was necessary to have a consistent plan, to make a plan and keep it. This was the way to success. LaCoss kicked the tennis ball hard, like he wanted to pulverize it, and the echo shocked Lance’s ears. He was crushed by this criticism from LaCoss, who embodied almost every quality Lance wanted himself. It seemed a serious impasse. Then LaCoss picked up a record. “Oh, man. Wait till you hear this one.”

LaCoss had an ease backed by a fierce personal code, his life an intensely cool movie he was acting in and directing. His early life, fleshed out by questions from Lance, seemed a sort of California living experiment. His mom’s thing was finding God, or finding herself, depending on the meetings she attended. She had started with the Timothy Leary mind expansion, tripping on the very day she realized she was pregnant with LaCoss. She became convinced she couldn’t find God. Mom’s solution to this cosmic vacuum was to empower the individual to be their own God. I am God, Mom had young Ian repeat before she tucked him in at night. It caught on, attracting followers to her living room. She’d written a book. That such people existed, that such freedom of thought was attainable, it boggled Lance’s mind.

“Where do you stand on this personal God idea now?”

“I’m just as likely to be God as anybody else.”

LaCoss’s family visited nudist camps (Lance tried to imagine his own family naked, but could not). Society repressed emotion and fostered guilt, they believed. The cure was regular recreation with your genitals catching air. His mom enjoyed running in the buff, a jog around the volleyball area to work up a sweat. Little Ian jogged with her. He’d seen her pubic hair and breasts before from taking baths with her. No big deal. The nudie and clothed worlds coexisted. Though one morning he walked to the corner to wait for the school bus wearing only a backpack.

“Clothes are a drag, man. They hide your soul.”

LaCoss’s father was a set designer. He had constructed Old West towns on several classic Clint Eastwood flicks. Then Dad, who consumed four grams of Vitamin C daily, went into life extension products. Little Ian tramped about the neighborhood with a box of Vitamin B Spectrum bottles of the LaCoss Life! brand. He was nine and knew to target the moms, who wanted healthy families, everlasting beauty and weight loss. They would stoop down to hear the little businessman. LaCoss searched their mom faces, sensing what they wanted to hear; he learned how to penetrate the feminine psyche. He flashed the teeth he brushed three times daily and made his eyes glow. Once he detected a certain feeling, that twinkly estrogen-fueled approval, he knew he had them. By age twelve he’d sold over twenty grand of product.

LaCoss swallowed handfuls of pills daily. He convinced Lance to take a giant multivitamin that made him jittery. He said in total seriousness, “Taking these things, you can live to be a hundred and twenty.”

Lance saw LaCoss once outside The Fritz playing hacky sack, but he seemed not to be attending classes. He seemed not to have other friends. Lance wondered if LaCoss felt a loneliness too, but guessed he did not.

While they were listening to side two of The Clash’s Combat Rock, two girls with beaming faces appeared at LaCoss’s door. They chewed gum and waved at LaCoss. One with bobbed brown hair, the other with long red hair. Lance waved back, getting their attention before he knocked over a soft drink can with his foot. An album cover slid off his lap into the puddle. LaCoss made his hand into a pistol and closed one eye, sighting these girls with an imaginary gun. Magician-like, his whole demeanor transformed, powerfully lasering his attention. His eyes stirred, becoming intense, his shoulders softening. He stood slowly, the edges of his lips turning up suavely. He approached the girls with open, magnanimous arms and they clung to him like metal shavings to a magnet. He said things that made them weak with amusement. Lance turned down the volume to hear.
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