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“Historian and diplomat Michael Oren has at long last returned to fiction with an extraordinary collection of stories that sparkle with wit, intelligence, tenderness, and penetrating honesty. The luminous prose is best savored slowly, but most readers will undoubtedly devour The Night Archer in a single sitting and then eagerly await Oren’s next offering.” 

			— Daniel Silva, New York Times #1 bestselling author

			


“That hum you hear when you read Michael Oren’s gorgeous short stories is the song of humanity pushing against all of its innate limitations. Oren delivers a heartfelt and heartbreaking account of who we are as a species—flawed, fearful, and lonely but always open-hearted, always trusting that transcendence is possible, if not imminent. This is what optimism for adults looks like, and this is the book you should read if you need a dose of unfettered hope.” 

			— Liel Leibovitz, author of A Broken Hallelujah: Rock and Roll, Redemption, and the Life of Leonard Cohen 

			


“Thank you Michael Oren for a delightful book. And the scope of it! There are ghosts, Upper West Side Jews, Biblical figures, aliens, 16th-century Spanish explorers, plenty of love, sex, regret, revenge, forgiveness, and on and on—all written with Michael’s empathetic, realistic, (and often very funny) voice. Highly recommended.” 

			​— A.J. Jacobs, Author of Thanks a Thousand: A Gratitude Journey
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For Leslie, 
who every morning pointed at my desk and told me, 

			“That book isn’t going to write itself.”  

			With deepest gratitude and love.





			





Adolescents are not monsters. They are just people trying to learn how to make it among the adults in the world, who are probably not so sure themselves.

			Virginia Satir, The New Peoplemaking

			


There may be many lies, but there is only one truth.

			Rabbi Nachman of Breslov
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Prologue

			It wouldn’t be the first time he’d used his fists, his belt, and car keys, too. They left lavender bruises, crosshatched scratches, and welts anywhere they landed, especially on the face. He’d learned that in the POW camp where his captors beat him for the flimsiest infractions. Yet still he bowed and thanked them. A serious crime—rifling through the garbage—could have cost him his head.

			And yet he had survived. He returned to a country dazzled by its own victory. An adolescent land where even a damaged vet could start his own business, build a big house, and fill it with art, imported furniture, and the town’s prettiest wife. He could have a son to teach the most effective ways to defend himself, the same techniques his captors had once inflicted on him.

			He never forgot his captors. His walls were decorated with their handicrafts—testaments to their taste—as well as their weapons. The deadliest of these was slung in the den where any visitor could view it. Lacquer-clad, pleasingly curved, its blade could slice through any substance softer than metal and effortlessly through a human skull.

			The sword reminded him of the cruelty of the world and perhaps also his own. It was a cruelty he had either acquired as a prisoner of war or was born with—he was never quite certain which, only that the violence still roiled inside him. Harnessed, it gave him an advantage on corporate boards and tennis courts. Unleashed, it could easily kill.

			And kill it might, as life for him became unbearable. The once-spry country he once returned to grew up decadent. Fat, fractured and drugged. And his wife and son came to love one another far more than either loved him.

			 He would punish them for that, repeatedly, aiming for the face. He no longer heard the screams for help or the swish of unsheathed steel. The pain, if he felt it, was fleeting.

			It wasn’t the first time he had used his fists, yet it’d surely be his last.





Autumn





			1.

			Beneath the castle façade, the costume rack, and random dusty props, his outlines were barely visible. A curved back and a protruding butt that couldn’t be hidden was all that Sandy saw curled beneath the curtains. Yet he could feel him there, as palpable as the audience outside. He felt ashamed for the kid and sorry for having to humiliate him this way. But there was no choice. This was just another rung in the ladder of growing up, he consoled himself. Someday, at a bar, he’d laugh about it. And besides, this was Sandy’s job. His duty.

			“You’re going to have to come out of there eventually, son,” he said gravely.

			A whimper. “No.”

			Sandy tugged on his half-knotted tie and folded up his shirt cuffs. He glanced at the watch on his inner wrist. Time was a factor here. It took the school principal, Dr. Steinseifer, ten whole minutes to silence the uproar, long enough for Howard’s guidance counselor to try and reason with the kid, but it couldn’t last. Any crowd, much less this one, would riot.

			Of the several options—dismissing the assembly, sending Howard home sick—this alone seemed reasonable. And educational, teaching about resilience and life. Yet Sandy couldn’t help speculating what he would’ve preferred in Howard’s place. He remembered a similarly mortifying incident in his own past: that Thanksgiving game when, while being hauled from the field with a corkscrewed leg, he caught sight of his father. That look of withering disappointment still rattled him. But this was a different order of embarrassment. This was devastation of a type attainable only by 
Howard Weintraub.

			 Overweight and ungainly, with glasses, braces, and zits, he was shunned by classmates who called him fatso and pizza face and, worst of all, faggot. And so he joined the Drama Club. There he played old men and monsters and, in this performance, a middle-aged prig. His opposite, cast as the innocent maid, was the petite Chrissie Esposito, the most popular girl in school. The two took the stage at the end of Autumn Assembly, part welcoming ceremony for incoming students, part football rally, and generally a bore. Except for the sketch, intended as comic relief. But nobody expected bedlam.

			It began with a hug, Howard nuzzling Chrissie. But he kept holding on to her, making not only Chrissie but the entire audience squirm. Only when she managed to twist free of him was the effect of the embrace displayed. Chrissie, a hand over her dainty mouth, gasped at first then giggled while Howard merely froze. He stood there, mid-stage, blinking into a spotlight. Finally, shielding his crotch, he fled from the proscenium and barrel-rolled under the rear curtain.

			Chuckles were already flying spark-like through the auditorium, igniting jeers here and there and ultimately a firestorm. Sandy had never heard roars like that before, not even after touchdowns. Sheaves of notebook paper were swirling along with balled-up candy wrappers. Feet stomped, fists pounded armrests. The students seemed possessed by a pubescent frenzy that threatened to explode. Before it could, though, the principal sought out Sandy and, with a flick of his fingers, ordered him backstage.

			“Let’s go, Howard,” Sandy said. “Time to take it like a man.”

			A long silence, followed by a sniffled, “Okay.”

			“Need a hand?”

			He extended one, but Howard refused. Instead, he crawled out from under the scenery and stood, a quivering shadow.

			“What now?” Sandy heard him ask.

			“What now?” He hadn’t thought it through. “Walk back out there, I guess. Pick up just where you left off.”

			“But they’ll all make fun of me.”

			“Yeah, so what? People make fun of me, too.”

			Another silence. Bully bait, Sandy thought. Even his shadow is fat. “Nobody makes fun of you, Mister Cooper.”

			“Yeah, right.”

			He held up the curtain just enough to reveal to the cast loitering awkwardly on stage and, below them in the orchestra pit, the marching band roiling in hysterics. Beyond that stretched row after row of howling students. Still, he turned to Howard and said, “Go.”

			With a whiff of makeup and fear, the boy stumbled passed him and out through the folds.

			A moment later, alone in that lightless place, Sandy felt it. Enveloping him and for a second threatening to shatter him. It pursued him through the emergency exit, down the hall and the stairway to his office. Only with the door shut and hands clapped over his ears did the laughter finally cease.

			*   *   *   *   *

			It resumed an hour later in the teachers’ lounge. Mr. Bronowski, mean and anvil-headed, was the first to enter snickering, followed by McGonnigle. He also taught some kind of math but contrastingly affected nape-length hair, Peter Max ties, and bellbottoms. In seconds, the dingy room with its announcement boards and secondhand furniture bustled with teachers. All were eager to share in the joke and hear the details from Sandy.

			“Come on, Cooper, tell us what you told him. That we all get ‘em? That it’s just part of being a man?” That was pumped-up D’Angelis, fresh from gym class, needling him. And Stevens, the science teacher who failed to become a real scientist, chortled, “Not bad for an eighth-grader. Gonna make some girl real happy someday.”

			“Hey. Hey.” The protest came from Charlotte Fox—Foxy, behind her back—who taught Social Studies, whatever that was. Said to be a refugee from some Sixties commune, she was rock poster pretty with an upturned nose and shaggy blonde hair that she still wore parted in the middle. Her peasant shirts were translucent and her skirts so short that Dr. Steinseifer repeatedly upbraided her, “Teachers cannot be beatniks.”

			Teachers, in fact, could be many things, Sandy knew, from rednecks to bookworms, closet radicals to bigots. In the lounge, though, they were mostly just adults fleeing their students’ madness. The girls’ trailing tissues out of their training bras and boys whacking off into lockers. Hormones like static in the halls. The cliques, the gangs, the brutal battle to be “in” and “cool” and “popular.” Like soldiers ribbing each other after combat, the teachers needed a release from the rawness, the torment and cruelty of adolescence.

			“Imagine what he’s going through right now,” Brooks, the frumpy shop teacher opined. “Imagine sitting through class.”

			Sandy didn’t have to. He knew exactly the indignities inflicted on Howard, the ruthless wisecracks, the punches that would numb his upper arms. Perhaps he was wrong by not sending him home, providing him with a note from the nurse and an excuse to tell the poor boy’s parents. But would that be doing him a favor? After all, it was Sandy’s responsibility to help these young people learn to grapple with life, not dodge it. How else could they ever emerge as adults?

			“Whatever happens to him, it won’t be enough,” ruled Wendell Barr, formerly of the Phys Ed department and, before that, of the U.S. Marines and minor league baseball, a man who, at every step in life, fattened his satchel of hate. Now, as Vice Principal for Discipline, he hunted the hallways for gum chewers and dress code violators, doling out detentions and spite. Roughly Sandy’s age but with a steel-gray buzz-cut and leathered cheeks. With hobnail eyes, he drilled the guidance counselor. “Oversexed, over-pampered, over everything. That’s what’s wrong with you people.”

			“People” referred to Jews like Howard and Sandy, and Wendell was betting that no one would challenge him, not even Charlotte. They didn’t. But neither did Sandy. As much as he longed to, he didn’t shoot up with the right hook he learned in high school and unhinge the vice principal’s jaw. What example would that set for students? Instead, he remained seated on the sofa, with his mug and bitter coffee, until the bell rang for class.

			“A bunch of Archie Bunkers, don’t listen to them.”

			He gazed up at the apple-shaped face of Jeanne Pagonis.

			“You did the right thing, Mister Cooper. Someday that boy’ll thank you.”

			Still seated, Sandy stared at this short, slight woman—they were almost eye-to-eye—and tried to remember if he’d ever heard her voice. Even her name was a stretch. Dark brown hair cut hood-like, a boyish body in an unflattering pantsuit, unadorned except for a gold Orthodox cross.  The youngest faculty member, she ate lunch alone on the lounge’s stained Formica table, too shy to join in debates.

			And yet here she was standing up for him. For Howard. He didn’t know whether to hug her or cry, but as a man inclined to do neither, he toasted her with his cup.

			“Maybe thank me, maybe resent me. The main thing is he survives.”

			“Don’t be so gloomy, Coop,” Jeanne said. Sandy flinched, as much from her use of his nickname as from the sudden touch on his cheek. Her fingers were tiny, but their tips felt enormously warm. “The world is a beautiful place.”

			*   *   *   *   *

			The memory of that touch, much more than her observation about life, remained with him as he wheeled through the rest of the day. This was typically busy with students, seventh to ninth graders, streaming in with a blinding range of complaints. The pressured kids already obsessing about their futures, the creative ones who couldn’t fully read. There was a girl gone uncommunicative because of her parents’ divorce and another caught smoking twice in the bathroom. A fifteen-year-old afraid to admit that a closet existed much less come out of one. The counselor listened or at least appeared to. Still careening through his head were doubts about his decision to keep Howard in school that day and his desire to break Wendell’s face. He nodded “yes” to his advisees when he was really dwelling on Jeanne Pagonis, and “no” to drive such thoughts from his mind.

			Between consultations, he browsed through the paper. Not the front pages with its reports of war and campus unrest. As a rule, Sandy kept to the sports section. Though a lifelong Yankees fan, he’d taken to following Pittsburgh in the playoffs, fielding the first all-Black team, or the A’s, for the joy of finding names like Catfish Hunter and Vida Blue. Football was less interesting lately, with Miami and Dallas predictably on top. Yet he read the NFL news as well—anything to pass the time until four.

			The final bell sounded loudest, followed by a mass slam of lockers and the rataplan of feet. Sandy waited for the ruckus to subside and silence to return to the halls. Only then did he rise from the cork-walled cubicle that served as his office and swing through its frosted glass door. He stiff-legged past the principal’s suite and down a stairway to the gym, across the parquet overhung with climbing ropes and into the coaches’ room. There, surrounded by game balls and old rosters, he donned a ratty gray sweatshirt. That, along with the half-knotted tie, the pushed-up sleeves, and the Timex worn inside his wrist, was his trademark.

			The defense was already going through its drills and the offensive line stretching by the time he gimped out to the field. The Appleton Rams would likely win only half of their games, yet still Sandy treated them like champs. There were plays to memorize and techniques to master along with the team spirit and sportsmanship he felt responsible to instill. He loved the smell of sweat beneath shoulder pads and of freshly churned-up turf, the smack of body armor and the hollow thump of punts. Above all, he cherished coaching his quarterback, Russel Pressman.

			Or less like coaching than nurturing, for Russel’s talent—he could toss a forty-yarder and sprint the hundred in full gear—only had to be honed. A smart kid, too, capable of remembering multiple patterns, a leader whom others quite naturally followed. Strawberry-haired, freckled, and tall, he was unanimously ranked most popular in school and relentlessly pursued by girls. Sandy saw his task as keeping him focused and not letting his abundant gifts get in the way of winning. Someday, when Russel was an all-star, Sandy could say—so he fantasized—“I forged him.”

			But rather than forging Russel, Sandy found himself repeating counts for the center, Tony Metallo. A lug of a boy, bell-headed and empty-eyed, he couldn’t remember the calls and kept hiking late, throwing the entire line off-sides. Sandy tried marking the codes on Tony’s knuckles, even making them rhyme. He shouted them through the faceguard, a rant of numbers and nouns met with desperate sighs of “Sorry, Coach, sorry.”

			Outside, an Indian summer still burned. Even Sandy’s sweatshirt was stifling. Still, the sun setting over the goalposts cast a pumpkin-colored light and withering leaves crisped the air. These Northeast autumns always made Sandy feel wistful. Though not the reflective type, he nevertheless grew aware of time’s passing, of a present already preserved in an amber-like past.

			Now, hollering at Anthony but eager to return to his quarterback, Sandy found himself thinking about Howard again. What would he tell his parents when they asked him about the school play? How would he explain their son’s refusal to come out of his room? Perhaps he should have spent more time talking to the kid, got down on a knee and tried to comfort him as he lay curled. Maybe he should have told him what it was like getting injured in front of his father or about his own son, who Sandy would’ve given anything to see up on that stage, even humiliated.

			It was dark when Sandy blew his whistle, signaling the end of practice. He huddled with his players, promised them they’d crush Edison next week, and whistled them off to the showers. Then he was alone on the field.

			A breezy night brought every blade to attention and crowned it with moonlight. The school, even the goalposts, disappeared. He stood, in the same brand of khaki pants and gum-soled shoes he favored in high school, the face of his wristwatch worn under his palm where he once grease penciled plays. Apart from an extra inch of sideburn—his sole concession to the seventies—and the peppery temples, his hair was just as short. And yet, for a second, Sandy saw himself not as he was but as he might have been. His legs unbroken and sprinting downfield. The wind singing in his helmet, hashmarks flashing past. He dashed with the football clasped to his ribcage with nothing but triumph ahead.

			But the vision quickly passed. By the time he deposited his sweatshirt back in the gym, Sandy had nearly forgotten it. He was, as always, the man good at counseling others but never in need of advice. Uncomplicated, unheroic, not quite happy, perhaps, but safely hovering over sad. Sanford Cooper. The Coop.

			*   *   *   *   *

			Coming out of the Appleton parking lot, Sandy could have turned left and passed by Sobotnik’s Deli, Wexler’s Drugs, and Hershkey’s Bakery. The road then rose sharply through an upscale neighborhood of duplexes, sprawling lawns, and the Hartmont Country Club. Appleton’s Jewish section. But instead he veered rightward, downhill, toward the Starlite Pizzeria and Vinny the butcher, through a series of sharp, poorly paved S’s to an even grid of row houses.

			These had been built a half-century before, in the 1920s, by the master bricklayers and machinists whose skills had lifted them out of city life and deposited them here, on suburbia’s frontier. The area was still rural back then, checkered with family farms. But the farms had disappeared, displaced by yet more row houses, and instead of journeymen came small business owners and salespeople. And teachers, enough to staff several schools.

			 The Cooper residence was identical to the rest, whitewashed with a screened-in back porch. The same one-car driveway and carriage house garage that once held Model T’s and Packards, the same thin toupee of grass. The sole distinction was the absence of any images, decorative or divine. No jockeys or Virgins, not even a gnome. Esta hated them. “Narishkeit,” she said, dismissing the figures with the Yiddish word for nonsense. “Who needs them?” she asked. “We have each other.” And Sandy went along.

			Esta’s car, a secondhand Corolla, already took up the garage, so Sandy left his Impala outside and entered through the front door. Supper, he smelled, was ready—or, rather, burnt. Strange, he sometimes thought, that a woman tasked with preparing young girls to be housewives was such an incompetent cook. Yet he never complained, grateful that Esta’s job in another junior high allowed her to get home before him. The scorched odor, even the scrape of a frying pan in the kitchen, comforted him as he slumped at the dining room table.

			A second later she bounded out with plates of flank steak and onions. She laid one in front of him and, in the same motion, pecked his forehead. “Tough day, sweetie?” she chirped. Esta often called him that, sweetie, while she was always “sweetie pie.” But tonight he was too bedraggled for affection.

			“Had better.”

			“Eat, then.” She pushed the plate closer to his chest. “Whenever down, eat up.”

			That was Esta: energetic, buoyant. And usually right, for even her scorched-earth meals often brightened him. But not tonight. While sawing the steak into slivers, he revisited the Howard Weintraub incident, the tension in the teachers’ lounge, his near altercation with Wendell. So, too, he remembered Jeanne Pagonis’s touch. He thought about it all but said nothing, chomping industriously instead. Inwardly, Sandy assured himself that he would get around to all of that before they went to sleep. With her one unpillowed ear, Esta would listen to him and maybe pat his cheek. Her last wakeful words would be, as they often were, “No worry, sweetie. Everything’s great.”

			Sandy set to chewing, mumbling as he did, “Metallo…Not the brightest bulb…Couldn’t get a minute with Pressman.”

			“Russel will be there tomorrow,” Esta said as she poured him some kind of juice. “And the tomorrow after that.”

			While his jaw revolved, Esta went on about her day teaching Home Ec. As in all junior highs, the boys took shop and the girls Home Ec where they learned how to bake, iron, and sew. But now the course was being eliminated. No more recipes and patterns, Esta lamented, but Drug and Sex Ed. “And what do I know about drugs?”

			Mid-gnaw, Sandy gaped at her and she glowered back before they both burst out laughing.

			Esta Cooper was faintly Nordic-looking, with the turned-up nose that other women paid for and watery blue eyes. Though nearing forty, she was as attractive to him now as she had been as Esta Lapidus, a year behind him in high school. It didn’t matter to him that she still wore prim cream blouses buttoned to the neck or her platinum hair in a beehive. While he maintained his youthful wiriness, her body filled out beyond her once-enviable bust, her pert features gone fleshy. Still, he cared for her. They shared a lifetime together, struggles, let-downs, intolerable sorrows, and even the occasional joy. They traded affections, made twice-monthly love, and each night sat down to an overdone dinner.

			Later, in the small living room that doubled as a den, Sandy slouched in his recliner. The detective on TV solved crimes in a wheelchair but, with Esta again scraping the kitchen, he could barely hear how. His eyes drifted from the screen to the walls. There was the photograph of his father standing double-breasted and Stetsoned in front of his Plymouth and his mother on her last trip abroad, posing beside the Louvre. There was an old family clock from whose family exactly Sandy forgot—and a vase of some Eastern origin. Also displayed was a black-and-white snapshot of himself, circa seventeen and suited up for football, a helmet hugged in one hand and, in the other, a cheerleader.

			Though often told that the looked just like he did as a kid—the same pug nose, the features as tight as a T-formation—he was otherwise unrecognizable. The grit, that scarcely contained aggression, could have belonged to a stranger. Looking at that photograph taken close to the day when his life would change, he couldn’t help noting the irony. Esta, though physically aged, was internally unaltered. Only he was a different man.

			While still studying the picture, he remembered the sensation he’d experienced at practice. As if a curtain had parted and quickly closed, but not before he caught a glimpse of himself as he was and might again become. The image saddened him, excited and frightened him, and he was almost relieved when it vanished. He would have to tell Esta about that, too.

			At some point he must have drifted off because she was shaking his knee and saying, “Come, sweetie, time for bed.” Hauling himself up the newel post and then the narrow, creaky stairs, massaging his bad thigh, he reached the second floor. He turned toward their bedroom at the back of the narrow hall and then paused. At the opposite end there was another room, and while he promised himself not to visit it more than necessary—it was never necessary—tonight he couldn’t resist.

			The overhead light illuminated the shelves lined with his old trophies. A stuffed bear with “Joey” stitched on his chest. Esta’s megaphone and a single bed painstakingly made. And silence. Still, he stood there for a while, disheveled and groggy, feeling like a quarterback who’d been sacked.

			Esta was already under the blanket and breathing dully by the time he got undressed. The sheets were heavy with her smell. He didn’t read much, just the occasional Sports Illustrated, but he was too tired even for that. Instead, in the dark, he inched as close to his wife as he dared without waking her. Tomorrow he’d fill her in about the school play and the chaos it almost ignited. He’d tell her about how he’d told Howard, “You’re going to have to come out of there eventually, son.” And he’d tell her about that luminous moment on the football field. Tomorrow, he promised himself, as he curled his body ball-like and rolled under the safety of the sheet.





			2.

			The girl was a gnarl of contradictions. Sweet and resentful. Courteous and curt. Dressed as if for parochial school in a pleated skirt, stockings, and tennis shirt but sporting a worldly manner. Her problem was incongruous as well. What fourteen-year-old ever complained about getting too much attention from boys, the overindulgence of teachers, about being too popular?

			“I mean, really, Mister Cooper, my locker is filled with love notes. On exams, I can’t even get an A minus.”

			“I understand, Rae, but what do you want me to do? Tell you to dress more modestly? Purposely blow some test?”

			“Tell me?” she glared at him. “Tell me?” She pointed through the frosted glass door of his cubicle, presumably past Dr. Steinseifer’s office to the hallways and classrooms beyond. “Tell them!”

			Sandy massaged his almost bridgeless nose. “Tell them what, Rae?”

			“Tell them, Mister. Cooper….” Rae leaned toward him. Her onyx eyes, almost Asian in shape, betrayed vulnerability. “Tell them to leave me alone.”

			A reasonable request, Sandy thought, but impossible to meet. In a school that was roughly divided between Italians and Jews with a few pale WASPS thrown in, Rae Henderson inevitably stood out. Dressed as she did unobtrusively, nothing could divert attention from Appleton’s only African American student. And nothing could dilute the need of classmates and teachers alike, in the wake of the Civil Rights movement, to show tolerance.

			It didn’t help Rae that she was everything adolescents hanker to be:  bright and athletic with lustrous skin and well-off parents who lived up the hill where the affluent neighbors worked even harder to accept them. Even Wendell Barr showed deference, grunting in the lounge, “Well, at least she’s not a spic.”

			Sandy yanked his tie once, twice. Frustrated by not having answers for her, he was bothered by the sense that he, too, was treating her differently. “Well,” he tried, “you could start by you being you.”

			Rae shook her head.

			“I mean, you could stop trying to live up to everyone’s expectations. Figure out who you are and go with it.”

			“Go with it….”

			“Wear what you want, talk like you want. Let your guard down a bit.”

			“Let my guard down….”

			Sandy choked. What he was suggesting, he realized only too late, was that Rae should stop acting so white. He considered taking it back, began stuttering, but it was too late. She stood and yanked down her tennis shirt, jammed a book under one armpit, and stretched a defiant neck. Short of the cubicle’s frosted-glass door, though, she paused and glanced over her shoulder.

			“And you, Mister Cooper, do you ever let your guard down?” Rae affected a smile. “Do you ever just go with it?”

			*   *   *   *   *

			Why had she come to him? Sandy asked himself. Why did any of them? Sometimes he felt like a phony, prescribing tips that could just as easily hurt as help, pointing kids in directions that he, himself, would never tread. Other times, though, he recalled that young people only needed a neutral place to air their anxieties and a nonjudgmental adult to hear them. Other times, he was reminded of his duty.

			That duty was pasted everywhere on his cubicle walls. Letters from students who, though washouts in junior high, went on to graduate college. Postcards from players he coached who now worked far away. Thank-you notes from grateful parents, a citation from the Chamber of Commerce. Such mementos inscribed a universe in which Sandy’s place was secure. A place where he could still bring some good to the world if only he did his job.

			He was thinking about his job and his inability to help Rae when he heard a sniveling sound. Somehow, Sandy knew who it was before he even looked up: Howard Weintraub. He stood in the entrance, his hair mussed, clothes rumpled, a bloody tissue clasped to his nose.

			“Aw, Jeez,” Sandy muttered as he pulled the kid inside by his wrist. “What happened?”

			He already knew the answer. Up close, Howard looked even fatter than on stage, crammed into too-tight pants and a shirt he could barely button. The braces, the acne, his eyes muddy puddles behind glasses—all spelled misery. And there was something even more repellent. Sandy had a hard time pinning it but Howard, he sensed, needed to suffer. As if the humiliation during the school play, the embrace of Chrissie Esposito and its tumescent result, were pre-planned by Howard, intended to cause him shame.

			But bullying was one thing and beating someone up was another. “Alright, don’t tell me what happened. Tell me who did it.”

			Sandy offered him a fresh tissue and watched as Howard applied it first to his red-rimmed nostrils and then to his glasses, smudged with what looked like snot. Only then he said, “I’m no stoolie, Mister Cooper.”

			Where did they get words like that, Sandy wondered? TV, probably. “Of course you’re not, Howard. Still, I think it might help you to tell me.”

			“Promise you won’t do anything to him? Bad enough they call me a fag.” Even his voice, a nasal singsong, was grating.

			“Not a word.”

			“Okay…” Howard sighed. “Arthur Warhaftig.”

			Sandy groped mentally to place him—a new student, recently transferred from another school. Some mention of problems there as well, and family issues, but the exact ones remained vague. “Yes, of course, Arthur Warhaftig,” Sandy lied. “What are we going to do about him?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Nothing?”

			Howard sobbed, “I can’t tell on him. I can’t stop him. I can’t…” He abruptly paused. The tissue dropped and the eye-puddles froze. “I want to play football.”

			 Sandy struggled not to laugh. A boy who had difficulty surviving recess, he wouldn’t last a minute on the field. But could he tell him that? No, he preferred to let students make their own decisions, no matter how awful. Ultimately, hopefully, they’d grow.

			“Okay. Come to the gym after school today. Tell the manager you want to suit up. I’ll try you at…” Sandy thought for a minute. “Offensive guard.”

			The one position that required almost no skill, only a body big enough to stop a tackler—Sandy congratulated himself on the idea. Then, an instant later, regretted it. How could he be certain that this wasn’t just another of Howard’s set-ups, a plot in which he played both victim and trap? And was his guidance counselor foolish enough to fall for it?

			But, once made, the suggestion could not be retracted. Already Howard was jubilant. “Great! Can’t wait to hit and hit hard.” He smacked a pudgy fist into his palm. “See you at practice, Coach.”

			Several moments passed before Sandy, alone again in his cubicle, registered that Howard had called him Coach. The thought of it made him queasy. So, too, did the prospect of another break in the teachers’ lounge. Lunchtime, he took the sandwich that Esta had bagged for him and wandered out into the hall. He stood there, pylon-like, as students streamed toward the cafeteria.

			Conformity and contradiction, that’s how Sandy saw them. From an undifferentiated flow of high-energy, minimally attentive juveniles, adolescents diverged into categories. The blemished and the creamy-skinned, the strait-laced and the drugged. The ex-virgins too young to talk about it and Romeos too egotistical not to. The one or two who would later drop out due to pregnancy, succumb to overdoses or illnesses or drunken driving, or who, like Vincent Delgado, a competent linebacker Sandy once mentored, would be killed in some overseas war. But the bulk would go on to high school and maybe college and from there to marriage, children, affairs, crises, holidays, work, and, if they were lucky, old age.

			Sandy watched as they stampeded past him and wanted to bark at them, “Stop! Stop and grab hold of a locker or a fire extinguisher, anything to keep you in place.” Beyond the pizza burgers and mac n’ cheese or whatever crap they were serving today was the gristly potluck of life. As tough as junior high school could be, he longed to inform them, it’s kindergarten compared to what’s next.

			*   *   *   *   *

			Preparing students for what’s next was the purpose of Appleton. Erected in the late 1950s, the school provided sixth graders with a three-year runway before taking off for the tenth. The building was rectangular and broad but with constricted windows to discourage daydreaming. Orange brick outside and beige linoleum within, sepulchral bathrooms and echo-haunted halls. Scents of bubble gum, Palmolive, and Prell. An institution that presented itself precisely as it was: an interim stage between hopscotch and road rallies, hide-and-go-seek and proms. A holding pen, a no-age land, no sooner exited than forgotten.

			From the flow of pupils surging to lunch, a single voice called out, “Hiya, Mister Cooper!” And another, “Mister Cooper, hey!” Less benevolently, from somewhere behind him, came, “If it ain’t the Roach Coach,” and “Coop the poop.”

			These were the most onerous years, when kids were deprived of childhood’s innocence, yet expected to show grown-up restraint. If pubescents ran the world, atrocities would be commonplace. That barbarism was on display as Sandy crossed the cafeteria and headed outside to a yard. Footballs and frisbees lacerated the air and curses poisoned it. Girls bickered, boys brawled. Disturbing, yes, but still Sandy needed to see it occasionally to witness the malice firsthand. It gave context to the suffering he encountered every day in his cubicle. It helped to rekindle his compassion.

			The sky was overcast and the wind had picked up in the season’s first chilly day. Wishing he had brough his jacket, Sandy nevertheless remained in the fray of the recess yard, searching for someone in particular. It took a few minutes but he found him, finally, standing in a patch of weeds the janitors had forgotten to mow.

			Not standing, really, but whirling and kicking, hands slicing in movements Sandy recognized from a popular television show about Kung Fu. His clothes were fancier than those worn by most of the students, even the richer ones, but oddly large for him. His long hair hung in greasy strands. More than recognizing him, Sandy intuited who he was. Whatever his problems at home, they were enough to drive Arthur Warhaftig to this place, beyond the realms of popular and unpopular, outside the cliques, alone.

			“Good moves,” the counselor, approaching, observed.

			Arthur merely shrugged and continued chopping.

			“You make that up or are you taking lessons?”

			Another shrug followed by a hand motion that, for a split second, pulled back his hair. Sandy caught sight of a clean jaw and delicate lips, a nose finely crafted—a beautiful face in the process of becoming handsome. Only his eyes seemed out-of-place, at once distant and fixed but with vibrating pupils, as if they were seeking escape.

			“My dad showed me,” Arthur offered. “He learned it in the war.” The boy’s voice was pre-pubescent and high, so soft that Sandy strained to hear it.

			“A hero, then.”

			“Yeah. A big hero.”

			“And you want to be like him.”

			A roundhouse kick. A punch. His movements, unlike his voice, were potent. “Someday.”

			“Someday, I’m sure. People aren’t born heroes, you know, they become them.”

			Just where was he going with this conversation, Sandy wasn’t certain. The difficulty here wasn’t self-image, he gathered, but something much deeper, a trauma perhaps. Though Arthur looked like one of the hippies, he wasn’t part of their circle, nor of the egg-heads’ or the jocks’. No friends that Sandy noticed, no one to invite him to confirmations and Bar Mitzvahs.

			No, Sandy’s goal was simpler than figuring out who Arthur was. He needed to learn what brought this seemingly harmless boy to beat the crap out of Howard Weintraub. Discover what—or who—made Arthur mad.

			“You’re new here at Appleton, yeah? People treating you okay? Teachers? Classmates?”

			Arthur dropped into a feline crouch, tried and failed to lunge. “Fine.”

			“Good. Good. And you’re not getting into any fights? I mean, I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of those chops.”

			In a carryover gesture from grade school, Arthur raised a shoulder to his cheek, and in a child’s voice he protested, “I never hit anybody.”

			“Glad to hear,” Sandy humored him. “But what say you come in to see me sometime? Any time. We can just talk things over, you and me. Man to man.”

			But Arthur just went on jabbing and felling imaginary foes. Sandy was about to leave him when he thought he heard a whisper. Between grunts, “Okay,” the eighth-grader said.

			Though nearly shivering, Sandy was not ready to return to his cubicle. He continued, rather, beyond the yard to the football field. Standing between the hashmarks, he tried to remember being Arthur’s age more than a quarter-century ago, before the concept of “teenager” fully crystallized. Those years were still considered a dry run for adulthood, when college was not a certainty and marriage between sweethearts understood. That was especially true for working class kids like Sandy whose father, while hardly laboring in a sweatshop, still put in long hours selling suits. Sure, there were milkshakes at Wexler’s Drug Store and knishes at Sobotnik’s. There were senior dances and homecoming games and getting pinned. But much of these experiences were considered ultimate, not preliminary. After them, linear and predictable, lay life.

			He sauntered toward a goalpost. How many times had he galloped under one of those uprights, planted his knee, and raised the ball in triumph? The answer was twenty-three and Sandy remembered each one. The delirium of sensing defensemen pursuing futilely behind him, the cheers, the drums booming—this in the days before marching bands, just drums. Esta bouncing on the sidelines and his father bundled in his houndstooth coat, silent but proud.

			Sandy laughed at himself, bitterly. Fool, he thought, giving in to this autumn wistfulness. And yet for a second he couldn’t help wondering if the passage of time was not, in fact, illusory. Maybe he was not so altered but remained as he was—as he saw himself in that moonlit moment—unchained?

			The end of recess bell sounded but Sandy lingered on the field. He ate his sandwich—tuna fish, not the way he liked it, slathered in mayo with a dollop of mustard, but as Esta preferred, mostly dry. He was down to the crust and attempting to swallow when he felt someone approaching his back. Reflexively, he swerved, only to confront Jeanne Pagonis.

			She appeared even smaller than she did in the lounge, almost stunted. Wrapped in a brown trench coat, her cropped hair tucked into its raised collar, she seemed to draw into herself even as she neared. “I didn’t mean to startle you,” she began. “I just wanted a word, you know, in private.”

			Sandy nodded and swallowed. But if he thought Jeanne had come to flirt again, her next remarks disabused him. “I saw you talking with the Warhaftig boy. He’s in my homeroom class and I think there’s something wrong.”

			He tried to recall what subject Jeanne taught—English literature, Algebra? History, perhaps. “Wrong?”

			“Well, not wrong exactly, but…different. He acts out a lot but otherwise keeps to himself. A loner. Until somebody or something lights his fuse. Then…” Her tiny hands flew up and splayed. “Bam!”

			“Bam.”

			“And I’ve heard there’s trouble at home. Part of why he transferred schools.”

			The wind flipped Sandy’s tie into his face. He whisked it away and at the same time took a hard look at Jeanne. She was dark, exotically so, with an overbite and mole-studded cheeks. Pagonis was her last name—Greek most likely, which would explain the Orthodox cross. And this softness, a fragility that needed guarding. Hugging? In the split-second that it took to smooth out his tie, Sandy calculated that Jeanne was far closer in age to their students than to him. His own body had thickened and his sideburns turned white. The hitch in his leg had worsened. He pictured himself pining for his old football glory and fantasizing about Jeanne and thought once again, “You fool.”

			Jeanne was still talking. “I tried looking into it but nobody in school seems to know. Or wants to tell. Maybe you could…” Her words were lost in a gust.

			“What?”

			“Investigate!” Jeanne hollered.

			“Okay. Sure.”

			“Okay. Sure,” Jeanne awkwardly repeated. She seemed aware suddenly of the impropriety of cornering a senior staff member outdoors. But that didn’t prevent her from reminding him that the bell had rung and chiding him, “Really, Coop, you should wear a coat.”

			*   *   *   *   *

			The word “fool” needled him throughout practice that afternoon. Jeanne, he realized, was not interested in him romantically but only filially, a girl perhaps spurned by her own parents. And like so many young people, she perceived his need to mentor. Esta often joked with him about that. “You don’t have to be everyone’s father,” she’d laugh, though behind the chuckle he discerned a lament. After all, he had been somebody’s father.

			Fortunately, Sandy had Russel Pressman to distract him. Though Tony Metallo, the slow-witted center, still couldn’t memorize the counts, he could be occupied with showing the basics—the three-point stance, body blocking—to Howard Weintraub. The fat kid had indeed reported to the gym and received his uniform, pads, and helmet. He wore them clumsily now, gagging on the mouth guard, as Anthony sent him careening into a dummy. The sight was pathetic but at least it freed up the coach to focus on his quarterback.

			Russel was not only Sandy’s favorite, but the prize of several prep schools scouting him. It’s wasn’t just his arm or his sprinting abilities, but his cool headedness under pressure. In the huddle, in the locker room bucking up his team, Russel was unflappable. On or off the field, Russel led.

			And Sandy’s job was to let him. Like the sculptor who liberates his statue from stone, he saw himself chipping away at the last chunks of encumbering doubt. He wanted to help him emerge fully formed and resplendent, a classic at age fourteen.

			Russel seemed to know it. He reveled in it, his eyes almost level with Sandy’s. “Yes, Coach! You got it, Coach!” he would snap, crisp as a new recruit.

			The coach put him through his drills: passing, open-field running, changing plays mid-count. He pressed him hard, near to the breaking point, Sandy sometimes feared. But Russel never broke or even came close. Instead, he received each instruction with a wag of his strawberry hair and a freckle-scattering grin.

			Licking the back of his fingertips—another trademark—one set after another, Sandy sent Russel out deep. The kid could also catch, and not just footballs. He could dribble, pitch, bunt, and shoot—a triple-letter athlete who shone equally on courts and diamonds. His report cards were matchless, his parents well-off. An up-the-hill kid with everything going for him, he now ran a sweeping deep hook as Sandy cocked back his arm and planted his good leg forward. The result was a pass arching well beyond reach until Russel suddenly shot skyward. He hung there, frozen for seconds it seemed, before making the catch while Sandy looked on, awestruck.

			Later, when he’d whistled the boys to the locker room and even Howard Weintraub managed to lumber off the field, Sandy remained. In the breezy dusk, he hoped for another glimpse of the self he had seen on that first autumn night. Even a peek. But no, all he saw was a star demanding attention and an airplane’s lonesome wink. He was just Sandy Cooper, guidance counselor and coach, wiping his hands on a ratty sweatshirt.

			*   *   *   *   *

			Tuesday evenings after practice, Sandy joined Esta at Temple Beth El. Located down Union Street from the junior high, across from the fire house, the synagogue marked the halfway point between the up and downhill sections of town. Its design was median as well, gray cinderblock halls. Here, the Coopers attended High Holiday services and the occasional wedding, and here they augmented their income by running the post-Bar Mitzvah youth program. Yet more early teens.

			Fortunately, they did not have to teach sewing or guide them in life, but merely keep them occupied with recreational games and crafts. No competition, no violence certainly, and minimal oversight, requiring a single supervisor—most often Esta—which left her husband to wander if he liked, browse through the library or poke around in the kitchen. It was the night that Sandy liked best. Thinking time.

			He thought about little questions, not big ones. Like what, for instance, was he to make of Jeanne Pagonis, and what trouble had brought Arthur Warhaftig to Appleton? How would he keep Russel Pressman focused on his game and avoid unnecessary injuries? He pondered these issues while passing the booze-scented door to Rabbi Isaacson’s study and the Hebrew school drawings—shofars and Torahs, a floating Moses—tacked to a board. Sandy wondered what Moses was really like, a man who, though overwhelmed with difficulties, pressed on. And what had turned a learned man, by contrast, to drink?

			Fleeing the echoes of Esta’s dodgeball game, Sandy paced deeper into the hallways. Not raised religious in any way, reading his Bar Mitzvah in English letters and earning his father’s frown, he now guiltlessly ate bacon and shrimp. And yet here, in the temple, Sandy felt reverent. As if the corkboard ceilings and cold vinyl floors were somehow sanctified, the antiseptic smells an incense. He shuffled solemnly on his gum-soled shoes, even when entering the kitchen.

			With its monolithic freezers and altar-like tables, this space seemed especially divine. And blessings could indeed be found in the form of a bagel and whitefish platter left over from the Men’s Club or an orphaned wedge of wedding cake. Sandy went scrummaging and came up with a bowl of egg salad and some saltine crackers, a respectable snack. He shoveled and crunched, squinting in the neon.

			“There’s some grape juice in the pantry.”

			Sandy flinched. “Jesus….”
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