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			Prologue

			Barcelona, 2015

		

	
		
			 

			When you last came to ask for this story, I’d already been hiding out in Barcelona for years. I live in an airy studio on the top floor of a five-story building, with tile floors and a big sliding glass door that opens onto a patio; the patio is lined with terracotta pots too heavy to move, left by the previous tenants and overflowing with succulents. The apartment is inexpensive and private; the neighbors keep to themselves and the landlord likes her checks in the mail. It took a little while, but now I feel safe enough here that on hot nights I don’t close the patio door, leaving my bedroom open to the breeze whispering up from the city streets, and to the phantom intruders that used to haunt my dreams.

			I love this apartment the way astronauts love their ships. My only complaint is the display in the window of the pharmacy downstairs, which I pass every day on my morning run. It features three female mannequins with rounded onyx surfaces where their faces should be, their arms and legs cut off at the biceps and thighs. They’ve been arranged in come-hither poses, hips torqued out as though they were modeling bikinis—but instead, they model first-aid equipment. The one closest to my apartment door has a black lumbar support belt strapped around her waist like a corset, and a blue sling for a broken arm draped around her neck. Perched in a wheelchair to her left, another has a knee brace attached at the thigh. The third leans stiff against the far wall, a sleep mask covering the place where her eyes should be.

			For months and months now, this display hasn’t changed. Try as I might to look away, I can’t help glancing at it as I pass, the way a woman in a horror movie can’t resist going upstairs. Don’t take this the wrong way, but whenever I look at the mannequins I think of you: My oldest friend, you have always stood by me in the face of casual misogyny and bad taste.

			 

			When you came to Barcelona, I really did intend to meet you at your hotel, as I’d said I would. But then I got to the street and found myself walking in the opposite direction. I needed time to think. It was one of those abundant late summer days, and I walked in a wide arc, under orange trees ruffling their leaves in the sun. I passed old women walking arm-in-arm, families pushing children on swings in clean public playgrounds. I walked all the way to the Parc de la Ciutadella, where green parrots bobbled around, mingling with pigeons on the paving stones.

			I didn’t mean to stand you up. I told myself I was circling around to approach your hotel from the opposite side, but then I just kept circling.

			Eventually I walked back to my apartment. I turned off my phone, then went out and sat on my wide patio in the afternoon sun, and finished a mystery novel whose ending I’d guessed from the start. I fell asleep for a while, and when I woke up I cooked a more complicated dinner than I usually bother to—pasta with olives and artichoke hearts, an endive salad on the side. It was delicious. Only when the dishes were clean did I finally call your hotel.

			I’m sure you thought I was still angry. The truth is I was embarrassed. You’ve always been the one who was brave—no, the one who was sure. You’ve always been so sure of the story you want me to tell, the story you’ve been asking me for since we were seventeen: The story about the things that happened while I was asleep. “It’s your story,” you would say. “If you don’t let it out, it will take over your life.” But the story is mine only as the victim owns the prosecution, or the whale the harpoon. Telling it has always been the privilege of the perpetrators, who have the actual facts, and of the bystanders—like you—who believe they know.

			Back then I wasn’t ready to explain. So I told the receptionist not to call your room, just to give you the message that I’d been summoned to London on short notice by a demanding client. “Tell her not to wait for me,” I said. “I’m not sure when I’ll return.” Then I turned off my phone again and went back out to the patio. I watched the lights blinking on across the city like eyes, a constellation of nightwatchmen. I hoped you would accept my excuse, though I knew it was obviously false.

			Now I hope you’ll accept this instead.

		

	
		
			SATAN’S BRIDES

			by Alice Lovett

			& Haley Moreland

			9/1/95

			 

			FADE IN:

			 

			A ONE-ROOM CABIN IN THE MIDDLE OF THE WOODS, NIGHT

			 

			LISA is sitting alone with a bottle of RED WINE and a PINT OF ICE CREAM. She’s been CRYING. Her makeup is all SMEARED.

			 

			LISA

			I can’t believe that bastard!

			 

			Lisa GULPS down an ENTIRE GLASS OF WINE.

			 

			She WIPES her mouth. She THROWS the glass across the room. The glass SHATTERS.

			 

			LISA

			Fifteen years of marriage! And he leaves me for . . . Francesca!!!

			 

			Lisa flops forward, face-down onto the table. She WAILS.

			 

			LISA

			Why, Jim? Why? Why?

			 

			She reaches over and takes a big bite of ICE CREAM.

			 

			LISA

			(wailing)

			This ice cream isn’t even that good!

			 

			Suddenly: There is a LOUD THUMP ON THE DOOR!

			 

			Lisa JUMPS. She stands up. She stares at the door.

			 

			LISA

			(hesitantly)

			Who . . . who is it?

			 

			Lisa slowly OPENS THE DOOR and sees: There is a LARGE KNIFE stuck point-first in the face of the door.

			Lisa SCREAMS and SLAMS the door closed.

			 

			THEN: She hears the sound of A WOMAN LAUGHING EVILLY.

			 

			Lisa SPINS around.

			 

			LISA

			Who’s there?

			 

			There’s no-one else in the room.

			 

			But: The ICE CREAM PINT has been knocked over. There’s a puddle of MELTED ICE CREAM on the table.

			 

			LISA

			Oh my god.

			 

			Lisa sees that someone has DRAGGED A FINGER THROUGH THE MELTED ICE CREAM, spelling out the words:

			 

			SATAN STILL LOVES YOU

			 

			Lisa SCREAMS.

			 

			Lisa RUNS to the door and flings it open.

			 

			She GRABS the KNIFE.

			Then she FLEES.

			 

			EXTERIOR - THE WOODS AT NIGHT, CONTINUOUS

			 

			Lisa RUNS through the WOODS, panicked. Looking back over her shoulder . . .

			 

			She TRIPS! She FALLS! The KNIFE flies out of her hand!

			 

			WOMAN (OFFSCREEN)

			(evil)

			Hi, Lisa.

			 

			Lisa looks up. It’s FRANCESCA. A beautiful woman with heavy red lipstick and thick blue eyeshadow.

			 

			LISA

			Francesca?!

			 

			FRANCESCA

			Happy to see me?

			 

			LISA

			No! You stole my husband!

			 

			Francesca is witheringly condescending.

			 

			 

			FRANCESCA

			I didn’t “steal your ­husband.”  I distracted him. I really want YOU.

			 

			Lisa scrambles backwards. She’s edging closer to THE KNIFE.

			 

			FRANCESCA

			I stole Jim so that you would come to your vacation cabin alone.

			 

			LISA

			Why did you do that?

			 

			FRANCESCA

			Because I want you to join us!

			 

			LISA

			Join who?

			 

			FRANCESCA

			The brides of Satan!

			 

			LISA

			What!?!?

			 

			 

			FRANCESCA

			Your husband is tied to a tree back there. All you have to do is sacrifice him with that knife, and then Satan will make us both all-powerful!!

			 

			Lisa leans over and picks up the KNIFE, considers it.

			 

			LISA

			So all I have to do is kill Jim . . .

			 

			FRANCESCA

			Think of how easily he left you!

			 

			LISA

			. . . like this?

			 

			Lisa LUNGES forward and STABS Francesca in the heart.

			 

			Francesca SCREAMS and FALLS to her KNEES.

			 

			FRANCESCA

			We could have been . . . all-powerful . . .

			Francesca DIES.

			 

			Lisa stands, catching her breath. She looks up and off into the woods. She REALIZES.

			 

			LISA

			Jim!!! I’m coming!!!

			 

			 

			FADE TO BLACK.

		

	
		
			Part I

			Lax World

			1999

		

	
		
			 

			In the fall of our senior year, my buddy Max Platt was arrested for shining a laser pointer at an airplane. We didn’t even know this was illegal. It was one of the least bad things Max ever did, and it was hilarious that it ended up being the thing he got in trouble for. (This was still a few months before the whole thing with the private school girl.)

			We were at Denny’s when we heard the story, of course. The lacrosse team practically owned Denny’s. But that night it was just Max and me, and my old buddy Richard Roth.

			Been doing it since August, Max said. He’d cut class, go out to the empty field behind the auditorium, and lie on the sandy grass pointing the red light at the sky, slowly waving it back and forth. Like the Bat Signal.

			Really? Richard said.

			It always got under my skin how Richard was so impressed with Max. So I said, But why, Batman? What’s the point?

			Fucks with the pilots, Max said.

			Max did a lot of things we wished we had the balls for. But this one, personally, I never understood the appeal.

			He told the story again at practice. The story was better with all of us there. Max stood up and did his impression of the cop who caught him. “What are you doing?” he said, in a big Yosemite Sam voice. He waddled around with his hands out to the side, like he was too fat to put his arms all the way down.

			“I slipped and fell,” I shout, Max said, or I tried to shout, I dunno, I was so fucking high, who knows. I put my hands up over my head, they felt like jelly, like I was moving them through jelly.

			We all nodded like we knew what he meant. Like we’d all been too high to raise our arms. Even though I knew for a fact some of those guys had never smoked.

			The cop goes, “Get over here, son. Put your arms down.” I just leave my bowl in the grass, he never checked, too lazy to walk a hundred feet, Max said. He had no fucking clue.

			We were all cracking up listening to the story. The cop had no clue Max was high! We shook our heads.

			Cops are such dumbasses, I said. Everyone laughed.

			But the next Monday, Max wasn’t at practice. He was suspended. Coach told us the laser pointer thing was actually a federal crime. A $250,000 fine and up to five years in jail. We were all super low that day. The state championships were only eight months away. We wondered if Max would be in jail then. We wondered if he would tell the FBI that we smoked weed. For a while we discussed nothing else, jogging in anxious circles around the track.

			But in the end nothing really happened. We were only seven­teen. And Max’s dad was a CPA, so maybe he knew a good lawyer. He didn’t even have to do community service. He was put on probation and had to check in with a cop every month for a year. That was basically it. The only other thing was that he had to get up in front of the whole school and give a speech about the dangers of laser pointers. It was, of course, hilarious.

			Say it with me: Watch where you stick your pointer, Max said, pointing his thumb over the podium, like Bill Clinton. And everyone in the auditorium said it with him: WATCH WHERE YOU STICK YOUR POINTER.

			Mr. Kaminsky the English teacher tried to step in—“Thank you, Max, that’s enough”—but the whole school just kept chanting it: WATCH WHERE YOU STICK YOUR POINTER! WATCH WHERE YOU STICK YOUR POINTER!

			In the end it took two administrators to quiet everyone down, Max grinning on stage the whole time. We sat in the back and cheered him on. We knew that he was with us again.

			The only thing was, now he had a record, so he couldn’t get caught again. But we didn’t think that would be a problem. If we could get out of a felony, we could get out of anything.

			–––––––––––<#)

			I made varsity sophomore year, a year earlier than Max. Richard and I had gone to lax camp and we were pretty good. Only two other sophomores made varsity that year, Ham Tierney and Alan Byron.

			The four of us got buzzed in together the first week, right after last period on a Friday. There was only half an hour between last period and practice. It wasn’t much time. And you had to do fifteen push-ups for every minute you were late to practice. I wasn’t that good at push-ups and doing more than ten was humiliating, so I made sure I was never late. I always went to the locker room right away after Chemistry.

			That day, I was thinking about something a girl had just said to me at the end of class. She said: “Nick, for a guy, you’ve got such pretty hair.” I couldn’t understand why she’d said it. We weren’t having a conversation. We were standing at our desks, packing up our stuff, and she just said it, out of nowhere. But she said it in a really nice way. Maybe she meant it as a compliment, and I should have asked her out. Maybe she was being sarcastic and insulting me, and I should have said my hair was pretty like my dick, and then I should have asked her out. The point is, I failed.

			This is what I was thinking about when I opened the locker-room door and saw like six of the juniors and seniors sitting silently on the benches. This was strange. Usually I was the only one there so early. I let the door swing closed behind me. Then, all of a sudden, I had a funny feeling. I had this sense that I should get out of there. But they were already up. They grabbed me and then I was on the floor.

			When you play lacrosse, you get used to being under a lot of weight. We always pile up after a goal, to celebrate. We even did it at camp where the goals don’t matter. The weight freaks you out at first, like you’re drowning. But you get used to it. I was used to it by then. It was kind of a familiar feeling, actually. It helped me stay calm. I just breathed and tried to play it cool.

			One senior straddled my chest and someone was holding my legs and one guy was tugging on my hair. “With this long hair, you’re just too pretty,” someone said.

			I wondered if I was really so pretty. Between the girl in Chemistry and now the team, I wondered if people were going to keep saying this to me forever.

			“So pretty she’s turning me on,” someone said, and they all laughed. I was pissed off, but I didn’t want to seem like a jerk. I hoped I didn’t look pissed off. The guy on my chest was pulling his dick out over his shorts waistband. That freaked me out. But I stayed still. I knew that as long as I didn’t resist, it would be over soon and then they’d leave me alone. There was a buzzing sound. “Hold still, my pretty,” someone said. “Wouldn’t want to slip.”

			Suddenly, I understood what the girl in Chemistry meant. She didn’t mean anything. She only said it because the lacrosse team told her to. They put her up to it, to get me ready. It was part of the ritual. They were all shouting and laughing and the senior sitting on my chest was waving his dick around. It was limp, of course, we weren’t gay. I closed my eyes as he waved it in my face. I kept my mouth shut. I thought about the fact that the girl wouldn’t even have talked to me if I wasn’t part of the team, and how she wasn’t actually saying anything to me. She was just the messenger.

			Then I felt someone rub my head, and they said, “Like a monkey ready for space,” and the sound had kind of died down, and the weight was lifting up off of me, a little bit at a time, like pulling yourself out of a swimming pool, and everyone’s dick was in their pants, and everyone was playing it cool.

			“I thought he was gonna piss himself,” someone said. They were all walking out.

			Then someone else said: You’re alright, Nick. You’re cool. We’ll see you on the field. Their voices had changed. Like they respected me all of a sudden.

			I got up onto the bench and sat there for a second. I felt a little better. Then I stood up and looked in the mirror. My hair was gone, shaved off in uneven patches. My face looked strange—bigger. I stuck my tongue out at my stupid face.

			They’d left me the buzz cutter. I ran it over my head until I was clean. It left a few spots of blood, but I wiped them on my jersey. A little blood on your jersey looks tough.

			When I walked onto the field I was very late. The team was stretching as usual. But it seemed that I was not going to have to do push-ups.

			Sit down, Nick, Coach said, with a nod of approval.

			I folded my leg and felt the stretch all the way up my thigh. I looked at Richard. His hair was gone, too. Ham and Alan wouldn’t look up from their knees.

			Richard told me later that they’d gotten him in the bathroom outside the gym. After they shaved his head they stuck it in the toilet. His face wasn’t in the water, though. Just the top of his head. It wasn’t like they were trying to kill him. They stuffed toilet paper in his mouth and made him learn one of the sacred team songs. Every time he messed up, they added another wad of toilet paper. He had to get through the whole thing without gagging. This made sense. Richard was a little soft.

			But I didn’t say that to Richard. I just said: That’s crazy! All they did to me was put me through the paddle wheel.

			Ham said, Same with me. And Alan said, Me too, just a paddle wheel.

			It was the first time I had ever caught a friend in a lie. I looked at Ham and Alan a little different after that. I wondered what the team actually did to them.

			But the important thing was that we had all been buzzed in, and together. I felt warm whenever I thought about that. It was humiliating, but at least we were humiliated together. Not like the usual humiliations, girls or parents or whatever. We had been through something important. We’d probably go to state again this year.

			I wanted to play well, on that first day with my hair buzzed. I wanted them to know that I was tough. The cold air around my scalp and neck felt strange as I ran, but I played well. I played maybe better than ever. I wondered if maybe, all this time when I felt humiliated, when I was alone and lonely, when I didn’t know what to say to a girl, maybe all this time it was my hair that was holding me back.

			 

			After practice one of the seniors, Dean McGarvey, said, Hey. You maggots wanna hang out? So Richard and Ham got in his car, and Alan and I rode with Matt Komen and Sam Simpson. We threaded back through the neighborhoods to one of the guys’ houses. We parked on the street and walked around the back. The lawn sloped down to a dock that stretched into the ­Chesapeake Bay. The sun was starting to set behind us and the sky was all pink. The dock stuck out like a middle finger.

			It’s Coach’s, Dean said to someone.

			“What?” Richard said.

			I was annoyed at Richard for reminding the others that we were newbies. It’s Coach’s house, I told him, trying to play it cool, like I’d known all along. I hoped I was right.

			I was. The seniors explained that Coach’s son was a senior when they were sophomores, and they were still allowed to use the dock, just not to go into the house. So if you gotta pee, you gotta pee in the bay, it’s nature’s toilet, Gary said. We all laughed and sat on the weathered wood and marveled: We were at Coach’s house.

			I got a little nervous when Komen said, Take your shoes off, gentlemen. Relax. Gary Wooten was pulling on a slimy rope. We were all playing it cool. We were all laughing and joking. We didn’t feel nervous, we were part of the team. I didn’t have to worry that Gary was pulling up a crab trap. I didn’t have to worry that they were going to make the crabs pinch our toes. We’d been buzzed in. We didn’t have to worry anymore.

			And I was right again. It wasn’t a crab trap. It was a blue cooler, secured with a bungee cord and covered in barnacles. I felt that something incredible was about to happen.

			Nature’s refrigerator, Gary said, gesturing toward the bay. He unhooked a rusty carabiner on the bungee cord and opened the top of the cooler. It was filled with rows of golden cans. Sunken treasure, Dean said. We all laughed.

			Dean tossed beers to the others, one at a time. The smell from practice drifted away over the slow-moving water. We dipped our bare toes in the bay. Our feet were hot and tired, and the water felt good.

			I wasn’t sure if we sophomores were going to get beers or not.

			Greg Morrissey and Matt Iglehart didn’t want beer. I was confused, but I didn’t want to look stupid, so I didn’t say anything. But they told us anyway. We’re on oxy, they said. Can’t drink on oxy.

			Shrivels your swimmers.

			Which is why I don’t mess with oxy.

			Me neither. I save them for girls.

			Yeah. It’s better that way. When the girl takes the oxy.

			We all laughed at that.

			“What’s oxy?” Richard was my oldest friend, but I really wished he wouldn’t be such a dickhead. Dean still hadn’t tossed us beers. Morrissey and Iglehart looked at each other and started laughing.

			Oxy makes you happy about everything, Komen said.

			Yeah, Wilbur got it when he broke his ankle in June, Iglehart said.

			Matt Wilbur, one of the seniors, raised his beer in salute. He didn’t say anything.

			Komen said, He’s a true tough guy. He took what, like, one a day? Barely any. So he could save some of the love for the team. Komen had a couple of big pits on his nose, like he’d scratched a bad batch of zits. He had a lot of freckles so you couldn’t really see the scars. But I was sitting a few feet away from him; I could see. He was pretty funny-looking, actually. But everyone seemed to like him. He talked for a while. You guys can try some next time, he was saying. There’s not enough to go around now but it won’t be long until someone else gets injured and gets a prescription. There’s always injuries.

			Then Komen looked at Wilbur. Wilbur nodded. He seemed to be the resident expert on injuries. He seemed to be a true tough guy. He hadn’t said a single word yet. And then he said:

			If it’s you? You know what to do.

			We nodded solemnly. We agreed with all our hearts. We’d take only the minimum oxy. We’d save some of the love for the team.

			We never got beers. We worried that we had failed, and we were right: On Monday after practice the seniors got into their cars and drove off without us. We felt humiliated, and we blamed Richard, mostly. He shouldn’t have asked what oxy was. He should have played it cool.

			But the next Saturday we won our scrimmage, and we were invited to the party after. Everybody drank. I had a beer even though I didn’t normally drink back then, because I was an athlete first. Ham and Alan drank a lot. Richard drank a little. We sang the sacred team songs, with our arms around each other in Wilbur’s backyard. When Alan threw up on the driveway we all helped hose off the pavement. We hosed off Alan, too. It was hilarious. After that we were invited to all of the parties. We partied whenever we could.

			–––––––––––<#)

			The most legendary party happened the summer after our junior year, right after school got out. We had just won the state championship, our sixth in a row. The Matts Wilbur and Komen and Iglehart, and all the other seniors from our first year on the team, had graduated the year before. McGarvey and Simpson and those seniors were on their way out. We were the rising seniors, and we were running things now.

			The party was at Dave Campbell’s house. He’d made the team junior year, along with Max and five other guys. They were all good guys. But Dave and Max were the best, next to Ham and Alan and Richard and me. We started every game, we played goalie and attack, and I was the faceoff specialist. The six of us were the best. We were the heart of the team. We were the rising seniors running things.

			The party was a lacrosse party. But it was open to everybody. There were all kinds of people there. There were kids from the swim team, who were usually too preppy and uptight to drink, and from the soccer team, so even the German exchange student and Mateo, the guy who was born in Mexico, were there. There was a group of three girls who ran the school arts magazine who had shown up in matching wifebeaters. They all had sharpies in their back pockets. As soon as they walked in the door they were telling people to write on them. So there were all kinds of people there. But everyone knew it was a lacrosse party.

			Early on some people were looking for solo cups. Max had them. He wouldn’t give them out. He got up on the dining-room table and held the stack of cups up like a megaphone. He bumped into the ceiling fan. It was hilarious.

			He shouted to everyone to be quiet. Gentlemen—and you know what I mean when I say gentlemen.

			We were all cracking up. Then some guy heckled Max. Squeal like a pig! It was one of the younger guys on the team, shouting You got a pretty mouth!

			Max wasn’t fazed. He stuck his middle finger up in the air. He shouted louder. GENTLEMEN! And then he sang: Weeeeeee are the champions, my friends!

			Max was hilarious.

			We are the state champions all year. Then he got serious. He almost looked like he was going to cry. For a second we worried. Then we realized he was faking it. He closed his eyes and bit his lower lip. He pulled himself together and said, We are state champions all year. And then next season?

			He paused, pretending to sniffle back a tear. This time we all cheered. Our voices joined in. We lifted him up. We all said, together, WE WILL BE THE STATE CHAMPIONS AGAIN.

			Then he handed out the cups and everybody got beer and the legendary party began.

			At the legendary party, four guys vomited and Max hooked up with three different girls in the same night. At the legendary party we all ate cherries that Ham’s brother’s fraternity had been soaking in grain alcohol for a month. At the legendary party we did our best impressions, and Richard was pretty good with Nicolas Cage, but I won, with my Jack Nicholson. At the ­legendary party we drew a hundred dicks on one of the art magazine girls’ tank top, the girl thought it was hilarious, and she got back at us by tricking Seth Marcus into letting her draw a dick on his cheek. At the legendary party, Max’s dealer showed up, and like magic everyone came together with the cash, and we hotboxed Dave’s entire bedroom.

			The cops broke up the legendary party before midnight. It was too legendary to last.

			One of the art girls was smoking on the front porch, so she saw the cops first. She came into the house yelling COPS COPS COPS.

			We all ran. Everyone was pushing, trying to get out the back door. A bunch of kids jumped off the deck. It wasn’t so high. Dave’s house was back in the woods. We all got away.

			My car was parked down the street. I ducked through a neighbor’s yard and got in, then drove the other way. I drove around alone for a while, too amped to go home.

			But the magic of the legendary party was still with me. Because just when I thought I’d have to just go home, that there was nothing else to do, I stopped for a Slurpee and found Richard, Ham, and Alan at the 7-Eleven. They were just leaving. Alan had a cell phone and Dave had called him to find us all and meet him at Denny’s.

			(After that, it was tradition. We always knew to meet up at Denny’s after a party got broken up.)

			Dave and Max were already eating pancakes when we got there. Dave grinned. Sit down, gentlemen, I have a story.

			The man has a fucking STORY, Max said. He was grinning, too.

			Dave had gotten out through the basement and run into the woods. Then he circled back to check what was going on at the house. The cop was still there, talking into the radio on the front stoop. I freaked the fuck out, he told us. I could see the look on my dad’s face already. The cut-me-a-switch-boy look.

			(Dave used to say his mom was a lawyer and his dad was an asshole. I didn’t know if he meant the switch thing literally but no-one asked.)

			So Dave couldn’t go back in the house, with the cop on the front porch. But his car was parked on the curb, so he snuck around and waited until the cop had turned his back and then started the car and just fucking gunned it out of the neighborhood. He didn’t think the cop got his plates or anything.

			Just before he turned onto the main street he saw a guy walking on the side of the road. It was Max. For a while they drove around together.

			Dave kept whining about his dad, his dad, what am I gonna do, Max said.

			Dave said, But then Max gets an idea.

			They went to the movie theater and waited until a couple of cute girls came out. They were private school girls. They told them what had happened, and got their ticket stubs from them.

			What movie? we wanted to know.

			Get this: it was the nine o’clock showing of Gone in Sixty Seconds.

			We all burst out laughing at that. It’s a sign, we said. Richard did his impression of Nicolas Cage again.

			The story continued: Dave and Max drove back to his house, to all the beer cups scattered on the lawn. Dave called the police. He said someone had broken into his house while he was out at the movies on a double date. He wanted the cops to come and make sure it was safe.

			We laughed and laughed at that. It’s true, Max said. I had no idea Dave had such big balls, but it’s true. I watched him do it. The cop who showed up was the same cop who had broken up the party. Dave played it perfectly. He acted like he was scared and upset. Max backed him up. The cop was skeptical, of course.

			“You’re saying to me,” Dave said, doing the cop’s voice as Nicolas Cage. “You’re saying to me that you’re a senior in high school and you have no idea who might have broken into your house to throw a party on the Saturday night when your parents are out of town.” And I just flash him my big baby blues and said, “No, sir!”

			No way he believed you, I said.

			Probably not, Richard shrugged, but it’s nearly one in the morning, he wants to go home, he doesn’t actually care about a party.

			Plus, we had the ticket stubs, Max said. Said we were on a double date, gave him one of the girls’ numbers if he wanted to check out our story.

			She’s my alibi, Dave said. I think she likes me.

			Of course, Dave’s parents didn’t buy it. We found out later that he got in big trouble. But at Denny’s we were impressed. It was a really good lie. We were impressed with Max for having the idea and impressed with Dave for pulling it off.

			We all ordered pancakes to celebrate. And then we started talking about what had happened during the party. Hotboxing the bedroom. Max’s three girls. All the incredible things that had happened that night. We hadn’t realized how legendary the party had been until we told the story together. As we talked about it, we realized we’d been through something amazing. And we couldn’t wait to do it again.

			 

			For a while that summer, Dave hooked up with his alibi. Life imitates excuses, Richard said (he was always quoting Kids in the Hall like we were still in eighth grade). Dave’s alibi loved comedy movies and she went to fifth base, so Dave didn’t hang out with us as much and we understood why. It was summer, anyway, and some of us were at the beach or in Europe with our parents, and a lot of us went to different lax clinics, especially if there was one at our top choice school. Richard was at the Naval Academy, for example. I didn’t have a top choice so I went to one at the University of Maryland. I also got a retail job at the lacrosse store, Lax World, where I spent afternoons talking to kids who were just getting started. When I told them I was a faceoff specialist, and that my average was over fifty percent, they looked at me with real respect in their eyes and I remembered what it was like when I was just a freshman, watching the team from the outside.

			Which is all to say that we were busy, we didn’t really miss Dave. And our parties were smaller on the whole, just a couple of guys hanging out and drinking and telling stories about the legendary party, and how we’d throw an even more legendary one in the fall.

			By August, Dave and the girl had kind of drifted apart, so he was back with us in time for conditioning. Around then our parties started picking back up, too. Dave said all of the private school girls wanted to hang out. Even though he and the alibi had broken up, they were still friends.

			Private school girls were like that. They never put any pressure on you. Not that they were the kinds of girls you wanted to hang out with all the time or anything. Our public school was a really good school. My mom said that kids in our town only went to private school because something was wrong, like learning disabilities, or like they’d been kicked out of public school. We didn’t know exactly what was wrong with the private school girls, but you could just tell something was off. Like one time, I was talking to one who said that she loved to get a six-pack of beer on a Friday and just drive around all night, drinking and listening to the radio.

			When I heard that, I thought to myself, That’s a little much. I mean, sure, maybe sometimes I drove myself home from a party when I was a little too buzzed to drive. But I wasn’t going to have that be my whole goal for the evening. I kept talking to her, to be nice. But I couldn’t really respect her after that.

			The thing you had to respect, though, was that the private school girls knew how to party. They always brought a bottle of something. They shared their pot. They danced, whether anyone else was dancing or not. They had good advice about the college admission process. Most importantly, they always showed up.

			That August, just before school started, we were eager for another legendary party. We thought all parties should be ­legendary. We tried hard. We shouted Heeeeeeeere’s Johnny! when we walked in the door. We made party mix tapes. We got so good at beer pong it wasn’t fun anymore so we made up new games; we set up empty bottles and shattered them with a bowling ball Richard bought at a thrift store (we called it Bowling Rock), we chanted the sacred team songs. Everything was exactly right, but something was always wrong.

			One night, at Ham’s, I found a bottle of whiskey in Ham’s dad’s office, and I took it outside. I went and stood at the edge of the yard. I wanted to think about how I was watching my life more than living it. I looked at the sky and it felt true. It made me feel sad and kind of restless. It was like sitting next to a girl and the movie is boring, but it’s making her cry and you feel like you’re not supposed to touch her, until you realize maybe she actually wanted you to touch her. But by then it’s too late.

			The feeling never really went away. It was there in all our parties. It was there when I drove home with the radio loud so I wouldn’t pass out, and when I stared at my ceiling because I couldn’t sleep. We never talked about it, but I felt like a lot of the other guys were feeling it, too.

			The juniors partied hard, but us seniors all sort of stood off to the side. We drank too much beer and felt weird about dancing so we just watched the private school girls. They were the ones partying. We were just going through the motions. Looking back, if it weren’t for those private school girls, I don’t know if we would have even had parties that year. We would have missed those good times. And that would have been a tragedy.

			–––––––––––<#)

			In the first month of senior year I decided to get a blowjob from Haley Moreland. We were eating pizza in Max’s basement after the first day of tryouts. We didn’t have to try out, of course. We were the team. Except, there were like thirty kids at tryouts.

			This is a hungry bunch, Coach said, as we watched the kids lining up to get their numbers. We knew he was right, and we worried about it. The kids ran so fast and worked so hard and some of them jogged laps during breaks, showing off.

			They were the ones trying out, they wanted a chance to be with us. But we had to work to keep up. So we were hard on them. They got hit hard in the clearing drill. Max picked out this one blond kid who was really good, and kept muttering pussy dick right in his ear.

			It actually kind of annoyed me. The blond kid would be good for the team, and I tried to get Max to lay off him. You’re an asshole, I told him during a water break. Pussy dick isn’t even a thing. But actually, we all thought it was pretty funny. And we needed to blow off steam somehow, because on the whole that day sucked.

			We knew what was up. We’d had too much fun that summer. We were in shitty shape. Coach knew it, too. At the end, he clapped his hands and thanked everybody for coming out. Then he said, I want to see my seniors.

			All of the new kids left, heads down, hopes high. They still had two more days to try out, years of high school ahead of them. We only had this one year left.

			Sit down, gentlemen, Coach said. We sat in a circle round him. The best seniors, the six of us, were right in the middle. Coach was looking right at us.

			You worked hard today, Coach said, I know you worked hard. But . . .

			As he let that word hang in the air I got cold. Even though I knew what was coming, I listened to his speech with my whole fucking heart. I remember the pressure, he said, College staring down the barrel. And this is the best time of your life, your golden years.

			I felt a little lighter at that. It wasn’t all bad. Coach wanted us to have fun, to enjoy this time. I sat up straight. I glanced over. Max and Dave were smirking on my left. Ham and Alan looked bored and angry. On my right side Richard was watching Coach seriously, his face calm, nodding slightly. I tried to make my face look like Richard’s.

			But I also want you to be state champions. And this is your last year to do that.

			When he said that, it was the first time I realized we might not win that year, that things could be taken away from us. I have faith in you, Coach said, and I felt both cold and hot in my chest, and my lungs felt so big I worried my eyes were gonna water. They didn’t. But it was a good speech.

			Then Coach made each of us set goals, going around the room saying them out loud. I said I wanted to get my faceoff percentage over sixty and Coach said, Good man, and I knew he meant it.

			Coach had done a good job. He was right. He just needed to motivate us. But still we were all annoyed after. So we went to eat pizza in Max’s basement, and Dave imitated Coach’s voice and said, Let’s all set goals, gentlemen, and then we went around and said which girl was going to blow us before Christmas.

			All of the other guys listed three or four girls. Max named five, and two of them had already blown him, which shouldn’t count. I only said Haley Moreland. I’m a one-girl kind of guy, I said. Everyone had to respect that. I wasn’t just some follower, bragging about his conquests. I was a one-girl kind of guy.

			But it was a mistake. A couple of days later it was obvious I was fucked. Haley and I had first period together, B Calc. She was a junior but she was a year ahead in Math. I kept looking at her all through class. She was supposed to give me a blowjob. I kept trying not to look at her and then looking at her anyway.

			I had known Haley since we were little. Her mom was friends with my mom. There were pictures of us playing basketball together when we were seven or eight. Sometimes we talked between classes. So it shouldn’t have been weird when I tried to talk to her that day. I had to get a blowjob, was all. I heard she’d blown one of the seniors last year, a guy who ran track with her.

			But whatever I said didn’t work. I made a stupid joke. She kind of laughed but mostly groaned. I wanted to punch myself in the face. I had set Haley as my goal because she was easy. And I had always liked her. I’d always thought she was pretty. But, as she walked away I felt my chest tighten and that’s when I realized that I had fucked myself over. I had it bad for her.

			 

			I made a fool of myself around Haley for months before I got the balls to ask her out. I didn’t want to ask her to a movie or anything in case she thought I was lame. So I just asked if she was going to the party at Dave’s house.

			It was December, the last day of exams. Dave called it The Party WAGLER. It stood for The Party Where We All Get Laid (Even Richard).

			Obviously we couldn’t tell people that so we said The Waggler was a new dance. But we can’t show it to you, we told people. It’s way too sexy. If we dance The Waggler, you will be overcome with lust.

			It was funny, but it wasn’t as funny as it should have been. And not just because Richard got pissy about it. Jokes just ­weren’t that funny anymore. Our first seeded game was in March and my faceoff percentage was still hovering at fifty. College applications were due in January. Some of us had applied early decision and been waitlisted. One guy got flat out rejected. There was a weight in our chests that wouldn’t lift no matter how fast we ran in practice.

			But, there was a glimmer of hope. The Party WAGLER was at Dave’s house. It was the first party at Dave’s house since the legendary party.

			Dave’s parents didn’t trust him anymore. They’d hired a house-sitter, a girl from the community college. So we all pooled our money to pay her off, and Dave promised we’d keep the noise down and clean up after, we promised her it would stay under control.

			We had high hopes. We wanted this party to be great. Of course we all acted like every party was great. But we really spread the word about this one. We wanted everyone to be there. Haley had already heard about it when I invited her. But she said she hadn’t decided whether to go or not. She told me to convince her. I told her there would be beer and not just vodka but good vodka. I don’t drink, she said.

			Yeah, but you smoke weed, I said.

			She said, So? And I said there would be plenty of weed, too.

			I hear there will be dancing, she said. I hear we’re gonna do The Waggler.

			Well some people might do The Waggler. If they’re feeling reckless. It’s a powerful dance.

			Will you do The Waggler?

			If you come.

			She smiled at me, and kind of squinted, like she was thinking hard. She didn’t say anything. I said, So. Will you come?

			She said, “Nah, sounds boring.”

			I must have looked like an idiot.

			I’m just teasing, she said, I’m going. Could you give me a ride? I was gonna ride with Georgia but she’s grounded.

			When I got to Haley’s house I had to go to the door and say hi to her mother, of course, and her mother had to go on and on about how tall I was now. She asked whether I knew Haley had been selected to be the teen columnist for the local paper starting in the spring.

			Mom, Haley said.

			“The column is called ‘Teen Scene,’ and she even gets paid.”

			Mom! Haley looked at me, rolling her eyes. It’s no big deal.

			I thought again how cool Haley was, how smart.

			“Lee, come on, you should be proud,” her mom said.

			I wondered if I’d ever get to call her Lee. That’s really great, I told Haley. And it was great. We should celebrate. Want to get a milkshake before the—

			Haley jumped in and said, “Before the movie? It’s a ten-thirty movie so we’ve got time, right?”

			Right, I said. Before the movie.

			I shook Mrs. Moreland’s hand as we left, which made her laugh. “You’ve always been such a sweetie, Nick,” she said. She still saw me as a little boy. I wanted to say something back to her, prove myself, but I didn’t know what. So I just smiled and we left.

			The milkshake thing was a good idea, it turned out. I wanted some time alone with her anyway. We went to the Greek diner, and Haley complained about her mom. It seems like she’s really proud of you, I said.

			It’s suffocating, she said. She asked if my parents were a pain, too. I said I guessed so.

			I felt, as we finished our milkshakes, that things were going well. As she wiped her mouth with her napkin I thought about her blowing me. It was going to be great. There was no reason to worry about it. I ran my hand over my head. My hair was getting long. I needed to buzz it again. I needed to get Haley high. I had a joint saved for her, in an Altoids tin in the glove compartment of my car. I wanted us both to relax, so we could talk more, better, about real things.

			She let me pay and then touched my arm when she said thanks. When we got to the party, she went over to say hello to some friends, but said that I should find her later. It was okay. Things were going well.

			I guess it was around ten at that point. I went over to talk with Richard and ask what had happened so far. Nothing much, he said. I nodded and looked around; one of the private school girls was dancing, all by herself in the middle of the room. She was really out of it. Hey, pussy dick, out of my way, Max said, right in my ear. I’ve got a new goal. He slapped my butt and pushed past, approaching the private school girl, to dance with her. He raised his arms in the air, beside her but not touching her. Slowly, like he was raising them through jelly.

			How about you? I said to Richard. Got any goals for tonight? I said it to be encouraging. No judgment. Richard was my oldest friend, but part of me always wondered if he was gay. Not like he acted gay. He just never made a move.

			I’m going to see what turns up, he said. Which was what he always said. Which was why he never had a girl. Girls didn’t just turn up. I was no expert but everyone knew that.

			Cool, cool, I said. We both took sips of our beers. It’s not like I could judge Richard anyway, with Haley on the other side of the room and me trying to figure out what I was going to say when I went over to talk to her again.

			The party was fine. Of course, it wasn’t legendary. Dave kept running up to people and making jokes about The Waggler. He kept trying to get people to do shots. Some of the private school girls were really drunk. The girl who had been dancing stopped being able to dance. She had to sit down. She was laughing, but her eyes were closed, as Max rubbed her shoulders on the couch. (He was the exception to the rule, I guess: Girls turned up for Max.)

			Mostly people were just talking, though. I realized I was hanging back, watching. I felt suddenly urgent, like I was once again letting a good time get away. I resolved not to let my life be that. I went to find Haley.

			She was talking to some private school girls. I touched her shoulder. When she turned and saw it was me she smiled. I said something, I don’t remember what. Then we were walking to the edge of the woods behind Dave’s house. We went to sit down but the ground was cold, so I grabbed a couple of cushions from the chairs on the deck and set them down for us, and Haley sat right next to me, the arm of her jacket was touching mine. As I dug the joint out of the plastic bag in the Altoids tin, Haley said that she only ever needed a single hit to get high. I always stop after my first hit. So this is your lucky day, Nick. I’m a cheap date.

			I lit the joint for her. Just like she said, she took one drag and then passed it back to me. It drove me crazy in every direction. I took a hit. She exhaled, the smoke curling around her face. She put her head down on her arms on her knees, her thin body folded in on itself. She made me want to take a train trip through Europe. She was a long-distance runner. All-state. I realized everything about her was that feeling. Only needing one good hit. Running forever. I wished she would just let loose. And I wished I could be more like her.

			She was talking about what she thought about while running. She ran for hours at a time. I must have asked her about it, because she said, No, it’s not lonely. It’s peaceful.

			I felt the moment as it was happening. I leaned forward and kissed her. It was just the right thing. I pulled back a little, testing her. She leaned forward, kept our lips together. The feeling of her lips on mine was strange. To be totally honest about it I hadn’t really kissed anyone before. I’d said I’d done it with girls so many times I guess I believed it, so it was super weird, actually kissing her. Wet and soft and different. Then I was on my back and she had both hands on my chest. She was kissing me. I opened my eyes and saw that her eyes were closed. I looked up, higher, at the sky, and the lights of a plane blinking by. I felt myself floating. I tried to stay focused. I worried she would get bored. I worried I wasn’t a good kisser. I wondered if this was when she’d give me that blowjob, or if I’d have to make her my girlfriend first, how long that would take.

			She pulled away, then rolled over and lay on her back beside me. The night sky wagged back and forth over us. I was crushed by the many meanings of what might or might not have just happened.

			So, she said. She looked at me for a second. Then she said, We should get back? I didn’t know if it was a statement or a question. Her thin body was curling up off the ground. She rested her head on one hand. I didn’t say anything. She stood up. I was angry. I had bored her after all.

			She stood over me and reached out a hand to help me up.

			“I’m too high,” I said.

			“Should’ve stuck to just one drag,” she said.

			She kind of kicked my thigh. I didn’t know what that meant, either.

			“Whatever, Nick,” she said, and walked away. I lay on my back and looked up at the sky.

			After a while I got up and went back to the house. I found Dave’s mom’s office, and lay down on the couch. On the opposite wall I saw one of her diplomas was from the University of Maryland, and I thought about how many girls were there, how jealous Haley would be when I was dating them all.

			After a while Haley came in and woke me up. “People are going to Denny’s,” she said.

			“Okay,” I said. I waited but she didn’t say anything.

			“Guess I’ll see you later,” I said.

			She said something like “okay.” Then she left.

			 

			When I was straight enough to drive I got in my car and went to Denny’s. It was a little after midnight. Ham and Alan were there, and some juniors, and Haley. I saw them through the window, all laughing. I pretended I had forgotten my wallet. I mimed checking my pockets in case anyone was watching. I walked back to my car and vomited all over the front wheel. Then I felt a little better. I went straight to the bathroom when I went inside. I washed my hands and splashed water on my face and then sat down with everyone. Dave had shown up in the meantime so there was only one seat left, across from Haley. She glanced at me and then down, and then back up and kind of smiled. Like she was back to leading me on, or maybe she really was shy.

			Everyone saw it. Everyone felt bad for me. We all knew I had it bad for Haley. We all thought she was cool, it was true, it was fun having her at Denny’s, she was like one of the guys. But she acted like she didn’t know how I felt. She must have known. Everyone knew. I wondered if maybe she was using me. Maybe she actually had it bad for one of the other guys.

			Couple of pussy dicks rolling up late, Dave said. Max and Richard were walking in. They were laughing. They had left the party with Max’s private school girl, the one who was too drunk to dance. She wasn’t with them anymore.

			She was really out of it, Haley said, shaking her head.

			That’s for sure, Max said.

			You show her your pointer? I asked.

			Nick you’re obsessed with my pointer, Max said.

			We all laughed. Watch where you stick your pointer, we all said in unison. I laughed and glanced at Haley. She wasn’t really paying attention, she was curling the wrapper of the straw around and around itself into a tight little tube.

			Dudes, you will not believe. Richard was pulling up a chair, Max was politely asking the waiter if he could take a chair from another table. Her mom freaked out and yelled at us.

			No!

			Yeah. And she chased us down the street. Max was sitting in his chair backwards. Behind his back, the waiter was watching him and frowning. Max didn’t notice. The girl had been too drunk to walk, he said. He and Richard had carried her to the front door, one under each arm. They had argued about whether to leave her on the stoop or ring the bell. Max had been on the side of leaving her.

			Haley looked up at that. Assholes, she said.

			It was a comfortable stoop, Max said. There was a bench.

			And I gave her my jacket, Richard said.

			Max and Richard told the story together. They passed it back and forth. The girl’s mom opened the door. The look on her face. I thought she was going to pull out a shotgun. The mom screamed her daughter’s name. She grabbed at her. But she wasn’t strong enough to hold her up, and the girl slumped on the floor. They didn’t know what to do. What were they supposed to do? They said they were sorry, ma’am. They said they were lacrosse players.

			“What did you do?” she kept screaming, “What did you do?” She was crazy!

			What could they do? They backed away, slowly. Then they turned and ran.

			The waiter interrupted. All anybody wanted was a coffee refill. The waiter was pissed, but what could he do? Coffee refills were unlimited. He refilled our coffees and left.

			So there we were: Running across the lawn. And the woman screams, “I know your last name!”

			How did she know your last name?

			Richard left his team jacket on the stoop!

			It’s cold out. I put my jacket over her, to cover her up. The woman was crazy anyway.

			I know. She ran after us, screaming, “I know your name!”

			She couldn’t keep up, obviously.

			Obviously.

			We raced to the car, we got away.

			But she was still behind us the whole time.

			In the street!

			In her robe! Carrying Richard’s fucking jacket!

			It was hilarious. We laughed hysterically. And as we were laughing, we realized together: Had The Party WAGLER been legendary?

			Haley sighed and leaned back in her chair. She let go of the straw wrapper and it unspooled into a loose coil on the wet table. You’re such assholes, she said.

			But we were all looking at each other. We were realizing that we hadn’t yet told each other everything that had happened that night. It was the same as the legendary party. Not one of us had experienced the entire thing. It was too legendary for one guy alone to see. We had to tell each other about it. Maybe The Party WAGLER was about to become legend. We just had to tell the whole story.

			I don’t blame the mom, Haley said. We all looked at her. She shrugged. I’d be pissed if I caught my daughter with you.

			I’m a good guy. You can trust me with your daughter.

			Maybe you, Richard. But Max, if I see you around my daughter I’m definitely getting my shotgun.

			We laughed.

			Not so fast, Haley. Before you take your shotgun you should try the backseat with me.

			You’re a creep.

			Max lifted his hands, innocent. The last girl didn’t complain.

			He was being an asshole. But Haley was asking for it. She had already called him an asshole like three times. You couldn’t do that with Max. He was like a pitbull, once he latched on he would never let go. After I told him pussy dick wasn’t a word he’d started saying it all the time, he said it so much that we all said it now.

			I wanted to get Max off Haley. I wanted to get her away, outside, take her home. But she was a pitbull, just like him. She wasn’t letting go, either.

			The one who was totally out of it? she asked.

			She was totally out of it, Richard agreed. Max shrugged again.

			Then Haley’s voice changed. “You didn’t.” She narrowed her eyes at Max.

			Didn’t what? Max said. And he kind of licked his lips.

			“That’s disgusting.”

			Relax Haley, I didn’t bone her, Max said.

			She stood up. “Can someone who’s not Max give me a ride home?”

			I will, I said, and stood up quickly. Maybe too quickly. Everyone looked at me. Max smirked.

			Haley looked away. “I gotta go to the bathroom first.”

			I sat back down and said okay. Haley was already walking away. Everyone waited until she was out of earshot to laugh.

			Max got her all worked up.

			You’re welcome, Nick.

			What?

			She’s all worked up, she’s ready.

			Shut up, pussy dick.

			Maybe you’ll get luckier than Max did.

			We all laughed.

			Who says I didn’t get lucky? Max said.

			You did.

			I said I didn’t bone her.

			Oh fuck off.

			Swear to god. Max reached over and took a creamer packet out of the little dish in the center. I sat in the backseat with her, she needed someone to keep her sitting up straight. He looked sideways at Richard. And to help her get her panties off. We heard the sound of the wrapper peeling off the top of the creamer, because none of us were breathing. Max tilted his head back and drank the cream like a shot of Jäger. No shit, we said.

			Max wiped cream off his mouth and smiled. Swear to god, soft as melted butter. Poor Richard sitting up there had to just smell it.

			Not true, Richard said.

			I knew it, everyone said. Max you’re full of shit.

			Richard was looking out the window.

			Richard, come on, Max said. We’re among friends. We can tell them what happened.

			Yeah, Richard. You can tell us.

			What happened, Richard said, is I stopped the car and beat Max’s ass.

			Richard don’t take no shit, Ham said, and we all laughed. Max held his hand up to stop us.

			It’s true, he said, Richard was angry. And rightly so! I was being an asshole. We all watched Max. Even Richard was watching him. So I said, “Come get a piece of her, too.” Max smiled at us, looking around. He spread his arms and lifted his hands, like a king. I always save some love for the team.

			No. We waited for the punchline. But Max just looked at Richard.

			We waited.

			Max said, You guys think Richard is a complete gaywad, but I know the truth. We went behind the 7-Eleven, parked in a dark corner. Right, Richard?

			Richard looked out the window. Yeah, he said.

			Then Haley was back at the table. “Parked in a dark corner for what?”

			Everyone shut up.

			“Seriously?”

			We looked at each other. We burst out laughing. How could we help it? Even I laughed. It was too much. To smoke some extremely stanky weed, Max said, and this made us laugh harder.

			Haley turned and walked out of the restaurant. I got up and followed her out. Everyone gave me a thumbs-up behind her back.

			They told me the rest later. How the waiter interrupted, said our unlimited coffee refills had run out, he was going to call the cops if we didn’t get out. How Dave said unlimited coffee can’t run out, that’s a paradox. They all laughed but it was no use. The waiter was not gonna budge. They were just about to get up and leave when Richard suddenly ordered pancakes for the table, a large stack for everyone.

			How the waiter hesitated. “You have to pay first,” he said, his voice rising. “You have to pay before I bring them.”

			How Richard whipped out a credit card, defeating the waiter, which maybe, more than anything, made us think the whole story with Max and Richard and the private school girl might actually be true.

			So they told the whole story over pancakes. Richard had climbed into the backseat, and they had both fingered her. The guys still didn’t believe it, but then Richard said that he was going to eat her out, but he found a piece of toilet paper stuck in her pubes. That’s when everyone knew the story was true. We were all bullshitters, but who would make that up?

			I was nervous walking to the car, there were still some chunks on the front wheel from when I got sick earlier. But luckily Haley just walked right to the passenger side. I realized too late that I should have opened her door for her. Instead I just hit the automatic locks and she got in.

			On the ride home we didn’t talk much. At one point she said, Max is a douchebag, huh? I laughed and agreed. It felt good. Then we were quiet until I pulled onto her street.

			Her house was dark, just a single lamp on in the front window. She said, Uh-oh.

			Are you in trouble?

			Don’t worry about it, she said. She paused, her hand on the door, her purse in her lap. She bit her lip. I felt like I should kiss her, but I wasn’t sure, so I made a joke. I could carry you to the front door? I said. Leave you on the stoop? I just wanted to keep talking, but I knew right away I’d said the wrong thing. She looked at me like she’d been catching whiffs of a bad smell for an hour, and had only just realized what it was. I thought about the vomit on the wheel of my car. I didn’t know what to say.

			Then she was out of the car. She floated up to her house, taking slow long strides. Her legs were so long. She took fewer steps than seemed possible, her feet barely seemed to touch the ground. I watched her go. It felt like panic but there was nothing I could do. She closed the front door behind her. Then I saw the single lamp go dark.

			–––––––––––<#)

			We talked about it for weeks. It was so good. We got every detail out of Richard and Max, her face as it leaned back on the seat, how the smell of tuna fish was so strong Richard worried it would be in his car forever. How they both jizzed on her, like champions.

			We asked if they had talked to the girl since. We kept asking, and finally Max said he had. She was grounded for being drunk but other than that she was fine. He said she would do it again. Maybe with more of us.

			No way, we said. You’re lying.

			I’ll show you. When’s the next party? But none of our parents were leaving town anytime soon.

			When we got back from winter break we found that other kids were talking about it, too. It was suddenly a thing people knew. When they asked, we said nothing. We were gentlemen. But somehow all of the details became known anyway, and it was a joke everywhere. How do you find a private school girl in the dark? Just follow your nose.

			It kept us going through the worst time of our senior year. It was a welcome distraction. Something to talk about besides when the next party would be. Something to think about other than our college essays. We were already supposed to have turned the final drafts in to our English teacher Mr. Kaminsky. We hadn’t even written them. We had nothing to say for ourselves. The example college essay was a kid who had lost a leg to cancer and had learned to play soccer with a prosthetic. He had made the all-state team. His essay was about overcoming adversity.

			This wasn’t really fair.

			All we had to overcome was pressure, school, our state championship, and the sinking feeling that we weren’t good enough. But writing about playing lacrosse, even when you worried that you weren’t good enough, wasn’t good enough.

			And then, at the end of that very long first week of January, we learned that Richard and Max were in big trouble.

			 

			The hallway outside of Coach’s office was painted bright blue, with a yellow stripe at shoulder height. The stripe traced the inside of the office, like a pothole painted along with the road. It crossed the locker-room door, dipped into Coach’s office from the left, and then exited on the right side. From there it traced behind a long glass case holding all our school’s trophies. State championships stretching back five yards and five decades down the hall.
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