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1 Countdown




    Lit up with anticipation




    We arrive at the launching site




    The sky is still dark, nearing dawn




    On the Florida coastline.




    Circling choppers slash the night




    With roving searchlight beams




    This magic day when super-science




    Mingles with the bright stuff of dreams




    - Countdown, Rush




    Escape velocity is the minimum speed needed for an object to break free from the gravitational attraction of a massive body, like Earth. That’s 7 miles per second, or about 25,000 miles per hour.




    The first Space Shuttle – Columbia, STS-1, was launched on April 12, 1981. It was supposed to launch two days earlier, on the 10th, and then again the night of April 11th, but after numerous delays, this nighttime launch was also scrubbed and reset for 8 am the next morning – on the 12th.




    My dad and my brother and I were watching it on TV at home in Miami on the night of the 11th. We’d been waiting all day for the launch. I’d been following the space program since I was five years old.




    When they reset the launch for 8am the next morning, I turned to my dad and said, “Let’s go. That’s only four hours drive up the coast from here. We’ve got 7 and a half hours to get there. We can see the first Shuttle launch live.”




    My dad looked at us. My brother nodded – he was in.




    “Come on,” I said. “I can drive.” I was sixteen at the time and had just gotten my driver’s license a few months earlier.




    My dad thought about it. He could see I was dying to go. I had always excelled in math, and he’d been pushing me to go to the Naval Academy and become a Navy Pilot and hopefully, someday, an Astronaut and driver of the Space Shuttle. He had no choice.




    “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”




    I couldn’t believe it. We quickly packed a few things. We woke up my mom and sister. They didn’t want to go. And ten minutes later, just after midnight, I was driving my dad’s Cadillac out of suburbia in Kendall, Florida, towards the Florida Turnpike Extension North and Cape Canaveral. I drove as fast as I could once we were on the Turnpike and dad was asleep in the passenger’s seat. My brother slept in the back. I sped up to about seventy and kept a look out for Florida State Troopers.




    We stopped somewhere along the way on I-95 for coffee and doughnuts. I was exhausted. It was near three a.m. My dad had slept the first half of the drive, so he took over and drove the rest of the way. My brother moved to the pax seat, and I stretched out and slept on the big velour back seat of the Caddy.




    I remember waking up later and hearing seagulls. I sat up in the back of the Caddy, stretched, and looked around. I was achy and tired from driving earlier. It was just before dawn on the Florida coastline, and my dad was parking the car on the grass at Cape Canaveral. I sat up and looked out the window and there was the space shuttle a mere two miles away, lit up like some huge white statue of a Roman Goddess.




    Floodlit in the hazy distance




    The star of this unearthly show




    Venting vapors, like the breath




    Of a sleeping white dragon




    “What time is it?”




    “Almost seven,” my dad said.




    I looked around at all the cars and people watching the Shuttle and taking pictures. I could see the giant digital clock counting down the liftoff: 01 hours, 03 minutes, 27 seconds.




    “We made it,” I said. I was ecstatic. I climbed out of the car. The shuttle looked larger than life, glowing in the lights and venting water vapor like a captured dragon. It was magnificently lit up just across a small bay and some mangrove swamps. I couldn’t believe we were two miles away. It seemed more like a couple of hundred yards. You felt like you could reach out and touch it. The scale of the thing distorted your perception of distance and space.




    Dad, Jason and I climbed up and sat on the front bumper of the Caddy. Dad pulled out some orange juice and tuna sandwiches he had bought at the rest stop earlier. We had breakfast sitting there and watched the sun come up to our right over the Atlantic Ocean.




    The buzz was enormous. People all around us set up tripods and cameras. We had my dad’s hunting binoculars, but we’d forgotten his camera. This was long before cell phones, so we didn’t all have super powerful cameras sitting conveniently in our pockets.




    We ate our sandwiches and stared at the Shuttle. The hour flew by. Before I knew it, it was t-minus one minute and counting. My heartbeat was pounding. I was about to witness history – a history that someday, maybe, I’d be a part of.




    A computer-sounding human voice was counting down the seconds on giant loudspeakers, “T-minus thirty-five seconds and counting.”




    I was afraid that after two days of delays they would scrub the launch again at the last second, and we’d have to drive back to Miami like idiots, and I’d have to go to school the next morning without seeing the launch. But then the voice got down to, “T-minus ten seconds. Go for main engines.”




    The main engines lit up, and you could feel the rumbling in your chest. The car seemed to shake like a mini earthquake. We all looked at each other with our mouths open. “Here goes,” I said.




    The voice counted down the seconds, and by the time he got to two seconds and “go for launch” you could no longer hear him.




    The roar of the main engines was deafening even from two miles away. The main engines were ignited, and the blast of fire beneath the shuttle was as bright as the sun. You couldn’t stare at it.




    The earth beneath us starts to tremble




    With the spreading of a low black cloud




    A thunderous roar shakes the air




    Like the whole world exploding




    Scorching blast of golden fire




    As it slowly leaves the ground




    It tears away with a mighty force




    The air is shattered by the awesome sound




    The whole earth shook as the Shuttle cleared the tower and slowly climbed up into the air. It rotated slightly – part of it’s planned ‘Roll Program’ to achieve Escape Velocity on the correct orbital plane so it could punch out of the Earth’s atmosphere. I had studied this thing to death, and I knew every step of the launch procedure inside and out.




    The shuttle tilted and leaned over a few degrees on its back and then rocketed away from the ground on a pillar of white smoke. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.




    As it climbed up higher into the perfect blue sky, we passed the binoculars back and forth between us. I watched it go until I could see the white solid rocket boosters fall away on either side and tumble back towards the ocean. Then it was just a white speck trailing white smoke. Everyone around us was cheering. We grinned like madmen. It was truly awesome. We felt like we had taken part – some small part – in history. The first re-usable space ship – the stuff of science fiction movies for decades was now a reality. And we were there.




    It’s about a year later now, and I’m still thinking about that moment.




    “You should have seen the Shuttle, man. It was awesome,” I shout over the sound of the road and the car. I’m with my friend, Chip Blackwell, and we’re doing about 100 miles per hour on the same Florida Turnpike Extension near my house in Kendall. We’ve got Frampton Comes Alive – Do You Feel Like We Do? – playing on the tape deck.




    Woke up this morning




    With a wine glass in my hand…




    Chip nods. “Yea, I wish I had,” he shouts.




    We’re in Chip’s ’76 Grand Prix – the LJ model with the big block 350 Chevy V-8 under the hood.




    “Let’s see what this thing will do,” I shout.




    Chip nods and presses harder on the gas pedal. We’re whipping by suburban Kendall, Florida at nearly 110 miles per hour. I feel like I’m already in the Space Shuttle. I have a need for speed, as they say.




    “Come on,” I say. “If they can send a 100 ton Space Shuttle up and out of the atmosphere at 25,000 miles per hour, you can at least get this thing to 120.”




    Chip smiles. He’s up for the challenge. He presses on the accelerator. We both watch as the speedometer edges up past 115. We’re watching it climb. Chip scans between the speedo and the traffic, making sure we don’t drive up the ass of some suburbanite’s minivan on the way to the office.




    “You’ve got to stay clean,” I shout over the road noise and music. “That’s the thing.”




    “What do you mean, clean?” He shouts back. “You mean, drugs?”




    “No. Clean and clear of all the bullshit.”




    We’re doing 120 now and our suburb is a blur out the side windows.




    “You’ve got to stay clean, clear. Free. Free of your family, free of the bullshit they teach you at school, free of the bullshit they spout at church.”




    Chip nods quickly at me and watches the road. He grips the steering wheel tightly.




    “You’ve got to get free of all this stupid middle-class thinking.”




    “Yea,” Chip shouts.




    “Free of the fucking suburbs,” I shout, looking out the windows as they blur by.




    “Yeah, I know.” Chip nods.




    We both look down at the speedo, we’re edging up close to 130, passing 128, 129. I’ve never gone this fast before. My dad’s Cadillac tops out around 123; his VW Rabbit sputters at 110, 112. I know. I’ve tried them out.




    Dad used to have a ’69 Firebird Convertible, into which some handy dude had dropped the 400 4-barrel V-8 from a ’68, and that thing fucking flew, but I never really got to drive it except in the fucking driveway. I was too young when it was running, and now it just sits in the weeds next to our house. I could easily fix it up and get it running, but dad won’t let me touch it. It’s my dream car, and someday I’ll have one of my own.




    The sound of the end of the world suddenly rips through the car as something tears off the front of the car and slams underneath us. I can feel it in my balls. Chip and I look at each other wide-eyed and speechless. He grips the wheel with both hands in a death-grip. The car is shuddering and almost out of control.




    I think, ‘Jesus, fuck. I’m going to die right here on the fucking Turnpike Extension two miles from my house. I never even made it out of Kendall and the fucking suburbs.’




    Our hearts are in our throats, we can’t breathe. We’re both fucking terrified but we sit rock-still in the bucking car, fighting panic with every passing second. Chip slows the Grand Prix down quickly – 110, 100, 90, 80. Then we’re going fifty. There’s something wrong with the wheels or a tire or something. Chip pushes through the light traffic and edges over to the slow lane and then the shoulder and pulls the Grand Prix to a stop on the side of the ‘Pike. He puts the shifter in “P,” and we both jump out of the car and stand their on the side of the road, breathless, shaking. My heart is in my throat.




    We stare at the car like it’s about to explode or something. We can’t breathe. We can’t believe we’re not dead. The other cars fly past us on the Turnpike, suburban moms taking their kids to soccer practice. Dad’s late for work.




    “We’re still alive,” I say. I walk to the front of the car and look down at the right, front wheel.




    “Dude,” I say. “Look at this fucking tire. The tread is completely gone.” My chest is heaving, as I try to catch my breath.




    Chip comes around from the driver’s side and looks at it. “Fuck.”




    “Delaminated,” I say. “The whole fucking tread ripped away.”




    “Jesus,” Chip says.




    “What the fuck?” I say. “Were these speed-rated tires or the ones your fuckin’ Mom put on here?”




    “I don’t know.” He says.




    We both bust out laughing. Laughing our fucking balls off. We feel fucking euphoric to still be alive. We’re drunk with life.




    “Dude, we should be dead,” I say, laughing.




    “I know it,” he says. He’s still speechless; looks pale – like he might puke.




    I high-five him.




    “We delaminated a tire at 130, and we’re still alive to talk about it.”




    “You’re fucking crazy,” he says and starts laughing again.




    “You were driving, asshole. You’re the crazy one.”




    I start laughing again, too. We’re laughing our fucking heads off. We’re both total fucking idiots at this point on the side of the freeway, but we’re happy to still be breathing.




    The euphoria of not being dead passes, and I feel kind of sick to my stomach. There’s so much adrenalin pumping through my veins, I’m light-headed. It’s like we just outran a giant tiger on the savannah. I want to puke, but I don’t.




    We look under the car to see if anything’s been damaged. “Looks okay,” I say. “You got a spare?”




    “I don’t know.”




    We walk back to the trunk. He opens it, and we look inside.




    “There’s a spare.”




    “Fuckin’ A.”


  




  

    
2 - Starving In Suburbia




    Sprawling on the fringes of the city




    In geometric order




    An insulated border




    In between the bright lights




    And the far unlit unknown.




    Nowhere is the dreamer




    Or the misfit so alone.




    - Subdivisions, Rush




    After we fix the spare on Chip’s car, he drives me back to my house. Nobody’s home, so Chip and I go into my house to play pool. The pool room used to be our garage, but my dad and I converted it into a pool room with a top of the line leather-pocket pool table and a wet bar and leather-covered barstools.




    Chip racks up the balls for a game of eight ball, and I get ready to break.




    Chip says, “Man, we deserve a drink after almost dying, don’t we?”




    I look at Chip and then I look at the well-stocked bar. “Why not?” I ask.




    Chip and I walk over and look at the liquor cabinet, which is a wood and glass pantry that covers one whole wall of the pool room.




    “Look at all these bottles,” Chip says.




    “Yea,” I say. “My dad borrows them from the First Class Lounge at the airport.”




    There must be twenty different kinds of Scotch and as many bourbons, rums, vodkas from all over the world. Chip singles out one bottle and says, “How about a little Wild Turkey.” He flaps his arms like a turkey trying to lift off. I laugh.




    “Sounds good to me.”




    I take down the Wild Turkey and open it. We both smell it. Smells sweet and strong. Sweeter than you’d expect.




    “We’ll just take a little,” I say. “He’ll never miss it.”




    I grab two tumblers from the cabinet and pour a couple of fingers into each glass. Then I open the ice maker and grab a handful of ice for each of us.




    “Man, you’ve got everything in here,” Chip says.




    “Yea, my dad brings VIP’s home from the office for booze-ups all the time, and I have to regale them with high school football stories. I’m like the fuckin’ entertainment.”




    We swirl the ice and bourbon in our glasses.




    “Cheers,” I say. “Here’s to still being alive.”




    Chip nods. We touch glasses and drink.




    “Here’s to letting the Wild Turkey fly,” I say.




    “Whoo-hoo,” Chip shouts and does the Wild Turkey dance again. I laugh.




    We finish our drinks.




    “That was amazing,” Chip says. “One more.”




    I pour a little more Turkey into our glasses and we swirl it around.




    “Let’s go. I’ll break,” I say.




    We take our glasses over to the pool table, and I break. I’ve been practicing sinking the eight ball on the break, which – if you know anything about the actual rules of eight ball, means you win the game on the break, but the eight ball barely moves this time. I sip my drink. I can’t believe I nearly died today. My hands are still a little shaky. And I can’t believe what my life has been like for the past month. I drink the rest of my drink.




    A month ago, March of my Senior Year in High School, all was perfect. I was perfect. At least I tried to be. I thought that’s what you were supposed to do. The perfect suburban straight-A student. I was any parent’s wet dream. In suburbia, you learn early on that you’re either perfect, or you’re a complete and total failure. There’s no in between. In between is community college or the University of Florida. Success is all about your high school resume – getting A’s, getting onto the honor roll and into the Advanced Placement classes; getting into and running the best social clubs; lettering in athletics; being on the Principal’s Advisory Committee. I’m in all of that shit. I’m President of the three best clubs. I’m Captain and Quarterback of the football team. I’ve lettered in Football and Track three years straight. I’m an Eagle Scout, for Christ’s sake. I was head of the fucking Altar Boys at my church before I quit that, which isn’t the same as being head altar boy, okay.




    I go to this massive fucking school that’s as sprawling as our suburb, Kendall. The school sits dead center in the middle of Kendall, which should have stayed the way it was when Hernando de Soto discovered it and started killing all the local Seminole and Creek Indians. Kendall used to be part of a big, massive, sprawling swamp – the River of Grass – the Everglades. They drained out the water, killed a few billion mosquitoes (but definitely not all of them), skinned all the alligators, murdered most of the Indians and built cookie-cutter tract housing. Levittown in the wilderness. There’s no culture here. The last time they had any in these parts was when the Seminole Indians had the run of the place.




    But I’m not bitching. I’ve done everything they’ve asked of me. Got straight-A’s, made the honor roll, led the clubs and the teams, scored high on my SAT’s, and I got accepted to Harvard as a Junior when I was only 16. It wasn’t that hard. All I had to do was not smoke pot with the mostly lower-class pot-heads, not drink beer with the redneck kids from the older, run-down suburbs on the other side of the freeway, and not snort coke with the rich kids driven in from North Kendall by their surgically-enhanced moms in their Mercedes and Jaguars. I’m just the middle-class kid that followed all the rules. I’ve never skipped school – ever. Not even once. Never had more than half a beer – and that was in the presence of my dad, never touched a drug stronger than aspirin. I don’t study that much. I just pay attention, and I guess I was born a little smart.




    In movies about American high schools they always show the brainy, Advanced Placement (AP) kids as being the “elites” of the school, but it’s nothing like that in real life. The AP kids, as we’re known, don’t really go to the same school as the rest of the students. There are probably around a hundred AP kids in my school of 3500 students. We take all the honors classes, get the best grades, lead all the clubs and the student government, but the other 3400 kids barely know we exist. And most of them hate us, but not like in the movies. We just move in different circles. It’s like we go to the same physical school, but move in different orbits. We rarely see the other kids and never interact with them.




    Playing football, I get to interact with the other, dumber kids in school, but I feel like I’m visiting another planet when I walk into the Varsity locker room. They don’t really accept or understand me, and the feeling’s mutual. I guess in a way that’s elite, but it just feels more like rejection than any kind of superiority – like I’m the one being rejected, not them.




    My friends and I talk about which Ivy League school we’re going to when we graduate. Some of the guys on the football team talk about their kids – I’m not bullshitting you. There are guys on my team with whole families – a girl they’re not married to and several kids – not all by the same mother. They talk about getting work on the weekends to pay for diapers and food for their babies and their babies’ mothers. My AP friends and I have never had jobs or earned a nickel. Wouldn’t know how to. I used to mow lawns when I was younger but that was just for pocket change to use down at Flippers, the local video and pinball arcade. I could kick your ass at Millipede or Haunted House, the pinball game. Like I said, different worlds.




    I can’t wait to get out of suburbia. Something tells me there’s more to life than backyard barbecue’s and sales at the fucking malls. My dad’s the Miami Station Manager for a major Airline, so we’ve traveled all over the place. By the time I was eight, I’d walked all around London on my own, as my parents slept off their jet-lag. I was walking across Hyde Park one time when I was eight, and a Brit asked me how to get to Marylebone Road. I told him how to get there right away. I was so proud of myself for knowing the streets of London better than a Brit, but looking back on it now, I realize he was probably a fag pedophile, hitting on me. But at the time, I didn’t quite get that. When I was fifteen, my best friend, Jack, and I Eurailed across Europe, and I spent a month on my own in Paris. I know the Paris Metro and the streets of the first 12 Arrondissements better than I know any city in America.




    Going back to suburbia after seeing London and Paris was a major letdown. I longed to live in a real metropolis like Westminster W1. You can’t even find a real city in America unless you live in New York or Chicago. The rest of the “cities” in America are burned out downtown ghettos with a few office towers, which are deserted every night at 6pm sharp. Anyone left in the city after sundown is pushing a trolley full of plastic bottles to the redemption center or standing on line for a bowl of tepid soup. I know that’s a gross exaggeration, and people are working day and night to gentrify the cities in America, but unless they find a place for the poor to get jobs and improve their lives, America’s cities are still going to be a dangerous hell-hole.




    I think about going to Harvard to study Government and American Literature. I imagine Cambridge, Mass, across the bridge from Boston, to be the Mecca of smart and cultured people, and when I go there in the Fall, I’m never coming back to Suburbia, ever. I’ve only been to Boston for a weekend, but something tells me it’s got more going on in it than this fucking backwoods shit-hole swamp, where I’ve passed my entire youth like some modern day Tom Sawyer.




    A modern day warrior




    Mean, mean stride




    Today’s Tom Sawyer




    Mean, mean pride




    But then March 18th comes. You never know what’s coming. As a kid, I mean, you just have no idea how the world is capable of kicking you in the nuts yet. Unless somebody in your family gets cancer or your dad goes out with a massive heart attack at the dinner table, you never know your entire world can turn on a fucking dime and explode – like mine is about to. You never see it coming. You haven’t been prepared for it, and in suburbia, you’re whole young life’s been about preparing for the Ivy League. If you’re a spoiled middle-income, middle-class suburbanite like I am, you’ve never had to give a thought about preparing for life. You just figure you’ll get good grades, go to some prestigious Ivy League college, get some amazing job on Wall Street or writing for Hollywood, and buy your first Mercedes or Porsche. You don’t know how to feed yourself or balance a checkbook. You can barely wipe your own ass without help.




    I mean, I get it. I know we’re all coddled and adolescent fucking babies out here in the suburbs. I knows we’re all spoiled rotten, but that’s my point. I’ve never had to worry about anything except having something like the right haircut and the right cut of Levi’s jeans to wear to school. Like Junior year when after Christmas everyone magically, simultaneously knew to ditch their Nike’s and Chuck Taylor’s and start wearing Sperry Docksiders on their feet. It was a meme before there were memes. It was some sort of magical social media – some Twitter tweet before there was a Twitter or anything called social media. I don’t know how it happened. Some asshole in an advertising agency in New York decided all the kids should start wearing preppy fucking khaki’s and polo shirts and Docksiders, so we did it. I hated Sperry fucking Docksiders, but I wore them like everyone else. Like a fucking sheep. That was as close to social upheaval as I’d ever come, but I was about to get a fucking lesson in resourcefulness and steadfastness like nothing I could imagine.




    I had football practice that day, a month ago. Don’t fucking ask me why we had fucking football practice in March when the fucking football season goes from August to January. Well, here’s why. I was a graduating Senior, so we had this gay fucking retarded tradition of the outgoing Seniors playing a sort of friendly scrimmage game against the incoming Juniors, where everyone tries to rip each other’s fucking heads off because it’s our last chance, blah, blah, blah.




    So I’m on a knee at the end of our last practice and our asshole coach, this Mississippi redneck that all the black guys on the team call “Dig ‘em” because he’s always got a finger digging in his ass or his nose while he’s talking to us – Dig ‘em’s got us all on one knee, and he’s giving his farewell to the troops speech. He’s blabbing on about how for some of us Seniors, the game this Friday will be the last time some of us “strap on the pads” and play real football. I’m bored out of my fucking mind, and I resent his speech because I plan on playing football at Harvard. I turned down three full football scholarships, so I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to walk-on the team at Harvard and be at least the backup QB, so fuck Dig ‘em. This ain’t my last game. I look around at all my teammates, who are getting misty-eyed, like playing high school football in the Everglades was the highlight of their worthless fucking lives. I want to kill all of them. Dig ‘em lets us go, and I can’t wait to get out of there. I don’t give two shits about this game against the Juniors. I just want to make sure I get through one more fucking game without a major career-ending injury. Fuck the Juniors. They’re going to suck next year without us anyway. Fuck ‘em. We went al the way to the State Championship – and lost, so we, the Seniors, were like the 2nd best team in the state of Florida, which is no mean feat.




    I catch a ride home with Dave Eldinger in his ’76 Ford Pickup – the one that looked cool before Ford turned their pickup into a faggoty square tool box. Dave is one of those redneck guys that lives across the freeway from me in the older, shit-hole version of our subdivision. His dad’s a machinist or some kind of working stiff like that. Dave’s kind of a moron and is usually drunk before, during, and after games, but he plays Offensive Line, so who cares. At least he lives close enough to me to give me a ride home once in awhile since my uptight fucking dad never lets me borrow any of his three cars anymore.




    So Eldinger pulls up across the driveway to my house, and I see my mom’s car and a yellow taxi in the driveway. You almost never see a yellow taxi in the suburbs, so I’m wondering something like, ‘who died?’




    I thank the redneck, Eldinger, for the ride and get out of his truck. He drives away.




    I see the taxi driver sitting in his car with the engine, and presumably the meter, running. I look at him. He looks at me. I’m about to ask him what the fuck he’s doing in my driveway when the front door of the house swings open, and my petite Italian mother comes out, struggling to drag two enormous suitcases out onto the front porch. I look at her like she’s from Mars. Like she’s finally gone completely fuckin’ nuts. We all knew it would happen.




    I stand there on the concrete walk up to the front door and watch her, as she drags the two suitcases right past me. Like I’m not even there. I feel like a dog with his head tilted 30 degrees to the side, trying to figure out what the fuck is going on.




    I ask my mom, “Where are you going?”




    She says, “Away.”




    I stand there looking at her, as the taxi driver gets out of the taxi and loads her suitcases into the big trunk of the four door Chevy Taxi. Then he opens the back door for my mom, and she gets in. I’m trying to take all of this in, like in slow-motion, but nothing’s computing. Usually, right about now, I’d be walking into the kitchen in my football cleats and smelling the tomato sauce she’d have cooking on the stove with Italian sausage in it – just the way I like it, and Mom would be yelling at me to a.) get out of the sauce, and b.) take those “fucking” shoes off in the house. But here she is getting in a yellow taxi in our goddamned driveway like I’m not standing there staring at her.




    The driver shuts her door and gets back into the driver’s seat, puts the car in reverse and reverses out of my driveway – with mom in the back. I’m looking at her. She doesn’t even look back at me. The driver puts it in “D” and drives away. They turn up the street towards the Turnpike Extension, and then they’re gone. What the fucking fuck just happened? I’m standing there alone in front of my house. My mom’s car is in the driveway. I turn around and see the front door standing wide open. What the fuck? The neighborhood is silent. Is this a joke or something?




    I walk up to the front door, half expecting to see burglars in the living room, clearing the place out. Nothing.




    I walk in.




    Silence.




    No smells of dinner coming from the kitchen. I shut the door and slowly walk through the house and into the kitchen. My dog, Sport, is lying there on the couch like he always does. He jumps up and comes over and licks my hands. I pat his head. I look around the kitchen. Nothing’s cooking. There’s no pot of sauce on the stove. Nothing. What am I supposed to eat? Where’s my brother?




    I walk back to our shared bedroom and push open the door. No sign of my brother. Aliens have taken everyone, I think. That wasn’t my mom. That was an alien in her body. I put down my gym bag and look around. I’m hungry. There are no cell phones or pagers on planet earth yet, so I can’t call my mom. I have no idea where she’s going – other than ‘away.’ And what does that mean? Away for a weekend? Forever? I can’t even think about it. I don’t want to be left with my dad – he’s been a fucking asshole lately.




    About an hour later my younger brother comes in. I’m sitting on the couch watching TV. He joins me and doesn’t say a word.




    “Where the fuck did Mom go?” I ask him.




    “I don’t know,” he says and shrugs.




    “Did she talk to you?”




    “No.”




    I think he’s lying. He’s not the most verbal person. He looks like he wants to cry, but he’s holding it in – big time.




    “Did she say where she was going?” I ask.




    “To her sister’s,” he says.




    “In Chicago?” I ask.




    He shrugs again, “I guess so.”




    Jesus. It’s like cross-examining a house plant. I might as well question the dog.




    “Where’s dad?” I ask.




    He shrugs and grunts, “I dunno’.”




    I turn on MTV, which has just started a couple of months earlier and comes with basic cable. It’s fucking awesome. The only good thing in suburbia is basic cable.




    We watch about two hours straight of music videos – this is back when they actually played music on MTV – the “M” stands for music, in case you didn’t know that.




    It’s pitch black dark outside. No sign of my dad. I look at the clock. Nearly 10:30 pm.




    “Where the fuck is dad?” I ask no one in particular. Sport looks up at me. Jason, my brother, just shrugs.




    “I’m fucking starving,” I say. “Have you eaten?”




    My brother shakes his head, no.




    “Fuck.”




    I get up and look around the kitchen. It’s like a foreign fucking planet. I can’t see anything that looks like actual food. I don’t know how the hell my mother comes in here every night and conjures delicious food out of thin air. I literally look at all the shit in every cupboard and pantry and the refrigerator, and all I see is like mustard, ketchup, a jar of pickles, some crackers. Who can eat this shit? How does she do it? There’s some magical fucking ingredients hidden somewhere, and if we just knew how to cook like my mom, we could make something out of it. I can make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. I look around. There’s some crusty peanut butter in the cupboard and some weird-looking strawberry preserves in the fridge that looks like it’s pre-war – I don’t which war, but there’s no fucking bread anyway.




    “Where does she keep the fucking bread?” I shout to my brother.




    He nods his chin at this big fucking plastic thing on the counter – a post-industrial bread box, one can only assume. I open it up. There’s like a plastic bag with one ass-end piece of bread in it that looks like it’s been sitting there since Nixon was President. Fuck.




    I give up and go back and sit down on the couch and watch videos. Fuck. I’m fucking hungry. I think about going back and eating a pickle out of the jar, but I don’t get up – out of spite. If mom’s not here to feed me and nobody knows where the fucking aliens have taken her, then goddamnit, I’m going to starve to death out of spite.




    About an hour later – nearly midnight, my fucking dad comes in. He grunts a hello – not much more communicative than my brother. Dad puts down his briefcase. He’s still in his work clothes – suit and tie. He takes off his tie and puts it next to his briefcase. He works from like noon to 8pm usually, but he never makes it home until about midnight. What’s that all about? It never occurred to me before that that might be indicative of some kind of problem between him and mom. But it’s occurring to me now.




    So I’m watching my dad for some indication of what exactly the fuck is going on in our lives at this moment, but he doesn’t say shit. You know what he does? I’m not bullshitting you. He starts emptying the dishwasher. I didn’t know he even knew we had a dishwasher. When the fuck has he ever done that before? I guess when your wife leaves you or is abducted by aliens, the first thing you better do is empty the fucking dishwasher, so your dishes don’t spot. Or something.




    I sit there watching him with pure contempt. The look on my face says exactly this: ‘What the fuck are you doing, asshole?’




    He finishes emptying the dishwasher and starts looking around for something to eat. I want to say, ‘don’t bother,’ but I don’t. I’ll let him figure it out. We’re fucking starving in here!




    He gives up looking for food, too, and looks at us.




    “Turn that down,” he says, referring to the TV. What an asshole, he is.




    “Where’s mom?” I ask.




    “Turn down the television and turn that shit off.”




    He doesn’t approve of us watching MTV – like it’s not as educational as some fucking stupid sitcom or something. Seriously, like because it’s got rock music like Van Halen and The Stones on it, it must be bad. What a fuckin’ hypocrite. He had all the original Beatles’ albums on Apple Records. Now, he can’t stand rock music.




    I turn down the TV slightly and wait for an answer to my question. No answer comes.




    “I’m going to bed,” my dad says. He picks up his briefcase and his tie and walks right past us and goes down the hallway towards his bedroom.




    I look at my brother. My brother looks at me.




    “We’re fucked,” I say.




    My brother starts crying quietly.




    “Come on,” I say. “Let’s go.” I put my hand on Jason’s shoulder. “Come on.”




    I get up, and Jason gets up, and Sport, the dog, gets up, and we go back to our bedroom. I undress down to my underwear and get in my bed. Sport climbs up and lies down on my legs. Jason gets into his own bed.




    “Don’t worry,” I say. “We’ll talk to mom tomorrow.”




    I can hear him crying. He doesn’t answer.




    “Okay?” I ask.




    “Okay,” he says.


  




  

    
3 - The Ides of March




    Brutus:




    A soothsayer bids you beware the ides of March.




    - Julius Caesar, Act 1, Scene 2




    Though his mind is not for rent




    Don’t put him down as arrogant




    His reserve, a quiet defense




    Riding out the day’s events.




    The River.




    - Tom Sawyer, Rush




    I wake up with the alarm clock at 6:30 a.m. I’m tired and starving. My hunger from no dinner the night before reminds me that Mom is gone. I replay the scene in my mind from the day before:




    Me: Where’re you going?




    Mom:Away.




    Where is away? Maybe it was all a bad dream. Mom’s got to be asleep in her room with my dad, as always. But I know it’s not a dream. I get up. Jason’s sleeping, so I let him sleep for a few minutes more.




    I walk out to the kitchen. No sign of mom. Still no food. I eat a couple of stale Saltine crackers. I’m a seventeen year old football player in perfect physical condition after years of forced training and lifting weights. I could eat a horse. I’m fucking starving in suburbia where people aren’t supposed to starve.




    We’ve got cereal but no milk. I think about eating cereal with water, but decide against it. We’re rich suburbanites, but I’m always fucking hungry. Even before mom left, I was always starving. There was never enough food in the house. Mom couldn’t be arsed to go shopping, or dad didn’t give her any money, or whatever. Starving.




    The poor black kids they bus in from the projects – most of the football team – get to stuff themselves for free at school on some sort of welfare free lunch (and breakfast) program, but we’re supposedly rich, so I’m not included in that, and, thus, always starving. As usual, dad hasn’t left any lunch money on the counter for us. At least some things never change. I walk over and look at the closed door to my parents’ bedroom. I think about knocking on it to get lunch money, but dad never wakes up, and when he does, he’s in a foul fucking mood. I don’t want to talk to him or anyone today.




    I go back into my room and tap Jason on the shoulder. He wakes up and looks at me. He’s also remembering the night before and that mom isn’t here. We look at each other, and there’s nothing to be said, so I don’t say anything. I go and take a shower and get dressed and walk out to the bus stop at the end of my block. All the somewhat rich kids from my suburb have their own cars or their parents drive them to school, so I don’t have any friends at the bus stop. These are all the kids from the other side of the freeway – from Dave Eldinger’s sub. Their dads are all working class, so by some unspoken code of the Universe, they don’t talk to me, and I don’t talk to them.




    The bus comes two minutes later. I get on it and sit in the first two rows with the other (working class) white kids. The rest of the bus is all black kids being bussed in from the projects in Richmond Heights. They’d want to kick my ass for calling it the projects, but it’s a shit-hole. Most of them are decent kids with working class parents who hold down good jobs, but they can’t afford much and a car is out of the question. The bus drives by my house, and I look at the four cars sitting on or next to the driveway. I’m rarely allowed to borrow them and never for driving to school. They just sit there and rust. Like I said, my dad’s an asshole. All the black kids on the bus think I’m rich and well-fed – my dad drives a Cadillac – their fucking dream car, but I feel poor, and I’m fucking hungry.




    Fact is, when I think about my mom leaving without even saying anything to me besides “away,” I feel sick to my stomach and my appetite disappears. I don’t even want to eat. I say nothing to anyone on the bus. The bus driver’s black. He’s got a boom-box next to his seat, which only plays the black radio station. Michael Jackson’s on the radio.




    Keep on with the force, don’t stop




    Don’t stop ‘til you get enough




    Keep on with the force, don’t stop




    Don’t stop ‘til you get enough




    Reminds me of riding the bus just a year and a few months earlier when I was sitting in this same seat, listening to some other song on the black radio station, when the black D.J. came on after the song and said, “Former Beatle-John Lennon shot dead last night outside his home in New York City. Now, Kool and the Gang.”




    That was the most alone moment I’d ever felt in my life up until then. Nobody else on the bus seemed to have heard it or cared. John Lennon was an icon to me, a super-hero. I had furtively looked around the bus and wondered if any of those people from Richmond Heights even knew who John Lennon was, or cared.




    I feel that alone again now. Sitting here hungry and alone and suddenly without a mother. I feel dizzy. Vertigo. I look out the front windows of the bus and the road seems to tilt sideways at a forty-five degree angle. I’m nauseous. I close my eyes and listen to my breathing. Something in my gut tells me this is a major fucking problem. I’ve been thrown to the wolves. Mom is gone and she ain’t coming back. Dad doesn’t give a fuck about us. He’s never at home. He hardly knows us. I’m just this thing in his life that has to get straight-A’s and play football, and get into Harvard or the Naval Academy. But it’s all about him. He wants to brag to his co-workers that I play football. That I’ve already been accepted to Harvard. He doesn’t know anything about me, and doesn’t even fucking like me. All the stuff I like to do, he hates for me to do. I’m not allowed to play my guitar when he’s home, and he can’t even stand the thought of me playing it. He bought my sister a piano, and I’ve taught myself how to play that, which he fucking hates. He humiliates me about it every time I try to learn something – tells me it’s a girl’s instrument. What a fucking asshole.




    To me, he’s just this guy that shows up on weekends and berates everything I do and beats the crap out of me. He’s constantly humiliating me. It’s what they call a ‘double-bind.’ If I win a football game or get re-elected Senior Patrol Leader for my Scout Troop, it’s not good enough. Why didn’t I score on that last drive? Why am I not an Eagle Scout yet? Once I became an Eagle Scout, ‘why am I not a Junior Assistant Scoutmaster yet? If I don’t win, if I don’t get re-elected, then all hell breaks loose. Then I’m not even a real athlete. He calls me a pretend athlete or a pretend Honors student. Seems not matter what I do – whether I win or lose or score five touchdowns or zero, I still suck. I still can’t measure up to his great accomplishments. And here’s the kicker: he’s never accomplished shit. He never played sports in high school. He was a fat Momma’s boy, from what I’m told. He never made the honor roll or was president of a club or got accepted to Harvard when he was sixteen. I don’t get it. How can he constantly humiliate me for doing things he’s never dreamed of doing? Sometimes I think it’s jealousy. It feels like he’s competing with me. Here’s the double-bind thing. On the one hand, I have to win at everything. Win at all cost, but on the other hand, I can never be better than him. So I have to be the best athlete in Dade County, but never better than my dad – a non-athlete. How does one manage to accomplish that? How do you do two diametrically opposed things at the same time. That’s what they call a double-bind.




    My gut is doing somersaults on the bus on the way to school. Something tells me this is the big one. Mom ain’t coming back, and my whole life’s about to get fucked up royally. I recede into some shell inside of myself. I decide I will talk to no one today. No one.




    Keep on with the force, don’t stop




    Don’t stop ‘til you get enough




    The song ends, and the bus pulls up in front of my school. Everyone starts piling off the bus. I have to steady myself to stand up and not puke. I feel like a migraine headache is coming on – I’m going to lose my vision and get nauseous. I get off the bus and walk through the front hallways to the middle courtyard and then back to the cafeteria. I don’t know why. I have no money. I’m just following the smell of sterile food and going with the flow of the crowd of black kids and poor redneck kids that get off my bus. They all file into the cafeteria and get in line and get breakfast – scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, orange juice and milk. I get in line with them and get a tray and fill it with the same things. As each poor kid gets to the cash register, the cashier looks up the kid’s name in a plastic filing box, pulls out his or her free lunch card and marks down their free breakfast. I don’t have a card. We’re rich.




    The cashier takes one look at me and says, “one dollar, nineteen.”




    How does she know I’m not poor? Maybe it’s my Sperry Docksiders and alligator polo shirt. I just look at her. I put my hands out, palms up, and shake my head, no – the universal sign for ‘I ain’t got no money.’




    She shakes her head no and takes my tray away from me. I’ve lost the power of speech, so I don’t say anything. I just walk away. I’d be embarrassed, but I’m past that. I just don’t care anymore. All the poor black and redneck kids are stuffing their faces thanks to Joe Taxpayer. I don’t get shit. I’m too rich to qualify.




    I walk back out to the outdoor center courtyard. I see my friends walking by on their way to their first classes. They’re the “brains” of the school. They’re all going to Ivy League schools next Fall – Princeton, Dartmouth, Yale, MIT, Brown. Something tells me I’m not going to Harvard in the Fall. I don’t know how I know, I just know. My dad won’t pay for it even if I get a partial scholarship. Even if I get a full scholarship, he won’t pay for me to live and eat in Cambridge. Can I get a job there? I wonder. I watch my friends walking by as if they’re miles away or I’m underwater or something. Like I can’t reach them. I can’t speak, so I just watch them. Jack, my best friend, who’s going to Dartmouth next year nods to me. I nod back. I’m glad he doesn’t come over because I can’t speak.




    I suddenly realize, standing there in the courtyard, underwater, that I don’t want to play football anymore. I don’t want to play in the Junior – Senior bowl this afternoon, and I sure as fuck don’t want to play in college. I just don’t care anymore. I’ve been playing organized football in pads every year since I was seven. That’s ten years straight. I’m like an expert on the football field. I have an instinct for the game that ten years of daily practice and playing will get you, but I never want to put on another helmet or set of pads again. I’ve never even had this thought before. Football is just something I’ve always done. But now I’m suddenly over it. It’s like I’ve just realized I’ve only ever done it to get my dad’s approval, which never comes anyway – no matter how well I play. There’s always one play I could’ve executed better, one hand-off, one pass, one kick, something, and he never misses a game and even comes to watch a lot of practices, so he can give me the critical rundown afterwards. I never want to play again. I’ll play with my friends, sure. With them, I’m like a Roman god playing with mortals. That’s just fun. Why isn’t playing on the team any fun anymore?




    I somnambulate up the stairs to my first class, which is Advanced Placement Honors Physics. The teacher is a mutation called Mr. Scrothe, who I call Mr. Scroat, short for scrotum, obviously. I sit down in a fog. I’m still underwater. I talk to no one. Scroat hands out the mid-term exam. I stare down at it. I had forgotten mid-terms were today. It’s like that dream you have when you come to school and realize it’s the day of mid-term exams, and you’ve forgotten about and haven’t studied. Only, I’m living it. It’s not a bad dream, it’s real. Scroat makes some speech about how hard the exam is, blah, blah, blah, then he writes about a half dozen equations on the blackboard and sits down at his desk. I look at the equations on the board. I guess I came out of my mom’s womb able to do advanced calculus. Most physics problems are like a joke to me. I don’t know why. I look down at the exam and solve the first three questions in my head. You don’t even need the equations on the board for any of the problems on the exam. Scroat is just fucking with people, making them think they need to use those equations on the board. What an asshole. I don’t have a backpack or a bookbag or a pen or pencil, so I just sit there. I look at the equations on the board again and start combining them into something else – thermodynamic equations about power and kilojoules. I try to calculate Escape Velocity in my head.




    I’m not hungry for breakfast anymore. I can’t feel anything. My whole body’s numb. I can’t believe my mom left. If I was twelve instead of seventeen, I’d probably think it was my fault, but I know it has nothing to do with me. She finally couldn’t take another day of my dad’s cheating and abuse, so she left, but a.) why didn’t I see it coming?, and b.) why didn’t she tell me?, and c.) why didn’t she take us with her?, and d.) all of the above.




    Somehow an entire hour passes, and Scroat comes around to pick up the exams. I haven’t made a single mark on the paper, so I get up and walk out before he gets to me. I don’t give it a lot of thought, I just walk out.




    I go to my next class, Advanced Placement Honors English and sit down in my assigned, alphabetized usual seat. The teacher, Mrs. Horton, who’s about 90, hands out her mid-term. I’m really wondering if I knew mid-terms were today, and I had forgotten about it, or if somehow I just didn’t know. Mrs. Horton says something to me about expecting me to set the curve or something. I can’t hear now to go along with my inability to speak or write. I look down at the exam. All of the questions seem like they’re written in a foreign language. We were supposed to have read five or six books during the first half of the semester. I haven’t read one page of any of them. I have no idea what these questions mean.




    I sit here for the hour scanning back in my memory banks to see if I saw that my mom was preparing to leave us, but I can’t find anything. She did all of her preparation under the radar. Either that, or she just decided yesterday – on the spur of the moment – that enough was enough. I wonder what asshole trick my dad pulled to finally get her to leave him, but my mind blurs. Some part of me knew my dad was cheating on her. Mom and dad couldn’t be in the same room together. She was always screaming at him about coming home shit-faced around midnight when he got off work at 8, but I always pushed it out of my mind, as you do.




    Hour gone, Mrs. Horton tells us to pass the exams forward. I do that. I haven’t even written my name on it. Nothing. But I pass it forward just the same – in the same condition it was in when it was given to me – blank.




    I go to my next couple of classes and repeat the same procedure. All my friends are so focused on their exams and grades that they don’t even notice that I’m not speaking or functioning all that well. I sit through the AP Calculus exam the same way as the Physics exam. I solve every problem perfectly in my head, but I don’t make a single mark on the paper. I’ve always gotten A’s on these exams. I have a calculus textbook – presumably still in my locker, where I put it on day one of Senior Year. It’s in there with all my other textbooks – I guess. I haven’t opened that locker once since the first day. I don’t even remember the combination to my lock anymore. My teachers always ask me where are my books, and I tell them, “I’m sitting here for one hour a day for an entire school year while you read out verbatim everything in the book and then show us how to do it. What do I need a book for?” I say this with complete candor and total lack of sarcasm, but for some reason, it pisses them off.




    “I can’t do anything else,” I’ve explained, “for that one hour a day, except listen to you and pay attention; otherwise, I’d go insane just staring at the walls. I don’t need the book to get an A in this class.” This pisses them off more. You’d think it would make them happy and proud, since I’m telling them I’m riveted to every word they say in class, but it never works out that way.




    I only tell them this because it’s completely true, and I have a tendency to over-tell the truth. I do actually find the textbook to be entirely superfluous. It was only just a few months ago – after ten years of telling my teachers this, that I finally realized that my teachers took this as a.) disobedient, b.) impossible, c.) boastful, d.) sarcastic, and e.) a personal attack on their character and skills as an educator. A lot of them hated me for this, which baffled me since I paid close attention to them every day in class and never missed a class and always got an A. I was the model student – if you don’t count not carrying around a big backpack full of heavy textbooks and notebooks everywhere I go, which I clearly don’t need. That’s what I have a brain for, at least I thought so. What else are we in school for if not to actually learn this shit, which means retaining it in my brain, not my bookbag.




    I think what really irks them about this is that I don’t have to lug a forty pound bag of books up and down the stairs like some sort of Sisyphus. They really take umbrage to it like it’s some sort of personal insult to them and a serious slight to some mythical Textbook Writers’ and Informational Teachers’ union – TWIT, for short. I think they just can’t stand the thought that I’m just a lot smarter than they are. It’s not my fault. I was born this way.




    So, in my head, I solve all the math problems, but again, I turn in a blank sheet of paper. I do this all day long. Nobody even talks to me. I’m amazed at how easy it is to drop out of the society of my school. It reminds me of this weird, fucked-up movie we had to watch in eighth grade social studies class, called ‘Cypher In The Snow.’ In this stupid, made for kids movie, the protagonist – some pre-teen wanker, gets on the school bus and somnambulates through his whole day at school. No one notices him, and he speaks to no one. At the end of the movie, he steps of the school bus and drops dead face down in the snow. I feel just like that kid, only we’re in Miami and it’s the Ides of March, so there’s no snow. I guess the moral of the movie, according to Mr. Freid, the Social Studies teacher, was to be nice to all the kids at school, even the shy, retarded ones, ‘cause you never know who’s going to go face down dead in the snow at the end of the day. Fuck me. I hated Mr. Freid after he showed us that movie. What a fucking retard. I actually respected him before that. It just seemed so stupid. And here I am –the cypher in the fucking snow in suburban Miami, Florida.




    After my last class and last blank mid-term exam I walk back to the Varsity Locker Room. I sit on the bench in front of my locker and look at my pads and helmet and jersey hanging there. I don’t’ want to put them on. I want to stand up and leave, but the busses have all already left, and I have no way home until after the game when I’ll get a ride home from Eldinger or one of the other retards. Something tells me my dad’s not coming to the game. He’d say it’s not a real game, anyway, since it’s only the Junior – Senior bowl.




    I get dressed and go out onto the field. There are only about a hundred people in the stands – mostly families. Nobody else gives a shit about this game either. I go through the motions – we stretch. I throw some balls to the receivers. The game starts. We receive the kick and have the ball on our twenty. I go to the huddle. Dig ‘em, the coach, hand-signals the play he wants called from the sideline. I’m not talking today, so I nod at my Center, Jeff Blain. He knows all the signals. He tells the huddle the play. I nod again, and he calls, “Break.” We go to the line. I’m honestly wondering if I can still speak. I haven’t spoken since I woke up this morning. I clear my throat and call, “hut,” and run the play. I’m on auto-pilot. I think we score a couple of touchdowns and the Juniors don’t score anything, so in about an hour, the game is over, and I catch a ride home with Eldinger.




    He’s going to drive drunk. As we walk over to his truck, Eldinger and his redneck friends pass around a bottle of Jim Beam bourbon. They hand it to me, and I take a drink. It burns going down my throat. They all applaud since they’ve never seen me drink before. We get in Eldinger’s truck, and he drives us home. He drops me off in front of my house. Mom’s car is still sitting in the same place in the driveway. No sign of dad or Jason. I go into the house. It’s after sunset, and the house is completely dark. I turn on the lights, and walk into the kitchen. No one’s home. No sauce cooking on the stove. No mom. I realize I haven’t eaten anything but a couple of Saltines in like 36 hours, so I eat a couple of pickles out of the jar. They burn my stomach, but only a little bit. I eat some more saltines. I want to puke. We’re going to have to call in an air-drop of food from the Red Cross if something doesn’t change around here and quick.




    Jason comes in and we grunt, “hey,” to each other. I put the jars of peanut butter and jelly on the coffee table along with a couple of spoons – dinner. I look at Jason. He looks at me. There’s nothing to be said. His face tells me he hasn’t heard from mom, either. I turn on MTV, and we sit there like that and snack on the pb&j for about four hours.




    Dad comes in around midnight again. Doesn’t say dick to us and goes to his room and shuts and locks his door again. What a gigantic fucking asshole he’s turned out to be, and I had such high hopes for him as a dad. Fucking loser.


  




  

    
4 - Permanent Change




    No his mind is not for rent




    To any god or government




    Always hopeful, yet discontent




    He knows changes aren’t permanent




    But change is




    - Tom Sawyer, Rush




    I could tell you I have an awesome weekend in London and caught the Stones at Wembley with Chip and his English girlfriend, Lizzy, and some of her friends, and it would be true, sort of. But the trip isn’t that great, and I know there’s something untoward happening when my dad has readily agreed to get me a free ticket on his airline, British Airways. He’s all too eager to see me go and drives me to the airport and upgrades me to first class on the Jumbo jet to London.




    Chip has arrived a few days earlier, so he and Lizzy, whom he’d met when she was an exchange student at our school, pick me up at Heathrow. We hang out for a couple of unexciting days in Sidcup or some shithole London suburb I can’t remember, gratefully. Then we catch the train to Wembley and take in the Stones on the homecoming leg of their world tour. It’s pretty cool. I dig the Stones, but honestly, the highlight for me is while we’re waiting for the Stones to come out, and they play the new Van Halen CD, Diver Down, in its entirety on the p.a. system. Hearing Eddie Van Halen play through those massive speakers at Wembley is amazing and reminds of seeing Van Halen the year before at the Sportatorium – a massive cow barn cum fire hazard in Hollywood, Florida. I saw a kid my age get his throat cut open at the concert – right in front of me – and probably die, but that’s a different story.




    Obviously, it’s summer now, which is why I can fly to London for a long weekend and not miss school. It’s actually June, but let me tell you about the last 2 ½ months.




    During the last couple of weeks of high school, Mr. Scroat is going around telling anyone who’ll listen that he’s going to flunk me out of Advanced Placement Physics, so instead of going to Harvard University in the Fall, I’m going to summer school and then Miami-Dade Community College.




    I had failed, obviously, all of my mid-terms the day after mom had left home without a trace. I never made up the exams, so I had “F” averages in my 3 advanced placement classes, Physics, Calculus and English Lit. I can’t tell you why I didn’t make up those exams. All of my teachers – even Mr. Scroat, gave me ample opportunities to retake the exams or to make them up with extra work. I just didn’t care. Or I cared so much that I was imploding. I wanted to punish someone – my dad, my mom, someone. They were out of reach, so I punished the only one I could get my hands on – me. I know it sounds stupid, sounds like drug store psychology, but that’s the only explanation I can come up with. Why did I want to suffer, to fail out of high school, to not go to Harvard – to destroy everything I had been working and waiting for my whole life? I don’t know.




    The fact is, I hadn’t really worked that hard for it. Fuck you, I’m just smarter than everyone. I know that’s what retarded, misfit kids say when they’re maladjusted and can’t get along with anyone else, but I really am. I have the highest IQ in my school at 150 – I saw the list. I had been in the gifted program since third grade. I could do calculus and physics in my sleep. I never cracked a text book since Kindergarten. I could read and write at the college level in about third grade, and I can play any musical instrument you hand me. Maybe I don’t feel like it’s mine – all this talent, since I didn’t have to do much to get it – other than being born. I mean, easy come, easy go. I hadn’t worked hard to get into Harvard and play every sport and all that shit. I was just born doing it. I guess I kind of resented it that I now had to prove to the world that I was smart enough to go to Harvard. I didn’t really think it through, obviously. Some Junior fucking armchair Psychologist will say I was actually scared to go to Harvard, so I sabotaged myself. Well, that’s not fucking right, genius. I just didn’t want to go anymore. I didn’t want to do anything. I guess I felt like my whole family was a sham, a pretend fucking joke, and my parents didn’t really give a shit about me, and I’d been jumping through my asshole for years to please my fucking dad, and he didn’t actually give two shits about me. I guess it was a low self esteem problem, i.e., if my dad doesn’t care about me, then why should I? So I guess I stopped taking care of myself, or maybe I never had to before, and I just don’t know how. Maybe both. I don’t know.




    My raison d’etre for my whole life has been to get my dad’s approval. That is my function, my prime directive – like The Terminator having to protect John Conner. You take that away, take away my dad’s impossible to achieve approval, and I no longer have a purpose. I no longer have a reason to do anything. If my dad no longer cares if I live or die, then I’ve failed to get his approval and since he brainwashed me to think that his approval was life or death, well, then I died. Yea, I know, Fantasy Freud. I’m just blaming my dad to avoid taking responsibility for myself, blah, blah, blah. That’s not what I want. I don’t want to be in this position, but I didn’t raise me. He did. I want to have my own set of values and self-esteem and self determination, but let’s fuckin’ face it, at 17, I don’t.




    So it just worked out that on the last day of school I had my last 2 final exams – AP Physics and AP English Lit – two 3-hour exams. The night before, I actually brought my Physics textbook home from my locker at school for the first time since the beginning of the school year. I had to go to the office to get them to look up my combination for me since I couldn’t open my locker without it.




    At home that night, I browsed through the first few pages of my Physics textbook. I was so bored, I couldn’t keep my eyes open – fell asleep with every paragraph – so I just closed the book anyway. I wasn’t learning a whole year of physics in one night. I could either derive the right equations and solve the problems on the exam, or I couldn’t. It was too late to study.




    Mrs. Horton Hears a Who, on the other hand, was giving us an essay exam in English Lit based on all 12 of the books we were supposed to have read during the school year. I’d read like three of them, so I sat down and read the other 8 that night. Cover to cover to cover to cover. All 8 of them. I could read my ass off, so I was pretty confident I had absorbed all of the books. Even enjoyed a couple of them, but I think The Great Gatsby is overrated tripe. They should’ve assigned A Farewell To Arms instead. So I finished reading all the books at about 6am, had a bowl of cereal, took a shower and went to school.




    The Physics exam was up first. One my way to Scroat’s classroom, people were patting me on the back and wishing me luck on Scroat’s final. Scroat had been telling the whole school – students and teachers alike that I needed and 86 on the final to pass AP Physics and that he, Scroatum-head, had written a brand new final exam from scratch, and it was the hardest exam he’d ever written. He was going to be proud, he told everyone, of sending me to summer school instead of Cambridge, Mass.




    I walk into Scroat’s room, and he’s still got my GPA written in three-foot tall numbers on the blackboard: 58. On the other board, he’s got 86 written to show the grade I must get on the final to pass his class. There are 33 other kids in the class, but I’m the only one who’s GPA is on the board. Everyone else is kinda’ pissed at me ‘cause they all know I’m the best Physics student in the school, whether I study or not, and since Scroatum’s made the exam so hard to flunk me, they’re probably all going to flunk, too. Scroatum’s taking extreme pleasure in the idea and getting off on watching everyone squirm. He’s a true sadist – even amongst Physics teachers. I also ratted him out earlier in the year for telling racist jokes in class, so he’s got a grudge and an axe to grind. And he’s taking it all out on all of his classes and blaming me in the bargain.




    I sit down for the exam. Scroat comes over, his fangs drooling with glee, and hands me the exam paper. I take one look at it, and I wonder what all the fucking fanfare is about. Yea, there are some tough equations on there, but you either know how to do physics, or you don’t. It’s not unlike any of Scroat’s other exams. If this is the best he can do, he’s just not that bright. Maybe it was all bullshit and hype, and this is the same old boring final exam he always hands out. He’s probably too much of a moron to sit down and write a new one. Scroat announces he’s not putting any of the equations on the board this time – that would make it too easy for me. All of my classmates groan. They all want to choke me. I could be fucking up their final grades here.




    I start filling in the answers as soon as I get it. I’m grinning, and all my classmates are dying. They see me happily filling in all the answers, as they struggle to even answer the first one. I hadn’t ever thought about it before. I lived in a little fishbowl of my own stupid little world. I never thought about how my actions could fuck them all up. I seem intent on fucking up my own life, but I never intended to fuck up theirs.




    Scroat’s smile drops from his face. He’s not happy to see me whizzing through the exam. What the fuck did he think? I always had straight-A’s in his class and only half listened to his boring ass lectures. He somehow forgot that the only reason I was failing was because I had refused to complete any of the questions on the mid-term – not because there was anything difficult or taxing about it. I just didn’t choose to do it.




    I fill in all the answers in about forty minutes. People are still groaning and sweating and cursing all around me. They’ve got two more hours and twenty minutes to go, but they couldn’t fill in the right answers if they had two more weeks. I’m done. I stand up and say, “Hey Scroat, I’m done.”




    He stares daggers at me.




    I walk up to his desk and lay it on there.




    “How was it? Hard wasn’t it?” Scroat asks me with his stupid-ass shit-eating grin again.




    I shrug my shoulders. “Hard for you, maybe. It was about normal.”




    Scroat’s face drops. He wants to hurt me, but he can’t. I’m clean. Free. Out of his reach now. I resist the urge to point at my GPA on the board and say, “Fuck you, Scroatum.” I resist it because I figure that will get me expelled on the last day of school. So I give Scroat a little sarcastic smile and walk out. I don’t know if I got a hundred percent, but I’m sure I got enough to pass the class.




    I have almost 2 hours to kill before my English Lit final. I think about studying the books or the Cliff Notes to the books on the exam – everyone in school has been giving me their Cliff Notes for like two weeks to try and help me. I look at the stack of yellow soft-bound books and shake my head, no.




    Fuck that. That would be like cheating. I read the goddamned books. If I can’t write essays about all of them, then I’m a fucking stupid chimp. I sit on the low wall around the interior garden courtyard, and I try to relax. My mind goes straight to wondering where Mom is. Jason is speaking to her on the phone again, but I refuse. Fuck you. You leave without saying goodbye? Why should I speak to you?




    Reportedly, mom’s back in Miami and has an apartment somewhere. I don’t want to know where; don’t want to see her. I refuse to even speak to her. Seems like the only power I have – the right of refusal. So I refuse. I’m a refusenik.




    She had wounded me deep – leaving me with that asshole – my dad. I want to wound her back. She desperately wants to talk to me, according to Jason. Fuck it. Payback’s a bitch.




    I walk into my English Lit final after lunch. Mrs. Horton Hears A Who hasn’t done anything as dramatic as write my failing GPA on the board or tell the entire school she’s going to fail me and send me to summer school. When I walk into her classroom, Mrs. Horton drop her tri-focal specs to the apex of her nose and looks me straight in the eyes with her cloudy blue-grey eyes. Her eyes ask my eyes, ‘Did you read the books?’




    My eyes tell her, ‘Yes, I have.’




    She nods and lets me sit. She hands me the exam book containing all the essay questions on the 12 novels. Then she gives me another long look for good measure. Her look is that of a kindly, yet stern Grandmother, which I’d never known from either of my parents’ families. Her look makes me almost cry. I don’t know why. I suddenly want to cry. I want my mom back. I want my old life back – the one where I was stupid and ignorant and didn’t know how fucked up my family was. I want ignorance, and Mrs. Horton is holding out intelligence to me on a stick and daring me to take it. The tree of knowledge and all that crap. I just want to crawl back into my little hole and stay oblivious.




    I open the exam book and read the first question: ‘Why does Gilgamesh seek to kill Humbaba?’




    Fuck, just lob one over the net, Mrs. Horton. I can smash this one down the line for an easy score. I start writing, weaving a narrative. Then the next question: ‘What does the billboard on the side of the road in Great Gatsby represent?’




    I write for three hours straight. I answer all the questions intelligently, clearly, concisely. I give examples, I editorialize on why I think Fitzgerald or Willa Cather chose to use such and such a technique to demonstrate the futility of modern life or whatever the fuck they did.




    I wail. I friggin’ rock it. Mrs. Horton is definitely going to Hear A Fuckin’ Who when she reads this shit. She’s going to have her first orgasm since Ike was President. I kicked its ass.




    I hand in my exam booklet to Mrs. Horton, and I have a grin on my face that won’t go away. She beams. She knew I would rock it. She starts fucking crying. I shit you not – sitting right there at her desk in front of the whole class, she starts crying, and my goddamned eyes fill up with tears, and I nod to her, and then I get the fuck out of there before I start balling my fucking head off. Jesus.
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