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For Andy Finke.

Because I still owe you for that old mattress and the time you picked me up at the bus stop in Cincinnati.

We all miss you, man.




PRELUDE


RICK BRINKLAN AND THE LAST LONESOME NIGHT





THE COFFIN HAD NO BODY in it. Instead, the Star Legacy 18-Gauge Platinum Rose casket, on loan from the local Walmart, had only a large American flag draped across its length. It rode down High Street on a flatbed trailer, tugged along by a Dodge RAM 2500 the color of an overripe cherry. A blast of early winter cold had invaded October, and a hard, erratic current of air tore across New Canaan with the unpredictability of a child’s tantrum. One second the breeze was calm, tolerable, and the next a frigid banshee shriek would rip across High Street, chilling the assembled, scattering leaves and loose litter, drowning out petty chatter, and carrying voices off to the sky. Before the truck and its cargo left the fire station, the staging ground for all of New Canaan’s parades from Thanksgiving to the Fourth of July, no one had bothered to secure the flag, and as the show casket reached downtown, a gust of wind finally took it. The Stars and Stripes flapped, undulated, parachuted through this mad breeze, as several sorrowful gasps issued from the crowd. Nothing could be done. Each time it began to drift back to earth, another gust would catch it, toss it, bear it aloft. The flag made its way to the square, where it finally snagged on the gnarled branches of an oak tree and shuddered there.

The procession for Corporal Richard Jared Brinklan had originally been scheduled for Memorial Day. KIA in Iraq in the final days of April, the timing made sense, but then an investigation into the circumstances surrounding his death delayed the body’s return. Once that wrapped up, the display of hometown pride was planned for the same July day as the funeral. Unfortunately, a monstrous summer thunderstorm overran that afternoon. A flash flood of the Cattawa River and a tornado warning kept all of New Canaan indoors. At that point Rick’s family did not much care whether there was a parade or not, but the mayor, sensing the electoral hazard of failing to honor the third son New Canaan had lost to the current conflicts, insisted on scheduling a parade for October. People tended to roll their eyes at this small-town politicking and then go out and vote based on it anyway.

The town was sleeved in red, white, and blue. Small flags spaced every fifteen feet in the grass-lined High Street for over a mile leading to the square. Flags in windows, as car decals, clutched in children’s pink hands and adults’ scummy gloved ones, even drawn with red, white, and blue frosting onto an enormous sheet cake being sold by the slice outside Vicky’s All-Night Diner. The road’s trees, rich with autumn reds and yellows, clashed brilliantly against the gunmetal sky. Meanwhile, the wind tried its goddamnedest to emancipate the leaves of these quaint elms, alders, and oaks. Two New Canaan Police Department cruisers led the way, lights silently flickering, an errant woot from the sirens every few hundred yards, followed by the sheriff’s cars, the SUVs, and every other vehicle the police department could spare for the son of one of its own: Chief Investigator Marty Brinklan’s youngest boy. Volunteers on motorcycles followed, some driven by vets, but really anyone in town who owned wheels was there. American flags and POW-MIA banners flapped from the backs of the bikes. Following this long hodgepodge of vehicles crawling slowly down the city’s main thoroughfare came the flatbed with its flagless coffin. Some stepped out of their homes that bordered the east side of town only to scramble inside after the casket passed. Some huddled in Ohio State jackets and New Canaan Jaguar sweatshirts. Some pulled bright blue GORE-TEX hoods around their heads, tugged toboggan caps low, and many, misjudging the weather, let their ears turn bright red and painful to the touch. One questionable soul wore nothing but disintegrating jeans and a No Fear shirt with the sleeves cut off, exposing arms inked solid with tattoos. Some held toddlers or gently rocked bundled babies in strollers. Older children stood with their parents, twiddly and bored, shifting weight anxiously from one leg to the other. Unsupervised kids chased each other through the legs of the adults, oblivious to the sorrow around them. The teenagers, of course, treated the whole affair like a social function (as Rick himself might have once). The girls flirted with the boys, while those boys waited to be chosen. They talked too rapidly, they laughed too loudly, they carved their initials into trees with pocketknives. There was a man wearing a Desert Storm Veteran ball cap talking to the lone TV reporter who’d made the long trip from Columbus. There was a girl holding a piece of cardboard that said simply #25. Another held a poster board that read: We LOVE U Rick!!!

They worked at Owens Corning as engineers and data specialists, at the Jeld-Wen plant as general labor manufacturing doors and windows, in the antique and clothing shop on the square, using a doming block and hammer to mold Buffalo nickels into ornamental buttons for purses and shirts. They worked at Kroger and on road crews and at First-Knox National Bank and the local DMV, which ran with such brisk efficiency that wait times rarely exceeded five minutes. They worked at the county hospital, the town’s largest employer, as nurse practitioners, doctors, janitors, technicians, physical therapists, and physician’s assistants—as private practices found it harder to get by, the hospital bought them up until the entire county relied on this single entity for its medical care. Many worked in the vast network of old age homes, retirement communities, hospices, and of course a few worked in mortuary services and were not thrilled by Walmart’s intrusion into the casket business. The residents of New Canaan owned the county’s lone liquor store, veterinary practices, a sporting goods store that made seventy percent of its sales on guns and ammunition. They were psychologists and podiatrists. They drove trucks for potato chip suppliers. They worked as health inspectors. They built porches, installed hot tubs, fixed sewer systems, and landscaped. Some had tried to flip houses. One of them, age twenty-three, had taken a loan from a bank, then another from his father, and was now looking up bankruptcy law online. Some worked for New Canaan’s only newspaper, hands going carpal tunnel today trying to collect quotes about Rick. One of them coached the high school football team and his praise for Rick was an indomitable waterfall (One of the finest young men I’ve ever coached selfless dedicated best teammate I’ve ever seen cared about every guy from the quarterback to the last guy off the bench), an Appalachian-accented wind. Those who’d lost children thought of the ways they’d been taken: leukemia and hunting accidents, suicides and car wrecks, liver tumors and drowning, cars that overheated in the summer sun with rescue just a few feet away, standing in line at the dry cleaners. Some had terrible dreams and woke frequently to sweat and confusion. Others shot up, showered, and went to work.

Their children went to one of the six elementary schools, the middle school, and New Canaan High. Many of the adults had known one another since that first awkward day when they were dropped off at preschool, and in tears, clung to their mother’s skirt or jeans or overalls. Some grew up and became teachers at these very same schools. One remembered Rick as a funny little loudmouth always rubbing zitty cheeks. Another recalled the card Rick had given her on the last day of seventh-grade pre-algebra. On the front: Teachers Deserve A+s Too! Inside, a coupon for a free Little Caesars cheesy bread. Another thought of a paper Rick had written for Honors History, which this teacher still, on the day of the parade, was convinced the star football player had plagiarized.

There were former cheerleaders and volleyball players and stars of the girls’ basketball team. One still held the record for points and assists, for three years using her ample rear end to back defenders down all the way to the basket. Some were loaded from a breakfast of Stoli and orange juice, a few kept watch for estranged children they saw only at public gatherings, and one twisted a cheek-shredding ring on his finger: it depicted the archangel Michael, commander of the Army of God, blowing his horn and leading a battalion of angels into battle, all crammed into the hard gray metal of this one enormous ring. Some dreamed of making a home in California or vanishing down southern highways or pointing a finger at a map and lighting out for wherever the digit landed, while others lived on the beneficence of an SSDI check. Many were at the cellar floor of the country’s economic ladder.

A few, who’d grown up playing among the wreckage of salvage cars on a family property known as Fallen Farms, cooked methamphetamines and sold pills at a markup. They shot at bottles and old engine blocks and the kick of the weapons would dispel ancient anxieties for seconds at a time. Some made money hocking stolen merch on craigslist, laptops practically attached to their hips. Others posted to Internet message boards about the coming invasion of babies from lesser civilizations and white people’s last chance to turn the tide.

Many came home to find an orange Sherriff’s Notice on their door. These were the days of foreclosures and evictions from one end of the county to the other. Some of the homes the banks took had the usual roaches and water stains but many had skylights and plasma TVs. They left value behind: gas grills, furniture, jewelry, vinyl albums, Beanie Babies, plaques with framed prayers, frozen steaks, the entire Bible on a set of CDs, bikes, and one eccentric left thirty-odd ducks penned in beside a small backyard pond. Some people just vanished, whole families blinked out of existence like the Rapture. Some moved in with parents, siblings, or friends, some into motel rooms and cars. Others had to be chased out of the city park or the Walmart lot. Marty Brinklan would tell you why serving an eviction was his most hated responsibility: how hurt and angry and truly terrified a man or woman who lost a home could be. One old man, widowed, well past his working years, had fallen into Marty’s arms in tears, no dignity left, begging him not to do this because he had nowhere to go. Marty would see that guy everywhere now, trucking around his worldly possessions in a shopping bag that said BIG SALE on the side.

A few in attendance saw something gravely wrong with the whole scene, while others twirled those small flags in cold, chapped hands and felt paroxysms of pride and ownership and faith. A ceremony for a fallen soldier was an opportunity to decorate and reinvent the town as its residents wished it to be. Cradled in the state’s northeast quadrant, equidistant from the cities of Cleveland and Columbus, one could envision her home as an imaginative space, a specific notion of a white-picket-fenced (and let’s face it, white-skinned) Ohio. Far from the redlined black neighborhoods in Akron or Toledo or Cincinnati or Dayton, distant from the backwoods vein of Appalachia running along the borderlands of Kentucky and West Virginia, most of the parade’s attendees clung to a notion of what their town was, what values it embodied, what hopes it carved out, though by 2007 its once-largest employers, a steel tube plant and two plate glass manufacturers, were over twenty years gone and most of the county’s small farms had been gobbled up by Smithfield, Syngenta, Tyson, and Archer Daniels Midland. Many of those residents who had not been born in this country but who’d made their way from Kuala Lumpur or Jordan or Delhi or Honduras waved those flags the hardest when the casket went by.

Nothing spoke to this imagined homeland quite like the 2001 football team. Led by Rick’s fearsome running game, a reliable quarterback, and the merciless hits of one particular linebacker who everyone thought would make it to the NFL, it was New Canaan’s first team ever ranked in the state. In a community of roughly fifteen thousand, the high school always held on to its D-1 designation by a thread, but as Coach often pointed out to boosters, no one moved there. The athletes all came from the same pool of peewee football kiddos, and if a couple weak years went by where the teens were more into skateboarding, you were screwed.

Most of the famed team was there that day, except the reliable quarterback, who’d died of a heroin overdose half a year earlier. He simply cooked up too much, shot it into his knee pit on the stoop of his stepfather’s trailer, and that was the ball game. One minute he was admiring icicle-mimicking strings of Christmas lights, the next, he slumped into a puddle, face smacking its mirror image. As the casket passed them by, many remembered how Rick and the quarterback used to wrestle in the locker room before games to get hyped. Pure horseplay, but they would slam each other violently into lockers. Slick with anxious sweat, wearing nothing but a jockstrap, his ass like two flower bulbs spilling out of white elastic, Rick would grapple with the QB until their skin was pink from meat slapping meat, the cheers and hoots of their teammates egging them on. Then they’d all strap their pads tight, punch lockers, smack helmets, and storm across the parking lot to the field. They’d fought as brothers to earn the enormous plaque that still graced the glass display case at the entrance of the high school, yet few of them had the skill or the grades to make it to the next level. Eighteen years old and no more Friday nights under stadium lights, pep rallies, bonfires, or freshman girlfriends. No more dances, forum shows, homecomings, or raucous trips to Vicky’s Diner, slinging fries at each other across the booths. Now they worked at Cattawa Construction, at Jiffy Lube, as line cooks at Taco Bell, as real estate brokers. They spent paychecks quickly, smacked pool balls or blew raspberries on their babies’ bellies. They recounted long-ago football games, which seemed to produce hard evidence that they’d once been something. Many suffered from lovely high-gloss dreams where they were back on the field. A few lived with constant sub-audible guilt about what they’d gotten up to with the girl they called Nasty Tina.

Rick’s short life had intersected with a great many people in this place, partly due to his father’s status in the police department and the salon his mother owned, but his family went back generations in New Canaan. His mother could trace her ancestry all the way back to the first settlers who’d come to farm land grants after the Revolutionary War. One great-grandfather had emigrated from Bavaria, and he and his people brought with them glass-cutting skills that would eventually become Chattanooga Glass. Another great-grandfather made a living as a canal worker in Coshocton County, moving timber through the locks. Rick had farmers and bankers in his lineage, factory workers at Cooper-Bessemer, which eventually became Rolls-Royce. The parade-goers knew Rick from when he and his friends were just little ones, hellions around town, always running off to play with grape jelly still smeared on their faces. They’d watched him grow up. They’d watched him crash through defensive lines. They’d watched him play a sexy Amish farmer in the senior skit. Five young women could call Rick their first kiss. One had been paired with him for Seven Minutes in Heaven, and in the closet he’d drooled all over her chin and grabbed a handful of everything there was to grab. Another got so keyed up after kissing him beneath the bleachers at an eighth-grade basketball game that it was all she thought about for the next month.

Many were hungover from toasting Rick in the Lincoln Lounge the night before. Over cheap beer and well drinks, they shared classic stories, brave recollections, and dark musings. The rumors, the gossip, the urban legends ran wild. New Canaan had a curse, their peers decided. Their generation, the classes of the first five years of the infant millennium, they were all stepping through life with a piano suspended above them and bull’s-eyes on the crowns of their skulls. This was different from (but probably a companion to) the garbled small-town myth known as “The Murder That Never Was.” Whoever came up with that particular phrase wasn’t much with grammar, but it stuck nevertheless, debated and ruminated in bars, salons, and diners, sometimes whispered, sometimes not—particularly that night when the speculation was belted out across the dim pall of the Lincoln. The Murder That Never Was held that there was someone who went missing or not, who died accidentally or not, who was gruesomely murdered or not, who faked his own death or not, who made off with a heist or not, who burned rubber out of town laughing like a demon or not. Now in the light of day, in the queasy suffocation and sluggish eternity of a hangover, how silly that all sounded.

The driver pulled his truck to a stop, bringing the flatbed in front of a stage that had been borrowed from the high school and erected beneath the square’s hundred-year oaks. On that stage, Rick’s parents and his brother, Lee, stood among a scrum of friends, family, the mayor, the sheriff. “Amazing Grace” played over a jury-rigged PA, and as the final chords reverberated, the pastor of the First Christian Church, where Rick and Lee had so frequently fidgeted, farted, and fought with each other every Sunday (two of the most disruptive kids to ever grace the pews, according to most), delivered the opening prayer. “Jesus, take your son Rick into your arms, and give his family and friends the strength to endure this loss,” he said. Boilerplate stuff.

Following that, four people were to speak that day.

One of them, Rick’s high school girlfriend, would never make it to the mic. Kaylyn Lynn was so stupefyingly high nothing seemed to matter at all. The wind whipped unwashed hair about her pretty face and bit through Rick’s football jersey (#25), which he’d given to her after the team banquet his senior season. She hated that Rick’s parents had asked her to speak. There was no fairy tale here. They broke up the summer after senior year. She basically cut out Rick’s heart and ate it in front of him. Pawned the engagement ring he tried to give her. Fucked his friends. Told him how much she loved him only to make sure he’d never really leave her. The pastor’s prayer wound to a close, and she watched a crow pick apart a piece of the flag cake selling outside of Vicky’s. There was red and blue frosting all over the bird’s beak as it dug into this treat smeared across the asphalt. Ill with guilt, when her time came, Kaylyn simply kept her eyes lowered and gave Rick’s parents a panicked shake of her head. Hid her high with bereavement. She rattled and sucked on her inhaler, her eyes as vivid as Cassiopeia.

Marty Brinklan stepped to the microphone, stroking his bleach-white mustache, his face weary, good marble covered by bad clay. He looked to his wife sitting in a metal folding chair, squeezing a handkerchief the color of a wet plum and staring catatonically at the ground.

“Husband, Christian, patriot, public servant,” said Marty. His eyes flitted up from the piece of paper he gripped, peeked at his friends and neighbors. “But most importantly, once you’re a father . . . that’s what you learn about being a father: it becomes the first thing you are, and everything else had better make way for it. Once you’re a father,” he repeated.

Marty wanted to be done with the public part of this. He was good at quarantining his grief, saving it for appropriate moments when he could have it to himself, take it out to tenderly care for like an antique pistol. He wasn’t sleeping or eating well or taking care of himself. Hell, he’d even taken a couple of drinks. The first day of his workweek he’d gotten a call about a nineteen-year-old girl, dead of an overdose, found facedown in an overflowing toilet. A gruesome scene. Then he’d served an eviction for one of Rick’s former teammates from the football team, a wide receiver who wept and cussed him out until Marty found himself putting a hand on the butt of his gun. The former wide receiver looked at him just before he tore out of the driveway and sneered, “Rick would be so proud, Marty. Too bad he couldn’t see this.” That jolly job had been just yesterday.

Jill Brinklan felt like she was on one of the cruelest reality TV shows ever dreamed up. She acknowledged Marty and his speech with a tight smile and nod, but she couldn’t meet his eye. She hadn’t been able to look at him since they got the news. She also found she couldn’t stand very well, hence her sitting in the metal folding chair. Lately, when on her feet, she sometimes lost her equilibrium. Squeezing her handkerchief, she stood, thanked everyone for coming, for being so kind, and sat right back down. She wondered if she’d ever forgive her husband for his pride. This was what pride got you. Anyone who’d read the Bible knew that. That morning, Marty had asked her which shirt he should wear, and she’d hissed at him like a cat and fled their bedroom. She went to the kitchen, obsessively running her hands over the stove because she was thinking of apple turnovers. Before Lee’s or Rick’s football games, she’d always made apple turnovers in the morning. When they first began the tradition, she let Lee handle the skillet, stirring the apple slices in butter, while Rick flattened the dough with a pizza roller. How funny little boys looked cooking, the way they got hyperventilatingly excited at each step. And later when they were ogre-like teenagers, total galoots, how amusing it was to watch them spread the apples daintily in the squares of dough and pinch them shut. The obscene exchanges she had to regulate—how did they even dream up such vulgarities? (Rick, wash your hands, we know your thumb was knuckle-deep in your ass last night; I’ll dip my scrotum in your eye, Lee.) That morning, stroking the stove, all of this came over her in one of those crippling waves that arrived as unpredictably as each freak gust of wind. She went out to the backyard, staggering past her garden to the fire pit, which still had singed Bud Light cans resting in the ashes from when Rick was last home. She lost her balance and sat down in the grass. Wanting to dig down through layer after layer of dirt until she found her son, until he was safe, until she could no longer smell this long-gone scent of burning.

Of the four planned speakers, however, the one who truly broke the hearts of the assembled was Ben Harrington. Ben, a college dropout struggling to make it as a musician, hated coming home. To him, downtown New Canaan had this look, like a magazine after it’s tossed on a fire, the way the pages blacken and curl as they begin to burn but just before the flames take over. How vibrant and important and tough and exciting this place had seemed through the scrim of boyhood, back when he, Rick, and Bill Ashcraft rode their bikes all over kingdom come. They knew every spigot where you could fill up a water balloon and the best spot in the Cattawa River to go swimming and the best hill for sledding and the best wall to use for pushing on a guy’s chest until he passed out and had weird, twitchy, oxygen-deprivation dreams.

On that stage, Ben told a simple story from their boyhood. Once, on the banks of the Cattawa, wading around, feeling the mud between their toes, Rick had caught a frog. He held the squirming trophy in both amazed hands while Ben, blond locks whiplashing over his eyes, stumbled away.

“It’s just a friggin frog,” said Rick.

“Don’t get near me with that!”

“Just touch it.”

“No.”

“Just touch it.”

“No.”

“It’s not poison. That thing about it giving you warts idn’t true either.”

“Get away, Rick.”

Then Rick heaved the frog at Ben, who’d shrieked and fled, while the terrified frog ribbited the fuck away from these psychotic kids. Bill Ashcraft laughed deliriously. Ben cried, called them assholes, then sat down on the bank while they played in the water. After about five minutes, Rick came up to him, hands on his hips.

“Go away.”

“C’mon, Harrington. Would it help if I ate a bug?”

“Huh? No. Wha—”

Before he could say anything else, Rick snatched up a grasshopper that had been hanging out on a leaf and popped it in his mouth. He gave it one hard crunch, swallowed, and then immediately choked, doubled over, and puked in the dirt. Ben had never laughed so hard in his young life. They were both in tears, Ben from cracking up and Rick from trying to hock up the grasshopper’s exoskeleton. After a while they ran back into the river as if nothing had happened and splashed around and spat water at the sun.

Laughter and a fresh round of sobs passed through the crowd. A father holding his teenage daughter’s shoulders suddenly gripped her, as if she might be borne away by this hard wind.

Of course, Ben didn’t share the story of the last time he saw Rick, in the spring of ’06. Home from his first tour, Rick had added even more layers of muscle to his beastly frame. He looked like he wore a full-body Kevlar vest. He got skunk-drunk, and Ben tried to broach the subject of Bill Ashcraft. Rick and Bill, friends from the crib, hadn’t spoken to each other in nearly three years. But Rick had only grisly stories of bravery, of the fun he was having in the Iraqi desert. “One time, thought I saw this rat carrying around a piece of beef jerky. So I thought, where’s your stash little buddy? Turns out it was a finger! Little cutey-tooty rat carrying around a finger!”

“Jesus, Brinklan.”

“Aw, don’t be a puss. It’s just war.”

Rick wouldn’t talk about Bill, and he wouldn’t talk about Kaylyn, but he did want to go out to Jericho Lake and smoke a joint.

“Don’t the Marines piss-test you?”

He barked a laugh. “Bullfrog, you little twat.” This was the thing about Rick: how his coarseness, his incivility, could never mask—and was in fact tied to—his great love for you.

And they did drive out to Jericho, too drunk, cruising up over the horizon of their snow-globe town. Ben wanted to write a song about Rick, this kind of guy you’d find teeming across the country’s swollen midsection: toggling Budweiser, Camels, and dip, leaning into the bar like he was peering over the edge of a chasm, capable of near philosophy when discussing college football or shotgun gauges, neck on a swivel for any pretty lady but always loyal to his true love, most of his drinking done within a mile or two of where he was born, calloused hands, one finger bent at an odd angle from a break that never healed right, a wildly foul mouth that could employ the word fuck as noun, verb, adjective, or gerund in a way you were sure had never existed before that moment (“Having us a fuckly good time,” he’d said, as they sat in the grass, staring out at the glistening midnight sheen of Jericho). Yet his friend was in no way standard. He was freewheeling, mule-stubborn, and cunning as a coyote trickster. He had whole oceans inside of him, the wilds of the country, fierce ghosts, and a couple hundred million stars.

“There’s nothing left, man. Nothing to go back to,” Rick cryptically declared that night. He freed his runty dick from his jeans and pissed so close to Ben that he had to scoot madly across the grass to avoid the splash. “Just you and me, buddy. Just you and me and this last lonesome night in each other’s arms.”

What was he talking about? Hard to say. Rick didn’t much understand himself, but something about what, in just three short years, had happened to him. To them. The places he’d seen, the things he’d done. On his last day home before his redeployment, he got obliterated in his backyard at the fire pit, chucking cobalt-blue cans of Bud Light into the flames even though his mom always scolded him for this. He took a walk down the road, to the field where, like an idiot, he’d once tried to give his girlfriend an engagement ring. Dusk settled in, and it was that odd midwestern temperature where the remnants of winter kept stealing day after day of spring. Scabs of melting snow lingered in the brush of the field. Beyond it stretched the forest and the scotched, brush-wire look of the leafless trees. Aqueous daylight came slanting over the horizon. Like a filter, it rendered the color of things differently, so that the field’s distant cows looked maroon and yellow in this kaleidoscopic sunset. He stood, smacking a melted puddle with his foot, waiting on the crows. You had to have faith, he figured. Faith that whatever pain you had in your life, God made up for it later.

Crows had taken to roosting in the woods near the industrial park about a mile away. Foraging in the dumpsters and the hackberry bushes, multiple flocks teamed up to become a larger and larger horde. His dad called them the “mega-murder” because of what happened at dusk. Rick watched his image wobble in the puddle, and when it went still, he would smack it, and his features would get that horizontal interference all over again. He was drunk and got to thinking. Thinking about this cage he lived in, this prison where it felt like he’d spend the entirety of his life, cradle to grave, measuring the distance between his most modest hopes and all the cheap regret he actually ended up living. You passed your time in the cage, he figured, by clinging pointlessly and desperately to an endless series of unfinished sorrows.

Then the crows lit out, thousands of them, pouring across the sky’s last light. They seemed to swell with a violet hue, creatures somewhere between rats and angels, cawing, descending into the forest in an eerie blanket, covering every naked winter branch . . .

When all was said and done with the parade, the crowd converged around the stage and those on it fell into their embraces and prayers. The wind sneaked up their sleeves, gouged at their eyes, and seemed to hustle them toward departure. Jill Brinklan dropped her plum handkerchief and never picked it up. Marty Brinklan turned to hug Lee, so he wouldn’t have to look at his wife. Kaylyn hopped off the stage quickly. Ben Harrington smeared tears across his cheek with the back of a cold hand. Vehicles from the procession began to peel off. A city maintenance truck arrived to fish the flag out of the branches of the oak tree. The casket was returned to Walmart. It was October 13, 2007.

In terms of our story, the parade was perhaps most notable not for the people who showed up but for those who were missing that day. Bill Ashcraft and Nasty Tina. Former volleyball star and First Christian Church attendee Stacey Moore. And a kid named Danny Eaton still doing his time in Iraq, a few years away from losing one of his pretty hazel eyes. Each of them missing for reasons of their own, all of them someday to return. It’s hard to say where any of this ends or how it ever began, because what you eventually learn is that there is no such thing as linear. There is only this wild, fucked-up flamethrower of a collective dream in which we were all born and traveled and died.

So we begin roughly six years after the parade thrown in honor of Corporal Rick Brinklan, on a fried fever of a summer night in 2013. We begin with history’s dogs howling, suffering in every last nerve and muscle. We begin with four vehicles and their occupants converging on this one Ohio town from the north, south, east, and west. Specifically, we begin on a dark country road with a small pickup truck, the frame shuddering, the gas tank empty, hurtling through the night from origins yet unknown.




BILL ASHCRAFT AND THE GREAT AMERICAN THING





WHAT WE HAVE HERE IS a truck cruising along on a hot July night with a small unmarked package strapped to the underside of the wheel well. This after a fourteen-hour drive from New Orleans to Ohio with the driver cranked out of his moon on LSD. This after Bill Ashcraft had pulled into his hometown and encountered two relics of his country’s imperial, war-savaged heart. After he found bemedaled hero Dan Eaton strolling aimless and hollow-eyed on the twilight roadside. After visiting Rick Brinklan’s cool, glass-smooth grave, his first time since Brinklan’s fractured body came home. After the bar fight suddenly extinguished by Eaton’s inventive use of a glass eye. Then throw in a few other schoolyard ghosts he’d yucked it up with at that bar: Jonah Hansen, the scion of a housing dynasty, and former Rust Belt football icon Todd Beaufort, and what a web of truly vexing remembrance these aging boys had constellated within him. Tuck all that away, though. Dan Eaton will explain all that eventually. For now just understand that stuff went down, but for Bill, the mystic, intertwining energy of the night was not exactly decelerating. From the moment he popped the tab onto his tongue and pulled into the swamp-ass heat of the bayou highways, he understood he’d be navigating some bends in the river on this one, but even by his standards the path felt oxbowed, unpredictable far beyond what one expects when returning to your frayed and haunted hometown to make a shady delivery to a figure from your deep, dank, dark damning past, which is to say, Dear Territory: I’m a stranger here myself.

Then, after dropping Eaton off at the Eastern Star Retirement Home to chase his own two-toned demons, the goddamned truck ran out of gas.

Hard to blame anyone but Bill Ashcraft on this count. He hadn’t anticipated so many distractions, and his truck’s gas gauge had the accuracy of a creationist biology textbook. Mostly he’d been thinking fondly of his bottle of Jameson, which had run dry in the spooky twilight amid the gravestones.

The old Chevy S10 clicked, tinkled, rattled, and wheezed to a halt, sounding like she pissed herself before her engine gave out completely. Bill guided her to the shoulder, coming to rest with a scrape of tall dry grass on the undercarriage.

“You dry bitch,” he told the truck. “You old, foul, no good—” He screamed bone-dry laughter. “Naw, I’m just kidding.” He wrapped the steering wheel in an embrace. “I still love you, girl. Ryde or die forever, boo.”

The headlights cut an off-kilter block of light over the yellowed crabgrass on this limp, tree-lined stretch of State Route 229, maybe a mile outside of New Canaan.

“Remember that time we drove out of Kansas with the entire fleet of staties chasing us like bank robbers? That was fun.”

He released the wheel and sighed. Neither Bill nor his truck had ever been to Kansas.

He was pretty fucking drunk, which for him was saying something. He was also still pretty wired from the acid. These tabs lasted For. Fuck. Ing. Ev. Er. You really had to be prepared to step into another dimension, accept the deregulations of that particular nuthouse, accept that you were never coming back, and imagine life under these new brain-bled, torch-fever-fed circumstances.

It was okay. This crazy rat of a day would just have to steam a little longer in its shithouse.

The thing of it—Bill mused—was this: You ran into people from high school whenever you came back to The Cane. That was double bogey for the course. But to spot Eaton on his way to visit Rick and then later sit across from Beaufort, who, having used up all nine of his football lives, now looked like a sad, soggy, bloated-corpse version of the titan he’d been in high school, on this night of all nights—well, that was pretty goddamned cosmic-hand mysterious. Though they’d been teenage enemies of a sort, he also felt the fraternity: once handsome, marbled, small-town athletes who couldn’t understand why they hadn’t conquered the world.

Whatthefuckever. Tonight the universe was a-humming. He could feel it through his urge to vomit. He didn’t believe in God, fate, or coincidence, but that left precious little to actually explain anything, and sometimes the right asteroid just strikes the right planet so the lizards lose a turn, and the motherfucking monkeys take over.

“Planet of the Apes!” Bill shouted into the cab. “It’s our planet. What a twist.”

He was at least a couple miles from the nearest gas station, and he’d thrown his cell phone out the window in Arkansas after briefly becoming convinced the NSA was tracking him. He plucked the kitchen timer from his pocket: 02:37:47. He would have to hoof it. He went rooting around in the glove compartment and found the roll of clear packing tape. Flicking off the headlights, exiting the cab, he walked over to the back left wheel. Crawling beneath, he found the small package secured to that nook with a complicated mess of duct tape and twine. He spent a couple minutes freeing all this handiwork, peeling at gobs of tape that lacquered his fingers, plucking drunkenly at knots, marveling at how the black configurations of an internal combustion system could look like a phantasmagoric dream-empire likely ruled by a barbaric autocrat (the dried mud, he decided, was the upside-down wasteland where most rebels were defeated and crucified), before the load fell away.

He crawled back out, dusted himself off. The package was a rectangle, the length of a standard No. 10 envelope. A few centimeters thick. A nice long brick secured so tightly beneath efficient rolls of plastic and tape that it gave away absolutely nothing about the texture, color, odor, or variations of the contents. Bill unbuttoned his flannel, laid it over the truck, and stuck the brick lengthwise along his spine, right in the small of his back, a strip of packing tape attached. He then wound the tape around his back and belly, fixing the brick to his person. When it felt secure, he tore the tape, which split with that smooth-butter silence that leaves one agog at the variegated achievements of industrial civilization. He tossed the roll into the truck bed. He peered at his stomach.

“Only too late did he realize that when he arrives he’ll have to rip this fucking tape off,” he said to his gut. His stomach hairs, mashed to the skin with suffocating, cloying adhesive, were now terrified little buggers.

Before he could follow the thought, he turned and barfed into the grass, which he knew would sober him up quick and be a true bummer in the near- to mid-term.

Returning briefly to the cab, he plucked a photograph from the visor and slipped it in his back pocket. This picture had taken a mercurial path. Many times he’d thought of leaving it wherever the wind happened to have blown him. How many dorm room corkboards or hostel bathroom mirrors or apartment refrigerators had he tacked, magnetized, or otherwise affixed it to, always with the thought that here would be its final resting place in this kingdom. That he’d leave it there like he’d left behind every other artifact. Somehow it was always the thing he remembered, the one crisp piece of buried nostalgic schist that he’d unearth before moving on. He sometimes wondered if this sticky photograph had its own agenda.

Then he set off toward the lights of the town that was still, for lack of any other concrete options, his home. After walking maybe half a mile down the road, he realized that while remembering the picture, he’d left the keys in the ignition and a thousand dollars in the glove compartment.

He didn’t bother going back.

*  *  *

Bill had chosen this particular weekend to make the return trip because he knew his parents would be out of town, so that when he stumbled up to his childhood home, a dark, pristine castle in the country with a neat lawn and a basketball hoop in the driveway where he, Rick Brinklan, and Ben Harrington had balled until the daylight gave out, he could be sure to wreck around the house half-wasted without his parents asking a thousand questions about what their twenty-eight-year-old semi-estranged son was doing with himself these days.

Estranged was a hell of a word, and not exactly accurate. His parents were more like exasperated with him: his postgraduate wandering, his lost jobs, his remarkable ability to filch money even after they’d increased security around their ATM pins, PayPal accounts, and jewelry boxes. There was also the possibility that his parents were divorced and just hadn’t bothered to tell him. His mother, a journalism student who gave up a New York City career to follow her dentist husband to his hometown of Corn & Rust, Ohio, where they would supposedly raise a son away from—well, from what? Violence, fear, minorities, pollution? A joke like that surely had an expiration date, right? Love was a marketing strategy, but every ad campaign lost its zest in the end. Every romantic bond eventually turned into the Yo Quiero Taco Bell dog.

More to the point, they were at his cousin’s wedding in Cincinnati.

Beyond his mission and all its implications, he was also eager to escape the gun-blast heat of New Orleans for a few days. That place already felt as claustrophobic as New Canaan. It was really all he’d discovered from his travels: No matter where you went or how novel it seemed when you first pulled into town, it always turned into the same bars, same food, same women, same politics, same liquor, same drugs, same troubles.

He’d been writing media releases for a wetlands conservation group, an organization that had sprung up following the 2010 BP nightmareathon. Dedicated to helping residents and the environment of the Louisiana coast, rumored to have some Oscar winner’s money behind it, pushing back against the oil and petrochemical interests that ran the state like the British ran colonial India. It didn’t exactly take a policy wonk to understand that the state and local governments were obsessed with slurping up every last drop of oil from the wells off the coast, and the wetlands—as far as the vast majority of the state legislature was concerned—could go take a flying fuck on the spaceship Challenger. No two ways about it: the city was fucking doomed. It wasn’t clear if he’d been fired for his desperation, his drinking, or an impolitic remark to his boss (the prissy, lecherous, Vermontonian Treme superfan), “Try fucking your wife for a change,” but fired he had been.

So if he ever went back to New Orleans, it would be to clean out his apartment. After securing this new gig, he made a diplomatic mission to the French Quarter where he found a saxophone player willing to sell him a tab of acid. He then smuggled himself past his self-loathing and straight out of town. From there, he drove north.

The first part of the job went off without a hitch. He met the guy in the empty, forsaken lot of a shuttered warehouse, the chain-link fortification rusted and collapsing, scoured NO TRESPASSING sign in the dirt, weeds taking back the concrete through any crack rain and sunlight dared penetrate. Just another abandoned industrial Leeziana outpost, nothing on the approach but grief, churches, cancer clusters, and gut-loving bayou cooking. The man also drove a truck but not a cheap, used beater like Bill’s. This Cajun good ole boy drove a shiny new F-350, bloodred and fierce. He had a salt goatee and a camo trucker’s hat with a cross dead center. He’d come from somewhere that put mud on his boots, and he spoke in that Creole dialect that a kid from Ohio could never fully decipher. He instructed Bill to smash the burner cell underfoot. The two of them got under Bill’s truck together, and Bill handed the guy tape and twine while he fixed the package to the truck’s guts. Then he gave Bill an envelope stuffed with twenties.

“Drive the limit. Don’t go talk to no one. And you get pulled over, don’t got drink nor drugs in your cab.”

“I got cruise control and white skin, my man. Pigs can’t even see me.”

The Cajun didn’t look amused, and Bill didn’t have time to explain that the comment was ironically racist, a satirizing of the power structure—or that he fully intended to do psychedelics on the trip. (Lotsa stuff left out of that convo.)

Thing was, Bill had a hard time driving long distances without being some kind of altered, and pulling from New Orleans to Northeast Ohio in a day to deliver mystery contraband would require strong mojo. He only had the one mishap when he tossed his phone, a bad idea because he’d been told to show up for this exchange at an acutely specific time. He remedied his mistake by stopping at a pharmacy where—unable to locate a section with wristwatches and feeling the searing eyes of the staff—he purchased a small kitchen timer and, after stumbling into a display of self-tanning lotion, the bottles clattering and careening down the sleek aisle like bowling pins, set it to 15:00:00, which was a fine guesstimate of the schedule he’d been given. Solving that hiccup seemed to activate the LSD’s magic. For ten to twelve hours, he smoked cigs across the bleached-out American landscape, up through the deltas of Mississippi and stars falling on Alabama, he watched the sky shift in burning purple and orange wars. Armies cascaded across the plains and planes died in beautiful violent violet clashes. Dust thick enough to taste billowing off the fields serving up their corn and soy. Black birds clutched black telephone wires and watched him with black eyes. The flags ran up the poles of the clouds and an amber smoke drifted in and out of time, crept up into other levels of existence and sailed back, changed. The CD player useless, the clock broken, and the radio his only companion, he kept for company the vast panoply of American broadcast eccentricity: pop radio, country doggerel, and Evangelical dreamers hoping against hope that Jesus would make it back sooner rather than later. Through Tennessee and Nashville and the bluegrass hills of Kentucky, through July, a month of electric heat hallucination and erotic moons, the fields were on fire on all sides, and the flames rose thousands of feet in the air until they scorched the underbellies of passenger jets. Only the highway was a cool river of water through which he could be assured safe passage. The rest of it burned like blood on fire. Cruising along Eisenhower’s interstate baby with the setting sun on his left spilling some mystic aurora across the addled sky, he thought he could feel his brain bleeding.

But these visions began to tame as he neared home, and when he crossed the Ohio River near Marietta, that familiar thirst was there, riding him, demanding satisfaction, that whole beautiful flow of mid-American freshwater looking like a goddamn bathtub full of booze. He pulled into a liquor store, bought the cheap shit, and drove across the gloaming blue of the Ohio, taking his first pull at the moment the fading color of the twilight sky perfectly matched the water.

*  *  *

He’d been on a bestial three-week bender since getting fired, but that was more like a culmination of a four-year bender since getting fired from Obama’s Columbus office, which itself may have been an extension of a prolonged drinking spurt that dated back to New Canaan High School. Hard to say, really. Bill had spent this last three-week leg drinking and smoking and snorting and popping in such an unreflective stupor that, in a way, the acid had almost woken him up, brought him reeling out of a safe place into the vampire-incinerating light of day, and now this whole moment of existence was a protracted, muscular mindfuck of remembrance and poetry and wonder. Really, the way a good trip should be. He hadn’t eaten in a day. Every time he took acid, he’d forget to eat for thirty-six hours and wake up famished, wanting to drain the blood from a rabbit.

He trotted along the dark country road, a shambolic gait through whispering trees wrung wild. Big stars overhead. Sweatshop Nikes crunching over the gravel edge of the road. Too sober following his purge. The long walk into town took him over a bridge with low concrete barriers. Below, the swiftly flowing Cattawa River whispered. His childhood river. The grass on the banks was a dirty, dry summer yellow. The night felt formless here, and it wasn’t just the alcohol’s cool washcloth on his mind or the lingering effects of the LSD—this was something elemental he was hearing. The river spoke and its singular trail churning through the earth, shaping its contours, told profound stories of time and apology and geology. This was the sound or absence of sound he sometimes felt when he drove from New Orleans to the wildlife refuge to hike the trails through the bayous and watch the world waste away. Trying to catch a glimpse of the part that had maintained, that had survived, at least for now, the pestilential lust of humankind’s brief party.

The tape wound around his torso stretched and bit with each step.

He had time to kill—02:18:24—and the liquor store, coincidentally, lay right in his path. He fingered the shard of torn napkin: Jonah had jotted the phone number on it while they smoked outside the bar. Beyond the urge to drink and get the vomit taste out of his mouth was the urge for something harder. And beyond the urge for something harder was the urge to remember—the worst addiction of all.

Boy, he thought, suddenly looking around, did Ohio look like shit.

The whole state for sure, but stumbling down SR 229 into the outskirts of the city limits, New Canaan looked like the microcosm poster child of middle-American angst. This little stretch of strip mall had lost all its signs, so you could see the ghostly outlines of the vanished businesses as well as all the smaller rust outlines where the screws once attached to the stucco. The rest of the road had all the familiar tumors. House with FOR SALE sign. House with FORECLOSURE sign. The rest for rent yet clearly unrented. Andy’s Glass Shop, closed. Burger King, open. New Canaan Building Supply across the street, closed, FOR RENT sign. Subway, open. Gas station, open, sign burned out, weird old dude lingering by a pay phone watching him. (A pay phone! Still!) Gotti’s Pizza, where Harrington’s dad used to take them after YMCA soccer or basketball, shut down, gone, along with its excellent Hawaiian pie. Liberty Tax, open.

Ohio hadn’t gone through the same real estate boom as the Sun Belt, but the vultures had circled the carcasses of dying industrial towns—Dayton, Toledo, Mansfield, Youngstown, Akron—peddling home equity loans and refinancing. All the garbage that blew up in people’s faces the same way subprime mortgages had. A fleet of nouveau riche snake oil salesmen scoured the state, moving from minority hoods where widowed, churchgoing black ladies on fixed incomes made for easy marks to the white working-class enclaves and then the first-ring suburbs. The foreclosures began to crop up and then turn into fields of fast-moving weeds, reducing whole neighborhoods to abandoned husks or drug pens. Ameriquest, Countrywide, CitiFinancial—all those devious motherfuckers watching the state’s job losses, plant closings, its struggles, its heartache, and figuring out a way to make a buck on people’s desperation. Every city or town in the state had big gangrenous swaths that looked like New Canaan, the same cancer-patient-looking strip mall geography with brightly lit outposts hawking variations on usurious consumer credit. Those entrepreneurs saw the state breaking down like Bill’s truck, and they moved in, looking to sell the last working parts for scrap.

“Hey-ho!” Bill toasted the night with an invisible bottle.

Passing into town he’d spotted several houses with their ROMNEY/RYAN yard signs still holding on nearly nine months after those two effete, moonbeam-colored Cylons bit it. He spotted other yard signs that appeared, as sure as the seasons, begging people to vote Yes on a doomed school levy.

He streaked for the pay phone, weird old dude trickling into the night with his shopping bag. Bill transferred the phone number from the scrap of napkin to the greasy buttons, each denuded silver rectangle likely a spa retreat for herpes and snot.

“Drugs-d-drugs-drugs-drugs,” he sang to the tune of Sisqo’s “Thong Song.”

He got two rings and a voice on the other end.

“Jonah Hansen gave me this number. Can I get something?”

“Where? And what?” The guy’s voice was light and buzzy, like when a fly drones by your ear.

“Weed preferably. But I’m open to other bad ideas . . .” His gaze fell on the Dunkin’ Donuts, lights aglow. An employee pushed a mop. He was old and rail-thin, his face an archipelago of scabs, a few still looking open and wet, and Bill could almost smell decay through the glass. He noted a missing a tooth, a single incisor in the top row.

“I got plenty-a options, yo. Where you wanna meet?”

“I was on my way to the liquor store.”

“Perfect. See you in ten.”

A New Canaan PD cruiser slowed as it went by. Of course, he looked to see if it might be Marty Brinklan, but the cop was young, his head a cue ball, his face cruel and curious because this pay phone was likely used strictly for drug deals. Bill stayed on the phone as the dial tone began—just to make sure this oinker cruised on by.

*  *  *

The night knuckled down.

For perhaps the thousandth time in the last twenty-four hours, he wondered what he’d gotten himself into and wandered out of that wonder by singing an old Ben Harrington jam. The one that sounded kind of sailor-songy from the album where he was wearing that imbecilic pork pie hat on the cover.

“Everyone went off to war / Everyone got addicted to dope / Everyone woulda hanged hisself if it weren’t for the price of rope.” He reached a crosswalk, belting it out. A lone car idled at the intersection contemplating a green light. “Everyone got an Ess-Tee-Deeee / Everyone set the banshee free / So now it’s just ole you and me / With our sad, sick revelry!”

At first he thought the driver had simply not yet noticed the green, but the car continued to sit, uninterested in its right of way. He guessed a drunk or a stoner lost in a daze. Surprise tingled his fingertips when he recognized the face.

It was his ex-girlfriend’s goddamned mother. Bethany Kline sat in the lane heading south, so he could see right into the car. With her hands dug into the wheel at ten and two, she wept.

The plastic-green color of the traffic light made the moisture beneath her eyes shine. Bethany Kline looked even more swollen, saggy, and ugly than he remembered. One spent so much time looking at the Botoxed and surgery-perfected visages of movie stars and TV personalities that it was sometimes jarring to just see what an average sixty-something woman, trampled by time and disappointment, actually looked like, let alone what she looked like crying. She hadn’t changed her haircut, still the unflattering midwestern bowl of badly dyed brown. Bangs like a friar. Her eyes were inflamed red wounds. It almost made him angry. What the fuck did she have to cry about?

He thought of her daughter at Jericho Lake wearing a black bikini and Jackie O sunglasses, her skin with both the mocha and the cream of her ancestry. Her taut, muscled build. Lisa Han had cheekbones higher than the moon and a delicate lift to her eyes that betrayed the half-exiled Caucasian in her. For the two keyest, binge-drinkingest, fuckfestingest years of high school, Lisa surprised him, drove him, maddened him. They met when she’d hunched forward at her desk in geometry class, studying a returned test. She’d been the only freshman in the class, bumped ahead a year by the Powers That Will. Bill had been staring at her cleavage, the way her high and tight tits pressed up out of this silver V-neck. She made a sound like “Blargh.” And he looked up.

“Problem?”

“Asian F,” she said, showing him her ninety-one percent score.

It had been game on after that. The first time he’d gone over to Lisa’s house, he had to ask. There were just too many pictures of this beautiful Asian girl with this family of Tupperware-looking white people. Lisa explained how her father had fled after the fall of Saigon, shepherded by distant relatives to Texas. He ended up going to school at Ohio State where he met and impregnated a young woman from his Bible study group. Like good Christians, they married over a baby bump, but Papa was gone shortly after Lisa was born, possibly to return to Vietnam to find out if his family was still alive, more likely just another broke-dick father running away.

“Who knows,” Lisa said, shrugging at the wall of family portraits. Bill was sorry he’d asked, as he could sense the embarrassment wafting off her. “Ole Bethany’s told me the story about five different ways. She buzzes me off when I ask too much. It’s why I refused to change my last name to Kline when she remarried. So she can’t pretend I’m her nice white girl. Like she never had a premarital yellow cock in her.”

He laughed at this haunted humor and looked back to the smiling pictures of Lisa perched before her stiff white-bread stepfather and chubby, dim-looking stepbrother. Then they went upstairs, and beneath her posters of Trent Reznor, Kurt Cobain, and a shirtless Nelly, simultaneously cast off their virginities.

All this was preamble to the protracted war between him, Lisa, and Bethany. From word one, Mrs. Kline did not like Bill. He enabled Lisa’s rebellion, had her coming home late, had her getting caught with small bits of pot or condoms or bottles of liquor. Lisa informed him of Bethany’s retrograde attempts to enact punishment, to “ground” her so to speak, but Lisa was too smart, too defiant, too fiery to treat like a child. He recalled picking her up, Bethany standing in the foyer with her hands on her hips, a cheek-chewing expression of fury rippling through her facial folds.

“Your mom totally despises me,” he said as she climbed into the car. “We’re never going to change her mind.”

“Nah, Ashcraft, just get your tongue up her vagina. That’s what turned me around on you.” He threw the car into gear, laughing madly.

Weirdly, once Bethany learned that Bill’s mother worked for the local newspaper, she took up writing letters to the editor as her principal hobby, gaining a more or less permanent position on the New Canaan News editorial page, where she expounded on such topics as the immorality of not allowing a moment for prayer in schools, the teaching of intelligent design, the dangerous possibility that teachers were not being screened for past sex offenses, and just generally that there was a holocaust going on in abortion clinics.

His dad would fume every time a letter appeared and wonder why the paper had to keep giving this woman space. Bill always figured his mom lived her entire life in a sub-audible state of misery over having left her native Queens to follow her husband to his dicktoon hometown. She’d interned at the New York Post, and Bill had the feeling that giving up her dream of someday writing at a major paper had been a bitter, softball-sized pill to swallow just so her husband could carry on the dentistry practice started by his own father. Bethany’s letters became a constant source of tension in their marriage. He could tell his dad didn’t like Lisa, didn’t trust her even though she shared none of Bethany’s odious views. On the Ferris wheel at the county fair that summer, Lisa was the one who climbed onto him and nearly sucked his lips off, grinding into his lap while the games dinged and the stadium lights spilled across the country band wailing away onstage. She was the one who’d gone down on him when they climbed up on the roof of the library, and she was the one who suggested they pee on each other, just to give it a shot. Yet she still called herself a Christian, still kept a pointless Bible quote etched into a wooden plaque in her room. William Sr. deeply distrusted this pretense of religiosity, and like Bethany, he seemed certain Bill would end up getting Lisa pregnant.

His mom, the quintessential purveyor of mom-reasonability, chided them both. At the paper, she was always ending up in the middle of these stupid small-town controversies, and she had the disease of seeing a false equivalence in everything, of lending credence to idiots and charlatans. She said of Bethany, “It’s all she’s ever known. People like her grow up in a small town and get the same kind of cruel ideas fed to them their entire lives, and they wrap it up in their worldviews because that’s the context they understand. Her husband left her at a young age, and she had to raise a daughter alone for a long time. That’s a hard thing.”

Bill could never tell which of his parents he was in more of an argument with. How much of his nature could be attributed to spending his formative years arguing with his mother’s on-the-one-hand-on-the-other-hand Obamaian pragmatic streak? It would strain their relationship enough that they stopped speaking for several years. Similar pointless, circular arguments ensued with his father, but that resulted from Bill’s total disinterest in law school or med school or, God forbid, dental school. All that formal education just made people higher-paid fools or more articulate fools, but fools they remained.

Lisa was no fool. Never had been, never would be. They broke up the week before he left for college. Out at the Brew, parked in the shade of a tree where the moonlight couldn’t reach, they sucked on each other, turned the interior of his Accord into a sauna, and that’s how you broke up in high school. You fucked like a corporeal toast to the heartache of new beginnings.

“I can’t wait to see where we’ll end up,” she said, playing with the hairs on his chest, letting free a few uncharacteristic tears. “If I had to bet, you’ll be the only person in this town to do crazier shit than me.”

“You think?”

“Of course. It’s why I decided to let you love me for a minute.”

A year later, when he heard what Lisa had done, he wrote to her to make sure she was okay. He’d heard rumors—gossip as currency, people all but bartering with it—about a pregnancy, about an abortion, about a blowout fight with Bethany.

In an e-mail, Lisa assured Bill that, no, she wasn’t pregnant. She’d packed a bag, grabbed her passport, emptied her savings account, and bought a one-way ticket overseas. Told her mom not to bother looking for her. At first, Bill loved hearing all this. It impressed him, inspired him. Whenever he found himself lost or in danger abroad, he’d think of how Lisa had been doing scarier shit when she was just an eighteen-year-old kid. Six years after she left, when he found himself working in Southeast Asia, he went in search of her.

I’m in your neck of the woods, he wrote to her via Facebook.



	Lisa Han

	5/23 3:03 p.m.




	No shit!? Where? Why?




	Bill Assata Shakur Ashcraft

	5/23 5:24 p.m.




	Where to begin? Um, I’ve been in Cambodia buying up child prostitutes.




	Lisa Han

	5/24 9:07 a.m.




	Can’t say I’m surprised, but uh, yeah, please tell me that’s a joke?




	Bill Assata Shakur Ashcraft

	5/24 11:11 a.m.




	Ha no joke. But I mean like buying them out. So I was over here working for this NGO that frees girls from the sex trade, gets them back to their families, and sets them up with shit to do so they don’t have to go back to prostituting (and so their families don’t sell them back [image: Image]). Get me? We like set them up with seed money and training to start their own markets, selling sandals or beads or fruit or whatnot.




	Lisa Han

	5/24 2:54 p.m.




	Ah goddamnit I always knew you had some deep decency in you, BA. Don’t tell me you’ve turned into an actual catch since high school? [image: Image]




	Bill Assata Shakur Ashcraft

	5/24 3:44 p.m.




	It’s an adventure. You haven’t lived until you’ve faced down a Cambodian pimp.





He asked if she wanted to get together, but she never wrote back. He decided to go in search of her and rode a motorbike up the Ho Chi Minh Trail, stopping only to see some spider holes. The mission went to hell, though, after an unsettling near-death experience: dusk, an errant log, launching over the handlebars and past the ledge of the trail into pure jungle canopy, tumbling and falling for what seemed like such an enormous gulf of time, sensing a final impact that would surely end in a dry twig snap he’d hear first in the bones of his neck, trying to settle on a pleasant final memory to go out on and coming up only with Kunthea, an understandably shy nine-year-old girl with bony, collapsible limbs and a mouth of bent brown teeth.

(They’d successfully negotiated with her madam, an old woman who’d probably been the plaything of German businessmen when she was a child and understood this as the natural order. When Kunthea clung to the post outside the house, afraid to follow the four white people and Cambodian translator now hectoring her to come along home, Bill reached down and plucked a Jolly Rancher from behind her ear. While she busied herself with the wrapper, he loaded his fist and plucked out another: “This is insane. Your ear’s a candy factory.” She came with them after that, and before she went to bed that night, Bill found a toothbrush in her ear and taught her how to use it.)

A fine memory to die on. Until he came to land softly, improbably, in a bed of grass as comfortable as a down pillow. Eyes darting, lying in the noisy breath of the jungle, he checked to find himself completely intact. He spooked the birds when he screamed that he was fucking unbreakable.

A few days later, unable to track Lisa down, he caught a flight out of Hanoi with the last of his cash, and he never heard from her again. He wrote her several more times, but she never answered. He worried about all the typical things: if she’d found out about Kaylyn, if she’d always known about Kaylyn, if she’d long hated him, if she’d thrown her laptop into the South China Sea, etc. What it came down to, though, was this: like everyone else, she’d vanished from his life. He could only stare at the dark and wonder what had become of her.

Gripping the wheel with both hands, Bethany Kline took one last small roll of her head, as if saying to herself, Sure, I guess I’ll live with this miserable thought, and punched the accelerator. The car went zooming off, carburetor rattling.

Then again maybe Bethany was another hallucination. An acid flashback materializing from the sweat-drenched electrical storm. Either way, he wished he could simply rip open the package and blindly snort away whatever was inside just to see where the cocktail took him.

“Wanna get a drink?” he said to a busted blue fire hydrant.

Closing in on thirty fast, he had an urge, undaunted by the temporal challenge, to find Lisa Han, wherever she was, and ask if she still saw passion and decency in him. If that young version of her could see him now, like this, a decade on, would she still recognize what she saw back then? How dearly he wanted to ask her if there was any chance she still believed in him.

*  *  *

In the liquor store, he scanned the shelves looking for the right potion, tickled by that lovely little thrill of unexpected booze. You could go high-end, he figured, groping a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black, or just keep on keeping on with the Jim Beam that had gotten him over the Ohio River. The decisions alcoholics had to make. If sober people understood all the work that went into deciding how best to get loaded, they would get over themselves and sling a little fucking admiration his way. He selected Jack Daniel’s in the end because they didn’t have the right size Beam.

“I’ll take a pack of Camels and a Bic too,” he told the Indian cashier, who seemed to recognize him from all his efforts to buy booze in high school. Bill glanced at the analog clock hanging over the cashier’s left shoulder, but the hands all pointed, dead and still, to the ground. He pulled out his timer. It was the size and shape of a large skipping stone or maybe some middling lizard’s egg and felt good to hold. In the white plastic casing the stiff numbers read: 01:47:18.

“You got ID, buddy?” he asked in his crisp accent. Bill used to try to stop guys on the basketball team from calling him “Apu,” usually to no effect. He knew, likely, by the way of his mother, that this man had an engineering degree and had lost a child to leukemia. Now he was only an obstacle to a drink, and one with Cheetos dust in his mustache at that.

“I’m like thirty, bro,” Bill rounded up, swiping his near-maxed credit card and snatching the bottle.

The cashier made no objection. Instead he said, almost tenderly, “Big storm coming later. Don’t be wandering around all night drinking.”

Bill left without acknowledging this, tearing the cellophane wrapping off the pack of smokes. He wasn’t a smoker, but there was nothing like a cigarette when you were drunk (which basically made him a smoker). One thing he missed about the northern climes was having a cigarette during a brutal midwestern winter. Something about standing on frigid pavement, switching hands as each went numb, pulling in that silky cloud of nicotine. The warmth ran all the way to your toes. A buzz like a tuning fork going off in your core.

Clamping the little guy in his teeth, he unscrewed the cap from the whiskey and drank from his bottle of light.

Now he was really feeling no pain.

He wandered to the side of the lot where he could watch the entrance and took a seat on the curb to smoke his cigarette and wait for the world to happen. The tape around his midriff crinkled when he sat, and the package dug in, acted almost as a back brace so that he had to sit with preposterous posture. He recalled the night’s loose-leaf events: a nose exploding to pulp under the fist of a drunk hick in the Lincoln Lounge. Interrupting a long conversation about The Murder That Never Was, the town’s great isosceles-sided rumor, too crazy to be true, too ingrained to discount. He and Jonah outside, recalling when Harrington bricked two free throws with half a second left to almost cost them the conference championship. Harrington had been a better songwriter than basketball player. From there, he finally got to thinking about Kaylyn. The green-eyed island of heat.

He took the idle time to pull the picture from his pocket. At some point long ago he’d folded it into quarters, maybe to tuck it in his wallet when he was certain he would get mugged in a harsh neighborhood in Phnom Penh, and the paper had two tactile ridges bisecting the surface, cutting through the date (10.15.02). On the actual picture side these ridges were reversed into chalky white divots flaking away whatever chemicals formed the images, so that Bill’s face, which had gotten caught in the fold, was scabbing away from his nose to his left eyelid. Like he was vanishing à la Marty McFly’s family in Back to the Future.

He sucked on his cigarette and let his gaze travel from the center out. He had his arm around Lisa, his fingers just creeping over her neck. He wore a blazer a size too big and gray dress pants a size too small. He remembered how the waist had bit at him all night. The silver tie almost matched the pants. He had sideburns down past his ear, a teenager’s demonstration of masculinity. Lisa wore a slim black dress with spaghetti straps and a deep V that exposed, in some of the mothers’ opinions, an expanse of olive-brown cleavage too scandalous for a homecoming dance. Her hair popped off the back of her skull in an abrupt ponytail, and she was shaking her head so that the black strands were caught in inky motion. She’d chosen for her goofy face a model’s squinch, her slim, smoky eyes boozed and dangerous.

On Bill’s other side was Rick, face partially obscured by two fingers traveling John Travolta–style across his visage. He’d gone all out and rented a black tux, from which his football muscle practically bubbled. His butt protruded slightly toward Bill, and it looked like a couple of black balloons trying to escape. Beneath the coat, the vest struggled to stay buttoned. Behind the Travolta fingers, he wore his football scowl, his brow tight and formidable, already spilling sweat before the dance had even begun. His other hand clung to the stark green of Kaylyn’s waist. Kaylyn had chosen to blow a kiss, and her lips, shellacked in purple lipstick, frozen in a pucker, passed the kiss to her open palm. Strands of her blond hair fell carefully to either side of her head, curled and bobbing timelessly in the stillness. Her lips reminded him of a single purple flower growing from a verdant forest floor. The way that color clashed with her dress certainly had to be intentional. Kaylyn knew how she would stand out in pictures, even in the background, and years later when people flipped through photo albums, they’d come to this homecoming section, and no matter if they’d known her or they were originally from Oregon and now married to a graduate of New Canaan High, their eyes would still be drawn to the girl in the green dress with the purple lipstick, and their gaze would track her in any photograph that followed.

Beside her, Stacey Moore had gone Bond Girl, both hands clasped together into a gun she held under her chin. In a long copper dress, the junior looked like a sexy penny fresh off the mint, the material catching all kinds of odd light from the cafeteria. Her blond was cleaner than Kaylyn’s, but cinched back tight against her skull by unseen scalp mechanisms. Her long, slim limbs seemed to crowd her own boyfriend out of the picture. Though Bill had loved her, found her warm and lovely and amusing, Stacey had always appeared awkward to him. She slunk her shoulders—in this photo too—as if she wanted to erase some of her height, embarrassed by the longitude it took to accommodate her presence. One sharp elbow looked like it might dig into Ben Harrington’s chest. He had been caught both trying to put his arm around Stacey and yet avoid catching that elbow in a rib. As a result, it looked like he was dancing badly to a rap song, his other arm dropping a finger to some unseen beat. (What might it have been in ’02? “Hot in Herre”? “Bombs Over Baghdad”?) In his stasis the baby-faced Harrington seemed to be attempting embryonically to preview the musician garb he’d someday wear. Bill and Rick had tormented him for the black fedora, cocked forward on his head here, and the black jacket over a black crew neck with a single gold chain sparkling. Who had he even been imitating? More importantly, did he realize how brashly that sweet baby grin of his clashed with the ensemble? It looked like a Halloween costume. His sideburns were also too long, nearly down to his jaw.

There were other people on the fringes of this picture. You could spot the stunted Dan Eaton beside Hailey Kowalczyk, her voluptuous figure still years away from widening. She had a smooth plastic face with spots of rosacea on her cheeks and forehead. She appeared to have dragged Dan into the frame, behind her Rainrock Road crew of Lisa and Kaylyn, who at the point of this photo had undergone some bitchy high-school-girl falling-out. And poor Dan looked like he wanted to be transplanted off the planet. Into some Fortress of Umbilical Love where he could limply marvel at Hailey in solitude. When Bill had seen him earlier that night, Dan had been uninterested in this picture. He’d handled it like the thing might poison him.

The night this photo was taken, Bill and Rick stayed in the basement of Harrington’s house, sneaking Kaylyn, Lisa, and Stacey in after midnight through a window. Rick and Kaylyn disappeared into Doug Harrington’s tool-draped workspace and fucked on the edge of the table saw after Rick made sure it was unplugged. (“Had the worst vision outta a horror movie right when I got off,” he drunkenly reported.) Harrington and Stacey took the bathroom, and after finishing, they sat in the basement rec area watching The Princess Bride, tossing M&M’s into each other’s mouths from across the couch. He and Lisa had gotten the night’s activities out of the way at the Brew, and in the dark, he’d imagined her as Kaylyn the entire time. Her Vietnamese heritage bled out of her in the starlight and Kaylyn’s German bled in, until in that dim halo he could see each girl as the other.

Funny, he thought, folding the picture back up, how you could look at anyone’s high school homecoming picture from any middling town or suburb in America, and they all looked like stock photos, the image that came with the frame, identical teenagers doing identical teenage shit and hoping it wouldn’t end because what lay beyond was too unknown.

He heard the door of the liquor store chime and popped his head up in time to see a short, unkempt figure stalk in. He sat finishing his cigarette.

After a moment the man reemerged and looked at Bill the way you’d check to see if a dog in the pound was actually the one your parents told you had run off. Unruly dreads bobbed around his face, playing Velcro with gnarly, gnatty stubble. Clothed in baggy jeans with white bleach stains and a dark zippered sweatshirt despite the warmth of the night. A big chain looped from his belt to a wallet in the back pocket. He’d added a bottle in a brown paper bag to his accoutrements.

“Whoa. Bill Ashcraft.”

Bill held his whiskey aloft. “The one and only.”

“Where in the pits did you come from?”

Bill studied the face: a coyote scowl, thick platypus lips, a disappointed menace in the eyes, but so very white bread underneath the posture—a specimen plucked from the suburbs and spray-tanned with disaffection. Familiarity flickered but winked out. “Sorry, it’s been a fucking hippo of a day. We went to school together?”

“Dakota.” He stuck out a small, delicate hand. His eyes were furious and careless and nihilistic. It was like locking gazes with a torturer.

Bill clamped the cigarette and shook the hand, though the name still meant nothing.

“Sure, man.”

“Bill motherfucking Ashcraft. You back in town?”

The trigonometries of his patter were familiar. The Ohio drawl acting as interlocutor for an urbanized, hip-hop patois gleaned from interaction with young black men mostly via CD.

“Sure. Maybe. Who knows. Up here running an errand and Jonah handed me your number.”

“No doubt I can hook you up.”

Suddenly he remembered the kid. Exley. Dakota Exley. He’d been without dreads then, just a mushroom of bland brown hair. A petite little fucker a grade ahead, Dakota had skulked around with a skateboard and no friends. At least, he’d had the skateboard until Ryan Ostrowski, a football-playing Beaufort lacky, cornered Dakota in the parking lot for the LOLz. He’d torn Dakota’s skateboard away, shoved him to the ground, and hit him so hard over the spine that it cracked the wood. Kids stood around watching the way they do.

“You backed me up. Sorta,” Bill remembered, a glow of unexpected camaraderie blooming. “During that whole T-shirt debacle, you came up and said something to me that wasn’t ‘Go fuck yourself.’ ”

“What can I say? You had a point.”

Bill slapped his new friend on the back and stood. “C’mon. Let’s boogie.”

They ambled away from the liquor store, searching out a place to make a deal. Clouds moved in overhead, blotting out the stars in large dark-white patches of spilled, glowing paint.

*  *  *

Let’s call it a defining time of Bill’s young life, but for very different reasons than it was definitional for most. This was fall of his junior year, right before basketball began, and all that was on his mind were those last days of freedom before the season swallowed all his time and energy. He and Lisa were having the kind of exhausting amounts of sex only teenagers can truly manage, and then, one Tuesday morning during earth science, Mr. Masoncup got a call. He hung up, turned on the television in the corner of the room just in time for the class to see the second plane crash into the World Trade Center. All they could do was watch in total, undiluted awe as the first tower fell. Hailey Kowalczyk sat beside him in that class, and when the South Tower began pancaking down in a cascade of gory gray glory, she ate a breath of air, buckled back so fast her desk shrieked against the tile, and said two words that, for Bill, would come to define the event and all that came in the aftermath.

“Oh no.”

Bill was immediately on the wrong side of the thing. In his social studies class, they talked about the coming invasion of Afghanistan. He’d stayed up nights reading the history. Some war-torn country literally known as the “graveyard of empires” and they were going to go bomb the rubble around and occupy? Good fucking luck. “Maybe we should be asking why people hate us so much,” he said in that class as he felt Rick glaring at him, Lisa wishing he would be quiet. “Like is it crazy to think we had this coming? Like, those people think God chose them, but here we all are just clearly thinking God chose us. It’s in the pledge the state makes us say every morning.” The class sat in silence, picking at their desks and fingernails.

In New Canaan High, 9/11 had this element of activation. At lunch, the boys crowded around the military recruiters who came through handing out pamphlets. Students were instructed to write and decorate messages to the troops on stiff pieces of cardboard, which would be “sent to the war zone.” On his, Bill wrote: Try not to kill too many civilians. His social studies teacher informed him that this sentiment was removed from the pile before it was mailed.

His own activation had been a long time coming.

Adolescent identity is an odd thing, formed mostly for hypermasculine young men by their chosen extracurricular activity. Since seventh grade when he and Rick were breaking out as up-and-coming stars of their respective sports, they’d each had a taste of that oozing, slippery product called popularity that had something to do with health and something to do with wealth but simply couldn’t be predicted. Prior to this moment, the two of them made sense. Maybe his parents were college educated and Rick’s parents worked as a police officer and ran a salon, respectively, but who cared about that? About their parents’ levels of education or incomes or worldviews or politics? He, Rick, and Harrington had stories dating back to the second grade. In seventh and eighth grade, they took to quizzing each other on basketball and football plays and joked about Rick’s eerie ability to recall running routes after only a glance (“You’re like Redneck Rainman, Brink”). They made weird bets at parties to set lawn chairs on fire or jump into scummy ponds for Little Caesars breadsticks coupons. They were whip-smart badasses, lambent troublemakers. They were boys.

Something began to change right around the time the shit-eating Texas governor snookered the 2000 election from the doughy and ineffectual vice president. They’d always busted each other’s balls about everything, but this felt different. It bothered Bill. For that period of months when they were counting chads and maneuvering to the Supreme Court, the two of them argued about it the way you’d argue about a bad foul call in the NBA playoffs or an Ohio State touchdown that got called back for offensive pass interference. When Bush got crowned, Rick needled him at every opportunity, including slapping a W STANDS 4 WINNER bumper sticker on Bill’s locker, which he had to scrape off with a razor blade.

Then two planes hit the World Trade Center towers, one hit the Pentagon, and a final one dug a crater in a Pennsylvania field, and almost that same day, he felt a divergence occur between them. Bill observed the flag-waving, the brainless nationalism, the invocation of military might as panacea for sorrow, and it felt to him like a bad movie, a gloss of convenient worship for shared bloodletting. Rick got into it. Really into it. He put a bumper sticker on his car: LET’S ROLL. He took down every football poster and hung a massive American flag in his bedroom, the kind that belongs on a pole outside a civic building. He seemed genuinely disappointed when the operation in Afghanistan came to a quick conclusion (or appeared to). When he turned eighteen the summer before senior year, he would get his first tattoo: a claw mark on his shoulder where invisible talons revealed the Stars and Stripes beneath the skin. Meanwhile, Bill felt like he had to ingest everything he could to counter this jingoism suddenly ejaculating from his best friend’s mouth. His favorite album became Let’s Get Free by Dead Prez, while he checked off all the required reading of a young radical struggling to make sense of history and the social order: The Autobiography of Malcolm X, Manufacturing Consent, A People’s History of the United States. The bug gestated, and when he began to see the way the world is—not the way the corporate media presented it, not the way his parents and teachers told it, not the way he wished it was so he wouldn’t have to feel guilt—once he saw the way the world is in its most gritty, tactile, overwhelming sadness and injustice—well, he could never unsee it.

Maybe at that age he was aping left-wing provocateurs, not yet ready to author his own opinion, but Rick was just a Fox News fire hose spraying invective at anyone he saw as insufficiently war-hungry.

So a few months after the attacks of September 11, as the administration began murmuring about a second war, Bill came to school in a black T-shirt with a mug shot of Bush and the words WANTED: INTERNATIONAL TERRORIST.

He’d been in the building less than ten minutes, enduring the stares and glares, when Rick found him by his locker. He’d never seen his friend so angry.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” He pushed close. Put his face breath-to-breath with Bill’s. Rick had this particular scent, a pre-sweat musk that hovered around him even after he showered. It smelled almost of bean burritos.

“All right, don’t get all fucked up over it, Rick. It’s a goddamn T-shirt.” He pretended to look for something in his locker, which was a disaster of folders, textbooks, errant clothing he kept forgetting to take home. He found his varsity jacket and searched the pockets, found his car keys, which seemed like a reasonable excuse to not face Rick and a fury that, he had to admit, surprised him.

“Would you wear that shit around someone who died fighting for your right to wear it?” Rick asked, the muscles of his face taut and demanding a real answer. Even his acne appeared redder.

Bill gave him a quizzical look. It was times like this he yearned for Kaylyn the most. The resentment felt like wolves breathing on the back of his neck.

“You mean like would I wear it around them in the afterlife? Not sure I understand.”

Harrington had been milling near his locker with Stacey and left her to walk their way. They had a crowd now. Clusters of their book-clutching peers stopped to watch this juicy scene unfold. Rick plucked at the shirt, pinching Bill’s skin in the process. “This is some sick shit, even for your unbelievable dumb ass.”

Despite Rick’s Creatine muscle, spreading over his young frame like an exoskeleton, Bill felt the impulse to take a swing and see where it led. He was still four inches taller. Rick had to gaze up at him.

“How’s this . . .” He thumped a palm hard off Rick’s chest, hoping it would back him up. “Any fucking different from putting that idiot bumper sticker on your car? Just exercising my free speech rights. Isn’t that what you want to go off and kill a bunch of Third World farmers for?”

Rick’s face in motion always reminded him of an angry little boy. It was a face of small features—tiny ears, tiny nose, beady brown eyes. When he smiled, his eyes almost disappeared in the manner of a little kid caught in gut-busting hysterics. Maybe this was because Bill had known him since they were toddlers, but it’s what he always saw when the guy laughed. Now this sense of Rick disappeared, and after this moment Bill never saw him that way again.

Harrington finally spoke up. “Dudes. This is dumb. Let’s chill the fuck out? Everyone’s already agreed you owe us all a dollar every time you bring up politics. So Ashcraft that’s five dollars for wearing the shirt, and Brink that’s five dollars for getting pissed about it.”

Rick pretended not to hear. He jabbed a finger into Bill’s chest. So hard it stung. “I see that shirt after today, man, we’re gonna have words.”

He stormed away, swollen arms held adrift from his body, as if allowing them to hang normally by his sides might give the terrorists succor. Bill turned back to his locker, tossed his car keys back into the pocket of his varsity jacket.

Harrington stared at him like a dumb puppy.

“What?” said Bill.

“Nothing.” He began walking back to Stacey, who stood at the end of the hall, hips cocked, chewing on her lip with her pixie-cute face wrenched in worry. Over his shoulder, Harrington said, “Have it your way, Ashcraft. Just have it your way all the time.”

But the day didn’t end there. After third period, he was walking through the upstairs hallway, talking to Eric “Whitey” Frye, a sophomore and one of the only black kids in lily-white NCHS. They were pushing through the crowd, talking hoops, feeling the first pre-lunch pangs, Bill explaining how Coach Napier was going to have him play a two guard even though he had height—

And then a hammer landed on his chest, sent him sprawling to his ass before he even realized it was his books and folders flying. They slapped back down to hard hallway carpet as Frye made himself slim against the lockers. Bill looked up to see a shoulder and above it, a delighted smile, both belonging to Todd Beaufort, the football team’s co-captain.

“My bad,” said Beaufort, and Bill had a flyby thought of how this was such a move from some bad teen comedy. The cliché offended him as much as the physical act. “Maybe don’t make treason against your own country? Just a thought.”

Bill hauled himself to his feet, face hot from the whispers and snickers. Beaufort’s girlfriend, Tina Ross, stood a few feet back snickering with delight. For some reason—as Bill stepped toe-to-toe with Beaufort—this is what pissed him off the most. This stupid, pretty girl giggling at her steroidal fuckbag boyfriend, playing the good little Christian virgin while the high school’s football star used her like a blow-up doll. Beaufort was born to be a bully, oversized and stupid. What excuse did she have?

“If you wanna go . . .” Beaufort mused. He and Bill were about the same height, but the kid probably had thirty pounds of muscle on him. For the first time in high school, he felt the isolation of the easy pickings. He wondered too if Beaufort was acting as Rick’s proxy.
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