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one



The La Follette Rabid Raccoons were slaughtering the Sun Prairie Prairie Dogs by a score of five to one, and Britney Johnson was riveted as always. She was sitting with her new friends, all of whom, like her, dated hockey players. They called themselves the hockey wives and they had their own special section of Madison Arena: front row center, right behind the thick Plexiglas.


The Raccoons were the best high school hockey team in Wisconsin, and Britney’s boyfriend, Ricky Piekowski, was a starting defenseman. He didn’t score a lot, but he was a real threat to the opposition. Today, in the second quarter, he’d checked the Prairie Dogs’ star, Todd Smaltz, right in front of her. Smaltz had been breaking away, flicking the puck back and forth up the ice, and he hadn’t seen Ricky coming up behind him. Just as Smaltz was about to cross the blue line, Ricky thrust his shoulder into Smaltz’s back, skated through him, and pile-drove his head into the glass.


It all happened so close to Britney that she could hear Ricky’s grunt. She could hear Smaltz’s whimper. The glass rattled and bent and she’d thought for a second that it would shatter, spraying shards down onto her and her friends. Instead, Todd Smaltz shattered; he crumpled to the ice and lay there, barely moving, just twitching his right foot a little. He had to be carried off on a stretcher and taken to the hospital.


As punishment for this, Ricky was given five minutes in the penalty box.


Britney frowned. “Hey, Erin, isn’t that legal?” she asked.


Erin screwed up her nose and rolled her eyes as she shook her head like a bobble-head doll. “Of course it’s legal,” she said. “The refs are all against us. They’ll give us penalties for anything. If they could, they’d put the whole team in the penalty box and let the other team shoot up the score against an empty field.”


Britney grinned. “It wouldn’t help. Once our guys got out, they’d get it all back. There’d be hat tricks for everyone.” She hoped what she’d said made sense.


She didn’t really know much about the rules of hockey. Most of what she knew she’d learned in the past six months. She understood the basics—that to get a point, you needed to flick the puck into the net. She had a vague understanding that the blue line was somehow important. But whenever she tried to actually follow the action, she ended up spending the whole game confused. The puck zoomed all over the place, moving so quickly that half the time she couldn’t find it. The trick of following what was going on was to watch the players—they seemed to always know where the puck was—as they sped back and forth in their crimson headgear and oversized uniforms.


Still, watching the guys play was always exciting. What she responded to was the atmosphere of controlled chaos. Ricky and his buddies shaking things up, knocking heads, and beating the opposition into submission. All in the name of winning.


She loved being one of the select group of girls who got to be with the team: when the guys won, she felt like she had won as well. She loved cheering them on.


Ricky’s penalty had squelched the excitement in the crowd, so Erin called the wives into a huddle and clapped sharply three times in a row. The hockey team didn’t have cheerleaders, so the hockey wives had to get the crowd going themselves. Erin was the ringmaster. As she scanned the faces lined up around her—Cindy and Daphney and Jodi and Britney—she cocked the side of her mouth and narrowed her eyes.


“Listen up, folks, this crowd is way, way too quiet.”


As she spoke, she looked back and forth down the row, and her blond ponytail flicked across her shoulders.


“Let’s do ’Iron,’ cool?”


The five of them jumped up from their bench and turned to face the stands above them.


“One,” shouted Erin. The other girls joined in. “Two. Three.”


“Hard as iron
Strong as steel
Rabid Raccoons
How you feel?”


And the fans in the stands around them roared.


Britney loved the power rush of leading the crowd like this. She loved being the center of attention. She loved knowing that everyone was watching her.


Even though Madison Arena was chilly, she was careful about how she dressed for games, wearing her tightest, lowest-riding blue jeans and a yellow spaghetti strap tank top that showed off the two wings she’d gotten tattooed across the small of her back last summer. Probably the other people in the stands saw the wings as mere adornments meant to call attention to her sexy butt, but to Britney they meant much, much more than that. They were swan’s wings. And they symbolized how far she’d come from being the dorky, depressed little nerd she once was.


She’d always loved swans. When she was six, her father had read her “The Ugly Duckling” and it had stuck with her, popping into her mind fairly frequently throughout the lonely years of middle school and high school. She’d identified with the little bird, mocked and laughed at for being unusual until it grew up to be especially gifted and beautiful. Finally, last year, she’d decided that if she was going to sparkle and bloom into her glory, maybe she should work at it a little bit. She’d dyed her mousy brown hair blond, but not too blond, subtly high-lighted so that it looked almost like her natural color when it was streaked by the summer sun. She worked out and did the Atkins diet to keep off the baby fat, and the result was a flat stomach and toned thighs but also slightly smaller boobs than she’d like—she fixed that, though, with a Wonder Bra.


Throughout the final two minutes of the game, Ricky and his buddies—they called themselves the Unstoppables and hadn’t lost a game since they played Appleton in the state championship two years ago—began to taunt the Prairie Dogs. Instead of trying to score, they played keep-away. They started toying with the puck, shooting it back and forth to one another, pushing it right up under the Prairie Dogs’ noses and then yanking it back again.


“See,” said Erin, leaning in toward Britney, “this is how they get themselves in trouble. Ricky’s already made the Dogs mad, and now they’re just making it worse.”


Daphney popped her head in too. She was tall and had a long, elegant neck. “Well, what do you expect from them? That’s what they do. Remember when Digger and Jeremy got in that fight with the guy in the parking lot after the Racine game last year?”


“That was insane,” said Erin. “That guy must have been crazy to think they’d let him call them out like that without a fight.”


Whenever they talked about events from before she began dating Ricky, Britney felt left out. “When was that?” she asked. “What happened?” But Erin and Daphney were absorbed in each other now, reminiscing over things that were before her time.


“Remember how the guy’s girlfriend kept trying to pull him away?” said Jodi, taking a long pull on the straw jabbed into her Mountain Dew.


Daphney laughed. “She and some other girl got in front of him and he tried to spit at Digger, like, to launch a fat lugie—”


Erin couldn’t hold herself back. She finished Daphney’s sentence for her. “And it flew back in the wind and hit his girlfriend on the back of the head.”


They all giggled at this. All except Britney, who had shrunk a little in her place on the bench, waiting for them to return to a topic that was familiar to her.


Cindy, the most beautiful of the wives, with her black ringlets and piercing blue eyes, leaned over toward her. “You should watch out for those hockey wives too, Britney. They can be vicious.”


Britney arched an eyebrow. “Whatever,” she said. “Ricky would kill them.” It was inconceivable that she might actually be in danger, but all this passion swirling around in the air was exciting.


When the game was over, the girls struggled to push through the crowd toward the tunnel that led to the locker rooms. This was where everyone congregated at the conclusion of every game, and getting past the throngs was tough to do, even for people as obviously important as the hockey wives.


The one thing about herself that Britney couldn’t fix was how short she was. To locate Ricky among the mob of students and players celebrating in the tunnel right now, she had to jump up and down like a pogo stick and grab quick glances above the heads of the crowd.


When she finally found him, Ricky was all the way across the rink, surrounded by his crew, Troy, Digger, and Jeremy. They were doing their hand thing—high five, low five, gotcha-too-slow five, pound the fist, grab the wrist, slide and smoke the blunt—and, she was sure, going over every great play they’d made tonight and speculating about how badly Todd Smaltz was hurt. The rumor was that he’d broken his back.


Heading off in Ricky’s direction, Britney squeezed and elbowed her way through the throngs of students, most of whom had painted their faces red and gold.


And then she stopped. She froze.


Standing alone amid the revelers, typically speaking to no one and acting like he was above it all with his arms folded tight over his chest, was Bobby Plumley. Unlike everyone else, his acne-ridden face wasn’t painted. Underneath his greasy brown bowl cut, he was smirking at her, staring. Britney bugged her eyes and glared back at him, then pushed her way through a group of skinny freshman boys, their winter parkas zipped up to their chins, who were awkwardly stumbling all over each other, trying their best to look cool.


When she reached Ricky, she leapt into his arms and threw her own around his shoulders. He hadn’t seen her coming, and he was startled at first, stumbling under her weight, but when he caught his balance, he grinned and kissed her.


“Hey, angel,” he said.


She whispered into his ear, “You were great,”


“I think I really messed that guy up.”


“If he can’t handle it, he shouldn’t be playing.”


Ricky frowned. His eyes wandered off to a worried place inside his head, and Britney wondered if it was a sign of regret or some other, more complicated emotion. “Smaltz had it coming to him anyway,” Ricky said. “Last year he high-sticked Digger in the head so bad he had to get eight stitches above his eye.”


She kissed him and then joined the other wives to wait in the tunnel for the guys to change out of their uniforms.


Then it was off to the kegger at Troy’s place.


Troy lived in a large yellow split-level ranch house half a mile out of town. Across the street from his house was an abandoned dairy farm with an old red barn and two wooden silos. His parents were always away in Chicago on the weekends, and his parties were legendary.


Tonight was his first big blowout of the hockey season. Kid Rock was turned up so loud that the windows rattled in their frames. The furniture had been moved from the living room to make space for dancing. All the Raccoons were there. So were all the hockey wives. Everyone who was anyone in school had been invited: Travis Lawson, the school president and his crew of preppies, the guys from Hummus, the Phish cover band that was already so big they were playing University of Wisconsin frat houses. Art Richter, who sold pot around school, was camped out in Troy’s bedroom with his stoner buddies—every time the door opened, smoke came wafting out as if they had lit the curtains on fire.


Before she started dating Ricky, Britney had never been to one of Troy’s parties. Last year she hadn’t been important enough to invite, and even if she had been invited, she would have felt too awkward and scared to go.


Even now that she was with Ricky, she often felt odd, like she didn’t quite fit in. She constantly felt like she was faking it and that people would eventually discover she wasn’t as cool as they thought she was. So, tonight, she shyly hung close to Ricky and his hockey player friends. They were shotgunning cans of Milwaukee’s Best at the island counter in the kitchen, competing to see who could drink the most.


“Hey, Britney,” Ricky said for the fifth time in twenty minutes. “You should try this. It’s easy. You just open your throat. You won’t gag, I promise.”


“No, that’s okay,” she said again, smiling demurely and hoping her face wasn’t turning red.


When Digger suggested that they all play quarters, Ricky said, “That’s a great idea. I think Britney should start.”


She glared at him and said no yet again, but the damage was done. Erin said, “Don’t be a priss, Britney. It’s just beer. It’s not like we’re trying to make you drink Drano or something.” All the other hockey wives were lined up ready to play, watching to see if she’d finally bend.


“Maybe later,” she said. She shook her head at Ricky, simmering inside, but there wasn’t anything she could say at that moment, not in front of all these people.


She didn’t drink. She didn’t like ever to be out of control. And he knew this. It was hard not to get annoyed. She suspected he was just showing off for his friends, and the thought of this made her want to run away. But she knew he’d get upset if she wasn’t there next to him, pretending to pay attention to their inane argument about which animal could beat which in a fight—lion or hyena, rattler or rhino, elephant or mouse.


When “Wish You Were Here,” by Incubus started blasting out of the stereo speakers, everyone pounded their beer cans down on the counter and ran to the living room to slam dance. It was total chaos. Twelve massive hockey players, plus the whole wrestling team, squished into one not very large room, head butting and throwing shoulders at each other. Digger jumped onto Ricky’s back and they started swinging each other around the room. The rest of the crowd pulled back to watch them brawl.


Britney used this distraction to make her escape. She went downstairs to the basement, where the big-screen TV was, and sat by herself, watching The Matrix with the sound off. The ceiling above her head vibrated as people upstairs jumped around to the music, but the noise was muffled and far away as if she had entered an eerie remote place where nothing, not even sound, could reach her.


Eventually Ricky found her down there. “What are you doing?” he said. “You’re making me look bad! The guys are all saying they saw you run off with that hippie guy from Hummus!”


She couldn’t believe it. He was mad at her! But he was the one who’d been being a jerk. It was all just so typical.





two



Britney and Ricky had begun fighting at Troy’s party after he’d found her alone in the basement. Even though she was the only one down there, he’d accused her of flirting with other guys.


Now, nearly an hour later, idling the car in front of her father’s big house in the Green Pastures housing development, Ricky still wouldn’t let it go. His anger seemed to have more to do with the teasing he’d had to put up with from Jeremy and Digger than with anything that Britney herself had done. They’d used her absence as an excuse to pummel his shoulder and say things like, “You better watch out for her, man. You should have seen the way she was looking at Lawson,” and, “I bet she’s run off for some nasty with him,” and—poking two fingers under his ribs—“Ricky P. can’t even keep track of his own girlfriend.”


She listened silently and hoped he’d talk himself out, but this tactic didn’t seem to be working well. The longer she was quiet, the more paranoid Ricky became.


“Don’t you understand, Britney?” he said, his green eyes wide and pleading. “I love you.”


She liked that he loved her, she loved that he loved her, but she didn’t like hearing it in this horrible begging way.


“You’re drunk,” she said.


“That doesn’t mean I don’t love you.”


She tried to tune him out. They’d been sitting in front of her father’s house for half an hour, and she was starting to become afraid that they’d never stop fighting. She gazed at the street. The city had re-paved it last summer, and it was such a glimmering shade of black that it looked slick even when it was dry.


Despite the fact that the heat was running full blast, Ricky’s car was icy cold. It was an old green Honda with over a hundred thousand miles on it. In warm weather, it smelled like mildew, but now it just smelled like cold. The cracks in the plastic on the dashboard seemed to grow in this weather. She didn’t understand why he couldn’t get a new one. Anything would be better than this junker.


She shivered and tugged Ricky’s giant letter jacket, its sleeves hanging down past her fingertips, tighter around her, afraid that she might have to give it back soon. Nuzzling her nose in the collar, she picked up faint whiffs of Obsession for Men and hair gel. Quintessential Ricky smells.


She stared out the window of the old car and thought about how nice it would be to finally be allowed to get out of the car and go inside the house, where it was warm.


“I love you too,” she whispered, her mouth tight, her lips thin, the skin of her cheeks taut and tense.


The house, with its white shutters and the pale gray stonework around the doorway, reminded her, as always, of a great old cottage plopped down in the middle of a wide empty plain. Green Pastures was a newish development on the west side of town, and though there were trees, they were all still so small that they had to be supported by stakes. In the winter, the snowdrifts nearly covered them over. The spindly tips of the trees’ trunks poked out of the center of weird moonscape craters.


“So … so … so why can’t we …”


And now he sounded like he was going to cry. Hockey players aren’t supposed to cry, she thought. He hadn’t cried when his pit bull, Spur, died. He hadn’t cried when he’d almost failed trigonometry and been put on academic probation—and he’d had to miss most of last year’s season for that. Why was he crying now? Did getting her answer immediately really matter that much to him?


“Just … w-w-w-why can’t … I mean, Britney … Britney … it just seems like …”


He was blubbering. His face, usually so chiseled, was puffy. His lips curled like those of a fish gasping for air.


“Listen, Ricky, I’ll have to think about it. But I’m not mad at you, ‘kay? And you, don’t be mad at me either. Please?” she asked. She was mad at him, but if she could just get out of the car, she’d get over it.


She liked being his girlfriend. She’d dreamed about it for years, ever since the two of them were in eighth grade and she was a full foot taller than him. He’d looked so cute playing for the JV team. She’d been such a nerd then. She’d played French horn in the band and said things like “gosh darn it” and “fudge” when she thought she was going to curse.


Smoothing his hand between her two palms, she said, “Let’s talk about it tomorrow.”


The look he gave her—she couldn’t tell if he was going to scream at her or try to kiss her. He did neither, just stared at her forlornly, and she slowly pulled her hands back to her lap.


“Okay?” she said. “Just … don’t be mad?”


He laughed bitterly.


“No, I mean it, okay?” she said, trying to look deep into his eyes. But as soon as her eyes caught his, he turned away to stare at his own reflection in the windshield.


“So, good night,” she said, opening the door.


His tousled hair, frosted blond with brown roots, sparkled in the strong moonlight. Shadows accentuated his cheekbone, which pulsed as he clenched and unclenched his teeth. She wanted to reach across and touch his face one more time, but she didn’t.


Instead, she stepped out onto the curb and slammed the door—maybe a little too hard. The sound rattled like a gunshot across the empty street.


Ricky didn’t seem to notice. He kept staring at the wind-shield, his cheek pulsing like it did when he was trying to keep his emotions from bursting out.


Just as she was about to turn to go, he rolled down the window, reached across, and grabbed her wrist. “Wait … Britney, I—”


“Tomorrow, okay?” she said, pulling her arm away. “Bye.” She crouched down and waved at him. But he didn’t move.


“Goodbye,” she said again.


He nodded stiffly, and that was enough for her. She turned, her blond hair flying behind her, and marched toward the front door. She heard him turn the ignition over.


“Oh, hold on,” she said. She turned and ran toward the car. “I need my CD.”


He pressed the eject button and handed it to her—the rock classic Led Zeppelin IV, the one with “Stairway to Heaven” on it. They’d listened to the song about two hundred times that first night in her bedroom when her father had been away meeting with a client in Milwaukee.


“Thank you!” she said, surprising herself with the sickly sweet voice she usually reserved for Mr. Massey when she wanted him to give her an extension on her English paper.


Resisting the urge to turn around, she walked slowly away, lingering until she heard him pump the gas. His tires buzzed like chain saws as they spun on the ice, and then he caught traction on a dry spot and the car jerked forward, squealing. He fishtailed for a moment and then he was off down the street.


With Ricky gone, Britney’s emotions came flooding to the surface. She was more upset than she’d realized. Enraged, really. And sad.


Even though she was cold, she didn’t want to go inside. The chilly air made her more alert, cleared her mind. She’d lived with cold weather her entire life and she didn’t mind it. Instead, she stood on the front stoop and stared out at the snowdrifts. She needed to talk to someone who might understand. Shivering, Britney pulled out her cell phone and scanned through the names in her address book.


Her heart was racing. After two twirls through the list, she found the name she could trust. She hit send and waited for the voice that would come to her rescue.


“Hi,” she whispered. “It’s me.”
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Ricky was driving too fast. To get out of Britney’s development, he first had to navigate through the cove of looping cul-de-sacs, and as he hit the first turn, he almost spun out of control. His wheels locked up and he slid toward the snowbank. His brakes didn’t have any effect at all. Somehow he got the car to stop sliding and he sat there for a minute, trying to calm himself down.


The first few times he’d been here to see Britney, he’d gotten lost in the maze of streets, some of which didn’t even have street signs yet. Now he knew: Take the first right, then another right at the top of the slope. Stay on this street until it dead-ends at Pine Crest and then take a left and you’re out. But tonight each of these turns was treacherous. He was still a little buzzed from the Old Milwaukees he’d pounded at Troy’s party. He was going to have to take it slow.


Ricky lived five miles away from Britney, on the opposite side of town. Once he was out of her neighborhood, he swung onto Cedar Street and down past Green Haven Country Club, skirting the outer edge of the UW campus. Now that he was on a major thoroughfare, the street was salted. He sped up a little, but still rattled by his spin in Britney’s development, he kept himself five miles under the speed limit.


The quickest route home was to cut across the Washington Avenue strip that ran along the northwest side of town and speed past the fast-food restaurants, warehouse stores, and strip malls. The lights were coordinated there: hit the first and you could cruise through the others as well, all the way home. And it meant that he didn’t have to crawl through downtown, where the cops were always out in search of college students they could nab for drunk driving.


A pickup truck with its high beams on turned in behind him as he rolled past the multiplex. Annoyed, he flicked the rearview mirror into tint mode and sped up.


When Ricky stopped for a red light, the pickup pulled right up behind him. He noticed that it was swerving quite a bit. It crept up on his bumper as if the driver were playing fast and loose with the brake—as if the driver were drunk. In the streetlights, Ricky could make out that it was an old Ford, red and rusty. This town was full of them. Every farmer in Wisconsin seemed to have an old red Ford pickup. The front license plate was iced over with thick white frost.


Almost out of gas, Ricky veered across the street into Super America when the light turned green. He rattled to an abrupt stop and hopped out the door to run inside and pay the attendant.


Before he was two steps away from the car, the sound of the pickup’s revving engine startled him. He turned—too late—and saw that it had jumped the curb and was gunning straight for him.


He fumbled with the door handle, which suddenly seemed to be a complicated device that he couldn’t remember how to operate. The closer the truck came, the more confusing the door handle got.


When the truck was almost on top of him, he gave up on the door handle and tried to run toward the attendant’s window—he slipped in his sneakers; it was hard even to walk. He couldn’t make it out of the way fast enough. The truck rammed into him, crunched into his car with a sound like thunder, knocking it into the gas pump. It barreled back onto the road, dragging Ricky along with it, his arms splayed across the hood, his feet bouncing along the road.


Gas spewed from the pump like water from a hydrant. It soaked into the snowbank, turning it into a dirty yellow sludge. The attendant working the cash register ran out to see what had happened, but by the time he got there, the pickup was just two tiny dots of red in the darkened distance. He was the only witness, and he had seen nothing. A red truck spun out of control; that’s all he could tell the police later. The same one everyone had.


As the truck sped off, Ricky’s body gradually slipped under its chassis. His jeans caught and ripped on the rough pavement, and as they pulled away, his skin began to chafe as well. The muscles began to tear from his body. A bloody trail of unidentifiable body parts was strewn out in the truck’s wake.


Finally, three blocks later, Ricky’s torso slipped and spun under the pickup’s rear right wheel, but the truck roared on, leaving Ricky where he fell in a twisted heap. A mangled raccoon on the side of the road, his blood creeping slowly into the ice.
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Thank God, Britney’s best friend, Melissa, was home. They talked for twenty minutes about the argument Britney had just had with Ricky. Their conversation was filled with all the details of the party and the car ride home.


“It’s not like I want to break up with him,” Britney said into her cell. “I just get so mad when he’s drunk like that and then I start acting bitchy. I can’t help it.” She sat on the steps leading to the front door, gazing at the cliffs of snow along the edge of the driveway. The Montgomerys across the street had installed a freestanding basketball hoop at the edge of their driveway, and it looked terribly lonely in the moonlight.


“Where is he now?”


“Probably at home.”


“Well, don’t call him tonight. I’ve been reading this psych book about power dynamics, and I can tell you right now, if you call him, you’ll lose the advantage. He needs to call first and apologize to you for acting like such a jackass.”


Melissa was a carryover from when Britney had been unpopular, the only one of her old friends she still talked to. She was embarrassed now about some of her old friends—Bobby Plumley, for instance—but Melissa was different. Melissa knew her almost as well as her father did. The two of them had met when they were in second grade. They’d taken a modern dance class together at the Madison Voices and Visions Children’s Resource Center. Throughout middle school and the first few years of high school, they were both in the advanced math and English classes, but last year Britney had stopped studying to build her social life, and Melissa had gone on to place into the freshman comp-lit class at the University of Wisconsin. Britney still trusted her with almost everything.
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