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			More Praise for ONE OF THE BOYS

			“A slim, deeply affecting, and brutal story, One of the Boys is about the fierce power of a father-son relationship. . . . What Magariel achieves is a novel that makes readers feel what it would be like to live on high alert all the time; to be at the mercy of a father’s addictions, crackpot whims, and surges of violence. He also makes us feel what it would be like to still love such a father. The subject of One of the Boys is archetypal, but Magariel’s novel depicts it with the power of stark revelation. We cannot turn away.”

			—NPR’s Fresh Air

			“Swelling with wisdom about the self-destructive longing for paternal approval and the devastating consequences of clinging to rotten models of masculinity. . . . A blunt reminder that the boldest assertion of manhood is not violence stemming from fear. It is tenderness stemming from compassion.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“A novel of short, blunt, often powerful sentences.”

			—The Boston Globe

			“It’s [his] compassion and deep understanding of the dynamics of addiction that make Daniel Magariel’s slim book an impor­tant one.”

			—Rolling Stone

			“Brutally honest and lyrically compelling . . . Stunning.”

			—Providence Journal

			“Affecting.”

			—Vanity Fair

			“A stunning and tragic portrait of both the joys and limitations of love.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Joining Tobias Wolff’s This Boy’s Life in its brilliant picture of a boyhood twisted by abuse and Justin Torres’s We the Animals in both its concision and its portrait of the bond between brothers, Magariel’s debut is sure, stinging, and deeply etched, like the outlines of a tattoo. Belongs on the short shelf of great books about child abuse.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“Short but haunting . . . Scenes of paternal neglect under the Southwestern sky call to mind certain chunks of Donna Tartt’s The Goldfinch. . . . A stunning discussion of parent-child loyalty, masculinity, and how the only person we can truly save is ourselves.”

			—Booklist

			“Slim and sharp as an ice-pick.”

			—Library Journal

			“Some passages feel so true, you keep wanting to put the book down to applaud. . . . In one of his many crises, the father challenges his sons, ‘Tell me one true thing about life . . . Either of you. Tell me one true thing.’ . . . Magariel has triumphantly, unforgettably, told us.”

			—The Guardian

			“Told in prose that’s spare and concise, this is a heartbreaking but compelling portrait of a childhood twisted by a controlling parent, as well as the unbreakable bond between brothers.”

			—Daily Mail (UK)

			“Set in stifling Albuquerque, this debut novel [is] a companion to Breaking Bad. . . . Unflinching . . . Vivid yet spare.”

			—Financial Times (UK)

			“Spine-chilling . . . Magariel packs an impressive amount of emotion into his short book. Readers will root for the brothers, whose love for each other comes across on the page as simultaneously heroic and credible.”

			—The Irish Times

			“An absolutely standout novel . . . It left me feeling impressed [and] mournful. A book that you find yourself thinking about weeks later . . . A stunning writer.”

			—BBC Radio 4

			“Daniel Magariel is an exciting new presence in American writing.”

			—George Saunders, author of Lincoln in the Bardo

			“With a charismatic, macho, drug-addicted dad, the young narrator pays an awful price to be one of the boys in the riveting debut novel by Daniel Magariel. Move over, Great Santini, this patriarch is rendered with such artful love, you’ll be haunted by his presence long after you close this graceful and heartbreaking book.”

			—Mary Karr, author of Lit and The Liars’ Club

			“A captivating portrait of a wayward father, brimming with charm and trouble.”

			—Justin Torres, author of We the Animals

			“A deeply affecting portrait of innocence lost. Like Emma Donoghue’s Room, One of the Boys is impossible to resist as we root for these young men to escape their brutal (yet charismatic) father. We feel the strength of the child through Magariel’s precise, understated, and unflinching prose, which builds in emotion and suspense by keeping us very close to how each moment leads to the next. A beautiful debut.”

			—Dana Spiotta, author of Innocents and Others

			“Daniel Magariel’s absolutely brilliant and beautiful novel is that rarest thing: an incredibly mature book about kids. Not since I read Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping have I felt so at once in the presence of the magic-logic terrors of childhood and the too real and consequential realms of adults. The children in this novel act like loving, terrified parents; the parents behave like the most destructive of children. Yet Magariel has managed to tell the story of this failing family with so much love and gentleness that the lasting impression of this novel—full of enraging scenes and calamitous decisions—is of the unknowing courage unique to youth.”

			—Rivka Galchen, author of Atmospheric Disturbances
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For my family



ONE

My father was swerving around cars, speeding, honking. I rested my head on the strap of the seat belt, tried to ignore how fast he was driving, unsure if he was outrunning the storm or just angry with me. My mother and I had gotten into a fight. She’d called him to come pick me up from her apartment. He resented any dealings with her. It was midday, spring. A shadow crept across the fields. Crows looked on from power lines. The warning sirens wailed.

“Let me look at you,” he said. He thumbed my earlobe. “Well?”

I looked to the road to remind him he was driving.

“What did she tell you?” I asked.

“You answer a question with a question? She said you were out of control.”

“That’s it?”

“Why is your face so red?” he said.

Embarrassed, I went quiet, kept to myself. He knew I’d been crying. When we pulled into his driveway, I opened the door. He told me to shut it. I slammed it too hard.

“I was supposed to go to the movies,” I said. “I’d made plans.”

“Before the tornado watch?”

I nodded.

He repeated the question.

“Yes, before.”

“Go on.”

“I told her I was leaving, and she blocked the door, so I grabbed the phone and ran to my room.”

“So today’s the day she decides to start being a mother.” He laughed wildly. “She had to hold you down?” he said, almost not a question. “Did she hurt you?”

I tried to remember. She had wrestled me to the bed. Then I was on my stomach. She twisted my fingers, took the phone. I tried throwing her off. That was when her hand holding the phone came down on my head. Now I fingered the tender spot on my skull, pressed it hard, wanting the pain, wishing the bump were visible.

“I don’t know,” I said. “No.”

“Did she hit you?”

“I don’t think she meant to.”

He pulled me close, put his arms around me, patted my back to the rhythm of the wipers. It was an awkward hug. The kind of embrace you give to a grieving stranger. “It’s OK, son,” he said. “It’s OK.” He sat me up. My older brother was standing in front of the Jeep, palms to the sky, shrugging at the rain just now quickening. “Let’s go inside.”

*  *  *

My father equated the granting of privacy with respect. Even when our bedroom doors were open, he knocked, waited to be invited in. We did not yet know why sometimes, when his door was closed, he did not answer. Since the separation he’d assigned each of us our own bathroom. His was still the master, upstairs, the same one he’d once shared with our mother. My brother’s, the hallway bathroom, was on the same floor as our bedrooms. To decide who would get it our dad had measured the distance with footsteps—my brother’s door was closer than mine. Two floors down next to the basement was my bathroom. Only on those late nights when, staring out my window, cigar tip aglow, my father would whisper me awake, Be my eyes, was I allowed to use the hallway bathroom, and only because he’d entered my bedroom without asking.

Here, in my bathroom, the Weather Channel spoke to us from the television in the basement. My brother looked at the Polaroids developing on the sink top. The ghostly shapes taking my form. My downcast eyes. My messy hair I’d made messier, shirt collar I had stretched to look rougher. My father seemed displeased.

“You look too good,” he said. “You were in much worse shape when I picked you up, weren’t you?”

It was a question meant to convince my brother.

“Yes,” I said.

“Maybe more light?” my brother said.

He brought the lamp from the basement, plugged it in, tilted back the shade.

“Now, son, try to look how you felt when she hit you.”

My father pressed the button. A photo reeled from the mouth of the camera. My brother placed it on the pile. We waited.

“Lamp help?” my father asked.

My brother shook his head.

“Fuck,” my father said.

I held my breath, bit my lip until it bled, then took a bigger bite.

Two more photos.

“What do you think?” my father asked my brother. “What else can we try?”

“Makeup?” my brother suggested.

“You got any?” my father asked.

“Upstairs,” I answered. “Next to his dolls and tampons.”

“I could try slapping him?” my brother joked. “That might work.”

My father turned to me. “How would you feel about that, son?”

My brother started to say something, that he’d been kidding, but my father silenced him. I’d hesitated too long.

“I thought you wanted to come with us,” my father said to me.

“I do.”

“I thought you were one of the boys.”

“I am.”

“Swear to me.”

“I did already.”

My father set down the camera.

“Why don’t you make him swear,” I said, pointing at my brother.

“Because you’re the one who tells your mother everything,” he said.

“Please, just do it,” my brother said. “Just swear.”

“You can stay in Kansas,” my father said. He turned to walk out of the bathroom. “Your brother and I are leaving without you.”

“No, Dad,” my brother said.

“Fine,” I said. “I swear. Again.”

My father came back into the bathroom, picked up the camera. He put his hands on my shoulders, rotated me square with him.

“Close your eyes,” he said.

I closed them.

“I want you to listen to me. Are you listening? When you were born, I mean right after the birth, your mother didn’t want to hold you, either of you. She passed you off to me as soon as the doctor handed you over. I’d never seen anything like it. I mean, what kind of mother doesn’t want to hold her baby? I can deal with the fact that she’s never been much of a wife to me. But the terrible mother she’s been to you? That has burned me for years. Don’t you remember what I was like when you were young? Before the war?” War was the word he used for divorce. “I used to be a kid. We used to play together. The three of us. Remember?” Yes, I thought to myself, I remember. My brother and I are sitting on the carpet watching TV when suddenly we hear a low growl. We look at each other. There is no time to react. My heart quickens the instant before our dad on hands and knees crawls into the living room, roars. We climb all over him, working together to tackle the beast. “Do you remember, son?”

“Yes.”

He squeezed my shoulders.

“This will end the war,” he said. “No custody. No child support. This will get us free. Free to start our lives over. You’ll see. In New Mexico I’ll be a kid again. We’ll all be kids again. How’s that sound? Isn’t that what you want?”

I nodded.

I heard my father load the camera.

My brother, I could feel, stepped toward me.

My eyes still closed, I locked my wrists behind my back. The beast is defeated, sprawled out on the carpet. My brother and I are lying on his stomach, facing each other. My brother’s hair is darker than mine. Skin too. His coloring betrays a natural alliance with our father. They have the same sleepy, smiling eyes, which in sunlight turn brown as a bottle. I’m blond like our mother, with her hazel eyes. My ears, though, are my dad’s, big like when he was my age. As the beast breathes, our heads rise and fall together, and with a smile he stole from our dad, which our dad probably stole from a movie, my brother’s lips reveal his top row of teeth like a slow-rising curtain. I opened my eyes. My brother’s arm was drawn back, ready to swing. I did not want him to hit me. I did not want him to have to hit me.

“Wait,” I said.

“What?” my father said.

In the mirror I remade my face with sorrow. This will get us free, I told myself. This was what they needed from me. With my right hand I slapped my right cheek. The left cheek with my left hand, then again, harder, alternating sides, following through a little further each time so that eventually my head turned not from the flinch but from the blow. With my right, with my left, with my right, with my left. I faced my father. “Now,” I said. “Take it now.” I showed him my cheek. “This angle.” With my right, my right, my right. “Again,” I said. “Another. Take another.”

My brother pulled each photo from the mouth of the camera. My father kept clicking until the button stuck. After they developed, we chose five of the Polaroids to show Child Protective Services.

*  *  *

An hour later, rain streaming down the one window, the basement had grown dark. The three of us quietly watched the weather report. The storm, which at first had looked like an amoeba shifting across the screen, had become unmoving bands of red and orange, as if the television had frozen, or the storm had turned sedentary, a new land formation across eastern Kansas. My father was hunched over in his chair, the heels of his shoes clamped to the bottom rung. He was about to spring.

“Let’s go hunt twisters,” he said.

We drove to the water tower.

Darkness advanced, not from the east, but the west. From the clouds at the front of the storm there was lightning. An enormous flock of birds warped in the wind. My father offered a reward to whoever spotted the first tornado. We stayed there for some time, our eyes peeled, closely surveying the horizon. But we saw none and eventually drove off. At home our fence had been torn from the ground. When my father saw the damage, he laughed and said, “Looks like the storm was hunting us,” and after we moved to New Mexico, he referenced this whenever something worked out, and also whenever something did not.



TWO

My brother and I were in the park behind our new apartment, chasing lizards from the shrubs. We’d sold the house in Kansas, moved to Albuquerque. The three of us had driven out in the Jeep. My father had done the sixteen hours straight, except for a stretch in Oklahoma when my brother took over. My brother was starting high school in a few weeks, so our dad had figured it was a good time for him to learn how to drive on a highway. Though I was only going to be a seventh grader, I’d already begun to study how my father worked the clutch. I’d surprise him whenever he decided it was my time to learn.

The moving truck had arrived the day after us, and my brother and I had unpacked our father’s bedroom before our own—the first room we’d ever shared. I’d also done the kitchen: scrubbed the cabinets, stocked the pantry, given everything a place. My brother had set up the office, sectioning it off from the living room with folding screens. My father was a financial advisor. He’d never worked from home before. But he still had the big account back in Kansas, which would keep us out of the red until he collected enough new business out here to justify renting a proper space.

My father yelled down from the window.

We ran upstairs.

Inside, he was standing in his boxers, just out of the shower. “Nivea me,” he said.

Our job was to rub lotion all over his body.

My brother called top. I took his legs and feet.

He was like this, our dad. The television in his room and the coffeemaker in the kitchen were equipped with sleep and start timers, as if he were comforted that someone, or something, was attending to him at all times.

When we finished, he told us we were going for a drive.

“Where we headed?” I asked.

“Load ’em up, cowboys,” he said.

We drove north along the foothills. My brother sat shotgun. From the backseat I stared up at the ugly mountains. The Sandias were not the great bare slabs of rock I’d imagined. I’d been disappointed to find them littered with bramble and cacti. My father veered east, up into the mountains. We were rising. I turned around. Downslope I followed the arroyo until it emptied into the Rio Grande, and farther, beyond the mountain’s shrinking shadow, the earth was flat and white as paper.

“Let’s air it out,” my father said.

We rolled down the windows.

On the other side of Sandia Peak, along a county highway, at the far end of a little town, we came upon a rustic shack. Motorcycles filled the parking lot, twenty or so, lined up neatly like cigarettes in a fresh pack.

“Here we are, boys,” my father said as he pulled in. “A real biker bar.”

“Wow,” I said.

“Cool,” my brother said.

Nobody noticed when we walked through the door, but I pretended they did. I paid special attention to the clap of my father’s soles against the worn floorboards. Last week, on a break from unpacking, my father took us to the Western Store where he bought himself his first pair of cowboy boots. Behind him now, I walked hard. We’re with him, I thought.

“I’ll get us some drinks,” he said.

“I’ll come with you,” I said.

He grabbed my shoulder. “Stay here.”

My brother and I sat down at a table, scanned the room. Barstool straddlers watched a baseball game on a corner set. A woman in a short skirt leaned onto the pool table, aimed her cue. Most everyone smoked, drank from bottles, sipped from short glasses. Sitting at the bar, my father had struck up conversation with a man. Our dad prided himself on his ability to float smoothly between scenes. Social mobility, he called it. My father stood, went to the bathroom. A few seconds later the man he was speaking with followed him. I decided to remain alert until he came back out safely.

“You think he’ll let us order a beer?” my brother said.

“Ask him,” I dared.

I looked at the dirt growing on his upper lip.

“What are you staring at?” he asked.

“It’s just . . .” I laughed. “You look like a Mexican.”

*  *  *

My father set down our drinks. “One Bud, one Roy Rogers, and one beer with a root to boot. Bartender says one is all we get, says I can’t bring kids in here.” I looked over my father’s shoulder. The bartender was pointing us out to some of his patrons. My father stabbed at his chest with his thumb. “My fucking kids,” he said under his breath.

He swigged back his beer, finished it. He wiped his mustache dry with his thumb and first finger. Then he sat up, scooted in, leaned onto the table. His energy sometimes changed in an instant.

“You boys know that I have a recurring dream, right? Where I’m stuck in a Spanish prison? They beat me, whip me, they threaten to crucify me.”

We nodded.

“And you know that I have done extensive family research, I mean extensive, like really far back, to track our lineage to Spain. I still believe, truly believe, that we are of Spanish descent.” He paused, considered what to say next. “Well, there’s something I want you to mull over, to think about, you don’t have to make your minds up right now. I don’t want to offend you boys. There’s nothing wrong with who we are. But I think there is something we could do to make our transition into this new place easier—a lot easier.”

“Spit it out,” I said.

He smiled, bit open one of his plastic-tipped cigars, lit it.

“What I want, I mean, what I’m suggesting, is that we change the pronunciation of our name to sound more Spanish. If you think about it, half my family pronounced it one way and the other half another way, so what’s the harm? Who really knows, you know?”

“What would we change it to?” my brother asked.

My father called to the bartender, “Hey, pal, you got a pen?”


OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ONE OF
THE BOYS

A Novel

DANIEL MAGARIEL

SCRIBNER
New York ILondon Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/9781501156182.jpg
"A knockout debut... Shimmering and
/’)earfbreakingf' — PEOPLE

MAGARIEL








