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TOT LOT—THIRD ENTRANCE






His name is Grayson Donald and he is dead. His body hangs from the chipped orange rim of a basketball hoop on a full-sized green and red court adjacent an empty tot lot in a clearing in the woods between two streets of habitacles in a high-growth subdivision in an incorporated township called Centreville in Northern Virginia. A black and gnarled path leads from the street to the clearing and it continues through the clearing twisting and splitting where the roots it covers fight against it and opens onto the other street of homes. The subdivision if viewed from above by the angels and demons in heaven peering over the edges of the clouds for sight of the soul due them forms a complex network like a maze, the systematic perfect darg of an exotic species of beetle. The body of the dead boy is seventeen years old. It has more or less completed its sudden morphing from the ungendered body of a boy to the odorous and hairy imago of a man. There is not any chest hair though the legs are quite hirsute, as is the groin. It seems his lower half received his father’s barbigerous DNA and the upper half his half-Irish mother’s set of fair genes (or those Irish genes could be from his father as no one is sure exactly what his father is—a barnacle accumulated from the itinerant ramblings of European vagrants and mongrels). He is like a half man, half beast from mythology. His shoe size is 9 ½. The body sways in the November night. There is no breeze. After his feet knocked off of his father’s stepladder, his body kicked and fought, his hands went to his neck, the rope dug into it so deep, and pulled upon it. This doesn’t mean that he thought it was a mistake once the irreversibility of his death became clear to him and that he resisted it. Rather it is what the body does once it knows it is dying. It takes over the mind and all the God and science within it and becomes its own beast, its instincts quelling consciousness, muscles spasming like worms on pavement after rain. For the reaction of that which is alive when faced with the death ever awaiting it like an old man in black with his hand out is to run and flee, shriek, panic, pull at that which kills it, fight death off, reduced to a frantic shameful critter in the wild.




He took the stepladder one hour ago from the side of the garage where his mother would park the Escort when she came home, removing first the sloppy tangled garden hose caked with old chunks of mud and then the dusty golf clubs on which the hose had been tossed. It is his father’s and is metal—thin and aluminum with brown rust in the joints where it unfolds and in the nuts and in the grips of the steps. Now the stepladder lies on its side, still opened. The routous clanging so silenced now. Grayson’s eyeballs red. The rope sinking into the fleshy underside of his chin, the browning flesh swelling up around it like risen dough. The rope was hanging on a nail in the garage, white and coiled and untouched since the day his father bought it at Hechinger and hung it there. He weighs 145 pounds, alive. He walked here from his house carrying the things of his deceasing. A distance of a quarter of a mile. His brain is still alive though it is without worth as blood has been denied it for over eleven minutes. His brain is the mulch, is the shoes he wears. The tip of a deep red tongue protruding between two thin nearly colorless lips. His hands hang at his sides. His small feet point down. The rim is durable—two rims welded together, one on top of the other, to form one thick rim off which the ball bounces drastically when shot, mandating perfection or nothing. The purpose is to defend against kids who might bend it by pulling themselves up by the net and hanging off it, doing chin-ups. Its pole too thick to wrap your arms all the way around, painted dark green but chipping, the old red showing through beneath. Curved at the top like a capsized J. Some kids can still shimmy up it regardless. Grayson Donald has never been the sort to climb. Climbing is genetic. One of the biggest reliefs in his life came the first day he walked into gym class at Braddock Park High School and saw none of the climbing ropes that hung from the corner vaults at Catholic school. The rim is strong. It did not offer so much as a creak in protest to the demands his body made upon it without warning eleven minutes ago. There is no one else other than he named with his name in Centreville. There are between twelve and fifteen kids his age named Chris. Ten different Brians, four Bryans, eight Ryans, eleven Matts, seven David or Daves. In his confirmation class when he was fourteen there were three Tims and they all chose the name Joseph. The girls tend to be named Lindsay, Jennifer, Katie/Katherine, or one of the variations on Christine, Kristine, Christina, or Kristina, unless they are Asian. There are leaves on the edges of the court and they are brown and thin. Not long ago they were sussurant and green in the branches of trees. Earlier before he arrived two sixth graders named Chris and Ryan wearing baseball caps with professional sports team logos on them sped down the path, in the opposite direction that Grayson would soon move in, on expensive new Diamondbacks with pegs on the rear wheels, not using their brakes, hopping off any mounds or obstacles before them, speeding home before nightfall from lighting matches and burning leaves and sticks in another set of woods behind the school. Before that there were people wearing barn jackets and walking golden retrievers, plastic grocery bags stuffed in their pockets, here and there a jogger, a mother pushing a stroller speaking to the baby within as though the infant were herself. After the boys there was nobody until Grayson. The tot lot and basketball court are on a plateau rising up in the center of a drainage ditch that when full has Canadian geese floating atop it honking like an extended family of gypsies picnicking on the roadside. The slopes become part of the game. The drainage ditch has a concrete nuke silo sticking out from it. And there is a wrought iron ladder that you can climb down to go into it and light matches and burn things that you might find on the way gathering them up like a glacier and you can be unseen by the adults who look out their windows and wander their bike paths, indeed go about their days and lives with no object other than catching children crouched in woods and sewers burning things. Also in the silo are the several mouths of tunnels extending out from it in all directions like arteries from the heart and if you are a child and crouch down far enough you can crawl through the underworld. Deep within these sewer labyrinths is the best place to light matches and burn your debris. Venture in only if it has not rained and bring a flashlight and a pocketknife for cutting things you might find if you still have yours from Boy Scouts. On all sides around the dead kid are homes. Decks and backyards and gas grills. Portable basketball hoops. They circle him at a distance like wolves. If his eyes were open he would see the lights in the windows like eyes and shadows within rising from kitchen tables and carrying dishes to the sink, rinsing them for the dishwasher, glancing out the window at the wooded area behind their home that they pay an extra lot fee for, the value of the home rising and dropping, they can hear the ticking on the quietest nights like this one. Domestic living. The things of family. Finger paintings on the fridge, three-foot baby gates in doorways to keep the dog out of the living room, the flashing spectral of televisions, the blue fanal of bulky beige computer monitors plugged into the tower with the ropelike cable of a parallel port. Floppy disks, filing cabinets. Recliners and living room sets, sofas torn by the cat. The darkness outside and the lights inside blinding them to the knowledge that outside dies a boy who lived among them but upon whom their eyes have never laid. And they will not know until the morning. They will sleep the night through with him dangling out there under the moon. They will bicker and eat and laugh and brush their teeth, read a few pages in bed. They will lie in darkness thinking about their lives and deaths. In the morning a fifteen-year-old girl named Lindsay Martinez who goes to his school but does not know him will be putting on her bra, hair still wet and sticking to her back, the pink lace curtains of her bedroom window tied open, soccer trophies and academic achievement certificates from elementary school and middle school tacked to the wall, vinyl blinds twisted open, “Torn” by Natalie Imbruglia playing on Z104 on her Aiwa stereo with CD/tape/AM/FM radio and detachable speakers and remote control and digital screen that scrolls the station number across it, staring at herself in the mirror of her vanity as she blow-dries her hair, singing along in undertone but so sleepy at 6:30 AM, dazed and mentally checking that she didn’t forget to do any homework, decided that the kind of boyfriend she wants is a NORMAL guy, like Carson Daly only cuter and who wears Samba Classics, the kind of shoes she wears, and she senses something is off and her eyes move to the window and she sees out over her backyard then the playground and sparse woods, the trees naked and spindle-shanked, and the basketball court, and her hand with the brush in it stops halfway through her hair, her head bent sideways so the hair hangs, the hair dryer still going, hot air on her face she does not feel. She squints. She straightens her head. She says,—Oh my God.


 


In his stomach is chewed-up, partially digested baked ziti and masticated steamed vegetables and what was recently a dinner roll with margarine on it, and Coke. It is now all a pinkish mush in there. This is the second time this week that his stomach has held such contents. His mother makes baked ziti for dinner on average twice a week. She makes chicken three times a week. Normally it is chicken covered with Shake ’n Bake and some flavored instant rice on the side. It is not uncommon for families in Little Rocky Run to set a designated hour of the evening as the time when all members must be home and seated to eat dinner together at the table in the kitchen. Six o’clock is usually this time. The Donalds do not eat together as a family at the same time every day. Dinnertime at the Donalds’ is whenever Grayson’s mother finally comes home and puts the baked ziti in the oven or covers the chicken that has been defrosting in the sink in Shake ’n Bake. Domino’s is ordered every Friday. Grayson normally is the one who places the order if he is home, as his father does not like telephones. Two large pepperonis, two two-liters of Coke. With frozen baked ziti you can drive home from work and take it out of the freezer and unpeel the foil and stick it in the oven before even putting down your purse, and with chicken you can rinse the pieces in the sink and put them in the plastic bag that comes with the Shake ’n Bake with the Shake ’n Bake in it and shake the bag, covering the chicken in crumbs, and put the chicken on a cookie sheet with tinfoil underneath if the Teflon coating has worn away and toss it into the oven before the cold-eyed fatigue of your unending days at last consumes you and your marrowbones turn to jelly upon seeing the sofa and the television just sitting there all for you like a valley of flowers and furry animals. And the ziti and chicken can be cooked and cooled by the time your husband and child begin prowling forth out of their warrens drooling and unforthcoming, sniffing around the kitchen like hyenas for food.


The baked ziti in his stomach now is being broken down by enzymes and acids and moving inch by inch into the intestines. He cooked it himself today, reading the instructions on the back of the package. His lunch was not eaten in the Braddock Park High School cafeteria at 9:57 this morning, the first lunch period. If it were any other day it would have been. It would have been spaghetti, chopped into inch-long bits and covered in a dark red lump goop and eaten with a spork. His lunch has already made its way through the intestine and colon and now takes the form of hot brown shit cooling in the sagging seat of his Hanes boxer briefs. A hard-on protrudes from the crotch of his cargo pants. The cargo pants are very long and baggy and worn low on the hips, the common way of wearing any kind of pants in 1998 if you are a teenager, regardless of your race. There is also a substantial amount of Sprite in his stomach and digested Mountain Dew in his bladder. There is no water in his stomach. The only water he has consumed today was that which he accidentally swallowed while brushing his teeth this morning. If it weren’t for the hard-on the bladder would be emptied, creating a large dark stain in the khaki and a drip down his left leg and small pool on the court below stinking like iodine. In his blood is THC metabolite, no cocaine metabolites, nor barbiturates or benzodiazepines. There is mostly caffeine and sugar. No sertraline or paroxetine or anything similar. No traces of the LSD he did when he was fourteen, not even in his spinal fluid. They said to test you for LSD they tap your spine because that’s where it goes. No alcohol. No common opioids. His body is warm to the touch with no rigor present. The eyelids are without special note. The conjunctivas and scleras are unremarkable. The corneas are cloudy. The irises are hazel. The pupils are equally dilated and fixed centrally. The skeleton of the nose is intact. The lip and frenulum are atraumatic. The teeth are natural and in good repair. Abundant edema fluid mixed with blood-tinged purge fluid emanates from the nose and mouth. There is a ligature mark around the neck with a suspension point at the back of the neck. There will be a small laceration on the back of the head when he hits his head when he is cut down. There will be no bleeding involved. Two small abrasions on the right side of the neck from the noose. No marks on the hands or wrists. His fingernails cut very short. The toenails are short and clean. The back and buttocks are without special note. The scalp hair is nearly black and overgrown into a helmet of hair that with his beardless face makes you realize how so very young this person is.


 


Little Rocky Run in Centreville is twenty-five miles west of Washington, DC. The mailing address here is Clifton, the neighboring wealthy quaint bourg in the hills that looks frozen in the antebellum, manses on sprawling plots, a gravel road dollhouse hamlet, deep woods and lakes, old ghost railroad tracks. The quirk is a remnant of the origins of Little Rocky Run when the planners endeavored to market their vicinage to potential residents and did so by suggesting it was located in the desirable and historic Clifton, where Clarence Thomas lives, and that by living in Little Rocky Run you could be more or less living in that idyllic storybook place as well and could spend your days shopping for antiques and your Sundays traipsing through the honeysuckles with your children. Also neighboring Centreville on another side is Manassas, the garish apartment city of malls and fast food places, red lights, car dealerships, lost causes, the middling gray hole of dropouts and divorce. Grayson Donald grew up here in Little Rocky Run in Centreville, mailing address Clifton. His family moved in twelve years ago from Northern California. They bought the home from Tyler Nickerson, a real estate agent still working in Little Rocky Run exclusively who has sold a good portion of the homes here. The home was still being built when the Donalds bought it. All homes on the street were. Grayson wandered through them as a little boy. The air smelled like the third layer of the earth. Migrant workers, their discarded Gatorade bottles and caulking tubes, all that sod rolled up in balls atop the orange dirt, the tar wet and ditches filled with quicksand, loose nails everywhere. All in upheaval. Stray articles of clothing, dormant yellow machines on which to climb. The mud. He lost shoes in the mud. Collected loose nails in his pockets. Little Rocky Run spreads for miles off Union Mill Road where Civil War trenches line the shoulder. A featureless desert of tract homes and new minimanses jammed among each other just going for a thousand acres of well-groomed yards and colorful landscaping and doorbells and 25 mph signs—lives being lived and nothing in the way. There is an elementary school, Twin Lakes Elementary, in the middle of all of this like the church in an Olde English village. In 1998 it overflows beyond capacity and there are plans for a middle school to be built up on Union Mill Road. There are School Zone signs almost everywhere. They pop up nearly a mile away from Twin Lakes Elementary. Stop signs. Children in bikes zoom around. To get anywhere you need a car. There is enough money and no worry about rent or eating. There are commuter jobs and swim teams and braces and standards for how long your grass can be. You will get a note from the Home Owners’ Association if your shutters are in need of repainting. Tennis courts, swimming pools, rec centers, retirement funds, report cards, hills, driveways, mailboxes, wood fences, gardens, wind chimes, aluminum baseball bats, video games, Rollerblades, garages, faux brick, blue Southern skies, Blue Ridge Mountains in the distance, Courts and Drives and Ways and Terraces and Circles, a baby factory, a breeding ground, all excess elements of living trimmed away like the hair of the mothers for the sake of creating and raising babies and maintaining the health, physical safety, and education of all, and little else is of value if it is not work or school or doctor appointments.


Off Union Mill Road there are four entrances into Little Rocky Run. At each a rock with a plaque attached to it and the words Little Rocky Run engraved in curvy script and the image of what looks like the side of a mountain. You refer to where you live by which entrance you use—the First Entrance, the Fourth Entrance, etc. Grayson Donald lives in the Third Entrance. Technically the numbers are wrong as there is an entrance before the First Entrance but for some reason no one counts this entrance. The First Entrance is where the oldest homes of Little Rocky Run are and also the cheapest and smallest. The Fourth Entrance contains the prefab quasi manors approaching the million-dollar mark already in 1998. Braddock Park High School sits across from the First Entrance on the other side of Union Mill Road backing into Braddock Park and Twin Lakes Golf Course. It has three thousand students in 1998. Trailer classrooms crowd the grounds like mold growth. When it’s autumn and perfect like tonight and the trees are bare you can see the high school from the elementary school. There are two swimming pools in Little Rocky Run not counting the smaller one by the town houses which is where the uncounted true first entrance is and where the homes were first built and are sold most cheaply. There are seventeen tennis courts in Little Rocky Run. This is the only tot lot that has a basketball court too. Though one of the two pools does have a basketball court. How many tot lots there are in total no one can know for sure. Their numbers and nature are forever in flux. They are like the stars above you. This tot lot is in the Third Entrance. The fathers are in the military. They are here because the army, the air force has stationed them to one of the countless government offices scattered around Northern Virginia far enough away from one another that no single bomb or missile would wipe all of them out. The CIA headquarters in Langley. The Pentagon in Arlington. Several others unmarked and unknown. These are greige ziggurats of bureaucracy and secrecy. Fifteen miles east is Foxstone Park in Vienna where the spy Robert Hanssen, who works with some of these fathers in the FBI, meets his KGB handler with a briefcase of documents. Most fathers make the commute every morning with seldom more than a vague emotion of complaint. Men and women of duty. The fathers who are not military are civilian contractors to the military. They are brilliant people who consult in the research of the design of weapons systems, develop fuel cells and the technology of military action. Or they work for Mobil in a middle-management capacity, transferred to that entity’s corporate offices. Or they are at AOL in Dulles. They are here because of work. Work is why they breathe this air. The mothers are brilliant too. They have large butts and short hair and wear jeans pulled high with T-shirts bought on vacation tucked into them. The fathers wear sweaters, boat shoes without socks, short hair, nice watches. It is a time before Lasik surgery. The era of DSL and VHS. Definition is not high. The HBOs stop at number three. MTV plays some videos. Clinton is in office, there is no such thing yet of something called 9/11. There is nothing that is called a text message. Hybrid engines can be found only in academic science journals. Blog is but an onomatopoeia—the sound of humanity about to sneeze. It is calm and controlled and hardly anybody stands out from one another in 1998 in Little Rocky Run save for the two former NFL players who live here—disgraced former placekicker Steve North and former Washington Redskins legend Donnie Warren, who hangs out in a lawn chair at his sons’ Little League games at Carlburn Field signing autographs.


 


No one can say for sure why it is spelled that way, with the r and the e reversed. We have our theories. One is that it is left over from the English who originally founded the township in the 1700s. It is even said that John Smith had a hand in its finding on his journeys up and down the East Coast in the first years of the 1600s battling the epic blade of Powhatan, the Salvage king. Though it’s easy to dispute this if you know the first thing about the general history of Virginia and Smith, one can still see the little pigeon-toed footprints of Pocahontas stamped in the soil along the Civil War trenches preserved by dictate of the Commonwealth on Union Mill Road. Her phantom perfumes wafting through the nyctalopia like beacons to the moonglow, making them craters of the moon seen from the earth. And John Smith’s following after, big and booted. Imagine the daughter of Powhatan sneaking through the woodland to the tent of the enemy, the nubile Salvage princess dozing nude in the captain’s tent, shadows from the fire flickering over her shoulders. Smith outside crouched in the dirt picking tobacco from his teeth and cleaning his pistol, his men among him, drinking and smoking, all their balls save his swollen to the size of volleyballs after years of wandering the dankness of this black wilderness without God in it, nudging their leader in the ribs for details, Smith fighting a grin beneath his natty beard and ignoring them, when out doth come she, her hair mussed, eyes puffy from sleep, wrapped in the skin of a bear, floating like Ophelia out of the tent and past them, their conversation stopping and their eyes following her, all silent and staring up at her, the moon on their faces, or it’s the light from her, watching her walk down to the water and letting the bearskin drop to the mud and wading into the river like a baptism or a suicide.


 


The township wasn’t officially incorporated until the Civil War. It is said that the first shot—the spark that ignited the conflagration—was discharged here. Until then Centreville consisted of three or four farms and those who worked them. And that was it. We can assume there was some sort of post office. A corner of somebody’s pantry perhaps. Which brings us to another plausible theory of the spelling of Centreville—that the man in charge of the paperwork necessary to incorporate the township with the Commonwealth was inebriated at the time he was filling out all the forms. Or he had a brain fart as he wrote what he meant to be Centerville. Or he was simply pretentious. He thought perhaps that since the English, the fashion trendsetters and world dominators of the earth—i.e., the U.S.—of the era did things like stick u’s all over the place and reverse their er’s, then he should do that too in the spelling of something so important as an incorporated township of the Confederacy. Also he may have been doing this paperwork on Manassas Battlefield as cannonballs whizzed by his ear and craniums exploded their brains all over the side of his face, making it difficult to concentrate.


After the war was done and all the bodies buried and the blood in the ground was dried up and blown off in flakes by the wind, and the freed Negroes were sent off their plantations to be ghettoed in Chicago and Detroit and all over the country, in every manner of speaking, and the 1800s turned into the 1900s and the car was invented and the population of Northern Virginia blossomed from ten thousand to over one million, as the 1950s mutated into the warped madness of the earth at the end of the millennium, the people who moved in and began to spawn themselves weren’t Southern enough to call themselves Southerners but weren’t Northern enough to be called Yankees either. They lost their twangs but still said y’all. They regained the r’s they once dropped in the North. They were reserved and conscious of themselves like they were in the North though they still hung rebel flags in the rear windows of their trucks. They weren’t wealthy nor were they poor. They were famous for no particular type of food. Their weather was hot in the summer but not as hot as Mississippi or Louisiana. The winters were cold but not nearly as cold as the winters of Maine or Vermont. The springs were pleasant and the falls picturesque. What was left when all was washed away was a pink-fresh nobody, white people with occupations called things like Senior Marketing Data Information Analysis Coordinator, making low six figures in pharmaceutical sales by their thirtieth birthday. They drank Miller Lite and drove midrange sedans. Half voted Republican, half voted Democrat. The music they listened to was played at a low volume in the car on the commute, the mix station, whatever was on, the open-format rock stations floundering until giving up and switching over, the country stations, the R & B, and nobody minded that whatever station they chose played the same four songs on repeat because they were songs they enjoyed. And they went to the gym after work and met their friends for happy hour and slept with their friends with condoms and became married at age twenty-seven and purchased a home and ventured forth in procreation. They had no structure to their faces. Their bones morphed into one another. They spoke the same syllables on top of one another, and they were cast out in the middle where they tore the plastic off their new shirts and tossed them in the washer in the year 1998.


 


You think as you die. These are backroom, fleeting thoughts. It is the kind of thinking one does while shoveling out one’s car or scrubbing the burned stuck bits of canned croissants off a cookie sheet whose nonstick coating has baked away over the years. Silly and rampant thoughts released from the abyssal crevices of the cerebrum like the cerebrum’s been soaking in detergent, like in a commercial, the screen split and your brain soaking in detergent on one side and your socks soaking in the leading brand on the other side, your dreams and vague ideas and subconscious desires floating up from the socks through the water. See the difference?


It’s a lot like dreaming. Your limbs flailing, your arteries contracting like the mouths of unguinous baby birds, your heart in emergency mode, pushing itself high into the red to fight for its every last beat, and all the while you are thinking, Did I pay my cable bill? Or, I didn’t buy anything for Mother’s Day. Or, what’s today? Tuesday? Random, flickering but highly specific images that must mean something or come from somewhere but at first glance appear not to. A trumpet with mistletoe around it. What is it and where did it come from? As for Grayson Donald, this is what he thought about as he died: a great idea for a new kind of thermometer. They should invent a thermometer, he thought, that one can stick outside one’s window that instead of simply telling you the number of degrees it is outside, a number that can mean nothing if there is a cold wind or a high humidity, it tells you what kind of clothing you should wear today. For example it might say, HEAVY JACKET AND HAT AND THERMALS or SHIRT AND LONG PANTS BUT MAYBE BRING A SWEATER TOO. A more expensive model will include a moisture sensor and it will also be able to say UMBRELLA. If somebody were to revolutionize the thermometer in such a way, he thought, he would make millions. He might go down in history. The majority of human beings would pay you to tell them what to wear every day, sure. It is a daily challenge that no one since the first weatherman has thought to address. Take an obstacle out of people’s mornings. This is the basic principle of business. The interpretation of numerical data—they will pay to have that done for them. They will line up for it. You’d probably go down in the annals of history. Though the guy who invented the original thermometer didn’t so maybe not. Unless his name was Thermometer. Greek guy. Socrates and Thermometer hanging out in Athens in their tunics. No—meter means measure, thermo means temperature. Wouldn’t it be a hoot if that were his name though anyway—talk about being into it. This thermometer though, Grayson thought, huge spots of eclipsing fanal exploding before his sight, the rope tearing his flesh, kicking and seizing, will save countless people from getting sick from being underdressed after trying to decide if 42 degrees is too warm for the heavy jacket. It will also save them from irritability and even heatstroke from being overdressed on surprisingly warm days. People will feel better overall and more cheerful and comfortable. Imagine a city filled only with that kind of person. Tolerant of the slow and lost on the road, pleasant and nonperspirant on crowded trains. Crime rates will drop, the general mood of humanity will improve. War will end. Poverty will disappear. A love train across the universe.


He thought, Hmm, will the success of such a product threaten the mental health industry (a booming industry) and big pharmaceutical enough that they will take action to…remove the inventor of the new thermometer before it can hit the market? Would he begin to find threatening notes in his mailbox made from the cutout letters of newspapers? Hear the sound of sticks breaking in his backyard at night? Feel the need to get down on his belly in his driveway every morning and take a peek at the ol’ undercarriage? He considered that this could be precisely why the thermometer has remained the same (aside from the invention of the digital thermometer—oooh, Pfizer’s really shaking in their wingtips!) for so long, just like the umbrella. Thousands of years probably. No new take on the technology has been made or least marketed because thugs have a death grip on the market, arresting the development of the thermometer. There is maybe a secret sect of high-powered vested parties. They live among us. Mercury distributors, little glass tube makers. People whose business provides the ink for the black dashes. And so on. Think about it. Who else would buy mercury if thermometers stopped needing it? Though digital thermometers don’t use mercury. Must have been a deal of some sort there. Kickbacks. The answer to any question in America is a one-word answer: Money. Why did the Founding Fathers declare independence? Money. Why are the Rolling Stones still at it? Money. Then he thought, I should eat fish more often. It’s an entire genre of food I have thus far neglected all the time eating baked ziti and Shake ’n Bake chicken. In fish there’s probably a whole new world of gustatory experience out there. It will change how I perceive everything.


Then he kicked once more, shat his pants, and died.


 


The same freakish meeting of the right ions and chemicals and temperatures that mashed together in the collision that gave us life on earth—the perfect levels of fluoride in the water, the right amount of iron in the soil, the proper amount of sunlight with the correct direction of the wind blowing the delicate wafts of toxic emissions from downtown Washington, DC, factories where children of the slaves stabbed one another and black women accepted white cocks into their siccaneous and trembling mouths and old Hispanic men quivered in methadone clinic lines six hours deep, mixed with illegal dumping in the Potomac where condoms floated in the current and oil slicks on Chesapeake crab backs. It all blended to form a cloud that slid west and met with the humidity and spent buckshot cartridges and Civil War bones clad in blue and gray to create concrete and vinyl siding and front yards laid in chunks, child care centers and video rental places. One day there were dirt roads and horses and the next there was one of the biggest counties in America, Fairfax County, hallowed be its name. A barricaded oasis severe and new in a state known for its tobacco and NRA meetings and its agomphious inbreeding. Isolationists hiding in the Blue Ridges in their meth lab trailers with wall safes stashed with weed and coke. Truck drivers and Mennonite sex offenders. The difference is stark if one were to drive thirty minutes south or west. One world ends and another begins. It’s like there’s a chalk line drawn and—BOOM—people have accents and spouses in prison and sores from picking their face, eight or nine cigarettes hanging out of their mouth, Natty Light deuce-deuce in one hand and a losing scratch-off ticket in the other. In Northern Virginia no one really smokes. The cost of cigarettes is a full dollar higher than anywhere else in the state where in 1998 a pack of Camel Lights costs around $2.50. No one smokes in NoVA except for teenagers and middle-aged men at Fourth of July parties if they’ve had four Bud Lights and their wives aren’t looking. Gas prices are way higher too. Don’t even ask about traffic. There is nothing but traffic. It’s second only to L.A. The planners must have had a hard-on for traffic. Public transportation sucks if you’re outside the Beltway. You have to drive. On 66 East around Manassas the road suddenly doubles in size as you cross into NoVA from the boonies and things EXPLODE. 66 is the main artery of NoVA. It’s like the Jersey Turnpike. It goes right into DC. To get into DC from Centreville you get on 66 East and sputter along on someone’s bumper and someone else on your bumper going about 10 mph. You pass the Vienna Metro station and pass Falls Church, lurching and braking and drumming your fingers on the wheel to DC101 or Z104 keeping your eyes straight or fiddling with the AC—anytime of day except maybe three in the morning there is this awful, unending constipated traffic—the traffic reaching its peak and all forward progress halting altogether as the Beltway approaches—famous and mighty, enigmatic and impossible to figure out which direction you need to go in because it’s a circle—north is south and south is east—and most cars veer off here to sit idle on the on-ramp and you can see the line of red brake lights snaking off in eternity and you’ve never been more grateful for anything than you are that you don’t have to get on the Beltway. And as you pass the on-ramp something suddenly gives and all engines roar like at NASCAR, your car jumps forward, all brake lights vanish, as before you is CLEAR SAILING, the concrete soundproof walls on either side of you, the trees sticking out from over them, the Metro tracks running down between the west-and eastbound traffic, the HOV lane marked with a white diamond phasing out and after a while it chops down to two lanes and there is no stopping you.


The people of NoVA know 66 unconsciously. Like how the Salvages John Smith met knew how to grow victuals. They can cruise along 66 with a blindfold on and talking on their cell phone while programming their radio and hit their exit without even tapping their brakes. 66 is a walk down to the mailbox. The reaching back to flush the toilet.


In NoVA you’ll find that most of your life is spent in your car, at red lights waiting to make a left turn, the tick-tick of your blinker. Flipping down your sun visor, glancing over your shoulder, changing lanes.













31317 MARBLESTONE COURT—THIRD ENTRANCE






He’s decided he will tell her.


As he sits at the L-shaped desk in the swivel chair, in the small room in the corner of the second floor of the house, in which there is a tabletop Xerox machine, with a newspaper clipping still in it, and a bookshelf, with textbooks and books by Thomas Aquinas and one called On Death and Dying and another The Road Less Traveled, a file cabinet, a bulletin board with a Mothers Against Drunk Driving sticker pushpinned up but otherwise empty, blinds closed, chin in hand, elbow on desk, in sweatpants either dark gray or faded black, brown socks, flannel shirt, other hand manipulating the mouse, worn-down blue mouse pad, eyes dilated wide and focused for distance, his face ghostly green from the computer screen, room silent except for the whir of the computer, checking his e-mail, waiting for porn to download, he decides when she gets home he will tell her.


He will wait as he hears the electric garage door rumbling beneath him then the door opening downstairs and the jingle of too many keys being wrestled out of the knob and the door closing again and her sighing the way you do at the end of a day where you’re not sure if lunch happened today or yesterday or in a dream. He’ll wait for the clacking of her flat beige shoes on the linoleum floor installed last winter and her responding to the dog’s huffing and collar jingling with,—All right, all right…then a sound like a terrible scuff being ripped through the linoleum floor, followed by the collapse of a briefcase and canvas bag filled with manila folders and books set down on the table, the clink of a coat zipper against the metal back-meeting-seat part of the chair, then another suction sound as she opens the freezer for a pan of baked ziti and a hollow rattle of the pan being set on the middle rack in the oven, the beep-beep-beep…BEEP of the microwave timer, the thigh-high dog gate being moved aside and the lowest stair oomphing, then the next, a knee creaking, an irritated sigh as the oomphing of stairs gets higher and closer. By then he will have opened and unlocked the computer room door and put his shrinking and softening penis back inside the hole of his boxers then pulled the waist of his sweatpants up from his knees. He will be able to see, through the wooden bars of the banister, the top of her brown permed head gradually appear, like someone doing the trick where you stand behind a couch and pretend to be walking up and down imaginary stairs. He will say, only slightly moving his jaw,—Hi, and she will sigh,—Hello, though they won’t see each other, their voices fleeting and long distance, fading. He will let her go into their bedroom and change in the walk-in closet into her sweatpants and sweatshirt in privacy, so she won’t have to deal with him watching her and seeing the pad of fat between her belly and groin that bulges these days against the front of her underwear, let her go to the bathroom, which she always needs direly to do upon returning home, where she can fart and poop if she needs to without feeling him outside, waiting, hearing. Then after he hears the toilet flush and the bathroom door’s lock click and the door open he will go in and sit on the bed and say hello and she’ll say hello and he’ll ask her how her day was and she’ll say and she’ll ask back and he’ll say, but then he’ll exhale, pointedly, and perhaps rub his forehead and give a disarming half smile that will make her ask if something is the matter and he’ll say,—Actually, yes, there is. There’s something I think we need to talk about. Sit down. Do you mind sitting down? And he will tell her.


He’ll make a dentist appointment and reseal the deck and get a haircut too for Christ’s sake and make a better effort at creating a better social life for himself and he will tell her and cut down on cholesterol and go into her room—their room—and tell her because it’s important for both of them that he tell her.




Not that he buys into those TV therapist types, those daytime talk show be strong and overcome kinds of things but what he can be on board with Oprah and the rest of her ilk about is that you have to be honest. And that it takes guts to be honest and it’s not always the easiest thing to do but you have to suck it up and be a man otherwise you won’t be happy. He thinks of himself definitely not as a pushover or scaredy cat. However, though, the thing is, he’s always had trouble engaging in conversation with someone immediately after they’ve defecated—the toilet still running, their olid stench still fouling the air, their butt still cold from hanging bare over the water, a trickle or two of urine still drying in their underwear. It gives him bad memories of the Pentagon car pool, the shrimp platter…


So that’s why, when he hears her come home, and sees the top of her head, and hears her go into their bedroom, he decides he’ll finish his Jack Daniel’s with ice, his eleventh of the day though he thinks it’s still his third (started drinking at around two after getting home from Best Buy, though he thinks he started drinking at six). Then he’ll tell her. While he’s doing this he checks out some more free pictures of girls not much older than his son, nude and fellating and impaling themselves on candy-colored dildos and anonymous and multiple penises, close-ups of their waxed buttholes as they pull their cheeks apart, a penis in their butthole, another one in their vagina, one time two in each, amateur everyday-looking girls, the kind he likes the best because he finds professionals with implants bulging beneath armpits and clown makeup and obvious hazy digital retouching, posing and hamming and all that not a little insulting to his intelligence and normally skips over them on proud principle, another browser window up behind the porn one and slightly to the side so if she or his son happens to walk in unexpectedly—and he listens with one ear for the sound of the hallway carpet being stepped on—he can click on the barely visible slice of the safe browser window (and he keeps his pants on when the door’s open, obviously), set to an innocuous if liberally biased Washington Post article, concealing the picture set he has up now of a thin tanned blond girl with pink lips and pigtails in the bath shaving off her pubic hair while sucking on a lollipop, so he doesn’t have to go back and relocate it once she leaves again. He looks at the girl sticking a finger in her own anus while looking back and winking at the camera then goes back to the main menu, where there’s a list of descriptions of picture sets, and clicks on 19 Y/O SORORITY SLUT DOGGYSTYLE FUCKED AND FACIAL. Sure enough there is a person as described engaged in the advertised activity though it is debatable to put it mildly whether or not she is nineteen. If she’s nineteen, he’s twenty-four, and Clinton’s not a louse. There is a variety of thumbnails organized on the page that follows her from dressed and seated on a couch, hands clasped in her lap and smiling at him sweetly, to licking semen off one breast as a deflating wet uncircumcised penis dangles before her face. He looks at this page for two seconds and clicks on the last picture, the one with the semen. Looks at it for a few seconds, then checks his e-mail, a Hotmail account he set up three days ago under a fake name and info, types in the URL of an online dating site in the window with the picture of a girl with semen on her, and the address fills itself in automatically after he supplies the first two letters. No new postings have been added by women in the area, only one by a mentulate black man whose post contains a grainy picture of what looks like an instrument of animal husbandry growing out of his groin. We’re talking bulls, equestrians. Feeling suddenly candent and inferior, he checks his e-mail again, deletes an e-mail for mortgage refinancing, then looks at a picture set of a heavy black woman spilling out of a bikini, badly dyed blond hair, fucking a group of eight men of various races and penis sizes in what looks like a movie theater, culminating with a few pictures of her with what seems to be a pitcher’s worth of ylem on her face, neck, hair, and breasts. He hears the toilet flush. Clears the history, closes out all windows, feels ill, looks at the little digital clock in the lower right corner on the taskbar, feels guilty and empty, thinks, Time flies when you’re looking at porn, opens Explorer again, checks his e-mail, closes it, waits thirty seconds for what’s left of his erection to thoroughly diminish, stands up, adjusts his pants, goes down the hall past his son’s room—door closed, but you can see a light’s on, music playing (so-called—sounds like Bob Dylan with a cold, heh heh heh)—goes into the bedroom, she’s coming out of the bathroom and the toilet is still running, he smiles but she doesn’t and he puts her hands on her hips like she might break and goes,—Hi Momma, and kisses her, going mwah, on the lips with careful delicacy by habit because when his beard scratches her face she complains and it makes him feel lonely.


—Where’s Gray? she says.


—In his room I think.


—I have baked ziti in the oven that’ll be ready in an hour about, she says.


—Ed Hurkle called, he wants to have an HOA meeting, laughing kind of.


—Fine. I’ll put it in the fridge before I go.




—Ed Hurkle, he says, still laughing kind of, shaking his head.—HOA meetings. Okay, Ed. Be right there.


He goes Argh and sort of laughs, raising and dropping his arms, then asks her where she’s going, and she says back to Mason for another class in an hour and she has to write a paper for it before then. He watches her leave the bedroom and head toward the computer room, takes off his sweatpants and puts on his jeans and tucks his flannel shirt into them, whistling tunelessly, thinking, HOA meetings suck, but also eager to go, puts on his tennis shoes he keeps in the closet next to his church shoes, tomorrow he will tell her, tomorrow is the day, puts on his watch, grabs his wallet off the dresser.













GREENBRIAR HIGH SCHOOL






The Greenbriar High School library is famous in Fairfax County for its art nouveau but otherwise senseless glass cube display spiraling in the middle of the library from floor to ceiling like an upside-down tornado made of glass carrels treated in a way that makes them frosted like big freshly defreezered ice cubes.


Recently renovated, the high school is no longer the fortress of imprisonment it once resembled, with its beige stone blocks and angular façade, marquee with peeling paint and missing letters, hallways mephitic with old sweat, hard shiny linoleum floors with so many decades’ worth of grime from soles of teenagers’ shoes stamped into them that the joke among the maintenance staff, in the years leading up to the renovation which took four years to finish, was the futility of the floor buffer. When one janitor didn’t have anything to do, it was always fun to say to the others,—Well maybe I’ll go buff the floors.


As third period ended today, Ms. Donald—math department, geometry, Grayson’s mother, first name Vicki—watched her students stand at the cluck of the minute hand of the black and white wall clock onto the :03 dash and toss their backpacks over both shoulders in the style that made Ms. Donald feel impossibly out of the loop because the last she heard only nerds and band kids wore their backpacks like that while if you were cool, which all high schoolers had to be of course, you slung yours over one shoulder like you didn’t give a single hoot how backpacks were designed to be worn you’re wearing it this way. How do these things happen? she wondered. Is there a secret sect of teenagers in some moldy school basement like Skull and Bones deciding these things? Do they pass out memos, this group, dispersed by means of faux hand slaps and written in a language only those between fourteen and nineteen can understand? She thought, Must be a language of one-syllable noncommittals and evasive generalities. Shit man like I mean dude fuck like and stuff, you know? She thought of saying something about waiting for her to dismiss them before they stand up and go but after years of this you learn to pick your battles. And plus she was standing too. As the last one vanished out the door she picked up the messy stack of tests and gave it a good tap on the desk, aligning the papers, and felt a pleasure in doing so. Put the tests back down and took her purse from the big bottom drawer—instinct whenever she leaves her classroom—and made a run down the hall to the Coke machines for a Diet Coke before next period. She is well known in her family for this, the overprotectiveness of her purse. Grayson watches her in the city, sees how she holds her purse under her arm like a football.


She moved down the hall and through the school without really going anywhere. Greenbriar High School is the elder sibling to Braddock Park High School and located a mere four and a half miles away down Stringfellow Road. Vicki’s is a world of schools. In 1998 Stringfellow is a skinny two-lane jumblegut with blind curves and potholes and is the quickest easiest route to Greenbriar and the Fair Lakes business parks and deluxe strip malls, chain restaurants, and the prominent and consequential Fair Oaks Mall. Thus Stringfellow is most often very traffic jammed. Especially at rush hour you sit parked in front of the little old houses there waiting for the light, houses inhabited by old or poor people with big barking dogs kept in cages in the back and TV antennas on the roof, Confederate flags in the window and in the back of their pickups, people who have lived there for thirty years, moved out there because it was a quiet road with trees and not much traffic. In the years after 1998 when Stringfellow is expanded dramatically to better accommodate its ochletic traffic, these homes and families will vanish without explanation or interest. A place evolving around nothing but schools. The annual varsity football game between Braddock Park High School and Greenbriar High School is so intense and anticipated no matter the current quality of the programs that the game has its own name: the Sully Bowl. It is the last game of the year. You can buy commemorative mugs and T-shirts and bumper stickers and can coolies at the concession stands at these games with SULLY BOWL and the year of the game. You can wear these with pride if your child’s school is victorious. It’s taken seriously. Fights have broken out among parents in the stands. Calm, reserved, and respectable NoVA people suddenly shedding all decorum and giving in to the violence bubbling within them. The rivalry developed not only because of the proximity of the two schools but also because for the first couple of years in Little Rocky Run—in 1998 this would be eleven, twelve years ago, when what homes there were were scant skeletons of pine sticking out of muddy mounds wrapped with sod, driveways still unpaved and bedrabbed empty lots on either side, gravelly roads and concrete gutters along the curbs an inch and a half higher than the street—there was no Braddock Park High School yet so the high school–aged kids had to be bused over to Greenbriar. Then Braddock Park High School opened, a new and excellent school in a new and excellent incorporated township, and those students returned to their end of Stringfellow Road. Though neither township could be called downtrodden, there is certainly a class difference between the two which doesn’t help with the deep-seated animosity they already feel toward one another. Greenbriar High School’s colors are purple and gray and white. They are the Chargers. Their logo is a knight on horseback holding a lance. The football team though eschews the medieval imagery in favor of a little white lightning bolt on a purple helmet. Braddock Park High School’s colors are a blue slightly darker than a powder blue, black, and white. They’re the Wildcats. Their logo is a paw. Their helmets are this blue with a black paw on it. On a day of inclement weather, be it a vague hurricane watch or exceptionally buldering, there are always rumors that the other has been let out. Another rumor is that at the other school the boys and girls share locker rooms and showers. As Vicki Donald has found herself repeating over and over again in her life to roomfuls of tizzied students, school cancellations are decided by the Fairfax County Public Schools superintendent’s office and since both Braddock Park and Greenbriar are in Fairfax County, when one gets out, the other does too. This never seems to satisfy them. They never feel this is correct. There is greater truth to what they have heard from one another.


Vicki Donald has taught math—everything from freshman remedial math for recently arrived children of immigrants coming from third-world countries with hardly any formal schooling to senior advanced calculus, aka Calculus BC, which is worth college credit and is mostly composed of the precocious who speak like grad students and paint their faces for football games, take like twenty hours a week of SAT prep classes, hire college essay consultants, intern at DC think tanks, pad the remaining nanoid white space on their college applications with things like string ensemble, community service work, volunteering for local political campaigns, sleep about three hours a night, and in general live and act like jacked-up corporate lawyers. Vicki’s been teaching at Greenbriar High School since the Donalds arrived in Centreville when John was stationed to the Pentagon from Fort Ord in Monterey, California, in 1986. He’s a lieutenant colonel, U.S. Army, retired. West Point graduate. Former Green Beret. Onetime sniper instructor. Vicki taught in Salinas for four years back before Salinas turned into Mogadishu. She’s just paying her dues, as she sees it. This is only temporary. She means that in a religious sense. This life, all of this, its concerns and occupations—its materials, social relationships, happiness, everything—it’s all unimportant. Or at least less important than matters of the soul. The life ever after. The love one has for God. She also means it in the sense that she doesn’t plan on being a lifer like most of her colleagues in the math department at Greenbriar High School, not if she can help it. She has greater aspirations. She’s tuned in to bigger and truer things. The ultramundane. The eternal. First of all she’ll become a principal. Then she’ll get into heaven. She’ll see her mother there. She’ll love the Lord for all eternity. Most of her colleagues are on autopilot careerwise and soulwise, she sees. They have all fallen into the trap of routine. They are grounded, unconcerned with anything beyond themselves. Their workday ends at 2:30 and they get summers off, two weeks at Christmas—er, Winter Holiday—and another week for Spring Break, plus a plethora of other holidays sprinkled throughout the year. Not a bad gig. And most of what they have to teach and how they have to teach it is predetermined by the county, the state, the school board. Others. Standardized testing. They just have to teach to the tests. Not a bad gig at all. Their responsibilities if they are crafty about it can be whittled down to making and handing out Xeroxes and basic babysitting. Any Hillary Rodham Clinton notions they may have entertained when they first entered teaching of reaching that one difficult student in the back of the room and inspiring him, changing his life, sending him on the path to becoming the first black president of the United States or something, or rousing the room with education like in Dead Poets Society—that goes away after the first year or two after it becomes clear that parents will complain or administration will scold if you step too far out of line with the approved curriculum. Plus there are serious boundaries to respect when it comes to student-teacher relationships and most of those movies betray them with almost comical flagrancy. For example it’s the no-no of all no-nos to bring students into your home. And it’s exhausting and frustrating because one finds that most kids just don’t want to be reached. And they won’t be the first black president no matter how hard you beat your head against the wall behind which they hide. It’s not like in the movies. The kids just want to be left alone mostly. After a year or two most new teachers start to feel that in order to survive they must temper that hopeful it-takes-a-village part of their brain and stick to the minimum of what is required of them. And there you have the demilitarized zone between teachers and students. Excluding her Calculus BC type-A go-getters of course. The institution, the machination, this entire culture of public education—all these people showing up each day and just going through the motions. It’s a farce on education, she believes. Something absurd and creepy out of Orwell. Or worse—out of reality. It is how they will find the real world to be, she thinks. So maybe it’s for the better. They will enter the workforce and find life standardized. They will be filed accordingly. Their performances will be evaluated. They will have incentives and quotas. For the rest of their lives, most will just show up and go through the motions. That by definition is the middle. And that will be it. Vicki can’t understand it. Most of them will do so without God. She can’t understand how they will get through life without God. Without God, what’s the purpose? What is the meaning? She’s grateful she has the love for God that she has, feels sorry for those who don’t. Grayson. She prays for them now. She sees them all as the same—these teachers (these placeholders, these leeches taking advantage of all the holiday time) and these students. Quote unquote. Everything in this culture should be shrouded in quotation marks, she thinks. Vicki though is putting up with teaching only as she climbs the ladder toward administration. She’s a very driven woman and isn’t afraid to work her rear off to get what she wants, is how she sees herself. She routinely applies to open assistant principal positions that come up around the county but has yet to get beyond the first interview. She has only a master’s in education. Getting these kinds of jobs, your personal experience and skill and overall suitability for the job don’t have as much weight in regard to whether or not you get the job as does whether or not you hold a doctorate in education. It’s just the way it is. You are the degree you hold. Unless you play tennis with someone on the school board or have coached the varsity football team to States. If no one likes you or has any reason to like you, Vicki has learned, not to complain but just observing, a doctorate makes them like you. Thus she’s been enrolled in the doctorate of education program at George Mason University, ten miles down 29 in the town of Fairfax, for two years, since the morning after a particularly demoralizing interview for assistant administrator at West Falls Church High School. She has classes to attend three evenings a week, one to teach one night a week (Monday, when she has both classes), twenty-page papers to write more or less every other week, projects to design, lots of reading. In her classes she has to teach, she has to teach other teachers who are like her but younger and wide-eyed and getting their master’s. They’re still so excited and sanguine about becoming the best educators of young minds hungry for knowledge they can be. Sometimes she wants to interrupt her own lecture to scream at them,—Run! Run away! Run to Wall Street! Run to law school! Run for your lives!


The average salary of your quotidian, run-of-the-mill Fairfax County public school teacher in 1998 is $32,000 a year. You can devote your entire working life to molding the minds, inspiring the lives, safeguarding the well-being of the children of NoVA, forever affecting their futures for the better, and never be compensated more than a particularly fervent Outback Steakhouse waitress. There is an automatic pay increase if you have your master’s in education. The system picks it up. It causes a bit of a blip in the computer, the machine reacts, adjustments are automated. Vicki got her master’s in the early 1980s before Grayson was born. Teachers are expected not to be human anymore. They are not to live but to grade. They are encouraged to give up their homes in favor of cots in the gymnasium. Bathe in the locker rooms. Lesson plans, homework, tests, Back to School nights, parent-teacher conferences, meetings with administration. If you let it, it can become a 120-hour workweek. A new teacher in 1998 starts at $27,000. A master’s boosts you to $30,000. Vicki has been in the system for twelve years. She is department head. She has a master’s in education. She’s good at what she does. She’s great at it. She is an asset to the county. She is talented and devoted. She is paid $44,000 a year. In Montgomery County, the bizaro-NoVA, Maryland’s share of the Washington, DC, metro area, teachers start at $32,000. With a master’s it’s about $35,000. You don’t need any degree above your junior high school diploma to understand Fairfax County’s epiternal teacher shortage. They’ll hire just about anyone who’s not a Class A sex offender.


Often there are moments in her life when Vicki, a human being on this planet, one specimen in an endless and impossible perpession, finds herself at the overhead projector explaining cotangents with a washable red felt pen, the projector light blinding her as she looks up, glancing now and again over her shoulder at the pull-down projector screen to ensure the image is aligned properly since one cannot depend on the students to tell one if half of it is on the painted cinder-block wall, the machine’s fan whirring like something industrial, puffing air on her wrist, and she’ll be explaining cotangents, and writing on the transparency, and talking, teaching, educating, and a student—usually an Asian girl in the front row wearing black Prada and with no eyebrows and the surgically created fold in her eyelids that Asian girls start getting around age sixteen—will speak, raising her hand as she’s asking the question, and the sudden tucket of this other voice no matter how meek the voice is will make Vicki jump and nearly drop her washable red felt pen, and she’ll have to take a moment to comprehend what is happening, what is being asked and how she is as a teacher to answer, sometimes needing the girl to repeat herself, often then afterward having to rewind and proceed in the lesson from a point already passed, often this is the case, often this is what happens.


Or she’ll be at her desk, her students all hunched over their tests, the susurrant etching of thirty pencils, middle of the day, Wednesday, flipping through a textbook she has to read for class, hand in her perm, and the silence of the room will melt into her like the soft but thorough creep of anesthesia and she will be wrapped unawares in a solitude unbroken by the little theater coughs and muttered vulgarities of her students, they will disappear altogether, just her and her textbook, Vicki Donald and the Lord, and at this point in her hypnosis in her nose some crusty lodger will make itself known, and by instinct the hand in the perm will move to the emunctory and a finger will insert itself into the proper nostril and set forth excavating the lodger, but in not achieving success on the first try the finger will burrow deeper, twisting to get the proper angle, her teeth baring, the skin at the entrance of the nostril stretching as the finger goes deeper and deeper, and this is the point that the bubble around her will break and she realizes where she is, and she looks up at her class with the finger stuffed to the last knuckle in her nose, and she yanks it out and goes a little pale, her eyes ranging back and forth with quickness to ensure none of them have seen, and they never have seen, and she is unaware that this is how she thinks of her students, how she refers to her students in conversations with other teachers or in meetings with administration who she knows she is more talented than and will join or replace in time just as soon as she gets her doctorate, yes that is how she refers to her students even in thoughts to herself, clear and legible, the word spelling itself out in her head not in the language of consciousness but in the English language, for that is what they are—they are THEM.




 


She was a virgin when she married John. He was twenty years old and she was seventeen when she met the polite and intelligent West Point cadet.


How she made it so far as a parthenian, especially coming of age in the late ’60s and early ’70s, was because she was raised very Catholic by a first-generation Irish mother and a first-generation Italian father who managed somehow to be both overbearing and distant. He kept the oldest of his four daughters on a very short leash by saddling her with the responsibility of helping her mother raise the other three. Her father spent most of his time at his office as vice president of a plumbing parts manufacturer and on the green at the country club where he was president and not only that but also the club’s first non-Jewish member. This was in Westchester, New York, just outside Manhattan, in a house that backed into a golf course. At one point her father was, on paper at least, a millionaire. He was a bald short man who spoke without moving his jaw though not in an upper-class yacht club way but rather just like no one he spoke to deserved the energy it would take him to fully enunciate. Plus Vicki attended all-girls Catholic schools her entire life until meeting John. She wore thick dark-rimmed glasses and skirts below her knee and long straight hair that hid her face and double-breasted shirts with a brooch, makeup was not allowed. Not even nail polish. When she first got her ears pierced Grayson watched, chewing on his fist, tiny and fat in a stroller beside her.


 


Vicki still attends Mass every morning in addition to Sunday. There is nothing she takes more seriously. She rises by habit at first light to fit in morning Mass before getting to school before the first bell at 7:15 and can say the rosary in the car from St. John the Apostle to Greenbriar High School, a drive of ten or eleven minutes, without having to use actual rosary beads to keep count. She knows how many Hail Marys is ten by pure intuition. Like how chefs know when a steak is done by the smell. She teaches CCD on Sundays even though Grayson isn’t enrolled (when he was, she taught the classes in the Donalds’ living room on Wednesday evenings) and taught his First Communion and Confirmation classes and sees to it that the family is up on time on Sundays for Mass. She believes if you get your family to Mass your job of making a good family is more than halfway done, which used to be no problem at all. Though she still wakes him up so he has the opportunity to go, which is the best she can. Maybe it’s not the best. But it’s her obligation. And there is free will after all. As much as it kills her each week. The soul comes first, you have to be right with God before anything else and nothing matters compared to that and there is no room for negotiations. There is the world and then there is eternity. The laws of man and the laws of God—natural law. Her firm beliefs make it easier to work hard. They make her tough and unfatigable. Whenever she gets tired or would rather just sit down and watch TV, whenever she gets the urge to eat when it isn’t mealtime, she thinks of Jesus on the Cross and saints such as Francis of Assisi and all he gave up and it makes her guilty and dislike herself and her human urges, her original sin, and so she trudges on.


Three years ago she and John headed St. John the Apostle’s Pro-Life Committee, which consisted of maintaining a small table in the vestibule with bumper stickers that said things like ABORTION STOPS A BEATING HEART and IT’S A CHILD NOT A CHOICE, etc., and pamphlets and a newsletter and pictures of the committee adopting a highway, etc., a small coffee can wrapped in blue paper with a slit sliced in the plastic flexible lid and the words on the ridged red Folgers can, on the paper over it, PRO-LIFE DONATIONS—BUMPER STICKERS $1—BUTTONS $1—PAMPHLETS 50¢. And some other stuff. The idea was you had to give a dollar or two, whatever you felt was fair, in exchange for taking a bumper sticker or anything else. It was an honor system. The idea was Catholics could be trusted in their own church. Vicki and John Donald also staged Coffee and Donuts the first Sunday of every month after the 12:00 Mass. The 12:00 Mass, also called the Noon Mass, was known to be the Mass for the cafeteria Catholics. Strangers no one recognized, pouting kids, babies allowed to cry and cry without being rushed outside, shorts, impatient knee twitches. Every once in a while a Game Boy. She really shot the Game Boys nasty looks. The earlier the Mass, the more devoted the congregation could be counted on to be. Vicki preferred the 8:00 Mass herself.


Coffee and Donuts involved, on Saturday night, driving the Ford Escort wagon to downtown Alexandria, forty-five to fifty-five minutes away depending on traffic—66 to 495 to 395—to the Krispy Kreme and filling the entire back part of the Escort with a dozen boxes of glazed donuts, then, during the Noon Mass, setting up the utility-sized AA-style coffeemakers, hot water, and tea bags, in the multipurpose room, as it is officially called, and putting out a basket for donations (suggested, per a sign handwritten by John in his strange blocky scrawl like that of a child: 25¢ per donut, 50¢ per cup of coffee or tea), which meant having to attend the 8:00 Mass (fine—more than fine actually) or the 9:00 Mass (also satisfactory) and coming back after everyone had eaten donuts and drunk coffee, cleaning up and breaking everything down and loading the leftovers back into the forest green Escort and going home and putting them into the basement freezer at home (for eating by the Donalds—Krispy Kreme can last forever if frozen. You can put Krispy Kremes in the freezer and take them out in a hundred years, defrost them in the microwave, and they’ll still be just as good. No one wants to know why) and counting all the money and change using an electric coin sorter that didn’t work well, rolling all the coins by hand manually, putting all the money into a little blue zippered pouch bought at Office Depot along with the coin wrappers and coin sorter by the Donalds and not asking for reimbursement, considering it a contribution to the church (Vicki invariably also drops a $25 check in an official church donation envelope into the basket passed around every Sunday Mass), and bringing the pouch to the bank during lunch sometime during the week to put into the account set up by Vicki at First Virginia in the name of St. John the Apostle Parish.


Chartering buses to take parishioners into downtown DC for the Walk for Life pro-life rally and march every January on the anniversary of Roe v. Wade. Gently prodding Monsignor Crosby, the warted and resticus pastor, for more pro-life slants in his homilies, elbowing with Marcia Willis for more space in the church bulletin—which she, Marcia Willis, treated like it was the fucking New Yorker, in Vicki and John Donald’s opinion—for weekly news about the Pro-Life Committee’s doings and reminders about Coffee and Donuts.


Carpooling and wrangling bodies to get to the Manassas abortion clinic off Sudley Road, ten or so miles away, and getting hold of signs as gruesome as possible of aborted fetuses to hold while walking in a circle in the parking lot outside the abortion clinic, saying the rosary, yelling at cars, volunteering to counsel unwed mothers at what they call a crisis pregnancy center, which is really a pro-life place purposefully ambiguous in the phone book and a few doors down from the abortion clinic in the business strip mall, with dentists and insurance agent offices, etc., set to trap the less sapient, more frazzled of women seeking abortions by letting them think they are indeed in the abortion clinic they are looking for then having them watch an introductory video to tell them about the procedure for which they have come in today that turns out to be basically pornography for the pro-life produced by Operation Rescue and featuring wall-to-wall bloody fetuses being ripped out with tongs from between women’s legs, close-ups of the faces of the fetuses, their eyes closed and mouths open, pieces of the baby tearing off inside the birth canal and having to be retrieved, the blackened carcasses of saline abortions, withered like human charcoal, close-ups of dead baby feet and little dead baby hands, aborted baby heads held between tongs like documentation of East Asian barbarism, pink and lifeless baby bits arranged on a sheet of what looks like the paper bibs they clip around your neck at the dentist to form a dismembered but complete baby corpse, a mandatory last step of an abortion to make sure the doctor got everything and no knees or fingers are still in there and floppy dead babies being found en masse in black trash bags in Dumpsters behind abortion clinics, a single piano twinkling dolent notes over all of this, shots and explanations of the blender and vacuum—the instruments of abortion—the female narrator calmly and maternally explaining that this is what you can expect today with regard to your abortion, and also to please know that science proves that your chances of getting breast cancer and becoming sterile can increase as much as 70 percent after an abortion and also that science proves as well that life starts at conception and that what everyone insists on calling the fetus, as if it is the spleen or something, is really a baby no matter what cold, soulless terms of medicine you want to throw over it. There are interviews with solemn parents whose young daughters bled to death after their abortion and the parents didn’t even know they’d been pregnant. There are shots of smiling young mothers playing with their toddlers at a playground, pushing them on the swing, the late-afternoon sun hitting just right. It’s no-holds barred and is great at breaking young pregnant unwed women and girls down. Then people like Vicki and John come in and give you tissues and gently prod you into keeping the baby, you don’t want breast cancer or to become sterile do you, you don’t want to kill your baby do you, and they have free pregnancy tests too which is another reason to go there (advertised in the window), and they can help you with adoption (“Adoption Is an Option” is a slogan of the center’s—it’s also one of the more popular bumper stickers available on the St. John’s Pro-Life table) and if you do keep the baby, they give you donated baby items such as cribs and clothes and food and toys and take a picture of you and your baby when it’s born and put it up on the board in the back full of mothers with babies they’ve saved from being aborted. They help you. Things they can’t help you directly with are referred to someone who can. If you want to hear about becoming Catholic they can help you with that too and often do without invitation during the counseling session.


Vicki didn’t engage in much of the socializing that took place among the Centreville donut-munching Catholics during Coffee and Donuts. She mostly put herself to work keeping the donut boxes pleasantly displayed and open along the tableclothed table and keeping them stocked and making sure the coffee wasn’t all out. She ran around in a teal dress with shoulder pads. Her eyes had an uncanny once-a-century way of being magnetically attracted to people who took donuts without donating. She privately resented these people but otherwise did nothing. Cafeteria Catholics. It wasn’t that they were evil but that they weren’t aware that there even was a Pro-Life Committee and didn’t see John’s sign and didn’t come to Mass enough to know that Coffee and Donuts wasn’t just a nice social free thing the parish did for after Mass, for everyone to celebrate having gone to Mass or something. They show up on Easter and Christmas suddenly devout and of faith in their ties and skirts and hair done, praying and singing with great fervor as if they have been showing up every Sunday all year. A lot of them, and Vicki has proof, don’t not believe in abortion.


This for a long time was Vicki’s weekend.


She still very much retains her beliefs. They are at the very core of her selfhood. There is no Vicki Donald without her faith and sensibilities. She has not fallen, nor has she wavered. She has not weakened. But she hasn’t stood in front of an abortion clinic with her family saying the rosary and holding a wroth poster before traffic in two years. She tells herself it is due to the fact that she now has class on Saturday mornings and papers to write all weekend and tests to grade and lesson plans to develop for her master’s class. She never sees her family all weekend. She hasn’t been to the Walk for Life in three years. Nor does she haggle for space in the St. John’s bulletin. And tonight the Pro-Life table is out of ADOPTION IS AN OPTION bumper stickers. The pamphlets are in disarray. One is crumpled into a ball, one about the true ineffectiveness of condoms in the prevention of pregnancy. Its cockled words. If a plane were only 75 percent effective, would you board it? A box of church candles has been left on top of the table. A couple church bulletins tossed there without thought by yesterday’s late Mass parishioners making their exodus as though the bulletins were some flyer handed to them at the top of a Metro escalator. A pamphlet telling the story of St. Agnes of Rome, the patron of virgins, who as punishment for refusing to give up the chastity she’d vowed to the Lord was gang-raped and slain. This pamphlet is currently balled up now with a hardened wad of watermelon Bubble Yum in it. A used tissue crusted with the snot of a tyke. A leaking almost empty huge purple Slurpee. A toy plastic car. A DON’T BLAME ME…I VOTED FOR BUSH sticker stuck to the wall upside down and crooked at about the height of a seven-year-old’s hand. A well-worn Royal Purple Crayola crayon. The folded-up business card of real estate agent Tyler Nickerson scribbled on in Hot Magenta is jammed into the slot in the lid of the coffee can which except for a mangled paper clip is entirely empty.


These are the truths of human life that once had to be decried. She once felt impulsed to trumpet them. For they sank if not breathed into with the air of her lungs.


 


She left her classroom and joined the mad river rush of adolescence in the hallway, an infinite realm of bodies quaquaversal, everybody with backpacks over both shoulders, a race of biology in its natural habitat, and she tried to blend in as much as she could so as to not draw attention to herself but adults here had an undisguisable odor, a damning mark seared into their auras, the corruption of age preceding them like a town crier clanging his cowbell. The students like ground-dwelling rodents as footsteps approach their hole. Impossible to be caught, rarely captured on video. There is no escape being a teacher in need of caffeine and corn syrup walking down a hall. You feel drained from, eaten off of. Lonely and in charge and with a firmer handle on the world than they but at the moment incapable and lacking. The feeling of fame. This little Hollywood. Like the stars it’s a love-hate relationship. A mutual foul-tasting life support. There are teachers who take up the vocation for this reason. They need to feel fame, superiority. To walk down a hall and see heads turn, the hundred pinpricks of eyeballs staring into them. Nothing makes up for low pay like vivisection. As you walk down the hall you have the feeling that they’re all pulling one over on you. What it is exactly you don’t know. But there lingers always the smoke of guilt in the air.


She passed a five-foot-one Hispanic girl with her dark belly showing and a fine line of hair leading down into the front of her, in Vicki’s opinion, obscenely tight jeans, and wearing eyeliner and maroon lipstick caked on and something in her hair that made it look both wet and hard, and Vicki listened as she passed to what the girl was saying to another Hispanic girl who was overweight and papuliferous and thus receiving of much more of Vicki’s private goodwill since she looked nothing like one of the…people John probably had met while traveling overseas and…well she’s not going to think of this right now, not now, don’t know when, but not now, because she doesn’t know what to do, the lockbox, oh God, oh Mary Mother of God pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death amen, she is so hungry, her belly rumbling, blood sugar low, and what the Hispanic girl is saying is,—His dick is like bent.


—Nuh-uh.


—It’s bent, it’s crooked.




—No it isn’t.


—For real, it looks like this.


She held out a finger and they laughed. The other one said,—Oh my God. You know who has like the hugest dick? Andy Stephens.


—Nuh-uh.


—Mm-hmm.


—At Braddock Park?


—Mm-hmm. It’s like a broomstick.


—How do you know?


—I heard.


—Yeah right, you gave him a hand job in eighth grade.


—Nuh-uh.


—I heard about it. You did.


—What’d you hear?


—That you gave him a hand job in eighth grade.


Vicki a few years ago had a sophomore girl threaten to beat her up. It was over the girl’s talking in class. She was a black girl. The girl was asked to leave the classroom and to report to the assistant principal’s office. The girl instead threatened to beat Vicki up. The girl was suspended for seven days. She and her mother and a lawyer appealed before the school board but the decision was upheld. Vicki never got beat up. It was something that Vicki was able to let roll off her back, knowing how black girls can be. Black people in general. Such histories. They really have it rough in our society. Raised poor and angry. You can’t blame them. It’s a vicious circle. And kids that age in general. Their brains don’t belong to them. They are these cancerous growths within their skulls. Separate creatures entirely. Their bodies are miswired, necessary circuits are not completed, they are unfinished and animalistic. She thinks of Greenbriar High School in the midst of its renovation. Life is a TV show to these people, with commercial breaks and mood music. And then when it stops pleasing them they change the channel. Find something that does. This, Vicki believes, is due to their being raised by television. She as a parent is guilty herself of being weak and often just sitting Grayson there in front of the TV while she went about her business. They can’t see the boundary. And they are basically all walking genitalia. All of them. These appendages and orifices all of a sudden doing strange and incredible things. Freshly hatched hormonal larvae creeping out of the ground and prowling horny and mindless like they’ve been bitten by zombies. Walking libidos with Tourette’s. They frighten her. Their lack of religion, their mercy to their ids. They are beasts. It’s like a building full of bulls. But she can’t show them that. She clenched her jaw, made no eye contact. Let them know they are beneath you. They could snap at any time. Nothing is holding them back from rushing the teachers and killing the adults, taking over the school then the town then the state. They’d run through her classroom naked, copulating on her desk, disemboweling the gym teachers in the cafeteria, play basketball with their heads. Eat each other. Tribal warfare, hierarchy of the jungle. The girls would rule the raving and horny boys. Sic them onto each other and fornicate with the survivors until they are drained and opiated and enslave them. What’s stopping them really? If it weren’t for adults, Vicki thought, and teenagers were allowed to follow their impulses it would be utter and nihilistic pell-mell.


Andy Stephens. Vicki knew that name. Andy Stephens, Andy Stephens.


The Hispanic girls veered into a classroom. A tall boy with a pubic hair mustache and a military haircut in baggy jeans hanging off his butt, with a loop on them for a hammer, and a way oversized vertical-striped Polo shirt that looked like it hadn’t been washed in two weeks made a joint-smoking motion with his finger and thumb, over his lips, to a skinny boy with a blond shaved head who looked twelve and stank of cigarettes, pants equally tremendous, half the other one’s weight being generous, and half a foot shorter, baby faced, standing against the wall before a window on the other side of which was a guidance counselor’s office. The tall one after doing the joint-smoking gesture started laughing, bending a little and pulling at his pants at the thigh and holding the other hand in a fist like when you’re coughing, over his mouth, then punched his little angry friend hard in the arm, who opened his mouth and covered the spot and went,—Ow fuck man.


A very large girl in an extralarge black T-shirt and oversized black jeans and dyed green hair at the tips and an earring in her eyebrow and a bar in the cartilage of one ear, light acne, safety pins along the seams of her pants, toes of her shoes just poking out from the cuffs, a sexually ambiguous shadow lurching from the abysses of public education, stood flanked by a small frail boy with long brown straight hair to his chin and a crooked tattoo of barbed wire around his wrist and what very well could be corpse makeup on his face, eyebrow also pierced but infected, discharging a white goo. He didn’t seem to mind this. A group of five black kids stood in a circle in the middle of the hallway and everyone walked around. The traffic parted and reconverged after the circle of black kids. One of them, a boy with a navy blue T-shirt down to his thighs and elbows, very very skinny, all teeth, his T-shirt said TOMMY HILFIGER, all of a sudden without impetus screeched and sprinted off at full speed down the hall, legs kicking with exaggeration and hairless arms helicoptering, neck veins popping out, teeth, holding on to the back of his pants’ waist, almost knocking Vicki over and she spun with him and went,—Hey. Hey. But he didn’t stop and she knew they were watching her and that she needed to follow through and catch him and yell at him as a matter of principle, and he was now shouting something unintelligible as he ran on to the end of the hall by the stairs. She was conscious of herself trying to appear not to notice that he was a black kid.


The kids look at any weakness in the order as a precedent, they are always looking for the first sign of failure in the discipline, the green light to strike.


She considered going after him. Or yelling at him to slow down, act his age. Being cold and humorless to him. Shame him into behaving himself. And doing it in a way that would not look like she notices that he is black. But she really needed a Diet Coke.


She thought, Bring a cooler full of them. Put it in your classroom. Make leaving the room altogether unnecessary.


An attractive white student named Ryan O’Donnell, a junior with a marine haircut with frosted tips, hemp necklace, baggy cargo pants, Abercrombie & Fitch T-shirt, walked alongside a cute blue-eyed brunette with shiny lips also wearing an Abercrombie & Fitch T-shirt. Vicki has Ryan O’Donnell fifth period in her Calculus BC class and she thinks the girl is in one of her Algebra I classes. She’s petite and pouty. He’s wide receiver or quarterback or something on the football team that lost at States last year but is undefeated thus far this season. He’s a popular, well-liked kid. Vicki likes him too and she is invariably happy whenever he strolls in late to class which is basically every day, he brings a certain light to the room, though she would never admit her liking of him because he’s always disrupting her class with his one-liners snapped from the back of the room where he sits with his legs splayed and arms draped over the desk pencil-less and sans books, playing dumb when she calls on him to solve the problem on the board in an attempt to bust him when he’s whispering to the girl in front of him or otherwise not paying attention. Being nice to him would only encourage him. Because he makes her crack, he knows how to get through these rock-hard fortresses she has built up around herself brick by brick over the course of her entire life.


He had today in the hall his cocky smile and as usual carried no books or pens or backpack, a hemp bracelet around his wrist and Birkenstocks even though it’s November, and he stopped when he saw her coming his way and pointed his chin up toward the ceiling with his arms straight down his sides then snapped one hand to his forehead letting it quiver in salute for a moment, his mouth frowning like a bulldog and eyes big and scared and the girl he was with laughed at him and Vicki when she realized what he was doing nearly sneered such was her effort not to grin or laugh. He stayed like that until she passed him and then he snapped his hand down and kept walking, singing,—Got it made, got it made, got it made…I’m hot for Ms. Donald!


Vicki clutched her purse under her arm and couldn’t help it as she briefly imagined what his penis looks like. Fat and dark among the tuft of black hair like a blind seaborne thing emerging from its cave at the depths. She imagined him sucking on a breast. Not her breast, just a breast. Feeding on it with his eyes closed like a puppy at the teat. Insatiable hunger. Swallowing, licking the residual discharge off the nipple and off his fingers where it dripped. Swallowing and gasping and saying,—Momma…and going for more. Then once full getting bored and losing interest in the breast and wandering off wiping his mouth. She imagined him on top of the girl, pulling down on her bra, the top of his head, on top of Vicki, between the legs of the girl, Vicki’s legs. Watching him eat dinner off a plate and his white butt up in the air bobbing, his back hunched and mouth open, the girl’s head wrapped up in his arms, her nose in his armpit, Vicki’s nose, the smell of boy. He reminds her of her husband John when she first met him at West Point at a dance. She and a group of seniors from her all-girls Catholic high school in New York were chaperoned up there on a bus. She was seventeen. He was older—twenty. Distinguished and excellent in his gray cadet uniform. Following her around all night and asking her inane questions about New York—the history, the chief export, the property taxes, etc.—and being really fascinated by everything she said, her one-word answers, as though she held ancient truths that he had long sallied to find. His silly grin. Taking her punch from her at one point and looking around over her head then turning his back and spiking it with something from a flask concealed within his jacket and giving it back to her, not telling her what it was even though she begged him and hit him on the arm. Calling her young’ un. He put a finger to her lips and said,—Sssshh. Go on, young’ un, take a snort, it’s good. Our secret. This is what we do here. You don’t drink in Westchester do you? Well I’m from Wyoming and in Wyoming the only reason we go to dances in the first place is to drink booze. She couldn’t imagine Wyoming. She saw the plains, buffalos, cowboys. She felt like a lady in a movie. Three years later they were married.




She scowled and ignored Ryan O’Donnell, pretending not to be imagining him sucking on a breast or his penis ejaculating. She felt she had to say something sharp in response to his antics, put him in his place in front of this mass of students. But she couldn’t come up with anything. Story of her life. If she could give herself one trait, change one thing about herself, not that she would since that would be an affront to her maker, she would give herself a quicker tongue, a more formidable bridge between the thinking and speaking halves of her brain. More like Ryan O’Donnell. And skinny too like Jane Fonda or Mary Hart. Attractive and blond. Athletic, smiley, charming. Bigger breasts. Flatter tummy. She would eat less. Speaking of food…her belly rumbles now again and she feels the sting of self-disgust for it. She’s so fat. She’s so hideous and old. She’s trash. She’s scum. A self-absorbed sinning ugly woman who is so dumb, dumb, dumb…and lazy…No, no, stop it, Vicki, stop it…She kept walking. Almost all the way down the hall when Ryan and the girl were already on the other end, hundreds of people between them, Vicki stopped and turned and yelled,—Are you going to be on time today? and sort of laughed but he didn’t hear, other kids turned to look at her, and Ryan was walking off into the back stairwell with his hand on the small of the girl’s back, and the girl was smiling at something he was saying and he was reaching out to grab another boy’s shoulder and hold him still while he said something in his ear then hit him on the back and continued.


An Asian boy with glasses and bowl cut sitting against a set of lockers alone, doing the thing where you pinch your nostrils and inhale hard through your nose and take your hand away and your nostrils remain pinched for a moment. His eyes were crossed trying to look down at his own nose to see if it was working and it was.


And outside shiny jeeps and new SUVs and hand-me-down station wagons three years old and enormous gray grandfather cars occupying the student parking lot in which a spot costs $100 a year. You are allowed to paint your spot however you wish. Just so long as there are no vulgarities or references to gangs or drugs or crime or anything else that can be considered by administration to be questionable.


These kids have my number. They are products of the world. The average and secular. They constitute the masses of a godless crowd, because the world is godless and crowds are nefarious and these kids then are nefarious and will grow into nefarious, untrustworthy adults bearing nefarious, untrustworthy children, and my job, why I am here right now, what I do in order to pay my bills and support myself and my child, what I do to keep myself away from home—because I hate my husband, I hate him with everything I have, all the hate I have refused myself to feel all of my life until this year—because Christ didn’t hate but loved—I give to John Donald, my husband of twenty-five years—twenty-five years—the purpose of myself here and now is to give these people the ability to do math.
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