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			“Hello you. Hello me. Hello people we used to be.” 

			—Ray Davies

		

		
			NOTE TO READERS

			This book is a work of fiction, and while many of the events described are based on personal experiences, this remains a novel constructed on imagination. It’s also, in part, a Valentine’s to a late-seventies brotherhood, our old prep school, its coed revolution, and era that I’ll always treasure. Interactions with public figures are fictionalized and derived from my research into their noteworthy lives. The language, expressions, and behavior reflect that culture, not today’s. 

			PART I

			CHAPTER ONE

			THE PIT

			March 1976 Lance Drexx, or “D-Rex” as us lesser creatures nicknamed our feral classmate, was never one to miss an opportunity to wreck someone’s day. So, when he noticed me alone in one of Stone Canyon Prep’s most notorious hunting grounds, it must’ve whetted his appetite for something mouthwatering to devour at his toothy leisure. Despise the tuna-fish-breathed, maize-haired prick as I did, I’ll cede him this: He had a promising future ahead as a bouncer or mafioso, the sort never happier than ambushing victims from behind with a one-finger jab in the scruff of the neck, then whipping them around for a rag-dolling that’d eventually come for them in their sleep. 

			Poke. Crash. 

			D-Rex had me pinned up against the lower-school’s wall of lockers, where Stone Canyon bullies unmasked their true selves, wham-bam fast; think Trans-Am-driving seniors peeling out for weekends. His blindside was so effortless, so casual, that it was as if yours truly was constructed from hobby-store balsa wood, not a hundred-twenty-three pounds of rotating, adolescent insecurities. 

			The last punch I’d thrown? A third-grade fracas over a cafeteria sloppy joe.

			D-Rex’s dominant right hand, whose bony knuckles half a dozen of us knew on a first-name basis, bunched into a mocking fist brushing against my not-so-brave chin. Nothing new here, your basic terror-by-numbers, though mouth-breathing D-Rex pretty much bombed every math test where he couldn’t swipe the answers. 

			“Say it! I want you to say, ‘Luke Burnett is a flaming rump ranger.’ You know it’s true, um…Ranger-boy.” 

			More from his greatest-hits collection, menacing someone to proclaim looney things about themselves. For variety, he sometimes was maniacal that I confess I was a “Snoopy Luke-Ass.”

			Well, not anymore. Not this boy. Uh-uh. Impulsive, suicidal: I’ll take my chances. The days of him manhandling me so I’d be his puppet were done. I’d find the spine to defy him, that or risk hating myself more than I did him. Ol’ Lance/D-Rex would have to grab someone else to make himself feel better about the shitty hand life dealt him.

			“Tick, tick,” he said, up in my face, so close that a leftover shred of Wonder Bread in his teeth loomed like half a slice.

			“I’m not a Ranger, so I won’t say I am. Sorry to disappoint you.” I couldn’t believe those words leaked out of my windpipe. It was exhilarating, even if it meant I was about to be reduced to pulpy heap.

			My refusal to parrot his magic words turned his scowl into a drape of bewilderment, but not for long. With his right hand still pressing me against a locker, he un-balled his left fist, stroking his jaw in cartoonish deliberation. 

			“You back-talking me, Millie-Can’t?” hatchet-ing the embarrassing, Caltech-inspired middle name D-Rex knew made me flinch. Luke Millikan Burnett. Millikan, really? My parents should’ve just had “Freely Abuse Me” tattooed on my forehead. “How ’bout I sock you in the nose?”

			But I couldn’t wilt. Wouldn’t beg. I needed a strategy, not a white flag, and the only rung able to climb above the fear was, don’t laugh, Henry David Thoreau, who we’d just learned about in English. If civil disobedience was kryptonite against the tyrannical machinery of government, why not the unjust, ass-whooping promised by a boy tyrannosaurus? 

			Adopting that, I braced myself for a jolt of pain, D-Rex’s native language. His signature move was a between-classes “dead arm,” a compact punch directly in the shoulder joint that numbed your bicep and pulsed fire down the funny bone. How could it not? At thirteen, the guy could flex muscles he probably had coming out of the womb. 

			“Go ahead and punch me,” I said. “I don’t care.” Clearly I did, or my eyes wouldn’t have welled up, straining to contain hot tears.

			“Oh, wah-wah,” he said. “How about something different?” 

			Before I could wrap my head around what that’d be, he got busy manufacturing it, sniffing and snorting, followed by a hammy wuhick from the back of his throat. He worked his jaw, swished that “something” inside his mouth, presenting for my horror a tongue holding a disgusting, yellow-green loogie the size of a wad of Bazooka bubblegum. I saw the future, and it was spelled ultimatum. Either I’d relent in acknowledging my mythical ranger-ness or D-Rex would refashion my face into his spittoon. 

			There was no one around to stop him, notably me and the worthless Henry David Thoreau.

			Jesus, I wanted to scream into his Neanderthal face. You want to make me bleed? Oh, maybe you didn’t hear: I’ve already been bled out.…You ever see someone who mattered to you laid out in a box, looking like a wax figure at that stupid Madame Tussaud museum? Thought so.

			As if that’d repel him from terrorizing me. No, shrieking about the worst moment of my life would only gift-wrap him material for another verbal slice-and-dice. Speaking of unfair, it’s drubbings like this when a kid learns the true nature of a world prettier from space, how it owes him nothing—an explanation, a rentable Billy Jack—in the silent winds of its desertion.

			Trapped, I retreated where I normally did when a planet of billions of people double-downed on cruelty or loss. I floated out of the present, into the castle between my own ears, where the monster whose superpower was sniffing out prey more flight than fight couldn’t hurt me. 

			As an eighth grader still adjusting to this “historic,” all-boys junior high/high school shoehorned into a sloping corner in La Cañada, a one-street town northeast of mega-Los Angeles (and just west of my native Pasadena), I was learning what those happy-face guides neglected to mention during our punch-and-cookies orientation. The Lord of the Flies wasn’t merely a future reading assignment about a fictional island of juvenile, plane-crash-survivors-gone-tribal. It was an echo of what we lived. Heavy coursework delivered by committed teachers dissolved into a vat of anything-goes at the clang of the bell. Walking through the spiky-shadowed hallways, an algae smear on the food chain, you never knew if sinister hands would lunge for a collar-shake, ear-flick, or lip-biting titty-twister. When, on a whim, upperclassmen hijacked a random kid into the bathroom for an “atomic wedgie”—the type known to stretch boxers into turtlenecks—the adults seemed to chalk it up to boys being boys. 

			Like that roughhousing built character. Or school spirit. 

			Being a bookworm, in a lonely house of vacated rooms, I’d read William Golding’s classic the summer before, haunted by the painted faces and pointy spears, the lifeless parachute man and distant mushroom cloud. But after a November field trip to the Hollywood Cinerama Dome to watch 2001: A Space Odyssey, I revised my comparison. It’d been a circus of a bus ride there, kids popping zits at each other, practical jokers tying shoelaces to seat legs so the unsuspecting tripped standing up. Halfway through the film, before the part about the HAL 9000 mainframe turning on astronaut Dave, I got the chills, realizing there wasn’t all that much daylight between us uninhibited children of late-seventies Southern California and those skull-bashing apes from millions of years ago. The first dead one must’ve been named Piggy McPrimate. 

			Back in my own ape-land, D-Rex’s nostrils flapped for air while his palate struggled to maintain the foamy goo-ball on his tongue. A reflex took over, an unconscious choice not to be his target practice. I wriggled sideways, never expecting it’d briefly free me from the locker air vents carving factory designs into my vertebrae. 

			See, you’re showing balls. He’s human like you.

			Um, no he wasn’t. He was a hope-killer, slamming his hand into my outside shoulder, which knocked me back against the lockers with a thunderous crack. Fate of the Chicken Hawk. 

			I scurried back between my ears, searching this time for the self-loathing logic of why? As in why had D-Rex lumped me, the greenie from east Pasadena, in with the other clay-pigeons he delighted blowing out of the sky? As in why a sicko universe would permit it? I guess, considering my flaws, it was more like why shouldn’t he? 

			Like most thirteen-year-olds, I was prisoner to the “awkward” phase dragging me toward hormonal pubescence from larvae, little kid. Radar-dish ears that’d gotten me teased as “Dumbo” in elementary school were taking their sweet time receding behind untamable, hickory-brown hair. A mouth full of metal, even inside Stone Canyon’s kingdom of orthodonture, where every other classmate smiled silver-gray, was hardly macho, either. Nor were my scraggly physique and chicken legs, both trying to catch up with the hairy fascinations blooming under armpits and between thighs. My hitchy, top-end gait, which D-Rex lampooned as “The Spaz Pony,” was bonus, comedy material. 

			The icing on the Luke-bullseye cake? A nervous system with a motor of its own. For the life of me, I couldn’t be still, whether sitting at my desk or standing in a group. Neither could I quit ravaging fingernails down to their cuticles when anxious. Paired with a right foot that involuntarily tapped to an inaudible beat, it shaped the portrait of a vibrating boy. 

			What I hadn’t wanted was my dad stomping into the administration building demanding action against you-know-who. Asking if this is what he got for his money? And he nearly did after a vicious stretch early this spring semester, when D-Rex some days stalked me from opening bell to carpool line. I moped in class, fake-smiled at lunch, and withdrew at home, so emotionally beaten down I exaggerated a chest cold to stay home from school an extra few days. 

			Not long afterward, the father who’d never won a playground fight in his life walked into my room with advice I hadn’t sought. He egged me on to confront my nemesis directly; pop him one, he said, and you’ll find he’s a paper tiger that crumples at the first blow. Either he’d enroll me in karate-lessons or he’d intervene, which I begged him against. When I idiotically confided my father’s theory to a bigmouthed, now-ex-friend, the grapevine did what grapevines do. Within hours, D-Rex socked me with such a debilitating dead arm I had to write with my opposite hand for the first twenty minutes of social studies. 

			However much I feared his PEZ Candy dispenser of abuse—busted nose, kidney punch, charley horse, or now loogie between the eyes—I’d take those any day over the reputational Scarlett letter we all dreaded: the Big P. None of us understood the nuances of that elusive female organ, but being stigmatized class-wide by the cowardly implication of having a dad fight one’s battles? A humongous no thanks there. I’d rather be slugged than be branded a pussy.

			Question was, why was he feasting on me today, when he’d actually laid off me the last three weeks? Crack it, Luke. It took me a sec to flash back to Thursday’s math class to realize why I should’ve had my head on a swivel since. It was so obvious. I’d refused to let him glimpse answers off an algebra pop quiz, a decision less out of swelling pride than paranoia about getting caught. Left on his own with quadratic equations, D-Rex had zero chance to find X. Predictably, he scored an F and hungered for revenge.

			“Don’t make me thwait,” he lisped to reorient my attention. “Thay, ‘Luke Burnett is a Gay Queen’ or you’ll be saw-we.”

			If my neck wasn’t in his stockade, I’d have laughed he had nothing on Gilda Radner, who performed that lisp-y impression of Barbara Walters on Saturday Night Live. But my neck was, so I didn’t. 

			Deep down, we all knew why D-Rex gleefully cast himself as arch villain. We spoke it in hushed voices, never too loudly. That he had no business in a place as academically cutthroat as Stone Canyon wasn’t even the root cause. It was the disfiguring, “lazy” right eye he’d been born with that had him forever lashing out. Only under duress would he wear the dorky, black, corrective glasses required to align it. Without them, that lazy eye bobbed inside its socket with haphazard direction, reminding you of a cheap, keychain compass that weeble-wobbled toward magnetic north inside its sudsy, plastic dome. 

			In class, I was never sure if the fickle orb was glowering at me, foreshadowing a bone bruise, or was merely taking an optical Sunday stroll around the room. When D-Rex flunked a test he took glasses-free, someone always paid for it on the blacktop. He’d stomp out of the room, throw his quarry to the ground, and grind his knees into their shoulders until they yelped, both parties probably questioning what God had against them? I could relate now as that roaming eye tried putting me in its sights, a breaching Moby-Dick overshooting its coordinates. 

			That I was its prisoner was all my doing. Besides D-Rex’s fury at me over the quiz, I’d also strayed from a Stone Canyon sacred commandment. Rule 1: Never dare step on a blade of grass known as the Senior Lawn, unless you were a senior or comfortable being gang-tackled and tossed, in front of half the student body, into the frigid waters of the school’s Olympic-size pool. Rule 2: Never slack off on homework or missed tests for more than a couple of days, because the slog of the makeup, coupled with fresh assignments piling up daily could bury you alive. Rule 3: Barring a Teflon stomach, avoid at all costs Wednesday’s snack-bar bean burritos, whose aftereffects fouled the already icky bathrooms with boys’ gastrointestinal strife. 

			Rule 4 was the one I’d just violated into hostage-status. I’d meandered unaccompanied to the junior-high lockers on the school’s lower level. Stupid-cubed. What made the spot so hazardous was the wraparound deck for the science room and chemistry lab, which blocked sightlines from multiple directions, including the upper level where most of the faculty buzzed around. Long ago, someone named the bruising alcove “The Pit, supposedly after a head-knocking Ernest Borgnine flick, and sure enough, it lived up to its billing. Daydreamer that I was ahead of weekends, I forgot Rule 4, entering this no-man’s land after soccer practice, all tra-la-la, to retrieve my copy of The Ox-Bow Incident and sweatshirt before my carpool ride home. 

			“Hurry thup,” D-Rex said, agitation growing. His tightening grip on my long-sleeve, “Keep on Truckin’” shirt meant it’d sag forever. “I don’t hath all day for you to admit you’re a big rump ranger. Thay it, or I’ll thmash your nose into your, uh, whatever’s bethind it?”

			Again, killer timing. We’d studied the pituitary gland in science this week, and I was rather fond of mine. 

			Still, I wasn’t buckling. Wasn’t shaming myself as a wuss, gassy Snoopy, Spaz Pony, or other unsavory critters. Something weird, I guess, happens after suffering through this for the nth time, an I-don’t-care air liberating you to rebel, to resist, regardless of the blowback. It’d first reared up a few months ago after a Christmas I’d rather not remember. Amid the school holiday decorations and good cheer, I’d taken to hiding from him in the main bathroom to throw him off my scent, and I got others in return. Trust me: Nibbling a bologna sandwich or crunching Frito’s commode-side, sniffing deodorizing urine cakes and porcelain-bowl deposits with every bite, isn’t as glamorous as it sounds. 

			Late at night, between the russet, vinyl walls of my bedroom, I’d try whitewashing away my disgust for not rabbit-punching him, no matter the carnage it’d invite. It wasn’t so bad what he did. It’s not like the shit-kicking Neil Katz gets.

			“What’s it going to be wittle nail biter?”

			I grinned, answering by non-answer. He replied with a blurry-hard slap across my cheek that rang in my ears. This wasn’t one of those white-gloved, French Foreign Legion slaps from the movies. It was a stinging, real-life, bitch slap that felt like he’d forever imprinted his palm’s lifelines on my soft tissue. 

			“You’re such a jerk, you know that?” I ripped my arm up to massage the tender flesh. He yanked it away and re-stuck out his tongue. Somehow, his mucous spitball had gone neon green. 

			Our standoff dragged into its fourth minute. And to think: The gory portion of the show was still in the wings.

			“Thimes up,” he said. “You didn’t thay it, so I’m spraying it.”

			Truer words were never lisped as he pelleted the payload at me, point blank. My hands, caught in a defensive X across my chest, had no shot deflecting it. The loogie would’ve soaked my eyes or jawbone had I not on instinct wrenched my head sideways at the last second. Of all D-Rex’s reprehensible acts, this was the vilest, the most unforgivable. And more was building. 

			When I squared around, D-Rex’s right arm—the arm our baseball coach dubbed the team’s “beautiful flamethrower”—was recoiling for a right hook. 

			“C’mon, Lance.” My voice cracked pathetically on his name, more out of self-preservation than puberty’s follies. “This isn’t going to end well for either of us. Let me go.”

			Our potential Major League All-Star, already the staff ace of blacktop thuggery, shook his head no, while the gunk he spat at me trickled down behind my ear like a liquid spider.

			Just when I figured I was dead meat, his casualty again, I sensed motion on the perimeter. Off to my right, I noticed what my lazy-eyed captor failed to detect. Someone was racing toward us on the trampled grass bordering our monolithic, white-brick gym. I squinted at it for just a blink, because what if it were only a mirage? Only a lowly maintenance man trotting toward a spurting valve? D-Rex had gotten away with so much so many times before as our star athlete, why should he lose his protection today?

			And, of course, he was onto me. “What cha looking for over there, ranger? Your vagina? He-he-he-he.”

			He cracked himself up, head dipping in self-congratulations. I used that to re-check the object streaking our way. 

			And the nearer it got, the more surprised I was by its improbability. Denny Drummond was among the puniest boys in eighth grade, and to me its most mysterious. Yet here he was, all elbow nobs and churning knees, galloping in a pair of dirty, Converse high-tops and a faded green, Blur Öyster Cult T-shirt showcasing a laughing Grim Reaper. How he wasn’t freezing without a jacket on this chilly afternoon I have no idea, just as I can’t explain how a stoner-brainiac like him, dirty blond hair bouncing off narrow shoulders, could cover so much ground so quickly when he always loafed off in PE. 

			Adding to the confusion was a sound rustling from my left, a rhythmic, scuffing sound of someone’s shoes descending the filthy, concrete staircase connecting the split-level campus. As our only path in between, it was a cattle chute at high traffic times, and empty others, meaning it could be anyone heading our direction. Senior? Substitute teacher? Popcorn-munching ghost here for the spectacle. Why not, time distorting itself with me in D-Rex’s clutches? 

			Swinging my chin back to my right, the stranger on the staircase disappeared from my crisscrossing thoughts. That’s because Denny was near enough now to pick out a rip in his shirt’s inseam, though the blaze in his seething, pale-blue eyes stuck out more. 

			The runt a good fifteen pounds lighter and two inches shorter than D-Rex skidded to a stop in front of the lockers. Wordlessly, he unhitched his charcoal JanSport, corkscrewed at the waist, and swung it behind him with both hands. Then, redirecting that momentum like an amateur discus thrower at the start of his motion, he spun the opposite direction, thrusting the book bag on an upward trajectory that walloped D-Rex with a ferocious haymaker on the lazy-eye side of his face. 

			The whomping collision of factory nylon and human rearranged us all. It lifted D-Rex up a foot off his Adidas, a welt that would’ve fit nicely in a prep-school, “agony of defeat” clip for ABC’s Wide World of Sports. I should know, observing it up too close and personal. Because D-Rex was gripping me when he got clocked, I was knocked to the ground, too, entangled with my monster. Denny, meantime, was five feet away, self-toppled by his own heave-ho. 

			I pushed D-Rex off me, and everything hurt: an inflamed cheek, a back gouged by locker vents, and a bruised hip that’d absorbed the brunt of two plunging bodies. Most painful was the flushing shame that I’d needed to be rescued. I popped up, craning my neck, relieved to discover there’d been no rubbernecking classmates around to blab everything to the campus rumor mill.

			D-Rex tilted up onto his butt with the expression of someone KO-ed from outside the ring. His face—those squashed features, his crazy eye—gazed skyward. Fingertips accustomed to mauling others massaged the tender cheekbone where Denny’s backpack blew him its violent kiss. I’d never seen him hurting before, never heard him mutter “ouch.”

			He lurched to his feet, more shellshocked than incensed, and just in time for Denny’s second surprise. Curiously, he hadn’t peeled himself up for the sake of pride like me. Uh-uh. He began rolling on the oily asphalt, hands clutching an eye. Once he stood, it was act two of a bogus performance it took me a minute to decipher.

			“Crap, Lance,” Denny said. “You’re not happy just thrashing Luke. You had to attack me, too. What’s wrong with you, psycho?”

			D-Rex was speechless. And this time, unlike ancient history class, it wasn’t because he couldn’t name a single one of Zeus’ offspring, despite people coughing an answer in mercy. “Eh-he-em, Apollo.” 

			“You better hope you didn’t blind me.” Denny’s outrage, voiced in a baritone octave you wouldn’t expect from someone so short, was rolling. “I’m not winning the Nobel Prize, no offense, as some cyclops.” 

			Cyclops? Did he have a death wish, too? Or, true to wispy murmurs, was our classes’ “space cadet” so dippy he’d lost his mind? I worried for his life, though I barely knew the dude. 

			“Shut up, asshat.” D-Rex said in a whiny growl, kneading the side of his head. “You hit me when I wasn’t looking.” 

			“Stop lying—you gave me a shiner. My head’s killing me.”

			Whatever stranger had been on those stairs now strode toward us, and that’s when Denny’s plot broke through Good Friday’s afternoon marine layer. His acting: all devised for an audience of one. 

			Sherman Pike, our watchful, first-year headmaster, approached us wearing a houndstooth blazer and a judgmental frown. He was a broad-shouldered, middle-aged man who’d supposedly been a lacrosse and debate team champ in his native Maine (by way of a family from Athens, Georgia). Above a broomstick mustache, joked in the hallways as camera-ready for low-budget porn, was splotchy, red skin. Reviling authority figures was practically mandatory for upperclassmen. And this late-forties figure, with jet-black hair parted like a Kennedy and a cards-to-the-vest demeanor, qualified as their automatic enemy. 

			Not to me. Mr. Pike ran our universe, eight-to-three daily, seer of all. 

			“You bunch. What do you think you’re doing?” he snapped. “I can tell there’s been a fight. I need answers. Like now!”

			None of us supplied any. 

			“Taking the Fifth, eh? Spare the bull, gentlemen. I’m not averse to suspending the bunch of you, coming midterms or not.”

			Ten seconds of his stare-down was all the Boy Scout in me could handle. I cleared my throat to explain that I’d been ambushed, but Denny beat me to a backstory. 

			“A jumping of two classmates—that’s how this started, Mr. Pike. Luke and I were going over our history exam when Lance attacked us.” Denny next walked over to him, pointing his index finger at a yellow-magenta ring under one of his eyes. “See? He went after Luke, then sucker punched me”

			“I, I, I did not,” D-Rex stuttered. “He’s ly…”

			“So, you’re saying a black eye is lying?” Mr. Pike interrupted. 

			Denny, actually, was the one twisting facts. A second before he bashed D-Rex with his JanSport, I saw his face and it already sported a shiner. 

			“He’s a whack job,” Denny continued, not a quiver in his voice. “I don’t care how many batters he struck out this season.” Still in character, he cupped his eye and, whimpered “youch.”

			Mr. Pike gave us the once-over as a light breeze ruffled his Brylcreemed bangs. D-Rex, finally appreciating he was being played the patsy, raised his hand, as if required to comment. Mr. Pike, who’d memorized the names of the entire student body, small as it was, ignored him. 

			“Is Drummond’s account accurate, Burnett? Did Drexx instigate this foolishness, or whatever it was?”

			I hesitated, factoring everything in: D-Rex’s Clint-Eastwood-esque glare at me; hambone Denny, pretending to see if he could blink out of his swollen socket. 

			“Yeah, I mean, Lance, well…” My tongue flopped fish-like around my cheeks.

			“Quit looking at them, Burnett,” Mr. Pike said. “Tell the truth. Unless you want me phoning your parents.”

			Good luck reaching both of them. “OK,” I said. “I hate being a narc, but, yeah, this is on Lance. Now can I go? I don’t want to miss my ride home.” 

			I fast-forwarded to the next time I ran into Lance when he was being D-Rex. Would he buy I’d confessed, and minimally at that, under stern interrogation? Yeah, that had no chance. It’d be back to lunch besides the urine cakes.

			“That’s not true,” D-Rex protested. He rotated his sore neck, though I wasn’t sure if he was attempting to out-fake Denny for injuries or only in the grips of angry disbelief. “I didn’t touch him, I swear. Denny slugged me with his backpack.”

			Mr. Pike’s stern jaw gave away nothing in the shadows of the deck whose absence would’ve revealed two out of three of us were liars. “Who didn’t you touch, Drexx? Right now, I’m seeing two, minorly injured boys who may be eating Easter jellybeans with bags of frozen peas on their faces. Is that on account of you?”

			“I’m hurt, too,” he said shrilly. “And I didn’t hit nobody.”

			“Correction, you didn’t hit anybody. My God, son. Were you in a coma in English class when they taught double negatives? For the last time, did you, in any fashion whatsoever, initiate contact with both or either of them?” 

			The clunky wheels of D-Rex’s mind spun. “Yeah,” he said a moment later. “I tapped Luke on the shoulder, which the baby took the wrong way. Uh, what was your question again?”

			“Can I split, too, Mr. Pike?” Denny asked with a croak. “I need Tylenol. Bad.” 

			Our headmaster thrust his large hands, which had swallowed all of ours in obligatory handshakes he insisted on if he hadn’t seen you in a while, into the pockets of his beige slacks. “Stop going for an Oscar, Denny. Point made.” 

			He pivoted back to D-Rex for a final cross-examination. “Drexx,” he said, asking what he’d already deduced, “if you’re innocent, how do you explain this situation? Are you suggesting your classmates struck themselves in a conspiracy to frame you?” 

			Game over. D-Rex had no defense, ensnared in a web of his own making, which Denny had just tightened into a Venus flytrap. Unless he confessed, which he wasn’t going to do, he needed another cover story. And he had one, rolling out the same, get-out-of-jail-free card he’d used after torquing a kid’s arm in a chippy game of “Smear the Queer.”

			“We were just horsing around, sir, on a Friday afternoon.”

			Mr. Pike, tamping down a smirk, had heard enough. He fished a pack of Marlboro Reds from his coat pocket, tapping the open end against his palm. Out came a cigarette, then a silver Zippo lighter, then a little nicotine cloud that made me queasy. “Burnett and Drummond: you’re free to leave, though permit me to express how disappointed I am by your conduct, however it began. This isn’t some public school where students maul each other carte blanche. This is an institution that aspires to live its motto, not just print it in a pamphlet. That’s why I accepted this job. Obviously, we have some rough edges to saw off.”

			We nodded our heads, all solemn-like, to win our release.  

			“One last thing,” Mr. Pike said. “While I step back to finish this cancer stick, I want you three to shake hands. And to promise me there’ll be no reprisals. Understood?”

			We bobbed heads again for the peace accords, D-Rex clasping my hand with a tungsten squeeze. He doesn’t know what reprisals mean. Only revenge.

			When D-Rex gripped Denny’s hand, raised voices from inside the woodshop room thirty yards away diverted Mr. Pike’s attention. I kept mine. As they made contact, I watched Denny lean in to whisper something into D-Rex’s ear, and blood drained from his face. 

			Adjourned, Denny and I scooped up our respective backpacks, my burgundy one innocent, his gray JanSport guilty as sin. D-Rex collected his stuff, too, assuming he’d be exiting with us. 

			“Not so fast, Drexx,” Mr. Pike said after losing interest in the woodshop. The two fingers pinching his red-tip Marlboro gestured at his upper-level office. “You and I have further business to conduct.”

			That was our cue. We headed west, toward the lower-school parking lot, which sat beneath a colossal Foothill Freeway overpass not only the width of an aircraft carrier but also colored the same gunmetal gray. Halfway there, we turned to watch Mr. Pike escorting D-Rex on his perp walk. 

			“I don’t know how to thank you,” I said as the line of idling cars pumping out tailpipe exhaust broke into view. “I thought I was toast.” 

			“No thanks needed.” The conversation stalled for a second while Denny seemed to debate asking me a sensitive question. “Hey,” he said, “I don’t suppose you got any weed on you?” 

			I stammered, still the drug virgin, though the weekly pot consumed by our student body could’ve been sold by the bale full. 

			“Shit. I don’t. If I did, it’d be all yours.”

			He took it well. “No problemo. I need a dime bag for the weekend. I’ll try someone else. Next year, I’m growing my own plants to earn some bread. Already picked out my secret spot.”

			“Really? That’s cool.” Cool as in how can Denny be my age but act twice it? “Can I at least treat you to a Big Mac?” The Mickey-D’s a block away on Foothill Boulevard was Stone Canyon’s unofficial bistro. 

			“Nah. I’m good.”

			I spotted my ride home, and it wasn’t going to be pleasant. Mrs. Tomlin—retro, Susie-Q hairdo, face full of moles—was grouchy you if you were a minute late climbing into her white, Oldsmobile Cutlass. And now I’d left her there, with two hyper boys bouncing in the backseat, for eleven minutes. She threw me an ornery look. 

			“Before I split, I got to know: What did you whisper into D-Rex’s ear? It scared the hell out of him.”

			Denny, staring blankly ahead, was nonchalant. “I said if I ever caught him hassling you again, I’d sneak plastic explosives where he least expected them and blow him on top of the gym. The moron lapped it up.”

			“Wow. Explosives? Why’d you do it, though, you know, riding to my rescue. You could’ve gotten your ass kicked.”

			He checked his Converse’s and touched his shiner before responding. “Honestly, I don’t know. Something came over me. I just saw red.”

			“I’ll say so.”

			I wanted to hug him. Give him all three dollars in my wallet. Promise to name a son in his honor, though I’d only spoken with him a dozen times, if that, since September. “You made my year,” I said. “But we both know he didn’t pop you. How did you get that black eye?”

			Denny ignored the question while he took out a black hoodie from his JanSport, wiggling it on over his Grim Reaper T. “Oh, that? A story for another time, Lukester. Later days.”

			He flashed me a smirk, then walked over to a folded-back gap in the fence separating our school from the electrical substation whose hissing, dark cables powered campus. From that opening, Denny dragged out a long, woodshop-lathed skateboard, under whose laminate rested Alfred E. Neuman’s face from a Mad magazine cover. Done talking, he dropped the board on the ground and rolled past me on polyurethane wheels, his long, blond locks bopping behind.

			“Hey,” I yelled before he was beyond the gates, “Happy Easter!” 

			He replied with a flip of the back of a hand. 

			Getting into Mrs. Tomlin’s Cutlass, my gut told me what I’d grow to learn. Denny had heavier things weighing on him than tin-foil eggs and hollow bunnies.

			CHAPTER TWO

			THADDEUS LOWE’S LAST RIDE

			Under the wire-caged lights of our paint-flaking gym, behind aging champion-ship banners the color of horse teeth, a tweedy Sherman Pike stood at the lectern, aiming to give us a hero we could believe in. Gathered before him was Stone Canyon’s future, the entire high school, all one-hundred-seventy-four strong, for the customary, first-day-of-school assembly. He’d already delivered the welcoming remarks and passed the microphone to department heads for the standard announcements—the coming school calendar, academic tips, recycled rules of conduct, club-sign-up deadlines, etc. 

			The older boys greeted the drumbeat of “circle this date” and “never hesitate to reach out” with a glazed surrender. Everything they said, after all, was regurgitated on a stapled handout they’d press into our hands on the way out the door. “Our queen has arrived,” I overheard an acne-necked senior murmur to a friend. “Her majesty, duplication.” 

			Such a Stone Canyon thing to say. Then again, what did I know, me being a squirrely freshman, eyes wide, trying to shake off a case of summer-vacation brain? Hot damn, though: us larvae had made the majors, grown peach fuzz. My classmates and I wouldn’t be packed into a building reeking of anticipation—let alone the vague stench of tube socks and jock straps—otherwise.

			In four tight blocks of chairs partitioned by grade, those exhalations you heard were our last gasps of freedom. Everyone, except for dedicated loners and foreign-exchange students, busied themselves catching up after a three-month separation. Class schedules were compared, big fish tales embellished, corny jokes retold. If it was after Labor Day, this was where our keisters were supposed to be. But what wasn’t in the open might’ve been the most palpable; I felt pangs of it myself. Disguised inside the perky chatter—the “What’s crackin?” and “No Way!”—was a swirling cloud of invisible nerves. For seniors, pressure-cooker SATs only months away; for juniors, make-or break GPA; for sophomores and us freshman, continuing proof we had the Wheaties to grow into them.

			Whoever you were, whatever your notch on the campus pecking order, today was the soundless blast of the starter gun for months of bondage to inky textbooks and demanding teachers, their weighty expectations versus our zigzagging, teenage endurance. The “academic meat grinder” they called it. 

			Bring it on. I was so amped about this new beginning, so riveted by the atmospherics, I was about to shimmy out of my skin. Twitchy fingers, which hadn’t stopped twiddling since I was eight, cycled between mouth, hair, and JanSport. They crept under my hard metal chair, tracing metallic welds, all the way to island chains of lumpy, dried gum possibly there since the moon landing. Distracted to the nines, I didn’t realize I’d greeted my first day of high school with my boxers visible through my unbuttoned Levi’s, until a classmate’s nudge in the ribs. 

			The single thought I could keep intact: No sight of him so far today. Chill out.

			I had no shortage of trivial distractions to keep me occupied, beginning with nearby objects: the backs of seniors’ heads arrayed in the row directly in front. There were narrow skulls and pumpkin-shaped ones, elongated necks and missing ones. There was shoulder-length hair (though nothing Aerosmith-long-crazy) and shaggy, Chia-Pet fros, neat trims above the ears and crew cuts of boys from military families. I inspected every shade of brown and blond known to mankind, and gingers, too. Some seniors had wolfish sideburns, some greasy skin sheening in the lights, others with dandruff sprinkles their mothers forgot to brush away.

			“Only good thing about these assemblies,” the pimpled senior told his buddy, “is they shave an hour off school. Rest is phooey.” 

			Mr. Pike, back at the lectern, double-tapped his hot mic not because it glitched or fed-back but because he had sixty-odd conversations to stop. Though his appearance was identical from last semester, there was a difference about him in how he spoke, how he carried himself. It was the command of someone making an alien land his. “Gentlemen,” he said in an assured voice. “Situate yourselves. We have plenty to go over. Plenty, indeed.” 

			If there was anything confirming he’d situated himself, the summer letter he mailed to every returnee’s family cemented it. His rookie year of careful observation was done. As his correspondence made clear, our second-year headmaster was more like a sheriff firing his six-shooter at school traditions that’d outlived their usefulness. The first ritual he took out were those scratchy, Navy-blue blazers disliked by all, yet previously mandatory for assemblies and formal events. Just because they bore the school crest, Pike reasoned, was no reason to keep saddling us with them. That was obvious today in the regular clothes (minus rancid flip-flops, foul-mouthed T-shirts, or hole-ridden jeans) everyone wore. He attacked our long-standing calendar next, adding two extra days of review time before nerve-racking “Final’s Week”—and letting us out at noon this Friday for everyone to get their feet under them. 

			Mr. Pike’s reimagining of Stone Canyon hardly ended there. On page two of his letter, he announced—confetti please—that he was “imposing harsher penalties” for bullying, which could make a guy euphoric if it wasn’t lip service. He was also, to hear adults tell it, making a daring break from prep-school convention. Beginning this semester, he announced he was phasing out Latin, which earlier classes welcomed like gamy liver, no longer requiring it to advance into honor courses. In his “considered opinion,” it was illogical for Stone Canyon to continue harping on a dead language, last spoken by ancient Romans, when Spanish would be the West Coast’s second language of the 1980s. 

			“Communi sensu supra consuetudinem,” he’d wrote. (Common sense above custom.)

			Showtime now built with buzzy guessing of the identity of the guest speaker handpicked to close out these festivities. Normally, they rolled out someone from our deep bench of alums and patrons to urge us to reach for the stars, something other schools reserved for pomp-and-circumstance at graduation. But Stone Canyon prided itself on being a different animal, less snooty than our rivals, more free-spirited, so why save for June what you could have in September? Hollywood. Industry. The Law. Scientific Nobel-Prize winners. We had our pick. 

			The gym’s overhead lights half-dimmed, movie-trailer style, and except for a few catcalls, the audience perked up for another tradition-snapper. No “distinguished” person paraded across the stage, either, because Mr. Pike had anointed himself guest speaker. 

			“Power move,” that senior commented. 

			“Or a little fascist,” his buddy responded. 

			Mr. Pike unfolded his speech, smoothing it on the lectern. The icon he selected to rev our engines had been gone for sixty-three years. It was the school’s original founder, a man depicted in Stone Canyon literature, as well as glossy, coffee-table books, as a hobbling, white-haired fossil from history. Our chain-smoking headmaster aimed to bring Thaddeus S.C. Lowe back to life by entertaining us with a backstory that’d been lost in hibernation. 

			“By the time he arrived in Southern California before century’s turn, our Mr. Lowe should’ve been dead—or worse, irrelevant—multiple times over,” Mr. Pike said. “Self-educated farmer’s kid with an unquenchable drive for knowledge. Overcomes childhood illness. Hears a lecture on lighter-than-air hydrogen that ignites a lush imagination. Becomes so obsessed with hot air balloons he vows to cross the Atlantic in one, knowing he could drown or become shark pâté.”

			Kitty-corner across the aisle, an attention-hogging junior piped up with a “Dun, dun, dun, dun” in an ode to Jaws. A mimicked throat-slash from a frizzy-haired English teacher, a Berkeley grad sitting to the left of the lectern, shut that down.

			“Thaddeus’ first test flight,” Mr. Pike continued, “nearly does him in when the skin of his balloon shears. No quit in those bones, though. He meets Abraham Lincoln on the Civil War’s brink. Volunteers to gather combat intelligence for the Union Army from his inflatable. To confirm his technical chops, he sends the president the first telegraph from hundreds of feet up.” 

			At the word “up,” Mr. Pikes motioned to someone in the rear to kill the master lights. The building fell dark as a projector that’d been quietly wheeled out hummed and a silver screen behind Mr. Pike lit up. It stunned even cynical seniors. “Cinema verité,” one said. “Who’s got the licorice?” another added. I was dazzled, too, both by the story and its brisk pace. 

			Onscreen, there was Thaddeus, dashing and walrus-’stached, waving from his silver, teardrop-shaped balloon, then gripping hands with an Honest Abe grim-faced in his stovepipe hat. There was emotion seeing the two together like that, grainy history rendered into flesh-and-blood stakes. 

			“He’s soon surveying the First Battle of Bull Run in Virginia. Bull Run, fellas. Keep in mind that flying a balloon over combat is a quantum leap of modern warfare, and just as perilous. Snipers shoot down Thaddeus’ hydrogen-gas airship, ‘The Intrepid,’ forcing it to crash behind enemy lines. Lowe’s wounded ankle prevents any escape. The Confederates who round him up threaten to execute their Yankee spy by firing squad. Wouldn’t that rankle Lincoln? They well might’ve if his wife lacked as much gumption as her husband. She disguises herself as an old hag and persuades his abductors into releasing him. Unfortunately, he contracts…”

			“VD?” someone from the peanut gallery yelled. “Happens to the best of us.” 

			The rabble-rousing junior shushed before had struck again. But this time, it wasn’t our English teacher who set upon him. Us students knew it was Rueben Yates, a bony, carnie-looking kid who swanned around with a classmate supposedly able to fart the first line of “The Star-Spangled Banner;” “Thing 1” and “Thing 2” was their handle. Yates’ father, a grant-winning USC geneticist, probably would’ve disowned the son for mocking a man of science. As it were, a chorus of boos pelted him, and Mr. Pike, whose narrated slideshow had us eating out of his palm, let self-policing do its trick. There’d be no further interruptions. 

			“As I was saying, he contracts malaria. After Lincoln frees the slaves and is assassinated, Thaddeus returns to being a whirling dervish of innovation. He builds revolutionary machines for heating, lighting, heck, cold-storage refrigeration that we still rely on. His friend Horace Greeley’s ‘Go west, young man’ advice resonates, and he relocates to Pasadena. Mr. Unstoppable draws up plans for the first-ever electric railroad into local mountains, defying experts warning it’s too treacherous to access. Yes, for the ordinary. Lowe conjures a veritable playground up in the clouds. Time-warping yourself back, you’d see a whimsical, Victorian hotel and alpine tavern, a zoo and tennis courts, a formidable telescope and a carbon searchlight able to reach Catalina Island. Still, even great men of their generation cannot elude fate. Should I stop here?”

			Cunning narrator, that Mr. Pike, leave ’em wanting more. Rising out of us was a collective “Nooooo” that could’ve bounced off the windows at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory down the hill. 

			More slides came from the Thaddeus time-capsule: the old-man riding a funicular to his “White City in the Sky” resort; him in a trolley cranking along a hairpin curve while his passengers turn green; him on the hotel balcony surveying the checkerboard landscape below, before subdivisions and superhighways; him posing with an imported tiger, piney forest behind. Awe-inspiring, every image. As if Mr. Pike didn’t know.

			“In 1912, after his railway files for bankruptcy, but before an unholy sequence of fires, floods, and lightning destroys everything he painstakingly created, Thaddeus craves one last ride, one last voyage into the blue yonder. On a shimmering afternoon in 1913, while the Colorado Street Bridge was still in arch-work, our ill, beleaguered hero totters into a small, hot-air balloon, taking off from Echo Mountain. He sails around a Pasadena more Old West than Rose City. A fierce, westerly gale, however, blows the balloon this way and that, slamming him around, and nearly into a church spire. He’s forced to land, and guess where?”

			In the pin-drop silence, you could hear the projector’s mechanical hiss. Even resident loudmouths knew better than plucking the long-hanging fruit of his rhetorical question. There’s no snickering “The dark side of Oz” or “Uranus,” accent on the anus.

			“Biographers long presumed Thaddeus crash-landed in a radish field in the upper Arroyo Seco. Our esteemed Mr. Burr, dean of the history department and still an avid digger, combed the Huntington Library’s archives this summer to conclude history was flat wrong. His balloon came down right here, on the coordinates of this very gym or parking lot.”

			A ripple buzz-sawed through the crowd, slouchers sitting up, commentaries whispered. The past now felt present. I pictured a dazed geriatric crawling out of his airship’s busted, wicker basket. 

			“Now we know why he chose, with the remnants of his depleted fortune, to purchase acreage for a future school, the type he never could attend. The eternal part of Thaddeus knew the value of a strong education and connections to the future. So, to our adventurous friend, wherever you are, I say on all our behalf, you ensured death is not the final word.”

			There was a stunned hush at this closing line, a breathless vacuum that momentarily put a lid on us before everyone leaped out of their chairs for a thunderous ovation. Mr. Pike hadn’t anticipated the reaction, or he wouldn’t have stepped away from the dais to take a modest bow with a blushing neck. For all the factions us newbie freshman were about to merge into—the pocket-protector geeks and grade-chasers, the stoners (aka “loadies”) and Lacoste-favoring preppies, the theater kids, athletes, and clique-skimmers—we united in that explosive applause, embracing Thaddeus Lowe and even Mr. Pike, sheriff or not, as one of our own. When the assembly concluded, we flowed in waves out the double-glass doors, grabbing our handouts with energetic mitts and lots of opinions. 

			Up ahead, Denny was in a kitschy tuxedo T-shirt, pantomiming with his hands to show someone how Thaddeus’ wayward balloon must’ve plummeted into our world. I slalomed through the masses of boys to reach him on the grass behind the southernmost, football goalpost. 

			“Gnarly story, huh? So, how was your summer?” 

			Denny rolled his eyes. “Got an hour?”

			“No, but I got two minutes.” 

			Marching toward the battered stairs and our first-period classes, the raw electricity from Mr. Pike’s speech leveled off into a din on a thousand other subjects. Kids split off from the throng to ensconce themselves in friend groups. Denny and I discovered ourselves shoulder-to-shoulder on the steps, funneled upward in a noisy stream of boys moving like a hundred-legged centipede. 

			Right on cue came the reminder we remained scum on this food chain. 

			“Out of the way, maggots,” said a stubbled senior in a letterman’s jacket, bulling between Denny and I near the top. “I got places to go, people to charm.”

			—

			Soon, I was fidgeting in the second row of Mrs. John’s harshly lit science room, pinching myself at all we were shedding. It was goodbye juvenile homerooms, “Parents’ Night,” flag football, and Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory, and hello to Farewell to Arms, Friday-night mixers with the plaid-skirted cuties at Westridge girls’ school, and tackle football (the eight-man variety). A choice apprenticeship on the picky yearbook staff, which elevated sarcasm into art form, could be in my offing. Or maybe a role in a dozen other after-school clubs like the “Stanley Kubrick Appreciation Club,” where members reportedly quarreled over who got to dress up like the monocled Dr. Strangelove. No “2001” ape-club yet. Whatever I joined, I wanted it to be in pursuit of a Luke my forty-year-old self would admire. 

			But in the present, mental attendance-taking was my foremost concern, and it was comforting to know I wasn’t alone. Among Stone Canyon’s sweatiest Day-One rituals was discovering who’d been invited back here and who’d been informed to go elsewhere. Dismal grades were the primary reason people got the boot, though misbehavior and parental cash-shortages also factored in. Every fall, nine percent of the student body turned over, and all eyes stayed glued on the door to welcome or curse whoever Sherman Pike let in. 

			Please, God, deliver me from that eye. 

			Each rattle of the door handle, each whooshing sigh of the hydraulic opener was a real-time game show, just with not with polyester-clad hosts or Frigidaire giveaways. Between now and June, the thirty-eight kids making up the future class of 1980 would be living inside one another’s shirts, cooped up together in poorly ventilated, barracks-like rooms. I was side-gnawing my thumb and foot-tapping by minute two. 

			I tried self-calming by field observation, and again there was a bundle to marvel at, starting with how dramatically we’d all changed since June. Whether genuinely glad to be back or smiling over clenched teeth, it was hard to tell, but the physical differences weren’t. Like me, some had tacked on a few inches of height and spoke from Adam’s apples lowering voices. Maturing fashion senses had classmates in Hang Ten and Izod shirts, autumn corduroys, and crisp, Levi 501s; so long to Sears Tough Skins, pliable as tree bark. There were laminated belt buckles inscribed with favorite bands and a constellation of new footwear—suede desert boots, Topsiders, or for me, sky-blue Puma sneakers. Fading too were the days of sleepy-headedly throwing on whatever was in arm’s reach, unless sloppiness was your chic. People’s hair was better brushed, with a few mussy exceptions, and hygiene improved by squirts of Right Guard. Unfortunately, along with this improved grooming were puberty’s evil twin: outbreaks of acne, whiteheads, and whatnot blemishing previously clear skin.

			Filing into Mrs. John’s room first were friendly acquaintances that’d become reliable chums. Kyle Hartsung was the easygoing Altadenan, tanned as brown sugar from weeks surfing Newport Beach’s harrowing “Wedge,” a likable guy with a squinty-grin and Prince Valiant haircut. Rupert Bing had wavy, brown locks, a sweetly reserved nature, and a sharp dislike of socks. Mitch Wilkins, a pretty-boy jock and marginal student, returned to Stone Canyon with feathered, blond hair and a deep, AM-deejay voice. Skinny RG Moon (RG short for Rick Geronimo), pale-skinned and black-haired, tucked his feelings inside; only D-Rex was the better, natural athlete. 

			Neil Katz, the smallest kid in class and easily its most picked-on, entered next. Whatever hell I suffered last year, it was light purgatory compared with what ash-blond-haired, squeaky-voiced Neil had. In the doorway, he gave a little wave with a timid smile to test the waters; only four people acknowledged him. In his blue-checked, short-sleeve, the class mini-mouse didn’t so much walk to an empty desk as sidestep along the wall against the Dormer windows. He had his reasons, namely that no wall had ever stuffed him in a closet or baited a ravenous chipmunk into his backpack with a bag of pretzels. No wall had pantsed him in a drizzle, leaving him shivering outside the gym while his jockstrap swayed on the barbed wire around the pools perimeter. 

			I was most tickled to see Carl Dieter, my best friend here, outfitted in a psychedelic Alice in Wonderland shirt, wiggle into the seat I’d reserved for him. Carl was hitting puberty’s air pockets himself—zits flaming up behind his neck, greasy hair—but with an unfazed attitude that asked what’s-it-to-you? We had multiple classes together this big-step year. He lived ten minutes away, on Beulah Drive, just up the block from the only La Cañada store worth shopping, Sports Chalet. He and I said hello with the silly handshake of juxtaposing thumbs and fluttering palms that we perfected in July between Slurpee’s and slingshot practice at telephone poles. I just wish Denny wasn’t in Mrs. John’s other section.

			Still, that bell was about to chirp, and the math favored me. Seventeen of the nineteen desks were already occupied. Come on down, I thought, Lars, our new, Swedish foreign-exchange student, a lanky boy who rarely spoke. Give the remaining seat to anybody: a transfer, someone repeating freshman year, a hitchhiker off Angeles Crest Highway. Just anyone not named Lance Drexx. 

			The door handle jiggled; my stomach knotted. Clench and phew: it was Roland Peters. Wiry, a tad aloof, he told us last year that he’d already mapped out his life. From Stone Canyon, he was going straight to West Point for a career in Army camo, just as his Vietnam War hero father had. He rushed in as if tardy for a battalion parade. 

			Things were looking up. The name’s Luke. I’d mind-trick my preferred reality. 

			“Don’t have a cow,” Carl said while classmates sorted Pee-Chee folders and notepads or goofed around while they could. “D-Rex wasn’t there when I passed the other room. You’re probably in the clear. Not sure I am.” With a demoralized look, he directed his chin behind me to show why. 

			It was Mack VanDoren, a freckle-faced, red-haired boy with a tetherball-wide head and a decided jealous streak. Mack, better known as “Raggedy Angry,” was smart and intense, a decent athlete, too, but never willing to accept that Carl was a better student than him. Known for cackling punches to the belly, he’d dropped Carl to his knees in the lunch line last May upon learning Carl scored a ninety-eight on his math final, three points higher than him. 

			“Fucking-A,” Carl said. “He couldn’t have moved to Guam? Or one of Saturn’s rings?”

			Sudden movement at the door stopped our conversation cold. Another phew: it was Mrs. John walking in, arms clutching reams of paper. Yes. Lars must be on her heels. 

			A split-second later, I learned life owed me nothing. 

			There, in unmistakable silhouette, wasn’t the Swede but a bigger, more muscled Lance in black, corrective glasses thicker than last year’s. My gut reaction: Buddy Holly reborn as a barbarian. 

			“Lance-a-Roni, what’s up man?” Mack said. “I wasn’t sure you were coming.”

			Join the club. Lance/D-Rex swaggered down the row toward him for an exuberant high five. He scooched into a desk against the back wall, where class ruffians usually hunkered down, kitty-corner to Neil and rows behind me. 

			I squeezed my eyes hard, though there’d be no wishing this away. I’d been run over. Screwed over. Fucked over. Forsaken. You can’t escape into the tower of your own head when you’re falling through the floor. 

			I’d been guardedly optimistic when he was a no-show during JV football practice that kicked off three weeks ago. During stretching last Wednesday, after our coach hollered at us to roll onto our backs—“Brown eyes to the sky, sissies”—he prowled the columns of us mostly shrimpy kids in shoulder pads, measuring our talent this season. At day’s end, all of us bushed and dehydrated, our bellowing coach said unprompted: “All’s not lost. There’s still a puncher’s chance Lance will be back. Let’s hope Arcadia High doesn’t nab him. Kid’s worth a couple wins by himself.” 

			Arcadia High: how could you? Stone Canyon: how dare you? To borrow something I once heard on the radio about an ancient comet, this for me was an extinction-level event. 

			I swept my pencil off my desk for a quick peek at the rear wall. Lance was already reverting to old form, snickering a mean comment one of his crew directed at Neil. Rather than ignore it, Neil demonstrated he hadn’t matured emotionally either, plugging his ears with his index fingers. 

			Most of us felt crummy he tiptoed the grounds with a misery index off the charts. And yet, few of us, especially me, stuck up for him. Half of this abuse Neil brought on himself by posing asinine questions that any semblance of a filter would’ve blocked. As to the unprovoked hounding, many of us bought into self-interest, knowing the beasts pummeling Neil would have less malicious energy to devote to us a shameful bargain never openly discussed.

			Neil’s fingers were out of his ears when I looked over and mouthed the feeblest of consolations. “It’s OK.” But it wasn’t OK—not for him, not for me, not for anyone, really—and Neil plopped his head into his little hands, squashed before the semester even began.

			“Boys, settle down. Fun time’s over,” said Mrs. John, standing behind a wide, Formica counter that served as her desk and moonlighted as lab-experiment platform. The sophomores who’d had her last year, in her first teaching stint out of grad school, had this to say: She was even foxier in person than in yearbook photos, and totally out of her league maintaining classroom order. For this girl-crazed boy, labeling her foxy was like labeling the Grand Canyon a gorge. After fifteen seconds gaping at her, I was smitten, her only displeasing feature that chunk of ice on her ring finger. 

			Our back-row classmates disregarded her request for order, launching a rubber band that bounced off the back of Neil’s left earlobe. “Oww,” he said shrilly. 

			Mrs. John frowned at D-Rex and Mack, knowing their reputations. “Listen up,” she said. “If you want to be treated like you’re in high school, act like it. I appreciate today’s a milestone, a rite of passage. But you better get over the novelty fast and cut the juvenile antics. As the older teachers who’s covered this subject always remind me, this course is an acid test that…”

			“You mean like yellow sunshine?” It was Jim Perrini, the youngest of four brothers to attend here, who said it with a toadying wink at the back row. 

			“Thank you for illustrating my point,” Mrs. John said. “And stop tilting back in your desk, Jim. Now!” 

			Jim, who’d tell you he was your friend one day, then gossip about you the next, did as she asked, still smug. 

			“Anyone else need to get things out of their system?” she asked. “I was at the assembly. Those interruptions reflected poorly on you.” 

			The creamy skin around her gorgeous cheekbones tightened with her irritation. Much as I enjoyed messing around, I was glad she was seizing control. For a second, only the buzzing fluorescents made a noise in the staid air. The September heat that’d taken it easy on us in the gym was setting itself to broil, with no functioning air conditioning to neutralize it. 

			“Good. As I was saying, if you fail to take this class seriously, you’re going to be in deep yogurt. Your brains need to be hungry little sponges, people. I promise the math won’t be grueling. But science can be a challenge, and there’s no substitute for the hard work it requires.”

			She breezed around the two-tone platform, distributing a stapled syllabus hot off the school Xerox machine, making the scent of camphor our air freshener. When she got to me, I saw the faint outlines of her bra through her light-green blouse, and my eyes enlarged. I worried she caught me leering at her breasts, but she strode past to commandeer an origami, paper football Kyle was constructing. She slammed the paper triangle into the trash can with an angry windup. The resounding message was obvious: She’d blow her stack if this continued. 

			“I guarantee, you’re going to feel overwhelmed at some point in the semester,” she said, doing her rounds. “I’ll also guarantee that you’ll be grateful you kept at it years from now, taking your SATs besides kids sorry they weren’t pushed as hard.”

			Between D-Rex’s arrival and Mrs. John’s warning, it was as if Thaddeus Lowe’s pulse-pounding adventures were fabricated to dupe me into false hope. I was the youngest son of a Caltech grad and mathematical savant, the kid who’d excelled in algebra but scraped by in geometry with a C+, flustered by triangular equations that read like hieroglyphics. Not that my father accepted hieroglyphics as an excuse for squandering an A.

			“We’ll take it step by step, though,” she said back at her desk. “We’ll delve into names you only heard in passing before: Aristotle, Copernicus, Galileo, Newton, Darwin, Edison, Curie, Einstein. Their work are building blocks you’ll need later for chemistry, physics, and calculus. Give it a chance. It can be thrilling.” 

			Thrilling? I got the jitters just contemplating that murderer’s row of subjects. 

			“Hey, what’s with your foot?” Carl whispered. It was unconsciously tapping the linoleum. “SOS signal?”

			“Not funny,” I said back.

			Before we met the Aristotles, Mrs. John said we’d need to speak their code, be it the periodic table, laws of thermodynamics, or the paradox of Schrödinger’s cat, whatever a vanishing cat had to do with anything. Master these, and by spring we’d transition to “the cool stuff,” experiments utilizing Bunsen burners, test tubes, and petri dishes. 

			That last part didn’t sound too excruciating, and from her red-tartan thermos, she filled a plastic cup of coffee. “If you’re the least confused, visit me. It’s the ignorant ones who believe they have all the answers. They’ll probably end up working the deli at Fedco.” 

			By the time the bell rang, I wondered about the odds of a piece of sky junk taking out her husband. 

			CHAPTER THREE

			STONE CANYON’S FLIES

			Lunch on the quad, under metal umbrellas shading a dozen tables, was already less rambunctious than junior high, free of widespread taunting and grab-ass at someone’s expense. It was by the railing overlooking the Pit where I realized old habits would die hard. There, I watched Lars get the “Nadia Coma-Flipsky,” a whiplashing prank inspired by Romania’s champion gymnast, Nadia Comaneci. We’d all fallen victim, one second standing there, minding your own beeswax, the next cartwheeling backward from a shove in the front and a cohort sneakily down on all fours behind. Head over heels you toppled, usually onto concrete.

			So far today, D-Rex had ignored me, except for flipping me the bird when we’d made direct eye contact. Neil should’ve kept his own distance, but in trying to buy himself peace for the year, did the opposite with a butt-kissing comment that D-Rex’s clunky, new glasses were “tubular.” Evidently disagreeing, he snatched Neil’s sandwich out of his hands and chucked it down the embankment.

			After eating, Carl and I wandered around our H-shaped upper campus with divided brains, on the lookout for known hazards while chitchatting about everything: football game after-parties, Thaddeus’s balloon ride, first impressions of teachers, even “Bohemian Rhapsody” by Queen, Carl’s favorite band. When he veered off to take a whiz with a “Galileo Figaro,” I drifted over toward the Senior Lawn for a look-see at Stone Canyon’s squash-court-sized DMZ. My Pumas never got within a foot of grass.

			“Hey, punk, keep the hell away,” barked Arnie Hosarian, lounging there in a beach chair, shirt unbuttoned, wrist-deep in a sleeve of Pringles potato chips. 

			Arnie, even us freshman bottom-feeders knew, was the closest thing to an untouchable here, a golden boy with a gorilla’s hairy chest and a meatpacker’s beefy limbs. He was student-body president, the ex-chair of the student-conduct, judicial board known to reduce even confident kids to tears, and a two-hundred-pound, All-CIF nose guard last year. No one questioned whether the oldest son of a famed, Armenian-American defense attorney would soar in life, only into what tax bracket? Fearsome Arnie had a supposedly, unblockable forearm shiver and a high chance to graduate summa cum laude.

			“I am keeping away,” I said. “I don’t want to get thrown in the pool on my first day.”

			“Yeah,” he said, mouth full of chips, “but you’re still here, existing. That’s annoying.”

			“OK, OK. Got it.”

			“Now shoo. Save yourself from dying a bad death. Probably.”

			“I’ll take probably,” I said, reversing course toward the bathroom.

			From his low-riding chair, Arnie lobbed his now-emptied Pringles can at me. It sailed end over end, landing at my ankles. “Probably,” he said in a Myna-bird squawk, leaning back into the sun with a bottle of Coppertone on his furry belly. “Do they ever learn?”

			—

			The final class of a memorable day found us jostling for desks inside Harvey Burr’s classroom, which Stone Canyon’s longest-serving teacher decorated like a mini-museum of Americana. No other teacher here besides the legend himself could’ve gotten away with blanketing the walls, nearly up to the water-stained ceiling tiles, with their personal affinities of national greatness and gullibility.

			I was giddy in Mr. Burr’s presence, and even giddier because of who wasn’t in this section.

			Tacked along the wall by me was one of his pastiches. Top to bottom was a framed copy of the Bill of Rights, a sallow photo of Teddy Roosevelt in the White House kneeling by his pet bear, Elvis’s New York Times’ obituary, and a National Enquirer cover declaring the Apollo moon landing a government hoax. Every year, depending on his opinion about whether the USA was on the rise or in decline, he’d shuffle his montages.

			History was my second-best subject behind English, both breathtakingly math-free and gateways to mesmerizing new worlds. Besides that, this was Harvey Frickin’ Burr!

			You entered his room one by one to receive a personal hello. In previous years, there was griping he played favorites, that he was a stuffed-shirt drunk on his own voice, that he tried indoctrinating kids to be Libertarians like him. Before class, Carl and I rushed into the library to browse yearbooks to see what our successors said about him. Last year’s described him “as a natty intellectual who made his sparkling contributions with keen knowledge, a pipe that never stopped, and a munchkin stature similar to Napoleon’s.”

			Whatever, I thought. He might’ve been all of five foot seven in a three-piece suit the color of tortillas and black platform shoes, but you don’t tug on capes like his. 

			Before he welcomed us, we were greeted by the elephant in the room—a big, sweating elephant braying in a sauna. Because his classroom faced south, the afternoon sun beat down on us with a vengeance. It was in the high-eighties, and thunderheads over the San Gabriel Mountains compounded it with muggy, dense air. Dormer windows cranked to their max offered no relief. Melting classmates dribbled in, fanning themselves with spiral notebooks and tugging at soppy collars. 

			Quentin Wicks, a soft-spoken boy with curly, walnut hair and the waistline of someone much older, plopped into his desk, sweat moons under his arms. “We got through eighth grade for this?” he said ragged breathed. He hit off his Primatene Mist inhaler and dabbed his neck with a wet paper towel. “They’re planning to drill civilization into us while we’re in heatstroke?”

			Carl looked worse for wear himself while taking his seat. He’d had to jog to his locker to get his textbook and returned a perspiring salt lick. He mopped a beaded forehead with a sheet of lined notepaper. My trouble was lower. The elastic band on my boxers was a last line of defense keeping briny rivulets from making it look like I peed my pants. 

			At the precise rattle of the bell, Mr. Burr clapped his hands to jar us sweaty boys to attention. He strode to the front, leaning against his broad desk. “Aww, my next crop of victims, all assembled in place. And punctually. As I repeat to every freshman class, it’s my fervent desire that what you’ll learn here will resonate long after you leave.”

			Broiling as we were, Carl and I traded can-you-believe-we’re-really-here? glances.

			I took a few seconds to look over Stone Canyon’s longest-tenured teacher. Gray hair with sharp widow’s peak; small, rosy lips; prominent nose. Mid-fifties, I’d say, and a definite clotheshorse judging by his lavender silk tie, immaculate pocket square, and gold Rolex. There was scuttlebutt that after he’d left Dartmouth, where Stone Canyon itself had sent dozens of graduates, the CIA had recruited him for overseas missions, but he never confirmed it one way or the other, teasing the intrigue with a “wouldn’t you like to know.”

			“Not incidentally,” he addressed us now, “I know the sun feels like it’s ten-million miles closer. If you need to refresh yourselves at the drinking fountain, just do so discreetly.”

			A line of parched classmates straggled out, while the rest of us tried sitting erect, stewing in our juices. 

			“You’d think an old-timer like me would’ve checked the forecast to ensure we at least had a portable fan in here. Sorry. I was too busy plotting how to steal every second of your free time. Let’s pray our Mr. Pike can deliver on his promise of getting us central air conditioning as well as he delivered today’s speech.” He tamped his own forehead with a pocket square. “Holy Helios is it cooking in here.”

			Once people returned better hydrated, Mr. Burr began distributing syllabi that weighed in at twenty pages. By next week, today would be our honeymoon. His classes were infamously reading-heavy, “university level.” Over the years, parents had complained the workload was excessive even by prep-school standards, visiting their sons with chronic headaches, eye strain, sleep deprivation, and more ridiculous medical conditions. The administration allowed them to vent, and that’s as far it went because of his track record of molding first-rate students. 

			Just then, I remembered Denny was behind us probably sweating buckets, too. When I peered back at him in the corner, he wasn’t panting. He was hunched over his desk asleep, hands propped under chin, with the sleeves of his tuxedo T-shirt extended down to his wrists. I liked him for a lot of reasons—his swinging JanSport and brash IQ just two of them—yet after a year of him on my margins, I barely knew him. Our veteran teacher let him doze in the heat swamp. 

			“Pardon me, Mr. Burr, I have a question,” Neil said, poking up a hand not much bigger than a child mannequin’s. “If your homework is going to take up all our time, can you write notes to our other teachers to give us a break? I want to try out for the golf team.”

			The squall of derision that normally trailed Neil-isms like this reannounced itself in muffled insults and clucked tongues. Unlike the more untested Mrs. John, though, Mr. Burr let the mocking burn itself out, and with a knowing grin strolled toward the side of the chalkboard where he titled his Ben Hogan-brand putter. He twirled the club around, taking it by its chrome-plated head. Not only was he golf team coach, but he’d also threaten and occasionally use “Ben” to lightly whack unruly kids with its rubber handgrip, both in class and during campus patrols. 

			“Neil, why don’t you stay a few minutes after class so I can explain to you how hyperbole works. And I won’t be writing any notes, kiddo.”

			He returned to his desk, tapping Ben in his hands like a riding crop, and we all quieted. “Boys, you may think you know American history, from its Pilgrims and powdered wigs to Watergate, but we’re going to drill deeper than facts and dates. We’re going to mine the American psyche, focusing on one question: apart from the outer edges of the Milky Way, have we run out of new frontiers to conquer? By year’s end, you may be sick of debates about that and sicker still of listening to me pontificate about the theories of historian Frederick Jackson Turner. If you listen well, you may, repeat may, just understand why America, as a bright light in a sea of darkness, seems to have lost its way. Any questions?” 

			No one lifted a hand; we were too heat-zapped, too sensory-overloaded, glassy-eyed, and stifling yawns. Well aware of that, Mr. Burr sketched out the semester—major themes, tests’ schedule, paper-writing no-no’s—in a fast cadence. Ten minutes prior to the closing bell, he said: “Before I take pity and let you all out early, here’s your first assignment: flip through the textbook to engage in time-travel fantasy. Specifically, I want you to imagine yourselves present at the flint-lock of history when a genius, after years of slavish dedication, of costly sacrifice to family and health, discovers that which makes him immortal.”

			He let that hang while he returned Ben to its resting place and lit his pre-packed, cherry-wood pipe, a musky plume soon coiling overhead. “Put another way, picture a lightning bolt that’ll change the future. Not an actual one, Neil, a symbolic one.”

			“With all respect, Mr. Burr, I’m confused,” said Kyle, whose Mammoth Ski Team T-shirt clung to his ribs as if he’d already been dunked in the pool. “What’s this got to do with American history?”

			“Listen and thou shall learn,” he said, breaking for a puff. “It’s individuals who advance the world as much as nations do. That’s the headline to remember.” 

			He highlighted that by ticking off examples—examples of what it must’ve been like being a spectator when someone’s brilliance came out of the oven. The pope’s shock laying eyes on Michelangelo’s Pieta; Thomas Jefferson dancing the minuet after reading James Madison’s draft of the Constitution; Marie Curie’s husband spinning her around by the lab coat after she discovered cancer-fighting-radium; bystanders waving caps as the Wright brothers took flight at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina; the arch of Paul McCartney’s crescent eyebrows hearing John Lennon sing a scratch version of “In My Life.” 

			“I get it now,” Kyle said. “I think.”

			“You will with certainty later,” Mr. Burr said with a gleam. “You all know George Carlin, I’m assuming; the comedian famous for listing the seven dirty words unfit for TV. I, however, celebrate him for his observation about misunderstood brilliance: ‘Those who danced were thought mad by those who couldn’t hear the music.’ That’s what I sincerely want for everyone here: for you to go to your grave, decades from now, having created music only you could compose, genius or not. Failing that, I’d like you have a ringside seat to watch someone altering the course of history.” 

			The end-of-school bell warbled, and half the class raced out the door, forgetting both George Carlin and Harvey Burr, toward the water fountain or their air-conditioned rides home. Carl, Kyle, Rupert, and I clustered under the eave, deciding to hit the water faucet in the locker room. Three cheers: We still had JV football practice to survive. 

			Denny. I had to ask him what he made of our first day of high school, this barrage of the mind. I gazed in through a dormer, watching him rouse himself from his siesta and wipe sleep dust from his eyes. I also noticed that the left sleeve of his tuxedo T-shirt had bunched up above an elbow, and that’s when I noticed marks on his forearm in a line of three, pink-rimmed, black-encrusted circles. Was that why he wore that absurdly long shirt on a sweltering day? To hide burn marks, as in cigarette burn marks, if that’s what those were? 

			“Luke,” Carl said with a wick of impatience. “Let’s boogie or we’re ditching you.”

			“It’s cool. You guys go on.” 

			I kneeled down, pretending to tie my shoes so I could at least walk to the lower level with Denny. While I did, a couple of devoted grade-chasers brownnosed Mr. Burr, who let them gab away as he smoked his pipe. By the time I lifted my head up from my Pumas, Denny was nowhere around, having slipped out the rear door. 

			That night in bed, spooned up to Bilbo the Wonder Beagle, struggling to sleep in a room beside my plastic, modular shelves and lumpy beanbag, I couldn’t stop dwelling on Mr. Burr’s wish for us to bear witness to genius. Maybe I’d already checked that box last Easter. Denny’s supple mind, it seemed, had gobbled up info blips like a Bell Labs supercomputer, formulating the perfect counterstrike to incriminate D-Rex while exonerating us. Everything else about him, including why someone would want to turn his arm into an ashtray, was a riddle that kept me up till 1:00 a.m. 

			CHAPTER FOUR

			ERASER FUZZ

			We’d never heard our football coach, Jerry Hoover, so lathered up at practice before, blasting us with salty language, his beet-red checks about ready to burst. “Unless you want those snobs embarrassing your candy-asses in front of your parents and friends, you better start executing! Keep lollygagging it, and I’ll run you in full-pad contact up to game time.” 

			It was the week before Thanksgiving break, when autumn foliage and cable-knit sweaters teased poinsettias and Santa caps ahead. For Coach Hoover and us, the date that mattered most was noon Saturday for our homecoming rivalry game against “that team across town,” Pasadena’s Polytechnic Panthers. We’d gone 5-2 so far, more than respectable compared with seasons past, but none of those victories were notched against the school that’d given us Stone Canyon Mountaineers a little-brother inferiority complex. 

			No matter how you cut it—picky admission rates, trophy-case, rich alums, campus—Poly bested us, stereotyping us as “that other prep school” of the western San Gabriel Valley. They were the wholesome kids, Donny Osmond in orange-and-white, milk-and cookie consumers who organized blood drives and smiled with their perfect teeth. We, in contrast, co-opted our black and gray colors from the renegade Oakland Raiders, thought Marie Osmond a drag, and preferred our music heavy metal, punk, or new wave. 

			Coach Hoover was this booming personality with a redundant wardrobe: white, mesh shirts that stretched across his beer belly, all-weather, black Spandex shorts that left nothing to the imagination. He drove a sky-blue Impala and puffed Winston-Salem cigarettes, sometimes covertly during games when things were going south. For all his energetic screaming at us between the hash marks, he’d been a model of professionalism under the classroom lights as our eighth-grade history teacher. Everybody working for Mr. Pike, it seemed, did double duty (teacher, van driver, ski-trip chaperone) to make ends meet in a “stagnation” economy. 

			As our teacher, Coach’s job had been readying us for Harvey Burr. The Clemson University grad, a balding, forty-something bachelor with standard-issue, black mustache, made no secret of his zeal for the Peloponnesian War, or his desire to write a screenplay about it. Classmates who ran their yaps last year while he waxed on about Pericles or King Archidamus were sentenced to a very 400-B.C. punishment. In the “Hoover Position,” the guilty maintained a push-up stance atop a pair of desks for three, long minutes. “Sparta forever,” he’d say. 

			Expert in “the skullduggery of great city-states,” he expected controlled fury from us three days from now on the home-field gridiron. As the sun began to fall from the dark sky, dipping behind that view-blotting freeway overpass, three sharp toots from his whistle was Morse code for we-weren’t-anywhere-ready-for-Poly. “Run the reverse handoff again,” he hollered red-faced toward our helmets’ earholes. “Use your technique—both sides. Those Poly, goody-two-shoes will eat your lunch if you don’t.” 

			Why he choose me, our second-best wide receiver—mediocre speed, indifferent hitter, good hands—to carry the load on this play made no sense, not when RG was twice the athlete I was. The element of surprise, all war-like, perhaps? That he had D-Rex playing both ways as halfback and slobber-knocking linebacker was a no-brainer.

			Kyle, our ski-bum quarterback, flipped me the ball. The play, intended as razzle-dazzle misdirection, fooled no one since Coach already called it out. Somehow, I successfully head-faked our defensive end, Will, a tall, handsome kid with an absentee mother and a 4X4 truck waiting in his driveway for him to get his learner’s permit. Racing up to do what Will couldn’t was the spiteful one in sports goggles inside his facemask. D-Rex tossed aside a blocking RG with ease, homing in on me with an evil sneer. I tried dipsy-doing him with my hips, make him commit the wrong way, but there’d be no getting him off balance. 

			Everything afterwards was a crunching blur preceding the pain—the dropping of his shoulder pads, the lunge of his body, the launch of his Riddell helmet at my exposed knee. 

			Laid out, I wanted morphine, an amputation, anything to stop the throbbing, and I wanted D-Rex to throw himself against a high-voltage wire at the power substation behind us. The destroyer of my knee, who believed Nebraska was in “Central America,” was smart enough to exact revenge from spring when Denny wasn’t around and I was a legal target holding the ball. 

			Coach squatted by me while I clutched a leg simultaneously deadened and on fire. “No fun getting speared, is it?” he said in an avuncular tone. “Good news, though. No bones popping out. The trainer’s gonna help you into the locker room. You’ll live, Burnett.”

			From my back, I looked up to see him waving the entire team over ten yards away, instructing them, ironically enough, “to take a quick knee.” He grabbed D-Rex, our standout jock, by his practice jersey and pushed him off. “Everybody, you see what Lance did, cheap-shotting like that. If you think we’re anywhere good enough to overcome a roughing penalty, think again. For Chrissakes, when a ballcarrier’s coming at you with a head of steam, square your shoulders, plant your feet, and explode into their midsection, not their legs. Got it?” 

			Our trainer, Barry, a part-time chiropractic student with a Fonzie pompadour and celery breath, told me we’d “take it slowly” when I wasn’t sure I could take it all. Lightheaded, I threw my arm around his neck and limped off the field with a knee on fire. Behind me, practice resumed with all its smacking, grunting, and signal-calling. When Barry held the door for me at the mouth of the gym, I glimpsed back at the field. Off to the side, Coach wagged a finger at D-Rex—before a butt slap that sent him not back to the huddle but toward me.

			“Coach told me I had to apologize. So there. Bye.” 

			In jogging off, Nike cleats clicking on asphalt, electrocution seemed too kind a fate for him. 

			Mild sprain of the medial collateral ligament was the season-ending diagnosis. My MCL injury would cost me our showdown against Poly and our regular-season finale against the less detested Chadwick School Bottleneck Dolphins of the Palos Verdes Peninsula. 

			An hour later, I was still lying flat on the training-room table, with an icepack cellophaned around my grapefruit-sized knee and a pair of moldy-padded crutches waiting for me on a hook. Barry said an X-ray was optional though probably not needed. On top of everything, I’d missed my ride home and had to phone our live-in housekeeper, Charlotte, roly-poly like coach but never a yeller, to pick me up. No teenager in the history of teenagers would’ve wanted to be caught dead in her ride, a horrifying AMC Gremlin, but I tried bucking myself up that at least none of my pals would be around to see me gimp into her pea-soup green hatchback. 

			Waiting for her, knowing she’d bring her treasured “Gretel,” a miniature dachshund part and parcel of her employment with us, marooned me alone with a pulsating leg I shouldn’t have. Tylenol and two slabs of nostril-curling Tiger Balm gel hadn’t numbed much. I decided against rinsing off; I had to preserve my energy for the acrobatics of getting into my Levi’s one-legged. 

			An unfamiliar sound crashed my why-me pity party and crashed it with perfect pitch. From the steamy, tiled cavern of our group showers drifted the voice of someone singing an AM radio hit. It was Seals & Croft’s “Summer Breeze,” an airy, toe-tapper from years ago when I was deep in my Elton John phase. Whoever was replicating it a cappella had some pipes. Maybe it was the circumstance, or a subconscious need for distraction, knowing my season was kaput, yet something in me just had to know who was belting it out. On one crutch, I hitched over to the edge of the showers, guessing it might be Coach Hoover with the hidden, vocal talent.

			Wrong as wrong could be—it was my ligament-crusher shampooing his hair, eyes closed, hitting those high notes on, “blowin through the jasmine of my mind.” It was him humming the interlude with the same, tribute-band quality. Why, I wondered, was he still here? Had Coach made him run laps for spearing me, and he never saw his disposable-victim in the training room?

			The water shut off with a screech, and there was no confusing the voice anymore. He’d shapeshifted from crooning Lance to D-Rex. “There better not be a Peeping Tom out there, or I’ll knock your lights out,” he said in my general direction. A minute later, I heard the shower nozzle gush back on. 

			Out in the parking lot later, gimping towards her on my crutch, Charlotte stopped drumming her sausage fingers on the Gremlin’s steering wheel when she saw what my monster had made of me. 

			—

			We’d been at it for an hour, my cluttered brain unable to solve a perplexing equation, his mathematical one aggravated I couldn’t crack what came so lightning fast to it. The fall-semester science final was two days away—gulp—and I’d requested my father’s help boning up for it on a practice test. I should’ve gone, after a spoonful of salt peter, to Mrs. John for tutoring. All I wanted was for him to pinpoint where my calculations took a wrong turn; he was resolved I derive the equation myself. 

			The stumper involved the second law of thermodynamics. Specifically, entropy, or how disorder in a “system” snowballed once unloosed. 

			“I still don’t get it,” I said, sitting at my desk, him beside me in a chair he lugged in from the kitchen. The atmosphere was already charged, and having to keep my knee, which had mostly recovered from the sprain, extended straight made hunching forward awkward. (Speaking of that knee, we’d lost a hard-fought game to Poly, 27-20, in which D-Rex accounted for two touchdowns and an interception, and Coach Hoover praised everyone’s “grit” afterward.)

			“I understand it in theory, except what does temperature have to do with the reaction?”

			“See—you don’t understand the theory. That’s the crux of the problem. If it wasn’t, you’d know temperature affects the heat in the system. This is basic stuff.”

			“Yeah, to you.”

			“I’ll ignore that comment while you redo the calculations. Make it legible this time on your scratch paper.”

			I did. “OK, I think I got it. It’s W equals QH plus Q minus QC.” 

			Consternation, disappointment, disbelief: the three seasons of his face. “No, Luke. You don’t got it a bit. You’re not concentrating hard enough.”

			I resisted snapping my teeth-marked Ticonderoga No. 2 pencil in two. “I’m trying.”

			“Trying isn’t doing. Erase what you have and buckle down.”

			I obliged, erasing my close-but-no-cigar answer in impatient strokes, leaving behind a dark smudge and little patch of pink microdots on the yellow, lined paper. I brushed the detritus off, eager to get the problem solved and him out of my room. 

			“There’s still eraser fuzz all over the page,” he said. “You know that drives me bananas.”

			“Us working together,” I said under my breath, “does that for me.”

			“All right,” he said icily, “that crossed the line.” He jammed his mechanical pencil into his shirt pocket and carried the borrowed kitchen chair toward my door, signaling our contentious tutoring session was over seventeen minutes in. “You asked for my assistance, but I refuse doing the heavy thinking for you. Come get me when you’re done acting like a child.”

			When he walked out, past Charlotte’s room, two realities dawned on me. We were nothing alike, and entropy wasn’t limited to abstract machines. Families themselves can fissure and degrade when subjected to the excessive heat of incompatible humans trapped under the same roof.

			My mom’s death, in this way, was our frying solar flare. Before it, I was her light, her baby boy, the recipient of tickle-fests and crispy mac-and-cheese, of playful swimming lessons and tight hugs after I’d memorized the Lord’s prayer she’d taught me on the sly. I also took the brunt of her short fuse when I spilled Elmer’s glue on the carpeting or spoken sassily or tried hiding slimy asparagus in my napkin. When she’d go nuclear or, conversely, give me the cold shoulder for hours, it could make a boy wonder why he was here. 

			My analytical father, superfan of charts and mathematical tables, never blew his stack like her. Where mom was melodramatic and spontaneous, he was Mr. Spock in his logic and predictable as the calendar. I was the “whoops baby” they had in their early-forties, putting me ten years behind my middle brother, Simon, and fifteen behind my oldest, Matthew. The romance that conceived us, first sparked during the air-raid blackouts and gas-rationing of World War II, was a real-life Beauty & the Brain. Mom was an ex-pageant queen and later social butterfly, dad the rangy, Caltech civil engineering student once adorably klutzy around the fairer sex. Decades of choppy marriage later, that feverish love of opposites was curdled milk. I never saw them hold hands. 

			Muddled as I was about her death, I recall one shouting match just before that frightened me they’d split up like so many friends’ parents now divorced. She’d thrown down on his counter a Time magazine article about how archaeologists had carbon-dated the Shroud of Turin, its age matching the precise timeline of Jesus’ death. “There’s your proof, Mr. Scientist,” she’d said. He yelled back, atypical for him: “What you know about science could pass through the eye of a needle that your make-believe savior talked about.”

			Their religious differences, her devout, him a staunch atheist, was the blaze that’d periodically ignite, but her Mastercard bills and daily pack of Virginia Slims was the kindling for their more everyday strife. After he’d harp on them, she’d snarl at him for being a workaholic at his industrial, air-conditioning firm in downtown Los Angeles, and having a wandering eye, especially toward visiting, Nordic lady-scientists at Caltech events. 

			Dad and I, best I can piece together, walked the house like zombies in the immediate weeks after the funeral. Charlotte—hired to tend to me, the cooking, and cleaning—filled some of the gaping emptiness with her bubbly spirit and easygoing nature, and a routine set in. Monday through Friday, dad belonged to his company, and I belonged to her. Come Saturdays, I was dad’s tagalong, literally his errand boy on trips to Berg Hardware on Altadena Drive and the Pep Boys on Colorado Boulevard. I was the pipsqueak beside him at the Coliseum for USC football games, back when tailback Anthony Davis was tearing it up, or the Forum for a deserted King’s hockey game. (After I’d once quizzed him why it was OK to move from our seats to abandoned ones he hadn’t paid for up against the boards, it was sayonara Forum.) 

			What I prized most didn’t require a ticket, or a trip to Macabob’s toy store across from Fedco when I’d cry out of nowhere, when I’d drag around as if I’d lost a limb even though I retained all four. During the next few summers, falling asleep listening to Vin Scully broadcast Dodgers’ games on my transistor radio, he’d slink into my room with a note informing me whether the Dodgers had won. Now, that was a father of a small kindnesses I needed.

			By my thirteenth birthday, the gray, crewcut-topped man I’d admired and depended on was grayer and, confusingly, both more controlling and distant. My “wellbeing in this critical time” was his recurring theme. So was his pronouncements that I could get straight-A’s if I applied myself (for a future business career). Rarely did he open up on his own childhood in a broken, hardscrabble family, but there was no hiding an undercurrent of resentment toward me. Here, he’d bootlegged himself from penniless college student at the tail end of the Great Depression to American success story, all to reward me with the trappings of a cushy-soft life in the sex-drugs-and rock-and-roll seventies. They were light years from the near-starvation and secondhand shoes he’d weathered at my age, and nobody gave him an instructional manual for empathy or, as I was finding out, even permission to be happy.

			Being a moody teenager, I felt myself pushing him away. Felt myself denying him entry to my private world, willfully giving myself over to doubt him, question him, chaff at his unsolicited advice, mouthing “fine” to nearly every dinner-table question. Gun to my head, I’d admit I loved him and was proud of his accomplishments, and still couldn’t bring myself to freely vocalize that. Every week now, he receded more as wise guardian, my “Shell Answer Man” on any subject, instead towering over me as a presiding judge in a sham trial where I was presumed guilty. 

			CHAPTER FIVE

			THE MILK BOMB

			Three days after Christmas, when Denny called asking if I wanted to hang out, I pumped my fist in relief by the hallway phone. “Oh, donka,” I said. “Double donka actually.” 

			I needed to be with one of my own and Carl, that screwball, was away in upstate New York visiting relatives. Being stuck in a house—a house whose minimal holiday decorations were nothing compared with my mom’s candle-lighting, tinsel-everywhere excess—was suffocating, so Denny’s invite injected oxygen back into me. My dad was copacetic with it after learning that Denny’s father was one of his own: a Caltech grad and professor. 

			More and more, too, Caltech was becoming my teenage open sesame. Day after tomorrow, dad was jetting off on a ten-day trip to Europe with the Caltech Associates, an alumni group, to tour astrophysics sites, climaxing with a trek to some university-connected, particle-accelerator project in Geneva. Cutting-edge science was the one subject where he wasn’t anti-social; he’d once said he wished he’d pursued cosmology, his dream-job, rather than his more lucrative, intellectually ungratifying career cooling peoples’ offices. With him overseas, I’d be free, well, “free” defined by a louder stereo and absent sermons. 

			I hopped into Charlotte’s Gremlin, keen to get to Denny’s door, but she crossed her arms, saying we couldn’t leave unless I said goodbye “like a proper son.” He was in his walk-in closet, squishing mismatched clothes into a Samsonite, packing last minute as always. “Have a good time,” he said holding a pair of checked slacks and boxers. “Just behave like someone’s watching you. I’ll pick you up before dinner.”

			Pulling up to the curb outside the Drummond’s ranch-style home on La Cañada’s southern flank, I was nearly out of the car impersonating a tin boot before it stopped rolling. On the drive here, I ducked-down in the backseat, praying no saw me in such a reputation-bruising abomination. Charlotte’s wiener-dog, Gretel, who spent the majority of her time napping in her room, rode shotgun, snout out the window.

			My host stood on his stoop, in a yellow, “Zog’s Sex Wax” tee under his trusty, black hoodie. He was glad to see me and gladder still to get out of his own house. His first word to me? “Finally.” Behind his front door was the reason: a heated argument that you could tell upset him. I didn’t know who was arguing, and didn’t need to, staying true to Stone Canyon’s unspoken boy-code. No matter how inquisitive you were, never stick your nose into someone’s complicated home life, because their dirty laundry wasn’t anyone’s right to know and, besides, you probably had some yourself.

			“Turns out my mom’s got a work appointment in the Valley,” Denny said, kicking at his doormat. “Some Republican Committee or whatever. My asshole big brother is going to drive us. Buckle up.”

			“No problemo.” That first year-Spanish was already paying off, though I bet my dad, if he spoke the language, would be grumbling “mucho problemo” at the notion that a classmate’s unknown brother would have my life in his hands. 

			Daniel Drummond, a Stone Canyon senior who treated Denny like any other maggot freshman on campus, was a slightly taller, shorter-haired duplicate of little bro, uncannily similar in their upturned eyes, crooked smiles, and rail-thin frames. His irritation at being forced into chauffeuring us leaped off his tongue. “Get in,” he ordered us. “We’re making this quick.” Denny and I slid into the backseat of the used Mercury Capri he kept neat as a whistle. 

			“I do this for you, you’re handling the pool,” he said as we whipped left on curvy Berkshire Avenue. “Scooping leaves, checking the pH. And you better not track mud into my car or…” Daniel cut off the sentence there, remembering I was listening. 

			“Or what?” Denny said, goading him. “You’ll drop me down the chimney? Ho. Ho. Ho.”

			Daniel sneered at him in the rear-view mirror, pirate-like, and shoved in a cassette so Eric Clapton joined us, first with “Let it Grow,” then “I Shot the Sheriff.” Denny bumped me, putting his finger down his throat at his brother’s musical selection, but Slowhand’s voice was the only one in the car until Daniel stopped the eggshell-white Capri in the turnout parking lot beneath Suicide Bridge.

			“Be back here in an hour or you’re hoofing it home,” Daniel said.

			“Gosh,” said Denny, slamming the door once we were out, “forget what I said before. You truly are a prince—of darkness.”

			“Eat me,” said Daniel, gunning the motor in idle to usher us out faster.

			No objection here. Outside, that fraternal hate-fest was replaced by my hunger for adventure. I tailed Denny down a steep path beneath Pasadena’s infamous bridge while cars whooshed overhead. Once we reached the bottom in dust-caked sneakers, Denny parted a thicket of vegetation that opened into a clearing that I didn’t know was possible: a teenage Shangri La camouflaged by hillsides and honking bridge columns. It put to shame the dirt lots and horse acreage that my neighborhood pals convinced ourselves were California wildlands. 

			A couple of dozen, seemingly fancy-free teenagers were here. My mouth fell open.

			“You oughta see it in the summer,” Denny said, hiking his JanSport over his shoulder. “It’s rockin’ with people. Almost too rockin.’ The secret got out. There’s lines now for the Stinky Felix. It’s worse than Disneyland.”

			“The Stinky Felix?”

			“Forgot. Your first time. It’s a flood-control dealio beginning right there,” he said, pointing to the bridge’s central arch. “Algae slimes over the concrete so you ride it on your ass a few blocks. Gets you moving pretty fast.”

			“I’m coming back for that. The one we have in Eaton Canyon lasts like ten seconds. Plus, it doesn’t have a killer name like the Stinky Felix. What does?” 

			Kids on this jacket-wearing day were zipping Trac-Balls and plinking Pepsi cans set on rocks with BB guns Santa must’ve brought them. Three older boys squatted a ways up an embankment, passing around a pungent doobie while Pink Floyd’s “Time” reverberated from their ghetto-blaster. A young couple to their right pulled a blanket over themselves and squealed, hands evidently getting busy.

			Denny started up with his Hacky Sack footbag, racking up ten kicks in a row. Given a turn, I got four on my first try, soccer being my natural sport, much as I wished it were football. With so much to explore—the branch-secured rope swing, the mini-skateboard track, the graffiti-sprayed boulders, an unmarked cross (probably planted by the loved ones of a jumper)—our hour in the unpoliced shadows of that rounded bridge sped by in dog-year minutes.
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