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I followed you, Muse! Beneath your spell,

Oh, la, la, what glorious loves I dreamed!

—ARTHUR RIMBAUD, “Wandering”

Is there a good kind of hustler?

—MAGGIE NELSON, Bluets








PROLOGUE

IN PRISON, SMALL THINGS MATTER: a pencil, a banana, a packet of ramen. People studying for their GEDs got pencils; bananas were a rare commodity, meaning you had to be rich or smart if you were mashing one into your oatmeal; and ramen was so warm and filling, gave the eater such a sense of reassurance that people would trade cigarettes for it, or pay you to take their GED exams in exchange for five or six packets. You had to purchase the ramen from the commissary and then it would be “released” to you in the chow hall at the end of the meal. The inmates working in the kitchen would heat it up and give it to you in a little bowl with a plastic spoon, and you’d be allowed to take it back to your cell—or, if you were lucky, the TV room—to eat. Plastic spoons could be snapped in half and given rigid edges, so you had to be proven well-behaved to get to use one outside the chow hall. My cellmate once made a gash in someone’s forearm with the end of a plastic fork. He wasn’t allowed any utensils—instead he ate his food with his hands, which worked, because most of the food was congealed into cakey spheres that were easy to pick up and eat in a matter of bites. Unlike him, I had connections. I was eating macaroni and cheese when everyone else was eating meat loaf, brownies when everyone else was eating Jell-O.

Everyone was surprised by how well I fared in prison: it was kind of a joke, the little pretty kid is actually the meanest motherfucker in here. But, really, I wasn’t mean, nor was I particularly pretty. I was just focused on doing what I did best. I’d converted another inmate, Tyrell, to the magic of NuLife, and together we’d become business partners, Synthesizing members of the general population in exchange for loosies, ramen, drugs, shower privileges, protection, and sex. We held weekly informational meetings in the library that we pretended were AA meetings, bribing the COs with low-quality molly and oxy to go get high in the stacks and ignore us. We’d rearrange the demeaning twelve-step circle into rows and Tyrell and I would stand at the front, his lanky form towering over mine. Our first meeting was on a Wednesday night directly after chow, in those restless few hours when people tried to get drunk or pick fights before we had to return to our bunks.

“What’s NuLife?” Duke, who’d lost an eye in a botched bank robbery, wanted to know.

“NuLife is a way of turning matter into potential,” I said.

Tyrell gestured to the four walls enclosing us.

“Take this library,” he said. “The windows are barred. It’s only books in the stacks that’s supposed to be safe for convicts to read. You know what I mean by ‘safe’?”

Blank stares.

“Unlikely to provoke restlessness, awareness of our condition,” I chimed in. “Stifling independent thought. Prohibitive to freedom.”

“But with the power of NuLife, you can be free anywhere,” Tyrell said, nodding to me.

“You wake up every morning doubting yourselves and doubt yourselves until you go to sleep.” I began walking up and down the aisles, watching the inmates’ heads swivel to accommodate my movement. “You spend an inordinate amount of time living under the suspicion that you are frauds, undignified, unworthy of the special attentions and affections of others. On the outside, you labor in your jobs, assuming that if you make more money, you’ll be happier, and then of course you’re not happier. You deny yourselves bliss. You deny yourselves simple, beautiful, uncritical living. You hunger after betterness, and that hunger—even the betterness itself—makes for unhappiness.”

This is when Tyrell played dumb. He let out a little laugh and pulled at the collar of his uniform. “So how’re you planning to solve the problem of betterness?”

All eyes on me again, some bald heads gleaming with the ceiling’s fluorescence, some tattooed arms folded. It was incredible to have an audience like this, phone-less and understimulated, more rapt than any audience I could have had on the outside. This was my milieu.

“Synthesis,” I said.

A raised hand, this one from Al, who’d blown up a bar in which members of a rival gang were celebrating someone’s birthday. When I called on him, he slouched forward, forehead wrinkled thoughtfully, hands squeezed between his knees.

“I was wondering—maybe I missed this—but what’s Synthesis?”

“You didn’t miss anything, Al,” I said, and resumed my pacing. “It’s difficult to explain exactly what Synthesis is. I won’t even attempt to do it now. Suffice it to say that it rebuilds your memories and leaves you in a state of complete and uninhibited bliss. It gathers the shards of your self-worth up off the ground.”

“My self-worth?”

“See, you have to stop thinking on a big, macro scale,” I blazed ahead. “We all have traumas, right? But what are the specific moments that those traumas became most salient in our lives? You hate your dad? Okay great. But what was the one thing he did that made you hate him most? You’re scared of heights? Makes sense—so am I. Synthesis takes you back to the moment when you got stuck at the top of the Ferris wheel, or when you were peering over the cliff’s edge, or when you couldn’t climb down from that tree. It asks you to take sovereignty over those moments.”

“Sovereignty,” Tyrell repeated slowly, like a schoolteacher. “Basically, like, ownership.”

“You could say I’m the first beneficiary of Synthesis,” I said. “I’ve undergone it myself, and by now I’ve watched countless people undergo it, and believe me, it’s life-changing.”

I didn’t tell them about Orson: the little crack in his morning voice, his eyes meeting mine as we woke up, his smile anticipating my own, his hair matted from sleep. I didn’t tell them about the Farm, about the hundreds of people sitting cross-legged awaiting his appearance, listening with rapt devotion when he finally took the stage. And I certainly didn’t tell them about Orson being led away from me in handcuffs, shouting over his shoulder: Just hang on, Ez! We’ll be fine! How could I tell them about any of that? They wouldn’t have understood.

“After Synthesis, you’re left with the memory and none of the pain,” I said. “You’re left with the opposite of pain, actually.”

“Your self-doubt goes into remission,” Tyrell said, clearly aware that he was introducing a new vocabulary term. “That means it stops being active. You get free that way. And then you keep up the cycle: you get better by giving back. That means you gotta bring more people to NuLife, you gotta get them to join up. The bigger the NuLife family, the more freedom to go around.”

Duke looked skeptical. “How’d you get in here again?”

The question was clearly directed at me, but I acted confused anyway. “Me?”

He nodded.

“I knocked over a 7-Eleven,” I said. “I accidentally shot the clerk.”

“You shot the clerk?” This came from someone called D-Red, who had spent two months in solitary for nearly killing a CO with a lock in a sock.

“Yeah, man,” Tyrell said, stepping forward as though he were my counsel approaching the bench. “It’s true.”

“You don’t look like you could even handle a gun,” D-Red said.

“Nah, little homie can handle a gun,” Tyrell insisted.

“This isn’t about me,” I said quickly. “This is about NuLife and the radical power of Synthesis. This is about taking you all from the un-Synthesized to the Synthesized state and helping you reclaim your bliss.”

“Is this like finding God?” Al wanted to know.

“It’s a little like that, yeah,” Tyrell said. “But better.”

“Who wants to try it?” I asked. “It’s painless, and Tyrell here is one of the most gifted Synthesizers I’ve ever met.”

A few raised hands. I waited long enough to elicit a few more.

“Great,” I said. “We’ll just collect whatever you got.”

I walked up and down the aisles and they palmed me their contraband, some of which I tucked into the waistband of my uniform, some of which I swallowed on the spot. Then I nodded to Tyrell, who arranged two of the folding chairs across from each other and invited one of the willing to sit in the chair opposite him.

I took a seat in the back row as he Synthesized them, watching their trembling smiles and tears, applauding as each sprang from his seat to announce he’d been changed forever. Tyrell could elicit this kind of reaction without fail—he was better at it than me, even. But Orson had been the best at it. The way he’d lean forward and lace his fingers together, smile when the Synthesized smiled and sigh when the Synthesized sighed. He’d put a finger to his lips in thought and then say something spellbinding, something that could echo in your ears for hours or even days afterward.

There was nothing like it. There was no one like him.







PART I








ONE

IT WAS DIFFICULT TO BE me in 2007. I was, to my disappointment, much shorter than the average height. Our finances forced my parents to choose between a pediatrician and a dentist, which meant that I never got braces to correct the space between my front teeth or my right-side snaggletooth. I was desperately addicted to the internet, from the edgelording of 4Chan to the privilege-checking of Tumblr (though we didn’t have names for edgelording or privilege-checking back then) to the unremitting capitalism of YouTube (we’ve always had a name for that). I made very little eye contact, preferring instead to study the textures of the ground and my shoes. This wasn’t because I was shy—I actually could start a conversation with anyone willing to talk to me—but because my eyesight was so bad that at seventeen, I was halfway to being legally blind, and making eye contact meant showing whomever I was looking at the disturbing degree to which the lenses of my glasses magnified my eyes. The glasses were the worst thing about me, possibly the worst thing about anyone. I had begun wearing them at age two, and my eyesight had deteriorated in the intervening fifteen years so that I had 20/100 vision by the time I was a junior in high school and reading was only possible with bifocals. Pretty girls in ribboned pigtails and Aéropostale approached me in the hallway, asking with polite concern how I’d done on some trigonometry quiz or AP US history test. They did this as if being kind to me would guarantee them entry into a top-tier college. I told them—truthfully—that I’d received a 98 or 99 (I’d always received a 98 or 99), which infuriated them. I wasn’t supposed to be self-sufficient, and I certainly wasn’t supposed to be capable of outperforming them.

Things got worse when I arrived at Last Chance Camp, where even the younger prisoners towered over me, muscular, shadow jawed. The camp, which was really called Wellspring, was run by a former pastor, an ex–Navy SEAL, and a group of early-twenties “counselors” who were supposed to discipline us by forcing us to do hard work. It was located on a farm in rural Colorado, on land we cultivated by ourselves with only shovels and hoes as though we were medieval serfs. We would be awakened at 5:00 in the morning by the ex–Navy SEAL blaring a police siren from his Honda Civic as he drove down the gravel road behind our cabins. Then a lucky quarter of us would be placed on mess duty, making breakfast while the rest of us performed “inspection,” which meant cleaning every inch of every cabin and standing outside while the former pastor and the ex–Navy SEAL inspected each of them. Both the former pastor’s and the ex–Navy SEAL’s names were Doug, so we referred to them by their last names: Mr. Kimborough (the former pastor) and Mr. Sledge (the ex–Navy SEAL). Kimborough would sometimes compliment us on our cleaning, but Sledge always found something out of place, some crumb or pocket of dust untouched by our washcloths and brooms, and for these small errors he would make us run three times around the entire property. This happened so often that I couldn’t remember going to breakfast not sweating, too hot and dizzy to eat whatever warm mash those on mess duty had prepared. We would be worked so hard for the rest of the day that I should have had an appetite, but I never did. I typically ate a boiled egg or a rock-hard potato for lunch, and then I choked down half of whatever protein-rich mash was being served for dinner. Being rotated onto mess duty didn’t help the problem, either, because I didn’t know how to cook—no one did, really. I lost twenty pounds I didn’t have to spare.

Last Chance Camp was supposed to be the final stop before juvie, but its price tag suggested that whoever went there had parents who could pay their way out of juvie. The cost was prohibitive for my family, but my dad insisted I apply for a scholarship after the incident. I tried to tank the essay but I was required to submit my transcripts, and there was no way to pretend that I didn’t have a near-perfect GPA. This was because the material in high school was easy to master without taking notes or spending more than ten minutes glancing over a textbook. I was able to quickly diagnose each teacher’s particular brand of laziness. If they were enamored of their own cults of personality, they’d assign massive tests that were worth half the grade. If they were timid and bored, they’d assign frequent quizzes that someone with a memory worse than mine might have needed to study for. And if they were bitter about their unglamorous work, as most of them were, they arranged the class so they’d have to do as little grading as possible: one big project that was easily bullshit-able, one big test that there was no need to study for. Last Chance awarded me a full scholarship, much to my horror and disappointment.

I landed at Last Chance because of a hustle. My family lived in an apartment on the border of a wealthy school district, and my parents had lobbied to let me attend the wealthy school instead of the overheated, overcrowded, and understaffed public school in our district. I was granted access to the kingdom, which meant that I was the only student wearing shirts with too-short sleeves, carrying a backpack with frayed straps, entirely without a car or a good-looking cell phone. I biked the five miles to school because the bus was a moving shark tank: if I was cornered, there would be no escape. I wanted at least half an hour of peace before I was surrounded at the school, shoved, elbowed, stared at. I ate alone in the cafeteria and was frequently the object of pity for kids of moderate social standing who had been taught by their liberal parents to mime empathy. They were worse than the Aéropostale girls because they thought they were being charitable. “Do you want my sandwich? Do you need me to buy you some milk?”

One day, I bought a $10 pair of white sneakers from the bottom of the clearance bin at the Payless in the mall. I brought them home, took my mom’s sewing kit from its place in the utility cabinet we’d dedicated to everything we didn’t have space for: a wrench, a discolored plunger, tattered washcloths. As my parents slept, I stitched the sneakers up to look like Adidases. It wasn’t as difficult as I thought it would be: I’d been coveting other people’s Adidases my entire life, and I had a surprisingly steady hand. This took several nights, and when they were finished, I wore them to school. I drew looks in the hallway and cafeteria and pretended to be oblivious to them. I ate the bologna and cheese sandwich my mom had packed for me and stared ahead as Hayden Pritzker and his friends swarmed around me.

“Hey, bruh,” Hayden said. He was white but desperately wanted to be Black.

I looked up as though I’d just noticed him. He was flanked by Tyler Scarpone and Nick DeQuist, both of whom drove SUVs to school.

“Those shoes are tight as hell,” Hayden said.

I looked from my shoes to Hayden to my shoes again. “They’re limited edition,” I said. “Like not in stores yet. I know a guy.”

“How much they cost?”

I took a moment to think of a realistic number. “Three-fifty.”

The three of them exchanged looks. That I should be wearing a pair of $350 shoes made little sense to them, but there I was, wearing them. The fact couldn’t be questioned. Neither could it be questioned that they wanted them.

“So you have a hookup?” Tyler asked.

I nodded.

I had saved up $100 doing yardwork over the summer, which I then spent on ten pairs of white Payless sneakers. I spent a month stitching these sneakers up. I told Hayden that my connect was “laying low” in Hawaii, and that he’d hit me up the minute he got back. At the end of the month, I sold Hayden, Tommy, and Nick three pairs for the discount price of $300. I sold the rest to their friends.

“What else your hookup got?” Hayden lisped through his fake grill.

My hookup had XiX, the perfect blend of coke and molly that was really just my dad’s ground-up Sudafed and sea salt. XiX sold for $40 an eighth and $75 a fourth. Hayden bought a fourth from me and invited me to his party, where he said he and his friends planned to snort the entire bag. I respectfully declined, making up some pressing homework assignment, and Hayden shrugged and said, “You still cool, man.” The next night, a Saturday, he texted me: i’m hallucinating off this shit!!! I texted back: just do little pinkie bumps.

I told my parents that I’d picked up some “odd jobs” after school, raking the leaves and cleaning the gutters of families richer than us. What I really did was ride my bike to Hayden’s neighborhood and look at the towering McMansions there, the lawn crews mowing grass and trimming hedges, the children speeding down the streets on Vespas. I rode down every street and around every cul-de-sac several times, waiting for an hour to pass until I could return home and give my parents $100. My dad was agog. He wanted to know how I’d made that much in a single afternoon.

I shrugged. “They tip well in that neighborhood,” I said.

After a year of Adidases and XiX, I’d made $2,500, which I gave to my parents in installments of $100 and $200. No suspicion from administrators, who were too checked out to care about anything we were doing. I stressed that everyone take XiX in the smallest amounts possible—it was so potent—and because I’d become “that guy,” people listened to me. Except for Jordan Pinkerton, who was desperate to impress her boyfriend, a soccer player who’d won a scholarship to Harvard and was known for being able to drink anyone under the table.

I was in gym class with Jordan on the day it happened. We all had to change into uniforms that were our school colors, the T-shirts gray and the mesh shorts primary blue. I had sold Jordan an eighth of XiX the night before, and she looked dazed. She may have been doing bumps or even lines throughout the school day, possibly to convince her boyfriend that she was as hard-core as he was. As we ran laps around the gym, I considered breaking out of our lackluster formation and asking her if she was all right. This was the first time that I thought I might have crossed a line, that these people who had so much more than me were still human. It was in that moment that Jordan developed a raging nosebleed. She stopped running, saw the blood forming dark crimson dots on her gym shirt, and fainted on the spot. When she woke up, she told the principal where she’d gotten the XiX. I was expelled. The Pinkertons agreed not to press charges on the provision that I served some sort of time, be it in juvie or somewhere else that would “straighten me out.” And so I spent my summer at Last Chance.

There was a hierarchy at Last Chance and I was at the bottom. I tried not to reveal that I was on scholarship but I stank of it: my frayed shorts, my hole-filled Neutral Milk Hotel T-shirt that I wore twice before Kimborough confiscated it, my wrecked Converses. I was forced to wear thin white tank tops from a package of ten Kimborough bought for me from Walmart, and the fact that I had been the recipient of Kimborough’s charity seemed to anger people, not because they were jealous but because I was a bottom dweller, always pitied and never feared, and because they were unaccustomed to having a person like me among them. They ignored me when we were forced to lug giant bales of hay across fields together or harvest yards of turnips or do seventy-five crunches as punishment for leaving bits of flaky, toxic shit on the chicken coop floor. After a month of this, they began to tolerate me: I didn’t share their anger and embarrassment at having lost their Benzes and summer vacations to Mexico, but I was unobtrusive, a nonentity, and there would be no consequences for them if they talked shit about Kimborough and Sledge while I read a book in the background.

When I was seventeen I could still see well enough to read. My reading was a trait my parents admired without sharing it themselves. They described me to their friends as “bookish.” Really, I just appreciated how static and parsable words were on a page, how little they demanded of me visually. I liked books that took a long time to read, which meant that I read a lot of Russian novels, and The Brothers Karamazov was my favorite. I was reading it for the third time at Last Chance, imagining that I was Alyosha, a saint surrounded by sinners. I especially liked the part where the Elder Zosima described his childhood: I was the sickly elder brother who inspired him to become a man of the cloth, or maybe I was Zosima himself, who Alyosha prayed both for and with. The book had as many examples of how to be good as it had examples of how to be bad. It stretched for miles in my head.

We were given one hour of rec time before dinner, an idea which had clearly originated with Kimborough because Sledge obviously resented it. The other Last Chance prisoners would kick around a half-deflated soccer ball or improvise a game of touch football and Sledge would stand cross-armed watching them, waiting for one of them to scream in frustration at a missed goal or kick someone in the shins out of anger and hopelessness. Then Sledge could make them run three laps around the property. But that rarely happened, because these games were played with little effort, their players so exhausted from the day that they seemed to be playing just to spite Sledge, to prove that he couldn’t beat them. But I knew from my Russian novels that anything motivated by hubris can’t be sustained: Sledge always found a way to punish people, whether it was for “poor form” (whatever that meant) or for giving him what he referred to as an “insubordinate look.” Most of rec time was spent performing military-grade exercises to the point of dehydrated collapse. And even though I was never playing soccer or touch football—I was always sitting on the grass reading, trying to regulate my breathing as the scene in front of me escalated—Sledge would force me to join in.

“Get the fuck over here, Green,” he said to me on a day when another prisoner had sworn after turning his ankle in the grass. “You’re part of this.”

I didn’t protest: protesting meant we were given half portions in the mess hall for the next twenty-four hours. I left the book in the grass and assumed my place in the disgruntled herd of prisoners. We were told to plank for two minutes, and whoever dropped out of his plank would have to plank for an additional three minutes before moving on to the hundred crunches. I held my plank, my arms shaking, my glasses sliding down my nose, sweat dripping from my hair. I was close to Sledge—I could see the mud on his army boots—and then I could see two pairs of feet approaching his, one of which was sneaker clad and clearly belonged to Kimborough, and the other of which I’d never seen before.

“He’s starting today,” I heard Kimborough say to Sledge.

“Yeah, okay,” Sledge said. “Who are you again?”

“Orson Ortman,” a voice said.

“Time,” Sledge barked at us. “Start the crunches.”

I turned onto my back and saw him: lean, graceful looking, his hand at the back of his neck. His hair, orangish brown, shot from his head in a messy corona and he was watching us with a combination of interest and sadness. I couldn’t tell if he was sad for us or sad that he’d soon be among us but there was a softness to his stare that suggested the former, that he was really genuinely feeling bad for us and would have liked to change our situation. He had a hint of a beard: Sledge would make him shave. I couldn’t help imagining him shaving, wrinkling his nose to get a spot on the underside of his chin. I couldn’t stop looking at him.

“Green!” Sledge said, and I began my crunches quickly, trying not to linger on the sit-up.

“This is Orson Ortman,” Kimborough said. “He’s going to be joining us for the rest of the summer.”

“Don’t stop your fucking crunches,” Sledge hissed.

Kimborough cleared his throat. “Orson will be in cabin six. Please don’t hassle him; give him a chance to settle in.”

Sledge grunted at Kimborough’s use of the word “please,” and I tried not to watch as Kimborough and Orson walked away toward my cabin.

We marched, sweat drenched, to the mess hall, where we collapsed on benches and tried to summon the strength to get our plates and get food at the head of the room. I folded my arms on the table and rested my head on my wrists, taking breaths so deep they almost caught in my throat. When I looked up, Orson Ortman was sitting across from me.

“How’d you get here?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I just sat down. You were breathing so heavy, maybe that’s why you didn’t hear me.” He extended his hand to shake. “Orson,” he said.

“I know,” I said. “Why are you here?”

“That’s a long story.”

“No, like—why are you here at this table with me?”

“Because I don’t like crowded places. Every other table in this cafeteria—”

“Mess hall,” I corrected.

“Right, every other table in this mess hall is full of people. I don’t want to sit wedged in with a bunch of people.” He extended his arms out to either side like a bird preparing for flight. “I like my space.”

“There’s space here,” I said, resigning myself to generosity. It was a trait that didn’t get you very far at Last Chance, but I couldn’t help it: there’d been something captivating about him in those first moments I’d seen him, something worthy of investigation.

“Do you want me to get you a plate?”

I shrugged.

“I’ll get you a plate,” he said. “Just give me a second.”

He sprung grasshopper-like from his seat and came back with two plates of brownish mash and green beans. The food was nauseating, as always, and I was almost too weak to eat it, but I wanted to perform normalcy. I drew a fork from the canister in the middle of the table, watching him.

“Is this meat loaf?” he asked, poking at his.

“It’s always meat loaf,” I said. “We have to cook it and there’s, like, only one recipe.”

He took a bite and grimaced. “We cook it?”

“Eventually you’ll cook it. Maybe you’re the one person in the world who knows how to make it better.”

My head echoed with the sound of Sledge’s voice. I felt the crust of the previous hour’s sweat on my face.

“No phones here, huh?” Orson said.

“No screens of any sort.” I lowered my face close to the mash, struggling to raise my arm from the plate to my mouth. “Didn’t Kimborough tell you? We make calls on pay phones. The only good thing to do is read, really.”

He nodded. “That’s fine,” he said, too chipper. And then he extended his hand to shake. “You should shake my hand.”

“What?”

He kept it extended. “You should shake it.”

“Dude, what the fuck?”

His insistence—the small smile, the way he nodded toward his outstretched hand—was both frustrating and inviting.

“I swear I’m going to stand up and leave this fucking table,” I said.

He shrugged, his hand still extended. “You’re too tired to stand up. I know that for a fact.” His smile broadened.

“Jesus,” I muttered, and took his hand in mine. I felt something between our palms and pulled away, frightened, but not so frightened that I would risk dropping it in front of the counselors, who were roaming the mess hall in their utility belts and too-short haircuts. When I opened my hand, I saw that he’d given me a perfectly rolled joint. I pocketed it immediately.

“I don’t drink or do drugs of any sort,” he said, as though this could possibly be an explanation for what had just happened. “I’ve always been pretty straight-edge. My dad just, you know, sits on the sofa in front of the TV the minute he gets home and drinks a six-pack. So I’m trying to be different.”

And yet he’d just given me a joint. I was too shocked to speak.

“You seem nice,” he said, and winked so quickly I almost missed it. “You seem reliable.”

At night, the barn and the mess hall were locked: if we wanted to go to the bathroom, we had to use a latrine that stank from years of use at the edge of the property, close to the barbed wire fence that kept us pent in. The joint wedged in my right shoe, a book of matches I’d stolen from my bunkmate wedged in my left, I took our cabin’s designated flashlight and switched it on. Pretending to test it, I shone it in the direction of Orson, who was asleep in the bunk across from me. He whinnied a little in his sleep but didn’t snore, and when he rolled onto his back, I snatched the light away for fear I’d wake him up.

I saw poorly in the dark and was nearly drained of strength, so I had to walk slowly to the latrine, and even with the flashlight’s guidance I tripped twice. When I got to the latrine I sat next to the hole, the putrid smell of which made me even more light-headed, and lit the joint. I rarely smoked, so I was dizzyingly high after two hits. The wood walls seemed to swell with the scent of the purplest, stickiest weed I’d smoked in my life. Within minutes I was no longer in the latrine, no longer at Last Chance—I was a numb and giggly spirit emerged from a bottle. I stumbled back to the cabin, laughing to myself, the tips of my fingers tingling. I buried the matches in a row of snap peas, thinking that maybe they’d grow into a match plant whose matches I would harvest and keep forever. Maybe I’d get rich from inventing the match plant.

The next morning at breakfast, I could tell Orson could tell that I’d spent the night high. He grinned and palmed me another joint, which I smoked that night. This went on for two more nights until I confronted him at breakfast.

“So why are you being so nice to me?”

He laughed. “ ‘So nice.’ That’s such a delicate way of putting it.”

I made a severe face, but it was almost impossible to be mad at him. “Why?” I pressed.

“Well, I told you before that I like you,” he said. “And I’m on scholarship, like you clearly are. And there’s something, I don’t know—there’s something really innocent-seeming about you. I think people look at me and think, like, ‘Oh, here comes this asshole, what’s he gonna sell me now?’ You don’t give off that vibe.”

I couldn’t tell if this was an insult or a compliment, so I just nodded.

“I thought maybe you could help me,” he said. And then he palmed me two pills of Adderall.

I had no idea how he was doing it, or why he was doing it given that he was so straight-edge, but he had the largest collection of contraband at Last Chance. Together, we sold it to our trapped, rich market: weed was $25 per joint, Adderall was $30 per pill, lighters were $35, pocketknives were $50. He even had a Game Boy somehow, which he managed to sell for $400. It seemed like everyone had sewn money into their clothes in anticipation of something like this—real money, rich kid money. It took us two weeks to clear $1,000, another two to clear $3,000. I didn’t ask him where he was getting everything, and he seemed fine not telling me.

He never seemed to get tired, either. At rec time, he was the most energetic soccer player, running and kicking and jumping with a grace that seemed impossible to me: the grace of someone who’s so accustomed to being in his body that his every movement is flawless, totally devoid of calculation. It was like watching a falling star rocket effortlessly through the sky. I felt lucky just getting to see it. He was untouchable, both as the source of the contraband and as a body in space, sinewy but clearly capable of winning any fight. And he read, too. White men who disagreed with other white men: Karl Marx, Niccolò Machiavelli, Marcus Aurelius. But the best writers, he told me, were the ones who wrote like the contents of a mind spilled onto a page.

“Toni Morrison and Virginia Woolf,” he said as we stooped to clean the chicken coop of its biohazardous mess. “Have you read Sula or Mrs. Dalloway?”

I shook my head.

“Get them from the library when you get home,” he said. “They’re brains on a page. Gives you some insight into how we think.”

I became respected—at first begrudgingly and then with enthusiasm—and prisoners began to talk me up during our rotations together, asking me in densely coded language what I was holding and how they could get some. I shook a lot of hands and gave a lot of careful high fives. The best times were when I was on work rotation with Orson. He ran his hand through his flame-orange hair, dripped sweat through his T-shirt, smiled at me as we labored. The first time we were put on the slaughter rotation, I shuddered at having to chop the heads off chickens.

“It’s better than the pigs,” he offered. “There you have to stun them and slit their throats.”

It always surprised me what he knew: he was encyclopedic, terminally curious.

“But not cut their heads off,” I said.

“Well, their necks are too big.”

“But the head stays on,” I insisted.

He grabbed a chicken, belly swollen and legs deformed, from the to-be-slaughtered pen. It was difficult to watch him hold it by the neck, let alone consider its neck being severed.

“Okay, think of it this way,” he said. “We outrank Sledge.”

“Outrank him?”

“Yeah. You’re the lieutenant and I’m the colonel.” He righted his posture and stood rigid, saluting me. “Lieutenant, I have received orders to slaughter this chicken at thirteen thirty-four.”

“I think it’s ‘lieutenant colonel.’ ”

“I’m afraid it’s not, sir. I am the colonel, sir, and you are the lieutenant, sir. This chicken is named Major Sledge, sir.”

“Does that chicken outrank us? Or no?”

“I don’t give a shit, sir,” he said, still rigid. “Will you help me kill Major Sledge, sir?”

“Okay, yes, sir,” I said, and took the squawking, disoriented chicken from him. I held the bird down as he axed its neck. We did this again and again and again, the heads falling to the ground, my stomach turning.

“Don’t worry, lieutenant, sir,” Orson said. “This is only going to last another twenty minutes and then we can just chill out planting soy beans or whatever, sir.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, biting my lip.

“Just look at my face, sir,” he offered. “Don’t look at the heads. Just look at me.”

So I did. His brows knit with the effort of swinging the axe, but otherwise his face was placid, settled almost. It was unsettling to watch: he seemed indifferent to the brutality. Was this how he always was, or was he just performing for me? I looked away, to a corner of the barn just over his left shoulder, and felt some of the chicken’s blood splatter against my shirtfront.

“That wasn’t so bad, lieutenant, sir, was it, sir?” he said when we’d finished with the last chicken.

“No, sir,” I said. “It didn’t suck as much as I thought it would, sir.”

When we were on a particularly tedious rotation, like lugging hay from the barn to the horse stable or planting seedlings in the high heat or cleaning up after the cows, Orson told me to talk about myself.

“I’m not that interesting,” I said the first time he asked. “There’s really nothing to know.”

He scoffed. “You’re not interesting? You’re one of the most interesting people I’ve ever met.”

My face reddened. I tried to focus on packing soil around the pea seed I’d just planted.

“Lieutenant,” he said. “I want to know about you, sir.”

I stood up, wiping dirt from my hands, and met his eyes. He was leaning on his shovel, grinning.

“What do you want to know?” I asked.

“Start at the beginning,” he said.

So I told him about my parents. They’d had me young. My maternal grandparents were both alcoholics and my paternal grandparents were both dead. My mom and dad met in high school, knew they’d never be able to afford college, and got pregnant with me when my mom was in the eleventh grade and my dad in the twelfth. My dad had been kicked out of school for selling weed but had managed to get his GED through night classes. My mom graduated, but just barely because she’d been so busy caring for me. They’d both had to take jobs to make ends meet, the same jobs they currently had: my dad hauling slabs of flesh through subzero freezers in a meatpacking warehouse and my mom serving ungrateful patrons eggs and grits in a diner. They moved into an apartment across the street from my mom’s parents, whom they saw increasingly less as the parents’ alcoholism worsened.

“Were the grandparents bitter that your mom got pregnant so young?” Orson asked as we shoveled three-foot piles of cow dung.

“I think so,” I said. “My mom doesn’t really talk about it. I think her dad gave her some money and then just kind of cut her off.”

“So you went to this rich kid high school?”

“My parents fought to let me attend. They were determined to get me to succeed.”

“So they’re pissed right now.”

I stuck my shovel into the dung and became acutely aware of the smell, stronger even than the latrine. “Yeah, you could say so.”

Orson rarely talked about himself. I couldn’t tell if that was because I was genuinely interesting—though I had my doubts—or because he just didn’t want me to know about him. In my bunk after lights out, I squinted at his sleeping form in the dark and tried to imagine what his life had been like, where he lived, who his friends were, what he’d done to get sent to Last Chance. In my imagination, he was kicking a soccer ball on a professionally sodded field, or he was sitting imperiously in detention, smiling because he knew more about everything than his fellow prisoners. The possibility that his offense had been violent never crossed my mind. He didn’t seem to have it in his nature.

Sledge caught us stopping work to talk on more than one occasion and split us up, making me run laps and Orson do two hundred crunches. As I ran, I thought about Orson, worried about him: was Sledge breaking his spirit? I knew Sledge couldn’t break mine as long as Orson and I were together, but what if I wasn’t enough to buoy Orson? What if the half rations we so often had to endure in the mess hall were weakening him? What if he started hallucinating from hunger and exhaustion, as a few of the other prisoners already had?

In the mess hall, sitting over our half potatoes and half mash, I asked him: “Is this too much?”

He looked at me, smiling. There was nothing in his face to suggest exhaustion, though it was clear he’d lost a considerable amount of weight since his arrival. “What?”

“Getting caught talking to me all the time. Getting in trouble.”

He shook his head vigorously, straightening his shoulders. “Nope. It’s all worth it, sir, lieutenant, sir.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes, sir. Your stories are interesting, sir. They’re like mine, sir.”

I ate a bite of my mash. “What are your stories, sir, colonel, sir?”

He waved his hand at me, his shoulders softening out of colonel posture. “Honestly, I can’t talk about myself. I can get really self-absorbed. It’s like some dark triad shit.”

“Try me,” I said. “I can handle it.”

His lips tightened. He looked from me to his plate to me again.

“I can handle it, sir, colonel, sir.”

He sighed. “I’m here for hotwiring a car. They said I could either do two months in juvie or two months here.”

My eyes widened. Hotwiring a car. It sounded almost glamorous when he said it.

Orson’s father frequented a bar where they didn’t cut him off until he was swaying on his stool. Whenever Orson could, he would go to the bar with his father and chat with the bartender, drinking Cherry Cokes, trying to keep his father from getting too drunk. There was a wide-shouldered, sideburned man at the bar named Richard Haley who owned a Jiffy Lube that had employed Orson one summer for $8.50 an hour. Haley had fired Orson for taking an unscheduled smoke break. Because of this, Haley thought he was better than Orson and Orson’s frequently drunk father, and he would make every effort to drink at this bar and harass them. He called Orson’s father whiskey dick and fabricated stories about sex with Orson’s mother. Orson told Haley several times to stop, once even shoving him, but Haley wouldn’t let up. Instead of getting angry about this, Orson’s father would put his head in his hands and weep: the insults were relentless and humiliating and Haley was too well-known around town for anyone to try to stop him—as the owner of a Jiffy Lube, he was one of the richest people for miles. So one night when Haley was screaming at his father over the sound of “Heartbreaker” on the jukebox, Orson went outside to smoke, stole Haley’s car, and drove it into a ditch two miles out of town.

“I spent a week locked up. My family could barely afford my bail,” he said. “And then the judge let me come here, probably because I’m white.” He raised his eyebrows and sighed heavily. “That’s why I’m, you know, doing this thing with you. Because I also have a ten-thousand-dollar fine to pay.”

“My parents have a lot of debt from my ophthalmologist visits,” I offered. I was immediately embarrassed when I said this. We hadn’t addressed my eyesight all summer.

“Yeah, you get it,” he said. “You’re not American if you’re not in debt to someone.”

I was incredibly grateful then: not just for the fact that he didn’t press deeper into my nightmarish open secret, but because he was my friend. Because he had, of his own volition, come into my life.

At the end of the summer, we were made to stand in a line in the mess hall, bookended by four menacing counselors on either side. Kimborough surveyed us from a distance behind Sledge, who walked up and down our line, seething.

“You think you’re going to just go back home to your parents and pretend this never happened?” he asked. “Well fuck that, and fuck you for thinking that. You are criminals. If you don’t change your lives, you will be in prison or dead before you turn twenty-one. Most people your age, they have bright futures ahead of them. You? You have no future if you don’t fix yourselves. You have no future whatsoever.”

Kimborough made us pray for forgiveness from God and then we were dispersed back to our cabins, where we packed our belongings and the counselors distributed our phones and wallets. Orson and I were dropped off at the combination train and bus station, left to sit in the cavernous head house and deal with a flood of text messages from our parents. We had over $5,000 between us, and Orson counted out my share.

“That’s going to go a long way toward those bills,” he said.

“Don’t you want more?” I asked. “To pay off the fine?”

“No, no,” he said. “Just keep it. You need it just as much.”

I pocketed my share reluctantly.

We sat in silence, the kind of warm, placid silence shared by two people who know each other intimately and are about to stop knowing each other intimately. We checked our phones and looked at our feet. Then Orson grabbed my phone from my hands and punched in his number.

“Text me anytime,” he said. “I’ll always respond.”

An automated voice announced that his bus was departing in ten minutes, and he stood, smiling, his arms wide. “This is the last time I’ll be able to do this for fifteen hours,” he said. “The last time I’ll be able to extend to my full wingspan.”

“Cherish it,” I said. “Cherish it, sir, colonel, sir.”

“Yes, sir, lieutenant, sir,” he said, and turned from me, jogging in the direction of his terminal.

My train wouldn’t arrive until later that evening. I made a pillow of my backpack and lay across the bench, reading the part of The Brothers Karamazov where Mitya is trying to find money to woo Grushenka. I got through ten pages and fell asleep, and when I woke up the head house was nearly deserted and the moon was visible through the massive skylight. I pulled my phone from my pocket and texted Orson’s number: colonel, sir, it is 19:24 and i am still in the fucking train station, sir. I watched my screen for a text back and then pocketed my phone again, trying to read. But I couldn’t: the words blurred with my anxiety. I couldn’t stop imagining Orson on his bus, reading my text disinterestedly and turning his phone off. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked again: still no response. He had obviously read my text and decided to ignore it. He hadn’t expected me to text the number at all. It was a fake number, even, a mean-spirited prank—that’s what the whole summer had been, a long-form attempt to get me to like him, to worship him, to think he was important. And he was. He absolutely was, but he was too important for me, too intelligent. I was gullible, small, foolish. What had I been thinking? Why would someone like Orson ever want to be friends with me?

And then my phone buzzed: that sucks, sir, lieutenant, sir. but at least you’re not on this shitty bus, sir.

My breath leapt into my throat. I texted back as quickly as I could: that was easily the worst summer of my life.

yeah man, what did that even do? i don’t feel reformed or whatever.

haha nope. neither do i.

but we were making MONEY.

yeah we were.

we should do that again sometime.

My heart thrummed.



Ingrid was valedictorian of her senior class, a size two, a volleyball player, a future biochemist. She’d been accepted early decision to Stanford. Her Tumblr avatar was a picture of Sailor Moon grabbing her cheeks in joy, stars in her eyes, pigtails twirling above her head. The most important thing about Ingrid—to me, at least, though maybe not to her—was that she had 20/20 vision. She wasn’t real, and I wanted to be her.

On the family computer, I made Ingrid reblog photos of handsome boys and cute cats. She visited various forums, posting makeup advice, gushing about Neutral Milk Hotel, making Jane Eyre puns. She started accumulating friends, who insisted on DMing her and asking her about her personal life. How long was her hair? How strict was her school? Had she ever been to Disney World? Did she have a boyfriend? I loved answering all the questions, loved making Ingrid seem even more perfect than I’d conceived of her. She would never get busted for a hustle because she’d never needed to hustle. It was exhilarating to pretend I was someone who’d never needed to hustle.

When I returned from Last Chance, my parents’ only option for my senior year was a Catholic high school run by nuns who were unsparing in their discipline. We had regular locker inspections and the classrooms were run like dictatorships, a nun at the head speaking poor Spanish or fumbling her way through the history of the Civil War, watching us carefully. We were to keep our hands on our desks at all times. If the nun couldn’t see our hands, we were ordered to stand up and submit to a frisking conducted by grave-faced “classroom aides” who were not unlike the Last Chance counselors. Having lived through Sledge, the place wasn’t difficult to master. I faked illness and broke into the lockers of skittish kids to steal their Adderall, which I sold at a high markup. I hacked into a nun’s Facebook account and posted that she was having a yard sale, which attracted a swarm of people to her property before she could take the status down. I managed to affix a dildo to a crucifix, which bought me a month’s detention. It was mickey mouse stuff, but I still took pictures of everything and sent them to Orson, trying to impress him.

i miss the free market of high school he wrote back to me. i’m bored.

He’d graduated and moved out of his parents’ house into an apartment, which he financed by selling weed. Being a full-time dealer didn’t suit him: he had to interact with understimulating burnouts, he had to constantly think about obtaining and pricing drugs he’d never use, his days were dictated by the texts of others. He told me several times that he knew he was destined for something more than just dealing drugs. Something more exciting, more lucrative.

at least you’re making money, sir, colonel, sir I texted back, but I was still worried. The idea that he was bored and alone pained me. I texted him a photo of a license plate in the Catholic school parking lot that read GDGTSIT. god really gets it I wrote.

He texted me back a photo of himself in a white T-shirt, a cigarette dripping from his lips, smiling half-heartedly. I saved it.

Ingrid actually did have a boyfriend, she told her friends. He was about 5'; 10" and had messy hair and was incredible in bed. Did Ashley and Sarah and Allie want to see him? LMAO of course they did. I DMed them the photo of Orson. We were at a party when I took this LOL I wrote. The responses came in:

Oh my godddd he is so hot!

Ingrid hun i am NOT surprised he’s such a babe he’s probably smart too.

Honestly if he wasn’t yours i’d stealllll him

He’s a really private person I wrote. He was kind of worried abt me posting that pic. I told him it was just my friends :p

I kept “raking lawns” after school so I could slowly pay my parents the money I’d gotten from Last Chance. I found a McMansion I liked, red brick with a slate roof and a two-car garage, and took a picture of it from the street. This became Ingrid’s family’s house, and I uploaded the photo to Tumblr with the caption home sweet friggin’ home. Ingrid’s dad, Eric, was a doctor and her mom, Stephanie, was a business consultant. In 2000, when Ingrid was ten, they’d moved from their starter home in a less rich neighborhood to this one, where there was a homeowner’s association and acre-large lawns. Ingrid had spent her childhood attending painting classes and piano lessons. She’d learned to play “Moonlight Sonata” at age eleven and was composing her own music by age thirteen.

I texted Orson the photo of the McMansion.

these assholes I wrote. these assholes sir, colonel, sir.

No response.

I waited for an hour, then two hours, three, four. I concluded that he’d either died or grown sick of me. I biked to the library and checked out Mrs. Dalloway and Sula in hopes that this would somehow summon him back. I stayed up all night speed-reading both. Mrs. Dalloway was dense in ways Sula wasn’t, but he’d been right: each book was the contents of a mind poured out onto the page. Characters wanting things and getting things and losing things. In my teenage narcissism I imagined myself one of these characters, suffering for Orson, pleading for him, praying for him.

Days of silence. I called and listened to his phone ring. I tried not to call too many times in a single day. My sleep grew fitful. I squinted at my phone at the dinner table. I could feel my dad watching me.

“Is it time to get your prescription updated?” he asked. “I see the way you’re holding your phone.”

Orson had disappeared off the face of the earth and my dad had the nerve to ask about my eyesight.

“No,” I snapped. “I can see just fine.”

He raised his hands as though I’d just threatened him with something sharp. “Listen, I’m on your side. I just want you to be in good shape for college.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I want to go into massive debt so I can compete with people who had private SAT tutors and drive massive SUVs for an upper-middle-class job I don’t want and won’t get anyway.”

My dad snatched my phone from my hands. My mom walked into the room carrying the bucket of fried chicken she’d picked up from the neighborhood KFC.

“What did I miss?” she asked.

“Ezra doesn’t want to go to college,” my dad said. I’d been staring at my phone for so long that everything farther than four feet away from me was smudged, but I could make out the rigid line of my dad’s mouth.

“You don’t want to go to college?” my mom asked.

“We don’t have money for it,” I said.

“That wasn’t your argument.” My dad’s features came slowly into focus: his skin mottled with frostbite, his widow’s peak, his watery greenish-gray eyes. “Your argument was basically that college is useless.”

My mom set the bucket of fried chicken down on the table and turned to me. “It’s not useless,” she said. “Do you know I would have killed to go to college?”

“You wouldn’t have killed,” I said.

“For fuck’s sake,” my dad said. “You have the grades. You have the test scores.”

“But I don’t have the money.”

“So you take out loans! Everyone takes out loans.”

My mom tightened her ponytail and looked at me pityingly. “Are you worried the other kids will be mean to you, sweetheart?”

“God, no,” I said, and extended my hand for my phone, which my dad reluctantly gave back to me. “I’m not worried about mean people; I’m worried about being a fucking mark.”

“Language,” my dad said.

“You just swore,” I said.

“You can’t swear,” my dad said lamely.

“What’s a mark?” My mom ran her hand through my hair, which conjured the skin shivers I’d always experienced whenever she’d done this during my childhood. When I was scared or crying or angry she’d do this. Everything was bad, and then everything was good.

“Like what they used to call a sucker,” I said, quieter than before. “Like someone who gets money stolen from them or gets a trick played on them.”

“College graduates aren’t suckers,” my dad said.

My mom kept running her hand through my hair. “Why do you say that?”

“A lot of reasons.”

“You can get a scholarship,” my dad persisted.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. A phone call. “I’m going to go to my room,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

I felt them watch me leave the kitchen and run down the hall, where I closed the door as quietly as I could and pulled out my phone.

“Hi,” I said, feeling a relief so intense it was almost dizzying.

“Hey.” His voice was brittle.

“Lost you for a few days there, colonel, sir.” I said too quickly.

He began to cry.

“What is it?” I asked, but he just sobbed, and I kept imagining myself next to him. I was desperate to touch him, to run my hand through his hair as my mom had just run hers through mine. Anything I could do to make everything good.

“My dad,” he gasped finally.

“Yeah?”

“He’s dead. He had a heart attack.” A horrified sob. “At home. I came back to visit—I found him.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“I have no idea—I don’t—I have no idea why he went now instead of later.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “Orson, really—”

“No, no. It’s fine,” he said, waving me away with his voice. “Sorry I didn’t get your texts. I was, you know, I was walking, actually. I went on a twenty-mile walk one day. It’s what I do when I can’t do anything else.”

“I get that,” I said, though I didn’t.

“I loved him,” he said. “I still love him.”

“I know.”

“He was just killing himself. For, like, years. He drank himself to death.”

Silence between us. I listened to him breathing.

“How far are you from the nearest city?” he asked.

“Maybe, like, half an hour?”

“That’s close. That’s closer than I thought.”

I realized I hadn’t told him much about where I lived other than that it was a wasteland suburb bordering on a wealthy one.

“I’m out in bumblefuck,” he said.

I wanted to tell him that I remembered, but that seemed somehow insulting.

“It’s, like, how long of a drive from me to you?” he asked.

“Two and a half hours,” I blurted. I’d done the math several times.

I knew he was smiling. “What if I came for a visit?”



I stopped pretending to do homework when I saw his sedan pull up, fuzzed in the distance. I sprinted down the emergency stairwell to the rotunda.

He was hunched and paler, but it was still him. His car’s wheel wells were rusted and its interior was obscured by what looked like boxes and pillows. He had driven to where I lived. Driven for me.

“What’s in your car?” I asked.

“That’s everything I own in the world.” He looked back at the car smilingly, as though it represented some kind of impossible accomplishment. “I gave up my apartment.”

“What?”

“I’m moving here,” he said, grinning. “I’m moving to the city.”

There was no other way to interpret this. I couldn’t manage to say anything aloud.

“What?” he asked, cocking his head. “You look like you’re choking.”

I shook my head. He pounded me on the back.

“I’m fine,” I managed.

“I had to get out of there. And you’re—you know, you’re my best friend.”

His best friend.

“I don’t want to sell weed anymore. I want to do something bigger.”

“Of course.”

We extracted a small suitcase from the overstuffed car and he let me carry it upstairs, where my parents were waiting in the living room.

“The famous Mr. Ortman!” my dad said, wrapping Orson in a hug.

“Welcome, Orson.” My mom offered him a kiss on the cheek. “We were so sorry to hear about your father.”

Orson screwed up his mouth and looked down at the floor. When he looked back up, his eyes were watery.

“Thank you,” he said.

My dad, who was always uncomfortable with displays of grief, clapped Orson on the back. “Are you hungry?”

“I am hungry!” Orson wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve and slapped his inferno of a stomach, which made both my parents laugh. “And I’ll help however I can in the kitchen.”

They refused his help, of course, leaving us to sit across from each other at the Formica table they had bought for the “dining room,” which was really just the space between the living room and the half wall of the kitchen. Orson leaned forward conspiratorially, his eyes bright, and asked me if I wanted to share an apartment with him.

“Tell your parents you’re taking a year off to work. You need to save up for college.”

This was a dream. I was living in a dream. “I’ll need a job before they’ll let me do that.”

He nodded thoughtfully, his gaze straying from me to the sofa behind me. “I can take care of that,” he said. “That’ll be easy.”

My parents had prepared a dinner of a brisket and mashed potatoes, my mom’s and dad’s respective specialties, the kind of out-of-budget meal they made for guests they wanted to impress.

Orson badgered them into letting him set the table—“You can’t expect me to just sit here without earning my keep”—which he did with panache, folding our cheap paper napkins into mini swans and arranging the silverware as though we were preparing for a five-course meal.

“He’s spoiling us,” my mom said to me, still glowing. “Orson, you don’t have to spoil us. This is for you.”

“Nonsense!” He looked down his nose at her with the fake gentility of a nobleman, and she exploded with laughter. “I’ll hear none of it, madam!”

My mom retreated giggling into the kitchen, and when she emerged it was with the steaming brisket, which we all applauded as though it, and not Orson, were our guest of honor.

“You’ll get the first piece,” she said, setting the brisket down in front of Orson.

“That hardly seems fair,” he protested. “You made it, after all.”

My mom blushed and my dad laughed. This was how things always should have been. Orson would lift them out of their lives of ice burn and scant tips. He would enchant them like he’d enchanted me.

“You’re telling me you two have been married eighteen years?” He looked from my dad to my mom. “Danielle, you could be Ezra’s older sister home from college.”

“Oh, come on now!” she said, but she was clearly loving it.

My dad and I brought the rest of the food to the table and it felt like Thanksgiving: there was a ready-to-feast warmth in the room, a swell of anticipatory joy.

“So, Orson, what did you think of Wellspring?” my dad asked, slicing into his brisket.

Orson chewed slowly, his features knit in consideration. “Tough but fair,” he said. “It really got me back to where I needed to be. My dad always said I needed to straighten up and fly right.”

“You were close to your father?” my mom asked.

“Very.”

My dad nodded at me. “I think that camp did a number on Ez here. He came back a skeleton.”

“Well, it was either that or, you know…” I tried, but didn’t know how to finish the sentence.

My mom, always hypersensitive to wrinkles in a conversation, put her hand on mine. “You’re so strong now. Isn’t he so much stronger, Dave?”

My dad nodded, chewing, and turned back to Orson. “You look pretty sturdy yourself, Orson. You play any sports in school?”

“I was a wrestler in high school,” Orson said, as quickly as if it were the truth. “Varsity.”

There were nods, raised eyebrows. “Very impressive,” my mom said. “Do you have a sense of what you’d like to do now that you’ve graduated?”

“Become a teacher.” He lied about this with the same seamlessness he’d lied about being a wrestler. “After learning what I learned at Wellspring, I’d really like to give back, help other troubled kids.”

“What subject would you teach?” my dad asked.

Orson took another bite of brisket and chewed thoroughly. He must have known he couldn’t be quick with every single answer. “English, I think. Or sociology. I haven’t decided yet. One of the humanities.”

“Those subjects are important,” my mom said.

“Not where the money is, but important,” my dad added. “My favorite class in high school was English.”

“Helping kids find themselves in books—I’m not sure, it just feels meaningful to me,” Orson said. “I wish I’d had some kind of model for good behavior, or at least some way to contain my angst. I think I wouldn’t have gone down the wrong path then.”

After dinner, Orson sprang up to help my mom in the kitchen and my dad winked at me. “He’s a good friend,” he said. “Very smart. He can stay over for as long as he needs.”

Orson claimed he needed some fresh air so we went for a walk in the direction of a strip mall with a smoothie shop, a nearly bankrupt video rental store, and a 7-Eleven. I was embarrassed that this was the only place to walk to, that this was all I had to show him. I wanted to carry him around in a palanquin like a king, take him through marble palaces and tropical forests. It was a curse that I was from this place, and that he found himself in it. Then I had an idea.

“Let’s go into the 7-Eleven,” I said. “I want to show you something.”

He nodded, game to indulge me. We walked in, our skin going greenish under the fluorescent lights. We wandered the store, lifting lighters and keychains, mickey mousing around. Then I pulled an individual Hershey’s Kiss out of a bin of loose Easter candy. I held it up to him.

“How much do you think this costs?”

He raised his eyebrows delightedly. “I have no idea,” he said.

“Yeah, me neither,” I said. “We’re gonna find out.”

The cashier was clean-shaven with an emo haircut and black nail polish. I put the single Kiss down in front of him.

“Can we buy these individually?” I asked.

His name tag read “Steven.” He looked at me dazedly. I had intruded on his private fantasies with an incredibly stupid request. “You want to buy that just on its own?”

I looked over at Orson, who was pretending to read a tabloid with Jennifer Aniston’s crying face on it. I looked back at Steven. “Yes.”

“It’s forty-three cents,” Steven said.

I opened my wallet and made a show of looking through my cash. “Shit,” I said. “Shit, I’m sorry.” I produced a ten. “This is the smallest bill I have.”

Steven took the bill, unable to conceal his disgust, and proceeded to count out nine dollars and fifty-seven cents. After he handed me the change, I magically found a single.

“Sorry!” I said. “I missed this. Listen, can I get the ten back and I’ll give you all the singles?”

Steven began to make a calculation in his head that he clearly lost interest in, because he handed me the ten, which I added to my hand of bills. Then I counted out nine singles and slipped the ten underneath. Steven took the wad from me, looking almost curious now, and began counting what I’d given him.

“You gave me the ten back,” he sighed.

“Oh, did I?”

Orson made a little snorting noise behind the tabloid that I hoped Steven couldn’t hear.

“Listen,” I said. “I just gave you nineteen there. How about I give you this extra dollar here and you give me back twenty?”

Steven now seemed torn between doing what I said and calling his manager. I continued to make eye contact with him, my face even, my stare maybe a little impatient. After a few seconds of this, Steven took the bills back and gave me the twenty.

“Holy shit!” Orson crowed when we were outside again. “What was that?”

I unwrapped the Kiss and popped it in my mouth. “I saw it in an old movie,” I said, chewing.

“What’re you going to do with your eight dollars?”

“I dunno. Maybe take in a moving picture show?”

He laughed—loud, resounding—and then made an effort to quiet himself when he realized we weren’t yet out of the strip mall parking lot. “Maybe seduce a nice broad into showing you her ankles?”

“I do love me some gams,” I said, and he broke into laughter again. There was nothing in the world like pleasing him.
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