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Prologue



DOGGETT, TEXAS


The goofy way Mr. Linder is stuttering—I have to look down at the floor to keep from just busting out laughing. His lame “Well, I didn’t think it was necessary” and “Had I known I was violating policy”—I mean, who does he think he’s fooling? Definitely not the school board members, who all seem to be clenching their jaws. I could’ve actually felt sorry for him, if he hadn’t been such a slime when I interviewed him for my story.


The story didn’t start out as a means of getting the old goat fired. It was just some dumb feature idea I had about the high cost of extracurricular activities. You’ve seen them before—stories about the killer costs of cheerleading uniforms, band instruments, and so on. When I was investigating it, though, everyone in band talked about how, when they went out of town for games, they had to buy their own meals. Normally they’d stop at a Grandy’s or Luby’s or something like that, which would only run five or six dollars, but after you include the play-off games and a few basketball games, it could end up as much as an extra hundred bucks a year. Then it occurred to me. No one else has to pay for their meals. The football players don’t. The dance team doesn’t. So why the band? That’s what I asked Mr. Linder. Which is when he made his fatal mistake. He made me mad.


“Why don’t you just print the scores of the games and drop the Hard Copy act?” he said without looking up from the Jaguar brochure he had unfolded on his desk.


So this is what I printed.


BAND FUNDS UNACCOUNTED FOR


by Patrick Sheridan


Editor in chief


For the past two years the school board has budgeted five dollars meal money per student for out-of-town school functions. According to band members and their parents, none of that money has been used to provide meals for band students.


Band director Ned Linder initially denied such a fund existed. Later, when presented with a copy of the official school board policy, Linder claimed to have set up an emergency fund for instrument and uniform repair with the money.


“Our group has special needs,” Linder said. “I’ve set aside the money in order to make sure we have functioning instruments and nice-looking uniforms. We don’t get new uniforms every other year like the football team.”


But Mrs. Terry Billingham, mother of drum major Stanton Billingham, doubts such a fund exists.


“Stanton’s had to get his trumpet fixed twice with his own money. Where is this money Mr. Linder claims he has set aside?” Billingham said.


Principal Charles Gruter promised to look into the matter.


“I’m confident everything’s aboveboard,” he said.


But apparently it wasn’t, which is why I’m at the school board meeting watching Linder fry. My best friend Zeb leans across my other best friend Anderson and whispers, “Do we still tar and feather people here?”


“Just Yankees,” says Anderson.


“He’ll get off easy. They’ll let him resign or something like that,” I say. “It’s almost impossible to fire teachers.”


I’m only repeating what I heard my lawyer father saying earlier this afternoon, but he should know what he’s talking about. He’s on the school board. It’s pretty obvious the direction he’s leaning in when he asks the final question.


“Mr. Linder,” says Papa, using the same tone of voice he used with me in seventh grade when he caught me copying Anderson’s math homework, “have you enjoyed your stay here in Doggett?”


That question pretty much marks the end of the inquisition, and I’m able to stop taking notes. I glance at my watch. The school board is going into closed session—that means they leave the cafeteria and go hole up in the janitorial supply closet, smoke a couple cigarettes, compare the price of gas at Doggett’s three gas stations, then come out and announce the decision they made ten minutes into the meeting. It’ll be interesting to note in the newspaper how long it took them (officially) to come to reach it. I look for every angle I can get that I think Myron Tullow, the owner/editor/reporter of the Doggett Daily Register, will miss. Usually it’s not tough to scoop him, even if the school paper, The Ashes, does only come out once a month. And by the way, you don’t have to tell me that The Ashes is a stupid name for a newspaper. I already know that. Calling a newspaper The Ashes is just begging your readership to use it to start a fire. Maybe metaphorically it’s a good idea—newspapers should spark a few civic fires—but folks here in Doggett don’t think that deep. To them it’s not much different from calling your newspaper The Fishwrap.


The reason for the stupid name is our stupid mascot. We’re the Doggett High School Phoenix. Yeah, the Phoenix. It’s not even plural. We’re all collectively the Phoenix. A phoenix is a bird from mythology that consumed itself by fire and rose renewed from its ashes. Hence the name. I actually wrote an editorial calling for a change of the school mascot. I thought we should be some kind of canine. Doesn’t that make more sense? The Doggett Dogs…or Greyhounds…or Bulldogs. No one got behind it though. So we’re stuck as the self-immolating Phoenix—obviously a bird with self-esteem issues.


There’s an unusually large crowd here for the school board meeting, mostly band parents calling for blood. Anderson’s in band, but he’s one of the few people who doesn’t want to see Linder fired. He doesn’t like Linder much. Really no one does, but Anderson’s sentiment doesn’t surprise me. He can see good in just about anyone and forgive just about anything. Zeb’s just here because Anderson and I are. Like I said, the three of us are best friends. I know that technically you can’t have two best friends, but I do.


The first thing that’s important to know about us is that we don’t play football. In Doggett, when you’re born, if you’re male, they weigh you, hand you to your mother, then order shoulder pads for you. It’s probably this way of thinking that’s led to Doggett’s four state AA football titles in the past twenty years, but it’s also cost all three of us to some degree. Zeb’s probably gotten it the worst. You see, he’s a specimen. He’s six four, two hundred pounds, muscles popping out everywhere. Anderson says Coach Woodacre shakes his head in disgust every time he sees Zeb walking down the hallway, and says, “There goes number five,” meaning a fifth state championship. To top it off, Zeb is, unlike Anderson and me, athletic. He’s a nationally ranked junior tennis player, but it doesn’t do Doggett High a lick of good. There’s no tennis team here. Zeb’s parents own the farm equipment dealership, so they…well, the way Mama puts it is, “They live comfortably.” Zeb’s dad, a Phoenix running back in the sixties, calls building the tennis court in their backyard the “most asinine” move he’s ever made in his life, but he says it jokingly. At least that’s what I think. It bothers Zeb sometimes when his father talks like that.


Coach Woodacre doesn’t lose quite so much sleep over Anderson. There might be a couple girls at our school who Anderson could tackle, but they’d be freshmen.


Small, slow freshmen.


I’m not trying to sound mean, but I promise, Anderson wouldn’t care. He’d agree. You know how you sometimes see those tiny guys who try to play sports, but they’re not good enough, so they end up being a manager or statistician or something like that. And you just know they have all this hero worship for the star players. That’s not Anderson. Sports genuinely bore him. Most things bore him, come to think of it. He’s the only guy I know who won’t even turn his head when a fire truck or an ambulance speeds by with its siren blaring.


The one thing Anderson gets excited about is food. Anything having to do with food. The history of food, preparation of food, but most of all, the consumption of food. Even though Anderson didn’t weigh a hundred pounds until he was a sophomore, the boy can eat more than anyone I know. Zeb calls him The Disposal. In the Paul Newman movie Cool Hand Luke, there’s this scene where someone bets Paul he can’t eat one hundred hard-boiled eggs in an hour. Zeb and I watched it with Anderson, and afterward that’s all he could talk about. He used to go around chanting, “One hundred and one! One hundred and one!” But when his mom caught us with eight dozen eggs out on the counter and her large pot full of boiling water, she “put an end to this foolishness” right there and then. One day, though, I know Anderson’s going to do it. Zeb thinks we should take him on the road some summer like a pool hustler, stop just long enough in each town to sucker the town’s big eater into a consumption duel, place every side bet we can manage, and hightail it out of town with our winnings before our disgruntled marks decide to kick our butts.


Very few people remember this, but I was a football player. For three of the most miserable weeks of my life, I got out there with all the other seventh graders and traded licks. The hitting I didn’t mind, but they put me at receiver because of my body type—prepubescent lanky—and I could never get used to that ball coming in at me so fast. I would either close my hands too early or too late and, depending on the decision I made, either get my fingers jammed or end up with a fat lip or bloody nose. It took stitches in my lower lip before Papa would let me quit.


Suddenly the doors to the janitorial supply closet open, and the five members of the school board emerge from a cloud of cigarette smoke. They take their seats, and Mr. Edmonds, the board president, taps on the microphone.


“It’s the decision of the school board that Mr. Linder be suspended indefinitely with pay contingent on the return of all funds earmarked for student meals. Thank y’all for coming out tonight. Don’t forget the PTA sign-up sheet at the door. Drive safely, now, ya hear?”


There’s enough grumbling in the audience that it’s plain some folks were hoping Mr. Linder might be publicly drawn and quartered tonight.


“Pretty anticlimactic, don’t you think?” Zeb says as we stand.


“I told you so,” I say. “It actually costs the town less to pay the man than hire lawyers to battle it out in court. Now, at the end of the year, they can just not renew his contract.”


“And you want to report on this for a living? These meetings make a science trip to Amarillo look fun.”


“Yeah,” I say, “but today I’m covering the Doggett school board meeting, tomorrow the Senate ethics hearings.”


“Whoopee,” says Zeb, spinning his finger around in little circles.


“DQ?” suggests Anderson as we begin filing out with the rest of the crowd.


“Yeah, I promised Kate a ride home,” I say. Kate’s my girlfriend and the only teenager in Doggett without a car. She works at the Dairy Queen, and she’ll usually let us—Anderson, mainly—eat whatever’s left over in the soft-serve ice-cream machine after they close.


As we push our way through the cafeteria doors, I run right into the back of Mr. Linder. He turns around, recognizes me, and glares. “Happy now?” he asks.


I think about it. Mr. Daugherty, my journalism teacher, has a motto that he’s always repeating to the class. “The duty of a journalist,” he says, “is to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.”


“Yes, sir,” I say to Mr. Linder. “I’m happy.”


* * *


I restock all the napkin holders on the tables at the Dairy Queen while Kate fills the cooler with Dilly Bars. Zeb and Anderson plow through a quart of leftover ice cream. I’ve gotten to the point that I know as much about closing up here as any of the employees. Kate and I have been dating more than two years now, so I’ve had plenty of practice. I can cut a good twenty minutes off the amount of time it takes the girls to get out of here, and that’s twenty minutes Kate and I can spend alone before my eleven o’clock school-night curfew.


“You two better never break up,” says Zeb, watching in wonderment as Anderson shovels in spoons of ice cream. “I don’t think The Disposal would ever get over it.”


Anderson speaks. It’s tough to understand him, but I’ve gotten pretty used to deciphering what he says when his mouth is full. I’m pretty sure I make out, “It’d be tragic.”


“Don’t worry,” says Kate. “Patrick would make us write to the Pope and ask permission to break up. He’d want to get our going steady annulled. It’d be too big of a hassle.”


“Good man—the Pope,” Anderson slurs.


I’ve known Kate nearly my whole life. We met in CCD classes when we were four. Most of Doggett, including Zeb’s family, is Baptist. We Catholics are a minority, so we all tend to know each other pretty well. Now even though I say I’ve known Kate forever, that doesn’t mean I’ve liked her the whole time. She was always the one in the CCD classes who would make the teacher run crying to the priest. Then we’d have to stay after and listen to the priest defend transubstantiation to all of us six-year-olds. I thought Kate was weird. She thought I was naive.


Anyway, she quit going to church with her parents last year. That’s not an option in my family. I’m there every Sunday. Not that I mind. There are some things I have questions about—journalists always have questions—but I buy into it for the most part. Kate and I get in big arguments sometimes. She’s always going on about how the Pope won’t let women become priests or how the church’s anticondom position leads to overpopulation in poor Catholic countries like Mexico.


“Condoms in Mexico?” I remember telling her. “You ought to be more worried about condoms in Cordoba.”


You see, I drive a Cordoba, and sex, well, that’s starting to become an issue with us. We’re both scared, but Kate says she’s willing to conquer her fear.


“That’s easier for you to do,” I respond. “You wouldn’t have to tell Father Madigan about it.”


“No, but I know you would. You think he wouldn’t know who you were having premarital sex with?”


Confession is a powerful motivation to stay on what my father calls “The Path.” But it’s not just “The Path” I’m worried about. What if I got Kate pregnant? I mean, we Catholics aren’t allowed to wear a condom, and besides, I’ve heard of condoms breaking. On top of that, I’ve heard the way some guys talk about the girls here who have sex. I don’t want Kate to have a reputation. In the end, though, it may just come down to this: When I lose it (assuming I don’t wait until I’m married, and it’s looking more and more like I won’t be able to hold out that long), I want it to be perfect. And I’m not convinced it can be perfect when you’re parked on some deserted farm road, squeezed into the backseat of a 1981 Chrysler. Kate’s got three brothers and a sister, so there’s never a time when her house is empty, and while my sister moved out of the house years ago, I just know I would be too scared to try anything in my parents’ house. I mean, there isn’t ten square feet of wall space in the house that doesn’t have a crucifix hanging on it. Kate and I have agreed that senior prom night, which is still a good three months away, might be the perfect opportunity. The prom is in Lubbock, and everyone gets rooms at the Holiday Inn and spends the night. I think that wanting something for that long will only make it better.


Kate starts turning off the lights. I look up at the clock and see that it’s 10:32. That’ll give us almost twenty minutes to fool around in her driveway.


* * *


As I walk in the door at home, I’m surprised to see my parents are still awake. They’re sitting in the living room, and they seem to be having a very intense discussion. If I didn’t know better…an argument. They become dead silent when they see me. I check my watch. I’ve gotten in big trouble when it’s been as little as five minutes past curfew. Papa will wake from a dead sleep when he hears the screen door. “Eleven o’clock,” he says, “means eleven o’clock.” Fortunately my watch tells me it’s two till. I wonder what’s up.


“There’s a number by the phone. They’d like you to call tonight,” says Papa.


I look down at the scratch piece of paper. I’m expecting it to be either Anderson or Zeb, but the number is long distance. The name that’s written down is Libby Saunders.


“Who is it?”


“Someone from Classroom Direct,” says Papa.


Suddenly I feel dizzy.


I pick up the phone next to the staircase and try to dial, but I’m having trouble focusing on the numbers. There’s only one reason that I can think of that they might be calling. I remember that I’m not allowed to make long-distance calls.


“Is it okay if I…”


“Go ahead,” Papa says without enthusiasm.


I concentrate and dial the numbers. A woman answers on the second ring.


“This is Libby.”


“Hello, ma’am. This is Patrick Sheridan. I’m returning your call.”


“Patrick!” she says. “Are you ready to move to Los Angeles?”


* * *


When I wake up the next morning, I know I have a lot of explaining to do. Papa said he didn’t want to talk about it right when I got off the phone. The result was that I didn’t sleep very well, but at least I’m approaching the breakfast table with my thoughts well-organized. I’ve been offered the chance of a lifetime, but I’m aware that unless I convince my father of that fact, it will simply be an opportunity lost.


Back in September I was sitting in government. The class was, as usual, out of control during the airing of Classroom Direct, which is the television news show that is sent by satellite to high schools and junior highs all across the country. They say that ten million teenagers see it every morning. More teenagers than watch the Super Bowl. It’s sort of like CNN, but they try to make it appeal to young people. The anchors are young. They wear the latest clothes. (Clothes no store in Doggett sells.) They talk young, like “Yo, wassup?” No one here says that either, but we’ve seen kids on television talk like that. Anyway, the controversial part is that they also show commercials for stuff like Doritos and Pepsi and pimple cream. Stuff we buy. That’s why Papa was the one member of the school board against allowing it into Doggett. He said that he didn’t think we should be showing ads to a captive audience. Plus, opponents of Classroom Direct made a presentation at the school board meeting that had examples of them getting the name of a senator wrong. It showed a story they did on abortion and one on AIDS. By the end of it, I had no doubt which way Papa would vote. But in exchange for showing the program every day, Classroom Direct offered the school a satellite dish mounted on top of the school, twelve hours of commercial-free educational programming a day, and a free television set in every classroom, all linked together as part of a closed-circuit system. It was too good a deal for the rest of the school board to turn down. I remember I was so excited about it, but then, I love the news. The Classroom Direct decision was one of the few things I remember Papa and Kate agreeing on.


“But what’s wrong with it?” I asked her. “It’s not like there aren’t ads in the football program, on the back fence of the baseball field. Don’t forget the Dairy Queen ad there on your book cover.”


“Yeah, but did you see the show, even the bits of it that the people from Classroom Direct put on? It just seemed, I don’t know…fake.”


Maybe she’ll feel differently if I’m working for them.


Anyway, during the first week of school, Classroom Direct ran a promo saying that if you were a senior and wanted to be a student reporter for them, then you should send in a one-minute video audition of yourself reading the news. They also wanted you to send in a recommendation letter from a teacher and a portfolio of written work. I knew my video audition wouldn’t be that impressive. I’ve never read the news, only written it, but I figured I had the other two categories nailed. Mr. Daugherty, I know, wrote a great letter for me. He showed it to me. In it he mentioned all the journalism awards I had won, and what a pleasure I was to work with. He even said that I was his best student in twenty years of teaching. Plus, I had my clippings. Even if there were a hundred people better at reading the news, I knew not many of them had written quite as many stories as me. That must be what iced it for me. Still, I had given up on it. The applications were due in October, and we’re already a week into the second semester.


Before I make it all the way into the kitchen, I can once again hear my mother and father arguing. I probably haven’t heard them argue two other times that I can remember. Now, I’ve caught them twice in eight hours. I realize that they must be deciding whether they’ll let me go. I try to listen, but the floorboards of this old farmhouse tend to be squeaky. Papa yells out at me. “Don’t stand out there like a sneak, Patrick. Come in here and let’s all talk about this.”


I enter the kitchen and take my regular seat at the table. Mama’s got breakfast going, as usual, and Papa’s on his third or fourth Winston. I can tell from the ashtray Mama cleans out every night.


“I got to tell you, son,” says Papa, letting smoke ease out of his nose as he talks, “that my inclination is to keep you here. Do you mind telling me why you didn’t let your mother or me know that you were applying for this position?”


Sometimes—heck, most of the time, Papa’s too intimidating for me to talk to, but I’ve been working on my nerve all night, and this was one of the questions I was expecting.


“I didn’t really expect them to want to hire me, Papa. Did Miss Saunders tell you that they got nearly nine hundred applicants? I just thought it would be good experience trying for it anyway. I figured why argue about whether I could apply, since it wasn’t likely I’d get offered the job.”


Papa taps his orange juice glass on the table and stares at me. Mama brings over the bottle of orange juice, but Papa waves her away.


“Now, your mama isn’t keen about the prospect of you moving to Los Angeles for the remainder of your senior year—”


“They’ll fly me home for prom.”


“Don’t interrupt me, boy.” He drags on the cigarette before returning to the point. “And real frankly, I don’t care much for the idea myself. I’m concerned with a number of things here. First, and foremost, your education. Now I know they said they’d hire you a tutor, and that you’d graduate on time, but that doesn’t sound like a substitute for full-time studies to me. Next, I’m not sure I’m comfortable with this lack of supervision. They told me you’d have your own apartment in Hollywood. What seventeen-year-old—”


“Nearly eighteen.”


“I’m not going to tell you again.” He taps his coffee mug on the table. This time he does want a refill. Mama pours him a new cup. “What seventeen-year-old boy lives on his own in a Hollywood apartment?”


I wait before attempting an answer. I’m not sure if he wants me to go for it or not. He starts up again.


“Now, perhaps most importantly to your mother—and it’s important to me as well—is who’s going to tend to your spiritual well-being? We can’t really send Father Madigan with you now, can we?”


“I’m sure there’s a Catholic church or two in Los Angeles,” I blurt out.


“But none we’ve been to,” says Mama.


“Margaret, let me handle this,” says Papa. “You got anything you want to say, boy?”


So I launch into my speech. The one I practiced the night before. I had guessed all their concerns, so I felt well-rehearsed. I told them what Miss Saunders had told me about the apartment complex. About how it’s the same place where all the kids in TV shows stay: Tad Bronson, from The Hills; Candy Taylor, who plays the daughter on California Riviera; and Robin Ferris, the star of Prairie Girl, one of their favorite shows. I point out that they wouldn’t let these important celebrities stay there if there wasn’t tight security. Then I mention that, as far as schooling goes, what could be more educational than covering news around the country; heck, the world. Not only would I be taking my core classes, but I’d get a head start on everyone my age for a journalism career. How many kids, I asked, get to interview senators and Supreme Court justices?


“Not many,” Papa admits. “If you do get that opportunity, try to get their names right. Would you?” That was my first clue that he, at least, was willing to let me go.


“Now, as far as church goes, Mama, I’ll ask who else around the office goes to a Catholic church, and I’ll find someone who’ll let me tag along.”


“Every week?” Mama says.


“Every week,” I promise.


* * *


Four days later, my parents are seeing me off in Lubbock. Mr. Daugherty has come along, and he’s taking a bunch of pictures. Anderson, Zeb, and Kate drove up in a car as well, but Mama wouldn’t let me ride with them because she needed to spend some time with “her baby.” She broke out in tears a couple times on the drive, and I was tempted to tell her we could just call the whole thing off, but the temptation didn’t last long. I think I know, at least partially, why she’s so upset. You see, I have an older sister. She’s a lot older than me, maybe fifteen or sixteen years, and my parents probably haven’t seen her, or heard from her, in the last decade. I’ve never gotten the exact story, but I know it must have been ugly, because there’s not even a picture of her up in the house. Mama must have ten photos of me on the walls. She hangs a new crucifix every time she hangs a picture of me. I think she believes it would be sacrilegious to have more images of me than of Jesus. Papa said something once about Bridget not being able to live by “the rules of the house.” Anderson and Zeb say they couldn’t have lived by the rules of my house either. Anyway, I’ve seen pictures of Bridget when I’ve dug out old family albums, which I’ve only done when my parents weren’t home. I can vaguely remember her being around, but I must have been five or so at the time. I just remember her being nice to me. I’m adopted. I know that. It doesn’t bother me, and besides, I look so different from my parents that it’s common knowledge. I’ve got darker skin than my ruddy, Irish-blooded parents. My hair’s black and kind of curly as well. I like to think there’s Cherokee blood in me, but around here, it’s more likely I’m part Mexican. Anyway, I’m just guessing that Mama’s worried about losing her other child.


It’s kind of strange, really. There may not be many Catholics in Doggett, but it only takes six families, including the twenty-four Estebans, to fill up the church. The Sheridan clan is, by far, the smallest. “But the proudest,” Papa always says. Of course, one of Father Madigan’s favorite sermons is called “The Sin of Pride,” so I don’t repeat Papa’s claim too often.


As the woman at the gate starts calling for preboarding, Zeb hands me a small notebook. “It’s for autographs,” he says. “Every time you meet a star, get them to sign it for your rube friend back in Texas.”


Anderson hands me the half-eaten bag of chocolate chip cookies his mom made for me, and I decipher his parting words as, “For the plane ride.” Mama busts out in tears…again, so I hug her…again. Papa says to go knock some sense into “that business you’re so fond of.” A flash goes off as I shake Papa’s hand, and I can already see Mr. Daugherty’s photo in The Ashes:


School board member Roman Sheridan bids farewell to his son, Patrick, former editor of The Ashes, who departed Tuesday for Los Angeles to work for Classroom Direct.


Finally I have to say good-bye to Kate.


Anderson and Zeb have already conscientiously strolled away to the magazine racks along with Mr. Daugherty, and Papa puts his arm around Mama and leads her back a few steps.


“They said I could call you all I want for free from the office,” I remind Kate. I can see tears forming in her eyes.


“Can they send you back here for twenty minutes a night out in my driveway?” she asks, giving me a sad smile.


“I’ll be back for prom.”


“That’s three months.”


“I love you.”


“You better,” she says, wiping her eyes. Then she kisses me in a way I’m sure my mother has never seen me kissed.





Chapter One



LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA


The woman is dancing. And she’s naked.


I look around the room. So far the only person I know is Harris—I’m not sure, yet, if that’s his first name or last name—and he’s got a folded dollar bill sticking halfway out of his mouth. The naked lady dances over to him and straddles his lap. Then—and I swear I’ll never forget this for as long as I live—she uses her breasts to extract the dollar from his mouth. She has to use her hands to press them together, obviously. It’s not like she’s got some special breast muscles, but as she does it, she makes her breasts rub all along the sides of his face.


I remember listening to some guys—seniors when I was a sophomore—b.s.ing down at the Dairy Queen. They said they’d been up to Lubbock, to some place called The Sugar Shack, where women dance naked. The way they described it, though, sounded much different from this. They said the ladies who worked there were old or fat, and, thankfully, wore some kind of skimpy bikini bottom. This girl here doesn’t look much older than me. A couple years maybe. She’s not wearing a stitch, and she looks like she just stepped out of an Aerosmith video.


I’ve been in Los Angeles less than five hours. Harris is the guy who picked me up from the airport and the first person I’ve seen in real life with a nose ring. He said he was a P.A., which he explained stood for production assistant. That sounded pretty important to me, but he said it was really just a glorified gofer. Then he thought about it for a second.


“Not even glorified, really,” he added.


Harris took me to my apartment complex, The Sunset Villas, and got me checked in. The apartment itself wasn’t really what I had expected. I thought it would be a real apartment, you know, with a bedroom and a kitchen and a bathroom. At the front desk they called what I had “an efficiency.” When I saw it, I knew why. You could efficiently cross the whole thing in about five steps. The bathroom had its own door. Everything else was just one small room, like a tiny motel room, but with a miniature range and refrigerator separated by a four-foot-long bar. The couch was also my bed. (It folds out.) It’s not like I wanted to turn around and head back to Texas. I realized how lucky I am; it just wasn’t what I was expecting. That’s all.


Before he left, Harris told me about a bachelor party a bunch of the guys from Classroom Direct were having for Stu Chestnut.


“Wow. Stu Chestnut is getting married?” I said. Stu Chestnut just might be the most popular of all the anchors for Classroom Direct. All the girls at Doggett, except Kate, think he’s hot.


“Yep, it’s safe to let your daughters wander American high school hallways again,” answered Harris.


While I waited for Harris to come back to pick me up, I watched a couple hours of HBO. It’s a good thing Papa didn’t know I’d have it in my room. He would have never let me come. Sitting there, I couldn’t help feeling nervous. I was about to meet all these people I had seen on TV, and on top of that, I had never been to a bachelor party before. My hands were already sweaty when a buzzer sounded in my room. It took me a minute to find the panel and then figure out which button to push before speaking.


“What are you doing up there?” It was Harris’s voice. “Maybe you’d like a little more time alone tonight.”


“Where are you?” I asked.


“Front gate,” he said.


“I’ll be right there,” I said. But I didn’t get right there. I couldn’t find my way out of the complex. Finally I had to ask someone who was getting out of a lavender MG.


“Could you tell me how to get out of here?” I said to the girl.


“Let your ratings go to hell,” she said.


“What?”


“Just go past the main office, past the pool, and take a left,” she said.


As I turned around and began sprinting for the gate, I realized why she looked familiar. I had been talking to Robin Ferris, the Prairie Girl herself. Whoa. I thought about how Zeb would freak out and Anderson would say, “Robin who?” I probably should have run back and gotten her autograph for Zeb. But I didn’t. I finally found Harris smoking against his beaten-up Toyota pickup.


“Is that what you’re wearing?” he said when he saw me.


“I’ve got a suit,” I said, assuming maybe it was more formal. I looked down at my Wranglers. My button-down was starched but a little bit wrinkly, but I didn’t think I had anything that wouldn’t need ironing.


“That’s fine, Garth. No need for your Sunday best.”


But now, with the naked girl dancing ten feet away, I wish I had worn something that wouldn’t show off my sweat so much. The girl is climbing all over Stu Chestnut. It looks like maybe she likes him. Or is it that he’s got dollar bills sticking out of all his pockets, his teeth, and—oh, my word—there’s one sticking out of his fly. The dancer pulls it with her teeth. Am I the only one here who’s embarrassed? Checking out the men around the room, I would guess so. The amazing thing to me is that some of them don’t even appear interested. They’re standing around the edge of the circle that’s formed, and they’re having conversations with each other. I don’t even catch them glancing. There’s Earl Woodbie. He’s the black male anchor. Kate says that to get the perfect on-air diversity for the Classroom Direct anchor staff, the producers must have raided the “It’s a Small World” ride at Disneyland. Anyway, Earl’s one of the ones not paying attention, which seems strange because we’re in his living room. Another weird thing: Stu Chestnut is getting married, and Earl Woodbie owns a beautiful home at the base of the Hollywood Hills. I always thought these guys were just a year or two out of high school. I stare down into my Sprite—the Sprite I finally poured after being offered a beer for the fifth or sixth time. It’s a trick I learned at parties. People always think you’ve got a drink if you’re holding a Sprite. I don’t drink, and people have a problem with that sometimes.


There’s plenty of noise in the living room. Laughing, whistling, and the hip-hop music from the stereo that the naked lady is dancing to. But above it all I can hear Harris’s voice when he says, “Garth needs a lap dance!”


People start hooting, and within seconds people are balancing dollar bills on my legs and shoulders and even on my head. I look up in time to see the naked lady dancing toward me. She’s so beautiful, but I don’t feel close to turned on. Just flustered. What did I do that she should be willing to take her clothes off in front of me? What would Kate think if she saw me right now covered in money? Then the music stops.


“All right, you fucking degenerates, leave the boy alone.”


The man who gives the order is standing next to the stereo with his finger on the volume. People start snatching dollar bills back off my body.


“Happy, Dad?” says Harris. “Think we can get the music turned back up?”


I glance up at the naked lady, just at her face, and I notice that, for the first time, she looks uncomfortable. The music gets turned back up, and her blank expression returns.


The man who gave the order motions for me to follow him onto the porch. I pick up my Sprite and join him outside. He’s lighting up a cigarette when I catch up.
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