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This Is for All of Us






We all grow up.

You.

Me.

America in the years after WWII made it a “superpower.”

These are two future-forward sagas united by that era’s blue sky.

Fictions. Tales set in a fictional heartland town with fictional characters.

But the time and forces of that era are real. The cultural and muckraking references are real. That era’s language, humor, heroisms and horrors are real.

Before this American Sky volume came my novel The Smoke in Our Eyes.

Smoke reveals our childhood awakening.

American Sky reveals what we did with our opening eyes.

As Ziggy Marley sang: “Don’t know your past, don’t know your future.”

Or where we are right now.

James Grady









SOMETHIN'S HAPPENING HERE







RUN

Luc fought to calm his hammering heart as he faced the wall of windows to the world outside the Thriftway grocery store that early September Saturday afternoon. His white shirt and clipped-on black tie held no incriminating stains as he scanned the blue sky horizon of his Montana prairie valley hometown.

The treacherous thirteen-year-old gray Dodge smirked in the parking lot.

He stood near the checkout counters of two chatting cashiers who he’d worked with those months of 1967 that the news was calling The Summer of Love.

Dennis, the other box boy, snuck onto the empty elevated office platform where local AM radio station KRIP filled the store with nightclub crooners and country and western wailers, not the rock ’n’ roll music sought by teenagers like just-graduated-from-high-school Luc. Two-years-younger Dennis spun the radio dial to a hundred-miles-away big-city Montana station. Landed on them playing an oldy-goldy that was still the #1 hit song for American troops in Vietnam.

That song title rocked Luc to his bones: “We Gotta Get Out of This Place.”

Hell yes!

Especially after what happened last night with Cherie.

And what he’d done about that today that nearly got him… um… crucified.

Now all I’ve got to do is make it to tomorrow’s road outta here!

Then right now’s wall of windows showed him white-uniformed Cherie getting out of a car in the parking lot.

And heading into the grocery store.

Luc flashed on how maybe it all went back to the murders.






DREAMERS

Luc slammed his high school freshman locker door shut on a November 1963 Friday morning four years before that desperate grocery store afternoon.

On one end of that new “Big Pink” high school rose a gymnasium that could seat all 4,029 beating hearts populating this town called Vernon with seats left over for out of town crowds who came for the hallowed basketball games.

Two pancaked floors of windowed classrooms stretched between the grand gym and the music and arts auditorium with its fold-up wooden seats for twice the number of the school’s 401 students.

The black hands on the wall clock above Luc’s locker read: 8:53.

He had seven minutes to find Buffy.

Casually walk up to her. Talk to her. See her smile.

Maybe she’d let him walk her to their first class. Maybe. Maybe. Maybe.

The thick lenses of Luc’s glasses scanned the gray lockers’ corridor teeming with students in collared shirts and skirts below their knees.

Blink/FLASH:

Everyone shimmers in their own shaft of light!

Sure, he knew their names. Vernon was Small Town America.

But that flash made Luc realize how little he knew of their actual lives.

There was Wendy from his class. Wide eyes, dusky curls. Not a mean bone in her body. Headed to an ambush in their senior year that exploded her world.

Wendy waved at her best friend, blonde Alice, whose savvy smile betrayed nothing of The Boogeyman.

There’s Walt walking steady to be who “they” said he wasn’t cut out to be.

There’s Tod, a scared stranger in his own skin.

Luc saw classmate Donna’s dusky blonde head swaying with her polio limp. Her high school classmates dodged that virus until science came through and stood all those lucky kids in lines at their elementary schools to get a vaccinating hypo needle stuck in their arms and become safe. Parents cheered. Cried. But all that came too late for Donna. And Luc’s Gramma Meg.

Luc heard a burst of laughter from a crew cut boy in his class named Mike Jodrey. His glasses held far thinner lenses than Luc’s.

Luc saw his buddies Wayne, Kurt, and Marin going their own ways.

But not Buffy.

Luc wedged his way through the streaming hall. Hurried down switchback stairs to the first floor. To the right waited the auditorium and music rooms. To the left was the gorilla’s cave. And by the bathrooms past the stairs—

—stood Buffy.

Talking to Steve.

Steve. A year older than Luc and Buffy. Taller than Luc. Better looking. Cool. Luc and Steve were only just “Hi!” friends even though they were both tight with Marin, who told Luc that Steve was deep smart and, like them, read books.

A few weeks before, Buffy’d taken Steve to the annual formal gowns and suits Co-ed Ball when the rules reversed and high school girls “got to” ask out the boys.

Bobbi Jean’d asked Luc to go. He had to say yes.

Bobbi Jean told him: “My dad’ll drive us because we live at the refinery west of town.”

He’d been friends with Bobbi Jean since fifth grade.

But she wasn’t Buffy.

Who he fell for hard when northside her and southside him merged in the junior high that held all the town’s kids—

—except for the red brick St. Jude’s Catholic School kids where that November ’63 Friday morning, a girl Luc didn’t know named Cherie was dodging nuns’ rulers in her last year before ascending to the Big Pink public high school.

During his date with Bobbi Jean, Luc blinded his eyes to Buffy and Steve. Teenagers gyrated with no-touching fast dancing, not early rock ’n’ roll’s holding-hands jitterbug. Three years earlier, a Black eighteen-year-old New Jersey singer who made a suit look fine triggered that change with his song and dance “The Twist.”

No Black people lived in Vernon.

And except for military bases, few lived in the whole state of Montana, even though many cowboys back in the day had been Black and the Army’s Buffalo Soldiers left hoofprints on those yellow prairies.

Bobbi Jean insisted on dancing the first slow song.

Luc was careful not to wrinkle her ball gown or hold her too tight.

“Huh,” she said after that dance.

After their properly arms-length second slow dance she said: “Oh.”

Chaperone and music teacher Mr. Bundy smiled his way toward them.

“Good to see you out there, Bobbi Jean,” he said. “You’ve got music in your soul. Music you want to live. Set you free to be.”

Blood rushed into Bobbi Jean’s face. She had no words.

So Luc helped her out: “She plays good. We took piano lessons together.”

“My guess is you quit,” said Mr. Bundy.

Luc nodded.

Mr. Bundy told the blushing girl: “You’re just getting started. I can feel it in your heart. I hope you get it right. Figure it out. Live it.”

Teacher Bundy was a muscled six feet with thick black hair.

Luc glanced across the dance floor.

Saw a sad-eyed, too-thin senior girl staring at Bobbi Jean.

Bobbi Jean rode in silence as her dad drove them home from the dance.

That dad idled the car out front of Luc’s house. Oh so obviously stared at the car’s hood ornament—not the rearview mirror reflecting two nervous teenagers sitting side by side in the backseat.

Luc’s heart thundered: Am I supposed to kiss her?

You’re fourteen, he told himself. A freshman. And never been kissed.

Bobbi Jean whispered: “It’s OK.”

Shrugged her bared shoulders: “I’ll see you in school.”

Now on a month’s later fall Friday, trapped Luc hurried his steps down the stairs to the first floor where Buffy stood with not him.

He whirled left to charge through that first-floor corridor. That hallway held mostly upperclassmen—

—like the junior star jock named Daryl, who spotted Luc.

Daryl’s smirk reminded his prey how after yesterday’s football practice, he’d ordered freshman JV Luc to kneel, use his fingers to clean Varsity Daryl’s cleats because the real rules said—

Gorilla in the office doorway!

Stabbing his meaty pointer finger at Luc: “You!”






GORILLA RULES

Principal Harris’s gorilla thumb ordered Luc into the office.

The office had a counter. The secretary’s desk. The principal’s private lair with its desk covered by papers creating The Permanent Record to Decide Everything Forever in the lives of Vernon’s high school inmates.

Harris’s gorilla forefinger drilled Luc’s chest: “You’re supposed to be smarter than this!”

“I… I don’t know what I’m supposed to be smart about—Sir!”

“Why did you sign that damn petition?”

Luc blinked.

“The one some of the not so smart senior girls passed around. The one to make it OK for girls to wear pants to school.”

“I figured that was something that should be up to them.”

“You figured? You didn’t figure what that kind of stuff leads to!”

Huh?

“You and those kind of kids, damn near two hundred of them, you better figure this is my school. Mine! While you’re here, you do what I say, how I say. Or else.”

Disgust shook Harris’s bullet-shaped bald head.

“Your sister Laura was a star here and you’re off to this start? What would happen if your dad found out? Did you figure how much trouble that would cause him because he’s on the school board?”

“I told him about the petition!”

“You told your father? About this?”

“And I heard him talkin’ ’bout it on the phone with Mr. Makhem!”

“So now your School Board Dad and Superintendent of Schools Makhem know about that damn petition?”

Luc nodded yes.

Last Bell rang.

Principal Harris stared at the boy backed up against the office wall.

Leered: “Well, now figure you messing with the way things are made you late for class and got you after-school detention.”

“But… the football game! I get to ride the bus! Dress out with the team!”

“Nobody will miss you. Now get a hall pass and get,” said Harris.

“Remember,” growled the gorilla, “I got my eyes on you.”






PUPPET MASTERS

Two classes later—

—detected, inspected, rejected, dejected—

—Luc stepped into Study Hall at 11:03 that Friday.

Shuffled to his desk. Spotted his buddy two rows away reading a novel.

“What’s that?” said Luc.

“The Puppet Masters,” answered Marin.

“So finally we get to find out who they are!” said Luc. “Is it any good?”

“Yeah.” Marin gestured with the book: “From there.”

There: the school library behind a glass wall. Tables. Bookshelves. A rack with magazines, the town’s two weekly newspapers, a big city daily newspaper. Mrs. Dawson leaning back in her librarian’s chair. Staring through the high school windows at nothing.

The Vision seized Luc.

He hurried to the Study Hall teacher’s desk where twenty-four-year-old Miss Casey reigned. Filled out the sign-in sheet. Grabbed his gear. Headed to the library.

The school library.

Not the two blocks from his house county library.

Where four days before, he’d witnessed America’s freedom chained.

After football practice and dinner, Dad went back to work. Luc dried dishes. Mom told him to take a stack of books back to the county library.

He walked through that moonlit eve lugging crime and science fiction novels he’d devoured. Mom’s heaving-bosoms romances. Dad’s book called The Grapes of Wrath. Luc shuffled past the hospital/nursing home that caged Gramma Meg. Climbed concrete steps to the county library.

Luc pulled open its glass door—

—stumbled into a raging battle.

Mrs. Sweeny. Widow’s black dress over her hunchbacked flesh. Gray hair. Wrinkled flesh. A blooded maw expelling tobacco breath as she screamed at the public librarian with her back pressed against the wall under the sign:

QUIET PLEASE

“—telling you that filth, that… un-Christian, un-American, subversive, has to be Commie, degenerate filth has no place in my—in our public library!”

“But Mrs. Sweeny,” said the librarian. “Please listen to reason!”

Luc eased into that palace of bookshelves plus a display of arrowheads from governments who ruled this valley before: Blackfeet like his classmate Sheila Stiff Arm and 2024’s breakout Hollywood movie star Lily Gladstone. Crow. Gros Ventre like Marin.

“Stands to reason I don’t need to listen to anything else ’cause I’m already right!” said Mrs. Sweeny. “You get that filth out of here. Don’t let nobody see it. Especially not kids like this four-eyed skinny teenage trouble!”

“What aren’t I supposed to see?” said Luc.

“It’s just a magazine!” said the librarian. “LIFE magazine! Millions of people all over the country get it every week! That issue… We got it three weeks ago!”

“And we gotta fight to stop this right now!”

“The cover picture is just—”

“I refuse to see it!” said Mrs. Sweeny. “Lord don’t burn my eyes! Radio’s Reverend Carl told me. Righteous people are outraged! Took a while for the news to spread, but now thousands of crusaders all over the country marching into libraries and schools. We demand you lock up the magazine that dared to print such a subversive un-American picture!”

“What’s wrong with that picture?” asked Luc.

“That… girl! Her bathing suit. It’s a two piece! You can see her belly button! Staring right out at you. That obscene, sacrilegious naked belly button!”

A belly button? thought Luc.

When he graduated from eighth grade the year before, his college big sister Laura gave Luc a four-year subscription to a hefty magazine called Playboy that featured pictures of women naked from the waist up plus a hint of Everything Else. Maybe Laura wanted to help him slip the reins of their hometown. Maybe she wanted a good laugh. Whatever, Laura flummoxed their parents. You can’t take away a graduation present from a big sister.

Now every month, wrapped in a green paper mail sleeve, Playboy showed up at Luc’s house and his parents had to let him have it.

But they made him keep it in his bedroom.

Darn.

That November’s “centerfold” color photo showed smiling Terre Tucker sitting on a crimson-sheeted bed. Black hair sprayed into an upward curl. Draped eyes welcoming you above naked breasts. Her bare left leg demurely crossed over her “private parts.”

She’d been an “airline stewardess.”

Comedian Lenny Bruce encouraged her to audition to be a centerfold.

Luc remembered reading about Lenny Bruce being a “sick comic.” Being blacklisted from TV shows. Arrested on obscenity charges in Philadelphia, Chicago, Hollywood and Greenwich Village. Banned from several American cities as well as all of England, God Save the Queen.

One of Lenny Bruce’s “sick” routines had Christ and Moses coming down from heaven to the gilded wonders of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York and being dismayed seeing poor people who had nowhere decent to live and not enough to eat when the church’s cardinal wore a ruby ring worth $10,000.

New York City’s district attorney prosecuted Lenny for that.

And Mrs. Sweeny’s yelling about a belly button.

I mean, thought Luc. What the hell?

But he saw the county librarian surrender. Take the belly button magazine into the back office so no one else had a chance to suffer its corruption.

Now on that following Friday morning at 11:09, high school librarian Mrs. Dawson stared at the outside world as The Vision gravitated Luc into her domain.

What’s the worst that’ll happen? he thought. A gorilla’s steel finger?

Luc casually walked to the librarian’s desk: “Um, Mrs. Dawson?”

Her eyes focused beyond the windows as she mumbled: “So they tell me.”

“Can I get on the list for The Puppet Masters? Marin has it out now, so…”

The brown-haired woman lined by four decades swiveled the sunlit chair to face the thick-glasses freshman boy standing across the desk from her.

“Really.” Her eyes bored into Luc. “Ask Marin to tell you when he’s through with it. Then come get it. Not much of a rush in here for you to worry about.”

The two juniors huddled at a far table cribbing term papers from a five-year-old encyclopedia where you could find everything you needed to know.

“Oh,” said Luc. “OK.”

“Naw.” Mrs. Dawson’s smile curved like a sword. “Something’s not OK.”

“No—honest! It’s just… I was just wondering… Um…”

Luc swallowed. Released The Vision.

“I was wondering if we have any LIFE magazines.”

“Ahh, the big fuss issue. Principal Harris told me to do something about it,” said the librarian. “Tell me what our First Amendment says.”

“Freedom of speech. And the press. And being—doing free.”

“Did your teachers ever tell you we all have to protect that?”

Luc nodded.

She pulled that LIFE magazine out of the center drawer of her desk.

“Look at this,” said Mrs. Dawson. “Safe and sound.

“I bet you’re interested in it because of its story on the Italian dam disaster. No! Wait: You want to read about the movie they’re making about that book Lord of the Flies. Boys just like you turning from good guys into monsters.”

“I… I haven’t read that book.”

“So I’ll put it on your list with the one from your buddy Marin. Read both of them, then come back and tell me ’bout ’em.”

Luc carried that weight to a blonde wood table.

What a perfect name! thought Luc. Life is what it’s all about.

His family subscribed to the smaller-sized weekly magazine: TIME.

LIFE mostly published pictures.

TIME explained the news of the world.

His dad read TIME every mailbox Monday along with every dawn’s daily newspaper thunked on the front porch so he could know what was going on.

How much more “timely” information could anybody need or want?

The price on LIFE’s cover was twenty-five cents—no more than a large Coke from the Tastee Freeze or Uncle Johnny’s drive-in with its teenage girls as carhops.

The magazine’s length ran from inside Luc’s elbow to the bottom of his middle finger. The magazine was about two-thirds that wide with 122 pages.

On its front cover loomed The Trouble.

A smiling wet-blonde-haired woman holding an orange surfboard.

Orange like her two-piece swimming suit that was not a wow bikini.

Her navel was a shadowed dot.

That’s why all of this LIFE is being censored?

He looked around his high school library. Out its wall of windows to his hometown in 1963. Through the glass partitions to the Study Hall.

Where are we? Somewhere like George Orwell’s way-off 1984?

The clock on the library wall that 1963 November Friday read 11:07.

Luc looked down at LIFE’s cover. The dangerous navel. The damp blonde hair and honest smile of the movie star holding the surfboard:

Yvette Mimieux.

Whispers of California and Paris in one heaven.

He opened that magazine.






THAT LIFE

Oh, the glories of that LIFE!

Full-page color ads:


Top picture: A fisherman with a jaunty cigarette in his lips admires his dangling trout catch as his buddies behind him look on with admiration.

Lucky Strike separates the men from the boys…

Bottom picture: His pretty but demure wife holds a pan with that fish she’s fried for him as he smiles down at it with a cigarette between his fingers.

… but not from the girls.



A four-paragraph news story opposite that ad headlined:

A WEIRD INSULT FROM NORWAY

The story noted the one-year anniversary of the Cuban Missile Crisis, then:


Caltech’s chemist Dr. Linus Carl Pauling has denied under oath that he is a Communist and has occasionally criticized some aspects of Soviet tyranny. But it is hard to quarrel with the verdict of the Senate Internal Security Subcommittee, which has called him “the No. 1 scientific name in virtually every major activity of the Communist peace offensive in this country.”



Pauling’s main subversive activity was opposing testing nuclear bombs.


Last fortnight, in an extraordinary insult to America, the Nobel Peace Prize Committee conferred its prize for 1962 on none other than Linus Pauling… However distinguished as a chemist, the eccentric Dr. Pauling and his weird politics have never been taken seriously by American opinion.



Cigarette ads flowed past Luc’s eyes.

Marlboro’s cowboy-hatted “man’s world of flavor in a filter cigarette.”

Newport’s blonde woman crimson-smiled at her man and held her cigarette that he no doubt lit.

Luc flipped pages with ads for bourbon. Puppy treats. Encyclopedias to “wake up” underperforming boys. Catsup and color TVs. Cars newer than his parents’ still-innocent gray ’54 Dodge. Ads showed happy families. The women wore trim hair. Proper dresses. The men were tall. The children adoring. Everyone was White. An ad from the all-powerful monopoly phone company proclaimed: “Long distance. It’s the next best thing to being there.”

Luc pictured the corded rotary dial telephone hanging on his family’s kitchen wall. To save money, Laura called from college person-to-person collect for “Meg Conner.” Whoever answered truthfully told the operator that person wasn’t there, so the call ended with no cost to Laura or their parents.

No one mentioned that Gramma Meg had been committed to the nursing home since 1959 when rock ’n’ roll pioneer Buddy Holly’s plane crashed.

Their parents always called Laura back by cheaper “direct dialing.”

Now sitting at a library table, Luc read the “Life Guide” to what was going on that didn’t tally the 171 American soldiers killed in action—“KIA”—so far in the Vietnam war that got zero mention anywhere in that LIFE.

He lingered through the black and white photo story about that movie being made from the novel Lord of the Flies.

Those black and white photos showed a cast of pale boys younger than him. Luc tried to imagine himself, Wayne, Kurt and Marin in those images. Had we been like that? Scruffy little kids about to become monsters?

Luc flipped past a story about pro football player Jim Brown. Luc paid no attention to sports. The only reason Luc bled on the high school football team was he refused to be seen as just a thick-glasses skinny geek.

Jim Brown was the only Black face reported on in those 122 pages of LIFE.

Nowhere in that LIFE were pictures of three girls Luc’s age of fourteen—Addie, Carole and Cynthia—who shared Luc’s birthday!—plus Carol, who was eleven. Back in September, White Christian Ku Klux Klanners bombed a Baptist church in Alabama and murdered those four Black girls.

Page 119 revealed the horror that galvanized Mrs. Sweeny.

Black and white photos captured a twenty-ish blonde actress learning to surf for her guest role as a patient on a popular TV doctor series.

The blonde actress rode ocean waves on a surfboard, stood tall and balanced and again with her belly button shockingly visible.

Luc looked up at the clock on the wall: 11:43 on a sunny November Friday.

Carried that week’s LIFE toward Mrs. Dawson’s desk.

Laughter burst open the door from the library to the outside hall.






TRIGGER

The library door burst open to let in laughing Mr. Egan who taught social studies and was an assistant football coach.

The head coach was Mr. Moent. Moent’s grandfather decades before brought a horse to sell from his Sioux lands to the Blackfeet reservation coincidentally on the day the cavalry showed up to sign up every obviously eligible body onto the tribal roles that legalized their wheres and whens and whys.

Moent’s grandfather signed where the White men with guns told him to. Realized that meant he now had to live on the Blackfeet reservation. He snaked a path through the army-patrolled golden prairies and mountain clusters for more miles than between Washington, DC, and New York City to get his wife and children—and then snuck them all back up to the Blackfeet reservation where they were accepted but not blood of that nation.

Now the grandson of that flight couldn’t walk down Vernon’s Main Street without someone buying him a drink for being a winning football coach. Nobody cared that his students insisted that he was also a savvy history teacher.

That Friday his assistant coach Egan strolled into the library laughing.

“You’re never going to believe this!”

Gray-suit and tie Mr. Egan lifted his glasses off to brush away tears of mirth.

That gave Luc the chance to flip the magazine on the librarian’s desk front cover down. He sidestepped in front of that now hidden contraband.

Not gonna get caught! he told himself. I’m going to get away with it!

“Just come on the radio in the teacher’s lounge. Kennedy’s down in Texas on LBJ’s ranch. They’re out riding around, come up on some deer hunters who was shooting and all hell broke loose. Some Secret Service guys and Kennedy got winged, and Johnson—you know him, vice president, Texas boy who knows about huntin’, he skedaddled it real fast up over the hill.”

Mrs. Dawson wide-eyed her colleague: “Someone shot the president?”

“Well, how bad could it be? JFK fought in WWII and today is just Texas.”

A cold wave swept Luc to the table where his school gear waited.

He flipped open a notebook to a clean sheet of white, blue-lined paper.

Used his blue ink pen to write it down.

Didn’t know for who. For somebody else. For him. For tomorrow’s true.

Egan just said somebody shot Kennedy!






YOU BLINK AND…


Grab your gear off the library table.

Walk back into the Study Hall. Check in at the warden’s desk.

Miss Casey frowns as she sees your face: “Is everything OK?”

She holds up one finger for Luc to wait as she turns to deal with the geometry teacher hurrying toward her through the open doorway.

Luc floated to his desk.

To Luc’s left sat sophomore Linda who presided in the glass booth of the cashier ticket seller at the Roxy movie theater where Luc often worked.

He passed her his notebook open to the page he’d scarred.

She blinked. Looked at it. Shook her head. Read it again.

Turned to her left where another sophomore girl named Becky sat.

Becky’d moved to town last year. Now she stared at the notebook page Linda showed her. Becky and Luc locked eyes.

He saw Becky believe him. Why wouldn’t she?

That autumn, Luc’s parents were still puzzling out how Luc’d get to the Big Pink across the railroad tracks on the northside from their southside home on the low hill above Main Street. He could walk the two miles there. Or Dad had to leave earlier for work at the trucking firm on the northside to drop Luc off.

But the Ross family got relief via a family who moved to Vernon from exotic Saugerties, New York. Their sandy-haired son Zack dominated basketball courts. Got nicknamed Surfer Z: Saugerties was on the East Coast, so it had to be near an ocean—right? Because he helped at his dad’s used car lot, Surfer Z had a special driver’s license. Zack took a shine to Luc. They were both freshman. Zack liked showing up as Luc’s morning ride. Liked talking to Luc’s mom and dad. Liked when they listened to him. Talked about wanting to be a doctor.

Noon Bell rang.

Luc hustled to his locker.

Heard voices: “Oh my God!” and “What?”

He grabbed his jacket. Slammed his locker closed as he scanned for—

“Zack!” Luc shoved his way to his buddy. “Please give me a ride? Not to my house, the trucking company where my dad works!”

They plowed through the crowd to Zack’s car in the parking lot.

Luc shook his head: “What the hell happened?”

Zack shook his sandy-blonde head. “My old man says get it while you can ’cause you never know. Even if you’re president.”

Blocks of dreams-painted family homes slid past the car.

“Goes to show he’s right,” said Surfer Z. “Get it while you can.”






THE VISION OF

Luc stood staring at the open garage bays of Marshall Trucking.

His dad had worked there as the manager for Luc’s whole life.

Luc spotted his dad, two mechanics and three truck drivers huddled around the shop radio.

Dad saw his son.

“Head to the car, Luc. I gotta phone the border.”

Canada waited thirty miles north of Vernon on a border guarded by yawning gatekeepers who waved everyone back and forth between the two countries—including truckers hauling oil from the refinery where Bobbi Jean’s family lived in company houses enveloped by the stench of sulfur and methane flames routinely blasting out of the top of a giant burn-off chimney.

A black station wagon with white letters reading MARSHALL TRUCKING waited outside the gray clapboard house turned into the company’s office that Luc’s dad hurried into. The cigarette in his hand trailed wisps of smoke.

Head mechanic Harry McNamer limped to Luc, every step a victory over the shattered leg freedom’s enemies left him with on D-Day’s Normandy beach.

Harry put a steadying hand on Luc’s shoulder.

Stared into his eyes.

Told the just-a-teenager: “We got this.”

They shared a nod.

Harry’s steel-braced leg clanked him back to the garage bay and voices coming out of the radio. Harry listened to the what’s what. Listened for the what to’s. Harry clumped to the garage to stand with his men. To stand.

Luc walked to the dark shadowed back of the garage where the watch light bulb dangled from the ceiling. This was the first year he was tall enough to reach that teardrop bulb shining down on her.

She’s the glory of that calendar celebrating Luc’s birth year—1949.

She’s forever.

She’s naked.

The first naked woman Luc saw pictured or in the flesh.

Forget all the Playboys, Luc telepathed to her. You’re always the one.

That noon Luc worshipped in the flowing light of a dangling-down bulb.

Where she was. Not walking away. Watching you be worthy to walk to her.

Not a photograph. Not a fantasy. A prayer.

She ruled a bright red world.

History says the radio was on when she posed for that immortality.

Nobody knows what song was playing.

She sits facing you over her heart with her legs pressed together and bent at her knees. Her back is arched. Her breasts are nature true with wondrous pink tips feared by Mrs. Sweeny’s crusaders. Her face leans into the crook of her left arm curled behind her head of blonde hair.

Not the color she was born with. The color she chose as a rebel.

Her heart-side eye hidden by that protective arm.

Her right eye blue and honest, open to what was really there.

Her red lipstick smile whispers her name: Marilyn Monroe.

Movie passes Luc earned by door-to-door passing out handbills had let him see many of her Hollywood productions at the Roxy on Main Street.

His family’s TV in the basement recreation room outside of Laura’s pink bedroom let Luc see Marilyn’s last black and white film that made him feel… yes, she was beautiful in that role, her white blonde hair and lipstick smile, but…

But Luc sensed she was more and less than herself in that news clip.

What a grand affair! A political fundraiser for President JFK. Madison Square Garden filled by 15,000 black tuxedos and big-bucks suits there to throw money into the coffers of a millionaire politician in celebration of his birthday.

His wife, Jackie, did not attend.

Marilyn Monroe performed.

Sang “Happy birthday, Mr. President” in breathless tones.

Murdered herself less than three months later.

The newspapers headlined that she was found nude.

Pills, they said. Booze, they said. The blues.

That 1962 summer led Luc to a drugstore rack holding a movie fans magazine with her picture on it and the headline:


SCANDALOUS SECRETS YOU DON’T KNOW ABOUT MARILYN.

She had to be sewn into the shimmering with rhinestones and nearly translucent gown. The JFK night, they kept giving Marilyn champagne and pills to prop her up to perform. She’d been a problem on the movie set of All About Eve. The director had to tell her to stop reading an autobiography of Lincoln Steffens, who was one of those nasty muckraker journalists. The studio public relations executive had to keep crossing off questionable names like Steffens from a list of her favorite books. A New York photographer caught her shopping in a bookstore and paying attention to a book critical of big business. Worse, she signed on as one of the founders of a suspiciously left wing group called SANE—The Committee For Sane Nuclear Policy.

When asked why she was who she was doing what she famously did, the dyed blonde actress confessed:

‘The truth is I’ve never fooled anyone. I’ve let men sometimes fool themselves. Men sometimes didn’t bother to find out who and what I was. Instead they would invent a character for me. I wouldn’t argue with them. They were obviously loving somebody I wasn’t. When they found this out, they’d blame me for disillusioning them—and fooling them.’

She also shockingly revealed:

‘I never understood it, this sex symbol. I always thought symbols were things you clash together. That’s the trouble, a sex symbol becomes a thing. I just hate being a thing. But if I’m going to be a symbol of something, I’d rather have it be sex than some of the other things we’ve got symbols of.’

She died as a pill popper. Someone who abused doctor-ordered helpers for stressed mothers and office workers. She didn’t even have the decency to put her clothes on to kill herself.

But THE BIG QUESTION is:

Did Marilyn have an affair with our President JFK or with his brother Robert Kennedy, who’s our attorney general?



Luc stared at her that November 1963 Friday morning in the shadows of a trucking firm’s garage in a nowhere small town:

Do you know what’s going on?






MAD WORLD

Dad drove them through their small town of shut doors.

Cleared his throat.

“We didn’t vote for the man.”

Luc knew his mom, sister Laura and he were in that “we.”

“Nixon should have won,” said Luc.

Dad shook his head. “Still bothers me that… Well, JFK’s Catholic. People worry he takes orders from the pope. Give away our secrets in his confession.”

Dad stared at empty Main Street as he drove toward where the sun rose. “I never wanted anybody to harm him. This is America! We’re not like that!”

Luc saw the Roxy movie theater’s marquee announcing that night’s movie:

IT’S A MAD MAD MAD WORLD

In the time it takes to soft boil an egg, the car Luc was in parked in front of the two giant pine trees in front of the small white wood and blue-shingled house.

The two Ross men hurried through the front door that was never locked.

“I was watching my soap opera As the World Turns,” blurted Mom. “A bunch of News Bulletin words came across the screen plus the voice of that Walter guy saying somebody shot three times at a motorcade in Dallas, probably the president’d been hit. Then TV cut back to As the World Turns, but…”

They tromped down to the basement and its live black and white TV images:

A newsroom with clacking manual typewriters. Rotary telephones. The TV camera centered on a starting-to-lose-his-hair, mustache and black-rimmed glasses announcer named Walter Cronkite.

They watched that man in a cinched black tie on a light-colored shirt.

At thirty-eight minutes after high noon in Luc’s western hometown, Walter put his glasses on to read a white sheet of paper he’d been handed. Took those glasses off. Trembled as he stared into the camera:

“From Dallas, Texas, the flash, apparently official, President Kennedy died at one P.M. Central Standard Time.”

Walter looked past the camera at an off-screen clock on the wall. Spoke the when calculation for the president’s death in Eastern Standard Time.

Walter’s face fought for control. His eyes closed.


Beat.

Beat.

Beat.

Beat.

Beat.



Walter put his glasses back on his face.

Forced out words about What Else.

RING!

Dad ran to Laura’s pink bedroom’s phone.

Pressed the receiver to his face: “Hello?”

Mom and Luc stared at him as he listened to words they couldn’t hear.

Dad hung up.

“Luc, I’m going to the high school and you—Hurry!”

Dad and Mom charged up the twelve steps out of the basement.

Luc stayed behind to run into Laura’s bathroom with the house’s only shower and its second toilet that let him Ahhh!

When you gotta go, you gotta go—even when it’s the end of the world.

He zipped up and ran up the stairs.

Found Dad cinching on a tie.

Dad never wears a tie for regular days, thought Luc as the two of them marched out the front door. A sport jacket, sure, that was what a boss was supposed to wear and wearing one made sure everyone knew who was a boss.

Who now drove the two of them in the company station wagon.

Two blocks from the high school:

“STOP!” Luc pointed out the windshield. “You gotta stop! Pull over there!”

Where she marched the sidewalk to the Big Pink. Shoulder-length milk chocolate hair stirred in the wind and the wind she stirred.

“Buffy!” called out Luc. “Come on! Ride with us!”

He watched her sitting in the backseat as his dad drove on.

“Mr. Ross, I—sorry, I mean thank you!” said Buffy. “My parents, back to the floral shop and I—we—right, Luc? Have to go to school because… because…

“This isn’t how it’s supposed to be! What’s going to happen?”

Buffy burst into tears.

Luc handed her a clean handkerchief from his right hip pocket.

Buffy took it. Wiped her eyes. Blew her nose.

Blushed with embarrassment as she looked up from the snot-filled white rag. Saw Luc giving her a sad smile. Almost cried again.

The black station wagon drove past the Big Pink’s gym side parking lot that should have been full instead of half-empty of kids’ cars. The station wagon stopped in a row of cars in the other-side-of-the-school teachers’ parking lot.

Getting out of a parked car was Superintendent of Schools Makhem. Another member of the school board waited on the sidewalk.

“Luc,” ordered his dad, “you gotta find your own way home.”

Adult public servants hurried into the Big Pink.






GOD BLESS AMERICA

Luc and Buffy drifted apart in high school corridors of murdered beliefs.

Kurt stared into gone. Alice walked with her arm around shaking Wendy. Marin watched the windows to blue sky. Nowhere could be heard Mike’s laugh.

We’re all strangers now, thought Luc. Even to ourselves.

The clocks on the walls said ten minutes to First Bell for afternoon classes.

Algebra, thought Luc. How to make sense of equations. X is the unknown.

What X is this right now?

Teachers rippled through the hallways.

“Homerooms!” shouted the teachers. “Go to your first period homerooms!”

“Had to come back,” Zack told Luc. “Coach Hopper—not Moent—gave me a pink slip to get out of class so he could see if I needed help for basketball, but…”

“Yeah,” said Luc. “But.”

Surfer Zack wove away through the shuffling crowd.

Steve hurried to Luc.

Said: “Have you seen her?”

Luc nodded.

“How’s she doing?”

“About like all of us. Maybe more.”

“We gotta take care of her,” said the guy who was to the guy who wasn’t.

Whispering out of Luc came: “Yes.”

“This summer,” mumbled Steve, who wore glasses, too. “Sitting on the living room floor at Danny’s. The TV was on. That Martin Luther King reverend-guy back in DC. Huge crowd. Talking about how he has a dream.”

Luc shook his head: “This is a nightmare.”

The bell rang.

Luc sat in his first period English class/homeroom.

Mrs. Davis cowered behind her desk. Taught no lessons in diagraming sentences that dominated her classes from first to last days when she’d finish each teaching session by reading out loud from the quartet of novels about a man who woke up to find himself naked on Mars.

Gorilla Harris blared from loudspeaker boxes above blackboards:


Attention all students and teachers!

President Kennedy was shot and killed in Dallas. All schools in Vernon are closed. Country kids, buses for you are on the way. After school detentions are canceled. Our football game in Shelby tonight is canceled. We don’t know about school Monday. Tell your parents all that will be announced over the radio, KRIP.

Now get your stuff, then get on out of here. Go home.

And God bless America. Remember that: God bless America.



School books floated from Luc’s arms into his locker. His windbreaker wrapped itself around him. He flowed down the stairs toward the first floor’s gym and glass doors to the students’ parking lot.

The corridor by the gym doors made a vast room with benches and folding chairs for bus kids and other sack-lunch bringers like Luc. The same tiles hosted post–home game dances during football and basketball seasons.

Now in that rec corridor, Luc saw bus kids guided into waiting herds by Mr. Bundy with freshman Bobbi Jean waved to his side to help him orchestrate.

The roar of engines. The smell of exhaust smoke. The concrete sidewalk beneath Luc’s feet as he stood by the student parking lot.

“You need a ride?” asked Linda, who’d been the first to see his blue ink shock. “Becky probably got a ride from somebody else, you know, like you do.”

Like we all do, thought Luc. If you don’t stop for someone who needs it, nobody will stop for you when. That’s how it’s supposed to be. We all need a ride.

Luc dropped into Linda’s shotgun seat as she put herself behind the steering wheel. They joined the parade of student cars leaving the parking lot.

Linda turned away from crossing the viaduct. Drove toward the train station and the block of northside bars. The Oasis with its fenced-in bullpen out back where they threw the drunks to sleep it off or fight it out. On the corner stood the Bucket of Blood, whose real bar name nobody from Vernon used.

Linda said: “I usually take a left instead of crossing the tracks.”

“ ’S OK.” Luc pointed to the station’s wooden platform where travelers could wait for one of the two daily passenger trains. “You can let me out here.”

Luc watched her car glide away.

He stared at the backs of Main Street buildings. The train tracks. Wind skittering yellow and brown autumn leaves.

Thought: Everything looks the same, yet… not.

Blinked: Now I don’t have to go to detention.






FOR YOU

No,” said Mom that Sunday into the bedside phone in Laura’s pink basement bedroom. “She’s not coming home from Chicago on ’count of. Costs too damn much even w’ her scholarship… So that’ll be another thing she tells that shrink.

“Besides, Dory,” said Mom to the youngest of her three sisters, the baby she’d helped raise in a clapboard house that held eight Conner kids and a polio crutch-swinging wife named Megan with a husband/father who was gone cowboying from spring roundup to slaughterhouse sales or dealing cards for a winter-warm saloon: “Those kinda doctors always say it’s the mother’s fault.”

Luc sat outside of the pink bedroom staring at his pick of the four black and white “live” TV channels. JFK’s funeral was tomorrow—Monday. No school.

He checked his watch: 11:17.

Dad was sleeping in. He’d worked nonstop since JFK’s murder. The school board. The trucking company. The upstairs toilet that kept running.

Now Mom sat on the bed in Laura’s pink bedroom. The cord dangled down from the phone’s receiver pressed to her ear as she talked.

“She says Johnny’s not sleeping. Something’s on his mind.”

They’re talking about Aunt Beryl, thought Luc. And Uncle Johnny who runs the northside drive-in and the blue taxi and the two-story red whorehouse.

Never been there, thought Luc. And now that I, you know, can…

The whorehouse.

He didn’t want that—that that.

But sure, Luc was dying for that.

The calendar’s true love dream or the dreams that, well, wet his nights.

Beyond what Marin blurted to him in fifth grade and a sixth grade kitchen table explanation from his dad that was so Huh? that Luc’d asked if a doctor needed to be present, most of what Luc knew about sex was fantasy. Movie trains racing into a tunnel. Novels where Bond, James Bond swooned every woman with one touch rocketing her nipples hard so she cried out in orgasmic ecstasy.

That sounded great to Luc.

But paying $10 to have a strange woman let you do it to her—with her?—when she wouldn’t care about your name and would tell you lies…

That wasn’t what Luc wanted.

Even though his mom told everyone she’d give him the $10 “to go get it out of your system once and for all” so he wouldn’t get some girl pregnant—

—as if geeky him could get some girl to want to let him even come close to getting her pregnant! And as if “once and for all” would be enough.

Uncle Johnny might let him ride the blue taxi to the house for free.

You had to take the blue taxi to the red two-story house on the gravel road north of town. That’s how Uncle Johnny kept control. Kept busybodies from seeing his customers’ cars and knowing whose wife to call. Plus, taxi dollars rolled in to his out-of-town associates and paid for the girls getting driven into town twice a month to get a VD check by the county doctor—

—not ex-mayor Doc Nirmberg with his Main Street upstairs office where everyone knew most of his patients were women seeking illegal abortions. A shotgun leaned against his wall so he could stop anyone from interfering with his patients. They came from as far away as a train ride from Seattle or Chicago. Those women, girls even, some with their mothers, brought Oh yeah! dollars into town by staying at a local motel, buying local meals.

That Sunday, the pink bedroom’s phone pressed to Luc’s mom’s ear:

“—saw her when I was taking out the garbage. Come down Main Street in her fancy Thunderbird car… Yeah, well, good thing for her, he’d rather spend time workin’ the rigs, livin’ in the oil field trailer… Yeah, no shit a weird duck. Lucky he hit a gusher on his family’s old homestead before the bank come for it…

“You’re telling me. All the men. Fancy clothes. Big city lipstick. Tryin’ to be more than who she’s stuck being because—because Mister Hit-It-Big spotted a pretty high school girl ’n’ figured he oughta drill her, too!”

Mom’s laughter drowned out the black and white TV replay of what Lee Harvey Oswald was saying to reporters in the Dallas police station.

“Nora Fields,” said Mom. “Most days you gotta be glad you ain’t her.”

“Mom!” yelled Luc. “They’re bringing him out!”

Light gray walls of a cramped corridor in the Dallas police station.

Hard-faced men wearing white cowboy hats.

A barred jail door opening to bring a prisoner into their flow.

He was ordinary. A laundromat guy. A warehouse guy. The quiet neighbor. A husband whose wife mocked him. Who wouldn’t fuck him the night before. Dark hair. No glasses. Wore a light-colored shirt. Collars winged out over his dark sweater. His hands were cuffed in front of him. His arms relaxed even though he had a bear wearing a dark suit with a police detective’s hat holding on to his left elbow while a pale Stetson and light-colored suit detective gripped the prisoner’s right elbow. The prisoner’s smooth, square-jawed face with set-back eyes seemed to know right where he was.

A TV man’s voice talked over the prisoner being led through a path waved between two hordes of cops and reporters and cameras. Mutterings. A car horn honked. The lawmen led the prisoner through the crowd.

“There he is, Lee—”

Dark suit man charging the prisoner—BANG!

Echoes off the jail’s brick walls! Shouts!

A crowd of men pull down some guy in a suit and businessman’s hat to falling with the prisoner to the ground.

“He’s been shot!” yelled the TV. “He’s been shot! Lee Oswald has been shot!”

Murder for the whole world to see.






TOUCHDOWN

Friday is Yes!

You made it through the week of got-to’s.

Now it’s time for the get-to’s.

And that Friday, the school is making a Big Deal about it because of last week’s game with Shelby being called off and to show that Life Goes On.

Football coach Moent decreed that if you’d survived his brutal hot August pre-season, three-a-day practices, you dressed out with the varsity.

Surfer Zack picked Luc up early for school that Friday morning.

They went straight to the men’s locker room. They and their teammates pulled maroon and gold game jerseys on over their shirts.

Luc strode through the second-floor corridor.

Big smile and dark waterfall curls Wendy walked past him.

“Yay!” she called out to the universe. “Luc is on the team!”

She kept a-walkin’ and a-talkin’ but she witnessed.

Saw Bobbi Jean give him some strange smile.

Saw blonde Alice notice him as more than but her look was surprise, not.

First period. Homeroom and English.

Buffy turned around from her desk and gave Luc a see-you grin.

But he knew it wasn’t the special one she smiled at Steve in his game jersey.

Marin caught up to Luc in the hallway. Marin wore jersey 44. Was handsome. Black hair. Lean. Coffee-with-cream skin. He handed a book to Luc.

“The Puppet Masters. If you turn it in to the library, it’ll save you time.”

Third period Study Hall.

Luc headed to the librarian talking on her desk’s black rotary dial telephone.

Mrs. Dawson told the phone. “… leaving the TV staring into me or me falling into a book.”

She sensed student standing across the desk from where she sat.

Hung up the phone like good-bye didn’t matter.

She took the book from Luc. Pulled out the checkout card. Picked up a metal date stamper.

Said: “Careful what you sign on for.”

Wa-CHUNK!

That cold November Friday night.

The football field across the gravel road from the Big Pink.

Helmeted and dressed-out Luc stood beside Marin at his team’s bench.

Tie score, 14 to 14 with 129 seconds left to play.

Whistle on the field!

Vernon’s senior speedster halfback limped off the field.

Coach Moent stalked the time-out sidelines—

—toward Luc!

A puff of coach’s breath glistened the night air with a whiff of whiskey.

Coach Moent grabbed Marin’s facemask. “Tell Daryl run fullback through the middle. Head left. Then quick-snap run the right sweep with th’ other halfback.”

Coach growled at Marin: “You’re our speeder. Race around the end. Run interference. Cut down anyone in the way!”

Marin rushed onto the green grass field.

The crowd in the white wooden bleachers roared. The hometown cheerleaders stamped and chanted, “Let’s go, Cougars, let’s go!” Clap-clap.

The visiting team’s cheerleaders chanted: “Push ’em back harder, harder!”

Vernon’s team huddled.

Down… Set… WHAM!

Vernon’s senior fullback crashed into a mob of players—

—picked up a few yards and moved the action to the left. Like Coach said.

A minute to go. Fourth down. Goal posts in reach.

The Vernon Cougars break out of the huddle.

Quick snap! A flurry of charging players!

Marin spins through the air tangled up with a guy from the other team! Vernon’s other halfback dodges their collision—

—races into the end zone!

A ref snaps both hands straight up: Touchdown!

The crowd roars!

BANG! The game-over gun!

Luc and his teammates shout and leap with joy!

TWEET!

A lone yellow flag floats up into the night air.

That ref shouts as his hand waves behind his legs: “Clipping! Number 44! No touchdown!”

Marin, thought Luc.

Quarterback Daryl rips off his helmet as he races to Coach Moent, yells—

—remembers who he’s talking to. Pivots and hides shooting the Fuck you! middle finger at shuffling-toward-the-team Marin.

The white wood grandstands started to empty. Cars parked around the field turned on their engines. The other team headed toward their yellow bus.

Marin stood straight. Walked through the huddle to the coach.

Loud enough for everyone to hear: “Sorry.”

The players ringing their coach heard him tell Marin: “Next time.”

“Now let’s get out of here!” roared the coach.

His team ran toward their locker room in the Big Pink.

A man wearing a topcoat of a suit and a Russian-style fur hat quick-walked through the end zone to intercept Marin with Luc running two steps behind him.

Fernell Powell, thought Luc. The town’s insurance man who spends his days going from café to café. Nurses a cup of coffee as he tells anyone trapped listening to him about this, about that, about it all.

The field spotlights glistened on Fernell’s pale face and gold-filled teeth as he surged toward fourteen-year-old Marin running past in the night.

“You!” yelled Fernell. “What the hell is Moent teaching you, you dumb Injun son-of-a-bitch!”

Fire consumed Luc as he ran past Fernell:

What—Why—What am I supposed to do? To say to…

But all he could do was chase after Marin.

The locker room. Bright silence. Then someone farted. Somebody else laughed. Everyone lightened as the showers steamed.

Marin dressed in his street clothes instead of lining up to take a shower.

“Hey, you did good,” said Luc. “Bad luck. We still got a tie.”

“Who’s we?” Marin walked out the door to the night.

Through the locker room door into the school came sounds of the dance setting up—fifty cents to look/see/do whatever courage and the rules allowed as a DJ from KRIP spun 45 rpm records.

Luc knew the record being played: “Walk Like a Man” by the Four Seasons.

Not gonna get a better entrance song.

He hurried past the glass door of the coach’s office. Glanced in.

There sat Coach Moent. Alone. With long gone eyes. Cradling a mug.

Luc pushed open the door to music and prayers.






BE COOL

Dim lights in the corridor rec hall outside the gym.

The pine scent of the mopped floor. Wisps of perfumes and nerves.

Luc stood with Wayne and Kurt. Scanned the dancers.

“Can’t believe they’re playing a song as old as this,” said Kurt.

“If you run the machine, you do what you want,” said Wayne.

Buffy put both arms around Steve’s neck to dance to a slow song.

Luc’s heart sank.

Blonde Alice talked with sophomore and junior boys while Wendy danced with innocent glee and a friend of her one-year-older sophomore brother Ed.

Luc spotted Bobbi Jean standing near the DJ.

She turned away from him.

Kurt noticed that exchange: “How’s she getting home? Are her folks waiting to drive her back to the refinery?”

“Some teachers volunteered to give country kids rides home so they could come to the dance,” answered Wayne, who’d made sure to talk to the chaperones. “I think she’s riding with the going-west kids in Mr. Bundy’s car.”

Luc glanced at the huddle of girls in his freshman class who’d grown up going to St. Jude’s Catholic School. Catholic girls were a bigger mystery than—

Whoa!

Suddenly, there she was.

Wearing a snug dark blue dress.

Close to but not with the Catholic girls. A newcomer. Moved to town this year. Short-cropped black hair. A lean face, a smile that seemed…

Seemed what, Luc didn’t know, but her eyes didn’t look away from his.

Her name was Marla.

Luc left Kurt and Wayne staring at him as he marched through the crowd.

Marla brightened her smile as Luc stepped close.

He swallowed. “Wanna dance?”

Her grin said yes.

Made it to the dance floor without tripping or bumping into her/anybody!

Whirled. His glasses didn’t fall off. She laughed at his dorky move. They sought the rhythm of dancing, not touching because this was a fast song.

That ended.

The DJ played a slow instrumental.

Marla.

Luc.

Still on the dance floor.

“Want to do another?” he said.

She slid into his hold and oh, she came in close, so close he felt her heat.

That dance ended. They dropped each other’s arms. Stared at each other.

Out of the DJ’s speakers came chording guitars’ bump-bump-bump * Bamp Bamp * Nuh-Nuh-Na…

“Louie, Louie,” thought Luc. The version by The Kingsmen.

Nobody understood its bone-shaking lyrics.

“Woo!” Marla whirled in the same kind of circle Luc made when they’d hit the dance floor. Hit him with a smile and a what-do-you-see stare.

Dancing, he was dancing with her as only a thick-glasses, crew cut, uncoordinated skinny dreamer could.

Ten weeks later, J. Edgar Hoover’s Federal Bureau of Investigation launched a thirty-one-month secret investigation into whether the mumble-jumbled lyrics in that song were politically subversive.

“OK, kids!” announced the DJ. “Last dance!”

The needle dropped onto a slow song.

Marla faced Luc. Draped her eyes. She fit them body to body. And instead of their intertwined hands “properly” angled out from their pairing, she laid them above his heart. Not her arms circling his neck for Officially Together—

—but damn!

His cheek touched her head. The scent of her shampoo. The warmth of her flesh. The brush of her breasts.

Luc felt a spotlight beaming down on them. Knew she felt that, too.

That song ended.

Ceiling lights rippled on.

They let their hands drop. Stepped apart.

Luc swallowed his fears: “Um… Can I walk you home?”

Her lips curled a smile.






ON THAT ROAD

Ah… I don’t know where you live,” confessed Luc as they found their coats.

“On the southside. Up Main Street to the swimming pool hill.”

Or as his dad would say, more ’n’ a couple miles away as the crow flies.

That crow’s route led out the Big Pink’s glass doors. Into the night. Past the parking lot where teenagers now gunned cars. Across the gravel road. Past the football field and over sprain-your-ankle gopher holes prairie to the railroad tracks, then through the lines of waiting boxcars.

Two juniors named Mel and Clancy walked that way to school.

One morning when Luc strategically showed up early, he found Mel standing outside the locked science lab. Mel had his father’s WWII gas mask bag full of rocks at his feet.

Luc knew most teachers had decided Mel was um, not so smart. Quirky. In his own mind. He mixed around the letters in words he seemed to know but was not able to spell. They didn’t flunk him—and thus be stuck with him—but.

Mel smiled at the kid he’d known his whole life: “You here early because you got caught or because you’re catching?”

“I got nowhere better to be,” fibbed Luc.

When Buffy comes to school, I’ll be here waiting!

And now since I’m standing with someone, it’s more natural.

The two of them leaned against the wall of other people’s lockers.

And Mel told Luc about talking to hobos amidst the boxcars. Luc rarely heard anyone talk about those men riding the rails unless it was to warn about them. To scorn them. Most people looked away from the lines of boxcars so as not to see. Don’t want to know, just want them to go.

“What do they say?” asked Luc.

Mel shrugged.

“Ask what we’ve got that they can have. About jobs. But my dad just uses me at the gravel pit. A guy with a thick bedroll asked Clancy what’s playing on the radio these days. One guy said he’d seen both oceans. ’Nother guy in the corner of a boxcar mumbled about how they’ll catch us if we don’t keep moving.”

The science teacher turned the school hallway’s corner.

Sighed.

That guardian of this lab far below Frankenstein’s standards told Mel: “You can use the big magnifying glass but don’t go leaving dust and pebbles for me to have the janitor clean up.”

Mel picked up his bag of rocks. Kept his head down as he entered the lab.

“You with him?” the teacher asked Luc.

“Naw,” said Luc.

Now on that glorious night, Friday night—naw, no way was Luc taking blue dress Marla anywhere on Mel’s route through the boxcars and bums!

“This is great!” said Marla. “Now I don’t have to payphone my dad.”

Two steps together toward the EXIT—

—then she said: “Plus, you know. This is not about me saving a dime.”

Cupped his hand in hers as they passed through the glass doors into the chilly night.

Two blocks of houses from the high school. A car rolled up from behind them. The front seat passenger rolled down her window.

“Hey!” called out that older teenage girl. “You two wanna ride?”

“No thanks!” said Marla. “We’re doing fine.”

“Looks like it,” said their would-be rescuer as she rolled up her window.

The car drove off.

A second car of teenagers chugged alongside them on the viaduct. Rolled down windows to offer a ride out of the cold and risks.

“We’re OK!” said Marla. “This is safe.”

That car’s red taillights turned left off the viaduct to Main Street.

“We go the other way,” said Luc.

“Yes,” said Marla.

Out of the bright lights of downtown Main Street. Up that road past the Catholic church. Between the next block with Luc’s junior high to their left and his elementary school to their right—neither school ever walked by Marla.

Marla led him to a white painted, L-shaped apartment building like a two-story motel alongside the steep swimming pool hill. The streetlight shadowed the second story’s balcony where they walked hand in hand to the corner door.

And then…

… oh THEN Marla’s kind of like… leaning closer to him!

Turn face which way/don’t bump—

Luc closed his eyes.

Pursed his lips and leaned forward.

His cold lips met a warm cushion pushing firm line of OH!

FIRST KISS!

He leaned back from his Remember Forever.

Marla whispered: “Bye!”

Opened the door/slid inside with one smooth motion/clunk.

Luc stared at the closed door.

Not what would have happened to Bond, James Bond.

Luc, just Luc, turned to face November’s dark sky of time’s twinkles.

What came to him as he was walking home: Was it her first kiss, too?

Naw, Luc told himself. She’s pretty. Why would she pick some not-cool, nerdy guy like me to be her first?

He hurried home through that cold night she called safe.

Luc and Marla never spoke again.

Luc ignored the Huh? of all that.

She moved away in the spring.






STOP WORRYING

Fat flakes of a February ’64 Sunday afternoon snow swirled outside Luc’s kitchen picture window as he stood talking into the wall phone.

“But what if you miss it?” said Buffy’s voice.

“Then you’ll tell me all about it.”

Yes, and then I’d get to—Have To—call you again tonight!

“And your dad set this up?”

“Sort of. Mr. Tom asked my dad if it was OK.”

Please, Dad! Luc’d argued. It’s the only way I’ll be able to keep going there!

“Yeah,” said Buffy. “Soon as I get my driver’s license, Dad’ll have me making deliveries for our floral shop.”

He told her: “I gotta go catch the bus.”

“Don’t get on it!” she joked and hung up.

He zipped into his parka.

On that February Sunday, 1964, when our Vietnam war KIA tally was 214, weather reports in the newspaper, radio and TV failed to predict the blustery change to high noon’s whirling wet snowflakes blizzard.

Icy splotches papped Luc’s face as he hurried down the front steps. A flake hit the glass lens over his right eye.

Luc tromped past the hospital across the street where America’s flag flew atop a pole that blizzardy afternoon.

He cut through the passageway running past the gray cement sheriff’s office and county jail to Main Street. The bus station was two blocks away.

Three blocks past there, a silver Greyhound bus turned onto Main Street.

Who’s dodging across Main Street in front of the bus?

Luc shook wet off his glasses. Shoved them back on.

Becky!

That sixteen-year-old girl hurried through the blizzard toward the viaduct.

Luc reached for the bus depot’s door—

—looked back to Main Street.

No Becky.

“You made it just in time!” Mr. Tom waved Luc through the snack shack where the cook had the Sunday newspaper color comics laid out on the counter.

The silver bus waited through a door under a sloping roof open at each end.

Two anxious-eyed women in no-nonsense coats stepped down from the bus.

The bus driver grabbed two suitcases from the cargo hold. Put them on the cold pavement. Reached inside the cargo hold and got what brought Luc there.

Three silver steel film canisters. Those eleven-inch wide, fifty-two-pound steel cans held two-feet-tall reels of 35mm film. A reel held up to twenty-one minutes of movie. The third can held a reel for Previews of Coming Attractions and a reel for a color cartoon: The Roadrunner outwitting Wile E. Coyote—pronounced “Ki-oat” in Montana but “Ki-oh-tee” everywhere else. Until the year before, a third reel held the week’s Movietone News. Now people watched the nightly news on TV.

“You’ll like being a projectionist,” Mr. Tom told the now tall-enough high school freshman who’d delivered Roxy handbills door-to-door since fifth grade.

From the depot waiting room behind that theater manager came whispers of the two women travelers asking the cook about “the doctor.”

“You’ll get to see every movie comes through town,” Mr. Tom told Luc. “Well, the ones that aren’t out to the drive-in. And OK, you miss seeing about three, four minutes every twenty when you do the changeovers, switch projectors.”

Luc could only muscle one heavy can at a time up the red carpeted stairs to the Roxy’s projection booth with its five box windows.

Mr. Tom set up reels so the film ran across a workbench behind the two black steel projectors the size of stallions. Showed Luc how to use a steel rod and the tap of a small hammer to put a dot in the upper right-hand corner of four consecutive frames that flashed past moviegoers’ eyes at twenty-four frames per second.

“Changeover marks. Warning bell dings. Your projector is re-loaded. Carbon rods burn for the light to go through the film. When the four dots fly past in the screen’s upper right-hand corner, you switch without missing a beat—if you’re good—and the movie keeps playing like nothing ever happened.”

Mr. Tom showed Luc how to splice two reels of film with glue and soldering iron. How to cut one frame out of the whole movie to make the splice work.

Or, as Luc later discovered, splice frames of a naked woman stolen from some kind of special movie into the “leader” of the film the audiences never saw but projectionists all down the line did.

“What say you stay for the five o’clock show?” Mr. Tom told Luc that Sunday. “You can see the movie from up here, get a feel for what you gotta learn.”

Then I’ll have to—yes: get to—call Buffy to find out what I missed!

Even with every nineteen minutes’ dings of bells, lifting reels and Mr. Tom threading film through the projectors with pupil Luc at his side, Luc’s vision flowed with the light beams the machines freed. And what a movie he saw!






DR. STRANGELOVE OR HOW I LEARNED TO STOP WORRYING AND LOVE THE BOMB

A clock-ticker in black and white. American Air Force fliers on a routine Cold War mission. A madman who flipped a switch because of a conspiracy he realized after he’d been unable to “perform” with a woman. A British officer prayerfully coaxing him toward reality. Buck, the belly-slapping American warrior. The drunk Soviet Russia Premier. No fighting in The War Room. The cigarette-holder-gripping, Germanic wheelchair spinner whose hand spasmed Mein Führer! The Doomsday machine that triggered ICBM nuclear warhead missiles like those in the five Minuteman missile sites ringing Luc’s hometown. A musical “Yee-haw!” of mushroom clouds flowering earth.

Luc left the Roxy. Stepped out onto Vernon’s Main Street.

Quiet stillness filled that snow dusted neon darkness.

He started to tromp home to call Buffy—

—then came the sound of the opening door of the Alibi Club.

Mrs. Nora Fields stepped out to the icy sidewalk. Snowflakes vanished on her dark red hair. She pulled her coat around her like she was the dame in some Roxy noir movie. Saw no one except a teenage boy with thick glasses seeing her.

“You’re the Ross kid.”

Luc nodded.

“I know your folks.” She shrugged. “Good people.”

Out of her purse came the cigarette with a lighter that clicked flame to life. A white cloud puff mushroomed between them. Luc couldn’t tell if it came from the breath she’d been given or the breath she’d lit.

“I got a kid,” she said. “Little girl. Guess what? Now I get to go pick her up at another of her Gramma’s special dinners for just the two of them. Her in her pajamas. Maybe a new doll. Ready for sleepy time in her daddy’s house.”

She looked at the teenage boy standing in the cold night.

“Maybe some night she’ll be where you are now. I’ll ride you home.”

In her famous actual sports car? With HER? Hell, yeah!

The brown Thunderbird’s doors clunked closed. The engine purred on.

Nora jerked the steering wheel hard to the left. The car careened a 180-degree spin over the slick pavement. A whirl of Main Street filled the windshield. The car rumbled toward where the traffic light glowed red.

The radio filled the car with the wa-Wah-wa theme song for the cowboy justice movie The Magnificent Seven.

She mumbled: “Men and their guns.”

The traffic light turned green. She took a right. Another right. Pulled over in front of his house with its two spruce trees sagging with snow.

Stared straight through her windshield. “Get out of here, kid.”

He barely had time to shut his door before she drove away, her taillights glowing red and her headlights—

—her headlights illuminated three huddled figures shuffling down the sidewalk from the hospital doors to a beat-up pickup at the curb.

Becky!

It’s Becky. Her mom on one side, dad on her other, the two of them damn near carrying Becky. Luc swore he heard sobbing in the wind clacking the chain for the drooping frozen American flag.

That family clumped into their pickup. Drove away through the storm.

Luc hurried inside. Called Buffy.

Whose phone buzzed busy. Busy still fifteen minutes later.

So he didn’t have a chance to find out from Buffy what he’d missed or if something was up with Becky, who was the first thing he mentioned to Zack the next snow-covered morning as they drove away from Luc’s house.

“You’re not supposed to know about that!” yelled Surfer Z.

“What?”

“That damn Becky’s caused enough trouble.”

They drove past the red brick bowling alley.

“What are you talking about?”

“Not. Supposed. To. Talk. About. It. Harris called all of us on the basketball teams, because, you know, lesson had to be learned and has to protect the team.”

“Becky,” said Luc.

Surfer Z braked the car at a red STOP sign.

“OK, maybe they shouldn’t have given her a ride in the first place.”

“Yesterday! The bus station. I saw her headed toward the viaduct!”

Zack mumbled and leaned on the brake so its red lights glowed back through the snow smeared streets.

“So yesterday. Daryl and two other guys from the A squad. Riding around, digging the storm. Daryl spots her. Asks if she wants a ride, she says yes.”

“That’s what we all do. Why wouldn’t she?”

“That’s right! Daryl was just doing what we all do! That must have made Becky wild happy ’cause they’re, you know, and let’s just call her F squad.

“And then she… She did things with them.”

“What things?”

“She fucked them all, OK? She wanted it. The guys all said so. But she gets pissed when they drop her off. Calls the cops and her parents and up t’ hospital.

“Sheriff calls in Daryl, his parents. The other guys’ parents. Principal Harris shows up. Says it’s a case of he says, he says and he says versus she says. Gave the guys hell for putting themselves in a mess everybody had to clean up.”

“What happened then?”

“The guys went home with their parents. Harris called us guys on the team, told us what’s what so we can crush down any gossip ’bout it.”

Beep! A gentle car horn in their mirrors.

A mom taking her kids to fourth and fifth grades.

Luc shook his head as Zack motored past the four stories of tan bricks Rainbow Hotel where confirmed bachelors lived.

“Why would… Becky… Why would she do…?”

“Well… For guys like that… All women wanna.” Zack clicked on the going right turn signal to drive over the viaduct where Becky’d walked yesterday.

Luc shook his head: “I don’t get it.”

Surfer Z blinked at the doubter sitting in his car’s passenger seat.

“All that STOP sign talking might make us late. Hell, I oughta always come in early, shoot a few hoops. So… Don’t think I’ll be picking you up no more.”

First period Study Hall.

Miss Casey tapped Luc to pick up morning attendance slips.

Which way to go? thought Luc as he stood in the second-floor corridor.

To the right: Linda and a black rubber garbage can at an open locker.

“Good,” she told Luc. “He sent you to help.”

She dumped schoolbooks into his arms.

“What are you doing?” said Luc.

“It’s Becky’s locker. Principal Harris told me to clean it out.”

“What?”

“I’m just doing what I’m told.” Linda threw notebooks into the garbage can. Hesitated, threw a red wool scarf in there. “Those schoolbooks go to the office.”

No one looked at him as he sat those official texts on that hard counter.

Walked out and started knocking on classroom doors to collect attendance slips. Got a smile from Buffy in Home Ec class. Circled back to the Study Hall, turned and started down the switchback stairs to deliver the slips to the office.

That black rubber trash can stood empty back outside the office door.

Becky’s family vanished.

The A squad basketball team won the B Division state title.

And that Monday as Luc started down the stairs, out of the bathroom marched a junior boy patting down his water-slicked short hair.

The bathroom boy celebrated What Luc Had Missed:

That Sunday’s broadcast through TVs in a record seventy-three million American homes. An English bar band from Hamburg, Germany, in snazzy black suits and ties and down-over-their-ears, mop top hair.

But you couldn’t rewind the band’s appearance or find it on some other kind of screen than the one in your family living room, plus the record was not yet dominating America’s AM radios, so the bathroom boy who’d slicked his hair down with sink water got the lyrics wrong in their hit song “She Loves You” as his singing echoed down the corridors of the Big Pink:

“… yeah-dah, yeah-dah, yeah-dah YEAH!”






THE AMERICAN WAY

The flood roared out of 1964’s early June rains through snow-packed Rocky Mountains. Exploded dams. Killed thirty-one people. Whooshed out of prairie ravines. Turned Vernon’s northside where Buffy lived, where Aunt Beryl and Uncle Johnny lived and had their drive-in, into a brown shit-stinky, thigh-deep lake that lapped from the Big Pink high school through block after block of houses all the way to the Thriftway grocery store and the viaduct.

But even that spring cataclysm couldn’t, wouldn’t stop now fifteen-year-old Luc from joining the battle for Truth, Justice and the American Way in the state capitol of Helena at Montana’s 1964 Republican Party convention.

From a car’s front passenger’s seat, he stared at the river-flooded bridge sixty-three miles south of Vernon that his crusade had to cross.

We’ll get through, he told himself. Somehow. Someway.

Hope The Secret Plan coming tomorrow gets through, too!

Luc turned his eyes from the windshield of What Was Stopping Him to the steering wheel hands of Who Was Getting Him There:

Mrs. Nora Fields.

“Just call me Nora,” she’d told the two dozen Teenage Republicans—“TARS”—who met in her living room with paintings of places so not-Vernon. She’d let them talk. Led them without bossing. Smiled at their teenage nonsense. The high school senior boys stayed behind as long as they could in her house where no one ever saw the alleged husband or the mythical child.

And now I’m riding alone in the car with Nora for FOUR HOURS to Helena!

She stared out her Thunderbird’s windshield at the flooded bridge. Her rust hair curled at her shoulders. Dawn shaded her lips. A taut crimson dress fit her lean legs up past high school rules to a finger width above her knees. Red fingernails left the steering wheel for her purse. Pulled out a cigarette.

She glanced at Luc.

Rolled the driver’s window down. Let in the sunny June Thursday afternoon and let out an exhale from the cigarette her lighter flamed.

“Three choices,” she told him. “We can turn around and go back to Vernon. Or ’bout a mile back, I saw two gravel roads. One going east. One going west. Good chance one of them loops around on high ground.”

She took a slow drag on the cigarette.

“So what do you think?”

Doesn’t matter if she’s really asking or just being polite. Tell the truth.

“Don’t go back. I say go west. That’s more the way Helena is.”

She took a deep drag. Grinned: “Man after my own heart.”

Tossed the cigarette out her window to lay on the ground and wisp its smoke up from the too wet to burn yellow prairie.

Punched the gas.

Luc learned about just Nora a month after she’d given him a whirlwind ride the night of Becky’s sobbing. He was walking through the living room to the kitchen where he heard Dad say:

“I think it’s the right thing for Luc to do.”

Luc stopped silent in his shoes on the gray living room rug.

“Must be right for her,” said Mom. “Heard she joined the Republican Women’s Club to keep her mother-in-law happy. I mean: they’re them and she’s who she is. But they said yes to her idea for Teenage Republicans. Made her the sponsor. Good for her, I guess. Gives her something of her own.”

“The country isn’t about her,” said Dad. “We’ve got to get the right man in the White House. Luc should be part of that.”

Luc strode into the kitchen with pride swelling his heart.

Who wouldn’t want to be a Republican? thought Luc as the T-bird rumbled on the detour’s gravel road. Especially that year, when the Democratic president who rode with a coffin in the plane from Texas back to Washington, DC, was clearly mumble-jumbling about Vietnam where 266 Americans had died fighting Godless Communism because of the Domino Theory that was of course the only cause of that war and the forces shaping the world.

Wayne and Kurt joined TARS.

Marin shook his head no when Luc tried to recruit him.

He’s just a loner, Luc told himself.

What saddened Luc was when Buffy told him no.

She’d smiled: “We’re Kennedy people.”

The T-bird’s loop to the west worked. The highway through red walled Wolf Creek Canyon pulled Nora and Luc into Helena before sunset that Thursday. They parked in front of the eleven-story-tall convention hotel near Wong’s Restaurant on that capitol city’s Main Street called Last Chance Gulch—the tallest building and only Chinese eatery Luc had ever seen.

The idea hit Nora at a TARS meeting. She spotted the paperback “conscience” book by conservative candidate Senator Goldwater in Luc’s back pocket as he walked out to his family’s gray 1954 Dodge with his two-month-old driver’s license. Nora told him her idea. Called his parents for the OK. Called whoever in the State Party with her idea for keeping future voters in the Party.

I’m on the State Platform Committee! Luc still couldn’t believe it.

I’ll get to help write Big Ideas about what it means to be alive. What to do in Vietnam. About Russia. China. How to make sure all Americans stay free and get to see Yvette Mimeux’s belly button.

The convention was due to gavel-in at noon that Friday.

The Platform Committee meeting was Friday morning at nine. Luc had to get to Helena a day early to be there on time. Nora didn’t mind.

She checked them in to their hotel rooms. Starting the next night, she was chaperoning the lone TARS girl, sharing her suite with her while Luc was sharing his hotel room with one of his two fellow about-to-be sophomore class guys—

—and The Secret Plan.

Nora made sure he got settled in his room. Told him to lock the door. Meet her downstairs before nine o’clock the next morning at the registration table. Get a good night’s sleep because tomorrow was going to be A Big Day.

She closed the door.

Walked away on the other side to wherever.

Luc leapt into the hotel room air—

—whomped flat on his back on the hotel bed.

Stared up at the pale ceiling screen flickering with imagined movies.

Next morning at 8:40—teeth brushed, white shirt, black clip-on tie, black suit—Luc stood in the bustling, laughs and shouts and smoke-filled lobby.

At 8:50, he realized Nora must be tied up with convention business, so he asked the woman running the registration table where to go for the Platform Committee meeting. She raised an eyebrow but gave him a room number.

He walked into a room of chattering adults. Men in shirt sleeves. The only two women wore vacation dresses. Moved like they were chaperoning each other.

A sports-coat-wearing, balding man with a stack of mimeographed papers hustled into the meeting room.

“OK,” said Sports Coat. “Let’s get started.”

One of the adults gestured for Luc to take a seat at the long table.

Fourteen of us. Plus, Sports Coat passing around stapled sheets of—

Prose bullets.

Sports Coat announced: “So what we were thinking—”

Guess “us” at this table aren’t part of that “we,” clicked in Luc.

“—the quickest way for us to get the platform right is to type up some ideas and then I’ll sit here, read ’em out loud. Sound good?”

Everyone at the table shrugged. Nodded yes. Paid respectful attention.

Except for one guy with hooded eyes who slumped far down the table.

Luc scanned the eleven pages for Abe Lincoln Gettysburg Address–worthy prose or grand visions like Dr. King’s dreams speech. Found none. Found “in favor of” and “support” or “oppose” this or that of one town’s or one set of wallets’ wants or woes. He figured that easy stuff was just the start before Real Politics.

Twenty minutes later, hoarse Sports Coat read from the list: “We strongly support emergency flood relief for the Sun River valley.”

That’s only by the big city of Great Falls, thought Luc.

His hand shot up.

Startled the room like a lightning bolt.

Because I’m a teenager, thought Luc. Not because questions are startling.

Sports Coat blinked. Nodded Yes? to the kid in thick glasses.

“Um, how ’bout flood relief for places like Vernon, too?”

Hooded Eyes blinked at the questioner.

“Ah, thanks for the suggestion.” Sports Coat shrugged. “Good idea.”

Droned on from the mimeo sheet.

Nobody else raised their hands as the voice read to them.

What should I do? worried Luc.

On the one hand, the right thing to do was to get the platform to talk about prostitution. Like the fake Marilyn he’d failed to help escape the whorehouse in Vernon back when he was ten.

On the other hand, it was his Uncle Johnny’s whorehouse.

Totally illegal yet totally protected by the badges and righteous in Vernon.

How can we write what to do about all that into the platform?

Sports Coat read the last bullet on the suggestions list.

“So,” he said to the faces around the table, “does all that sound OK to you?”

Everyone politely nodded yes. Mumbled ascent. Luc shrugged sure.

Luc’s shrug also said: Now let’s get to the important stuff!

“OK then.” Sports Coat slapped his hand on the table. “Platform adopted!”






BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

Numbed, Luc drifted back to his hotel room.

And The Secret Plan.

The Secret Plan recruited him the week before when his fellow now-sophomores and TARS companions Kyle and Gideon offered to let him join.

“Our guy out at the Outpost has a rule,” said Kyle.

The Outpost was a restaurant and bar eleven miles east of Vernon on the two-lane highway. The food was acceptable. The jukebox took dimes. The bar floor welcomed dancing cowboy boots. The only other nearby shelter was a shoddy motel where patrons parked their cars out back and away from driving-past eyes.

Gideon said: “He sells us a case of beer if we buy a bottle of whiskey, too.”

Booze was illegal for teenagers.

Back in 1959, a beer-fueled car wreck killed one of Laura’s high school friends, almost cost her the college scholarship that let her escape Montana, and made Luc into a (secret) outlaw.

Now in 1964, Luc didn’t care about any scholarship.

He worried about the high school Key Club that all the best nerds—well, all the best nerd guys—belonged to. That was a crew he figured he belonged in. But Key Club also had a no-drinking pledge and would definitely kick you out.
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