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—Bob Dylan


How many roads must a man walk down Before you can call him a man …
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truncate:
to shorten by cutting off a part; to cut short.


It was dark the way a shadow is dark, the light shrinking around it, spreading night like a puddle. The girl with the black bra kept popping into my mind. The way her breasts jiggled when she shook her fist at the cops. How she kicked the fat one when he tried to yank her off the podium.


The girl wasn’t even pretty. She had hair like bleached straw, and tanned leather skin. She looked like she belonged on the back of a Harley.


But that black bra—her breasts. When she ripped off her shirt and swung it around her head, the entire crowd stopped breathing.


I tried to think of something else, something that would help me, us, like how long we had been driving through the woods, how far since the last town, when it was that I’d last seen another car. But I couldn’t get a grip on my mind. It kept jumping backward to the antiwar rally in Seattle, the girl, her bra.


My parents were dead. That much I knew. Sprawled out across each other like teenagers on some lovers’ lane.


I wasn’t sure how long I’d been standing outside the car, didn’t remember unbuckling my seat belt. (They hadn’t been wearing them.)


We were leaving “Hicksville”—as Dad called Idaho—heading east toward Bristol, Rhode Island, our home. The only radio stations we could get were country. “Crazy,” by Patsy Cline, was floating from the speakers.


My mom was saying how the strip of sunset looked like a thread of blood across the sky. Wouldn’t my English teacher, Ms. Ross, enjoy that? The irony? That only a minute after Mom said that, her voice gentle and awed, she herself would have a thread of blood from her eye to her mouth. And nothing else. Nothing visible to explain her lack of pulse or the way her eyes had gone marble, like she was sleepwalking in cold dreams.


Internal injuries. The two words came into my head like a pop-up on a computer screen.


“Who do you love most?” my parents would joke when I was little.


“I bought you that skateboard,” Dad would coax.


“I love Dad more,” I’d answer.


“I took you to the museum,” Mom would counter.


“Mom, then.”


“I read to you all the time,” Dad would grin. He had the most amazing buckteeth. He couldn’t even keep his lips closed over them. It made him look like he was always smiling.


“So does Mom.”


“I threw up for nine months so you could live!” Mom saved the trump card for last.


And it was my mom I leaped for. I didn’t even think about it. My fingers groped for a pulse at her wrist, her neck. My ear pressed to her chest.


It was her I went for first.


She was wearing Dad’s denim shirt, the sleeves rolled up, her wrists as thin as birch twigs. In her hand, still, was my language journal with the definitions. It was one of the things I was doing to make up for missing school. She’d been creating funny sentences using the words. “The sunset is elongated” she’d said, “like a thread of blood across the sky.”


I shook her. Nothing. I lifted her head, then laid it gently back onto the seat.


And I thought, okay, maybe I’m dead too. That’s why the planet is tilting, why I don’t have any air in my lungs, why my body feels like it’s been shot with Novocain. I’m not laid out like her, but there might be different ways of being dead. Like there are different ways of believing in God. I was my own dead. She was hers.


“Dad” I said. My voice was absolutely calm. Just “Dad” like I was asking for ten bucks to go to the movies.


It was the last word I would say for months.
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fortitude:
courage in bearing pain or trouble.


The locker room at my school smells like pee. About ten years back, a couple of jocks with a complex had a contest to see who could piss the farthest. They stood with their backs against the lockers and aimed for the showers.


Their names were Derek Gut and Gary Reamer. With names like that, you could see why they had a problem.


I don’t remember who won the contest, but what I do know is that neither of them made it to where the water could have washed away the evidence. Their pee landed about halfway, right on the floor that leads from the lockers to the showers.


The contest became a tradition, a ritual. I had to do it myself. And my aim, my distance, was about as bad as theirs.


When you’re a guy you have to act like an asshole sometimes, so that the real assholes won’t bug you. I’ve always wanted to teach that to the three or four kids who don’t get it and spend their lives being the butt of the joke.


The family business has kept me busy enough to miss a lot of dumb stuff, like the time Jacks, Bud, and Gory tried to jump their cars from Cork’s Ridge to the other side. Jacks and Cory made it; they had fast cars. But Bud’s gray Toyota took a nosedive and got wedged beneath the precipice. I’d had inventory that night, so I had a decent excuse not to endanger my life. And if I remember right, I even tried to talk them out of it. Not that I could have. Bud had to be rescued by a helicopter. But he made it. At least he made it out.


Still, I’ve done a lot of other stupid stuff with the guys. Like Valentine’s Day my sophomore year. Cory got the bright idea about raiding the girls’ locker room. “They’ll be wearing little red undies with hearts and shit,” he said.


So, at the end of PE, instead of showering, we snuck in. There were about ten of us guys, and we hunched on the benches behind the lockers, waiting. The girls came streaming in, sweaty from the basketball court. I don’t know what we expected—that they would walk in naked? It was so dumb. Within two seconds they saw us and started screaming their heads off.


Except Mira Winstett. Mira walked to her locker, opened it, and started to take off her gym clothes.


I didn’t know Mira then. I’d watched her, seen her move down the hall with her headphones on like she was in some kind of a trance. I’d sat next to her in geometry. When she bent over a problem, her hair fell over her face like a threshold to another country. I remember thinking that. And that the country was exotic and I would never have a passport.


That day, Mira stepped over the boys as if we didn’t exist. She pulled her clothes from the locker and laid them out. Most of the girls wore T-shirts to gym, but Mira was wearing a long-sleeved white blouse. I realized, in that moment, that she always wore long sleeves. As many times as I’d looked at her, I’d never seen her arms.


Mira took off her shoes and socks, and started to unbutton her blouse. She was at the bottom button when a couple of girls broke the new silence and squealed. Girls who had never spoken to Mira in their lives rushed forward to save her from the indignity of the boys’ bugging eyes, what Ms. Ross would later call “the male gaze.”


Amy Harver, the head coach, came dashing in. As soon as she saw us, she started yelling. Harver was much more articulate than the girls. The words “little perverts” figured into her accusations prominently.


We were marched back to the boys’ locker room, and that was when it struck me the most, the stench of pee, the outcome of years of boys missing the shower. The girls’ locker room smelled like talc, roses, lilac, and deodorant. The boys’ smelled like a sewer.


Maybe that’s why the black-bra girl kept popping into my mind. It reminded me of that time with Mira. That last button she undid before she was tackled by the girls.
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“Dad,” I said. Not for a second did it occur to me that he might also be dead. That both of them could die at the same time.


There was no answer. I pulled my eyes from my mom.


Dad was leaning forward against the steering wheel. That’s what I thought. Leaning. The word “slumped” didn’t come to my mind. I couldn’t have dealt with that word.


I ran around to the driver-side door, opened it, and yanked him back from the steering wheel.


And that’s when I knew that I wasn’t just drifting in my own dead apart from theirs. The right side of his face was smashed and pulpy. A patch of skin was peeled back from his cheek. His eye seemed about to come out. A bunch of his teeth, his awesome buckteeth, were stuck in the steering wheel. It looked like a bad makeup job in a horror flick. I looked at my dad’s face and I pissed my pants. My mind flashed to the locker room.


And I knew I was alive.
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fugue:
1. a musical composition with several themes, which gradually builds to a complex form, with marked climax at the end. 2. a period during which a person suffers from loss of memory.


Mira’s popularity soared in the few weeks after she almost took off her clothes. The girls tugged on her sleeve, whispered and giggled. The boys offered her high fives. Someone wrote across the lockers: Mira is a Babe. She would later call it “my horrible fifteen minutes of fame.”


For our little trick in the locker room, the ten of us were suspended from school for three days, then treated to a series of lectures by a lady from the Rape Prevention Center, plus one from Ms. Ross on feminist theory.


It was a very big deal.


I stood outside the car for a long time. The darkness moved over me. No more edges or corners. Just black sky. Rain started. The sound of the drops reminded me of another background noise I’d been listening to all along: the sound of panting. Only then did I remember the deer.


I found it in the ditch a few hundred feet away. It was if some considerate person had laid it there to avoid traffic.


The deer was like my mom, nothing wrong with it that I could see, just its back leg splayed, its tongue vibrating from its breath.


I should shoot it, I thought, put it out of its misery—but I didn’t have a gun. My parents were pacifists. We’d driven all the way from Rhode Island to Seattle to be in a peace vigil that had turned violent: black-bra girl shrieking obscenities, students turning over cars and swinging their signs at the cops, a fire set in a trash can.


We’d been to tons of peace vigils in New England: people singing folk songs, holding hands, making speeches. We’d never experienced anything like this.


“It’s like something you’d expect after a football game,” Dad said.


“Human beings are so depressing.” My mom shook her head. And we left.


“Well, at least we’re having a little vacation,” Dad offered.


“A little?” Mom joked. “We still have to drive across the country.” We’d had a great time getting there, but I could tell she wanted to get home.
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I opened the back door of the car. I didn’t know what I was looking for: something to help the deer. My backpack had spilled open. A couple of books, my wallet, a bottle of water, and my Swiss Army knife were on the floor. I left it all. On the seat next to mine was our picket sign from the rally, which quoted Mark Twain: MAN IS THE ONLY ANIMAL THAT BLUSHES. OR NEEDS TO. I thought it was a pretty vague sign, but Dad had come up with it, and Mom was thrilled.


Then I noticed something strange: My dad’s body had fallen onto my mom’s, their arms now touching, their hair mixed together. I don’t know how gravity pulled him to her like that—the car was completely level—but it was right, their being together like that. It was right.


I went back to the deer.


Its breath was slower. Its eyelids were fluttering.


As I watched the deer die, the weirdest things kept popping into my mind. Things that didn’t have to do with anything. Like I thought about this psychotic squirrel that lived in our yard at home. Sometimes when I was outside, the squirrel would run up my body like I was a tree. My mom thought it was the funniest thing in the world. “You should’ve seen your face …” She would double over with laughter. “A blind squirrel.”


“Yeah, very funny,” I’d retort.


And I thought about the sign on my parents’ bookstore that said CLOSED, with a peace sign in the O. I thought of Mira: how torn her jeans were when she came into the bookstore, and how I didn’t find out until months later that she had come in there not for The Collected Works of Camus, but for me. I thought of my aunt’s autistic kid, Joey, who would jump to one side if you came near him, as if you were fire and him paper, and I thought of Ms. Ross singing “I Am Woman” at the end of her feminist lecture. She sang it so well that instead of laughing at her, we all broke into applause.


The deer stopped breathing. I don’t know why I felt I had to wait and watch it die, like some kind of a witness. But I did.


I went back to the car. The front end was completely smashed.


The night was silent, the trees looming, complicit. I put both hands on the car and closed my eyes. It is so hard to explain it now. It was like I was leaving my life there to be taken, but no one wanted to have it.


I tried to bring a word into my mouth, to unwrap a prayer from my tongue and give voice to it.


I opened my mouth to my own soundlessness.


The road went off in a straight line through the trees as far as I could see, then shrank away in the distance. Two weeks earlier, I’d sat in Art History while Dr. Weissman went on about De Chirico’s paintings, the way the trains he inserted in them torqued the perspective.


The pines all around me quivered in the damp air.


I started walking.
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recalcitrant:
 resisting authority or control.


My parents had wanted a big family. “A bunch of kids eating granola and writing on the walls” is how my mom put it. “Enough to make one of those family rock bands,” my dad added.


But something happened to my mom. Doctors said she had a growth.


This whole conversation took place when I was about thirteen. We’d been camping at Fort Getty in Jamestown, and we were taking the ferry to Newport. Narragansett Bay was full of sailboats with colored sails. The water was bright blue. It was one of those times when you forget the endless days of frozen winter and New England shines and you know you could never bear to leave it.


My mom was the type who would tell anyone anything. She didn’t have a filter. She wasn’t the least bit self-conscious. “The doctors told me I had a growth,” she explained, “and I pictured some kind of shrub taking root in my body. A chubby evergreen. A winding vine.”


“It was one of the few times when we didn’t question authority,” Dad added.


“The doctors drove through me like a train. They put a tunnel in me, and I was too scared to say anything.”


It had never bothered me that I was an only child. It was like the three of us were siblings. We ran the bookstore, did yoga together, watched the news fanatically, played board games all winter, and gardened in the spring. My dad and I surfed. “Your parents are the coolest people I’ve ever met,” Mira told me the first time she came to dinner.


But as I walked on the road, it flashed in my mind that I needed someone to look after, someone to pull myself together for: a little sister, twin brothers, a baby to hold in my arms and protect, someone to keep me moving.


I searched my mind for family members. My dad’s parents lived in Guam, where my grandfather did some kind of navy work. I hadn’t seen them in years. My mom’s parents had died within a year of each other when she was in college, both of cancer. All I could think of was my mom’s sister, Margarite, and her autistic son, Joey. Margarite was my mom’s opposite. My mom was blond and fair-skinned. Margarite had black hair and darker skin. My mom was soft-spoken. Margarite was loud and forceful. She also swore like a sailor.


The rain stopped, but my clothes were wet. I had been walking so long that my legs could barely move. My feet were swollen and blistered in my high-tops. I could feel blood flowing down the back of my heel. A couple of cars had passed. I had tried to stop one of them. When the second one went by, with a blast of country music and a screech of tires, I didn’t even bother to look up.


I kept getting reminders of my aliveness: the pain, the thirst carving a dry ravine through my throat, the chill in my bones. I resisted the urge to lie down and sleep in the middle of the road, to pour myself out like pancake batter on a grill, be run over, and get it over with.
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