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For my mom.

All this began when I was a child and you sat me on your lap in front of an MS-DOS computer and asked me what story I wanted to tell.







Book I [image: ] ONE LAST CHANCE









THE PHASE TRANSITIONS OF METHANE HYDRATES


2013

One of the grad assistants had left the mail in a pile by the lab’s primary computer. The first envelope Tony Pietrus opened was a confirmation letter from the American Geophysical Union for an appearance at the annual AGU conference to present initial research findings. The second envelope would change the way Tony felt about the world. He never got around to the rest of the day’s mail.

He opened this letter with his eyes diverted, still on the screen, lunch settling in his stomach and his dad’s advice—“Grants can’t read denser than the actual science”—still irritating him. He’d often do his best thinking when he let his mind go, perhaps while playing with his daughters or after making love to Gail, so he tried to grasp the gist of this latest round of data without diving too deeply into the morass. Reading over the cluttered integers cross-stitched onto the screen, he found himself compelled by the data set the way his kids might anticipate a lesser holiday, like Easter, and he couldn’t resist a peek at the chocolate eggs. The issue of his dwindling NSF funds and failure, thus far, to secure another grant also nagged at him. As if competing for money, lab space, and computational resources at Scripps wasn’t already pain enough in the ass, he and Niko had no “charismatic megafauna” involved. Only the maddening mystery of methane hydrate phase transitions.

To him, the obviousness of studying deep-sea methane molecules felt like a bright red elephant walking down La Jolla Shores Drive, but explaining it to the layperson required a convoluted story, especially as to why hydrates deserved to take money from vanishing schools of tuna or adorable chirping dolphins. It began with the model his eyes crept over now: He and his fellow researcher, Niko, had concocted a Monte Carlo simulation to predict the behavior of clathrates under changing conditions of temperature and pressure. He and Niko spent so much time in the lab playing with the input parameters that they sometimes forgot this could all sound unbearably tedious and impossible to grasp. Gail lent her more poetic mind to the task of making the clathrates’ story cogent.

“So you’re trying to figure out when some ice will melt,” Gail said at dinner the night before.

“I’m bored,” groused their youngest daughter, Catherine, while smushing her face in her hands. “Stop talking about this.”

“Ah. ‘Ice.’ Yes, very funny.” He stabbed at Gail’s chicken. “You’re more of an a-hole than the porpoise folks dropping a few hundred grand on new sonar equipment to measure dolphin clicks.”

“I know what that word means, Daddy,” Holly scolded.

In between his daughters’ complaints, Gail helped talk him through a more “user-friendly” description of molecular interactions, specifically the ones that governed phase transitions. Warmer temperatures were one variable that could trigger the abrupt transition from ordered to disordered states: solid to liquid, liquid to gas. The Monte Carlo method—so named for its resemblance to random dice rolls—allowed scientists, economists, and mathematicians to perform all kinds of experiments to model natural phenomena that have irregular and unpredictable inputs.

The clathrates littering the floors of the world’s oceans were just such a phenomenon. He, Niko, and their team of grad assistants spent their days running these computational algorithms, constantly adjusting variables like temperature and pressure. The idea was to mimic the random real-world fluctuations of molecular behavior.

A scattershot career that began in theoretical physics had taken Tony to Yale, where he ended up in the Department of Geology and Geophysics before finally developing a more permanent interest in oceanography. In the crisp salt air of Scripps’s beachside campus, he’d found a way to apply his theoretical imagination to hard earth sciences. He spent a fair amount of time sunburning on the beaches of La Jolla with his girls, pondering the pore width and cage structures of clathrates while showing his four-year-old how to build a better sand castle.

Now he picked up the tan nine-by-eleven envelope, but his eyes left the screen only momentarily to catch a glimpse of the handwritten address, his name in the center in neat block letters, SCRIPPS INSTITUTE OF OCEANOGRAPHY beneath. It felt light, maybe only a slice or two of paper inside.

Bacterial degradation of organic matter in the oceans produced methane, he’d once told his dad, a math professor without much interest in physical nature. Basically, plants and animals that rotted in a low-oxygen environment became trapped in crystals of frozen water. It took thousands of years for methanogenic bacteria and sediment to do their work and trap the methane molecules where the conditions of temperature and pressure were right, either in the Arctic permafrost, beneath the seafloor, or on its surface clutching the rock in frozen chunks. Every gas hydrate had a similar structure, but methane was the most prolific prisoner, and in some places it was a prominent feature of deep-sea ecosystems, which first drove the interest at Scripps.

When he applied as a postdoctoral researcher, several faculty members had pointed him to Nikolaos Stubos, the Greek wunderkind from Berkeley, who had similar areas of interest. They’d gone from colleagues to friends when that NSF grant had come through. Together, they began plotting how to best understand the strange combination of circumstances that permitted the formation and enduring stability of this particular hydrate. In 2010, the BP oil spill gave their research subject the equivalent of a Hollywood close-up. One of the first schemes BP scientists employed to stop the well spewing oil into the Gulf of Mexico from five thousand feet below the surface was a containment dome. The idea was to lower this massive dome to collect the oil and eventually cap the well, but as the dome descended through the depths it began to clog with hydrates, formed as methane gas spewed from the breach. He and Niko had to listen to endless media mischaracterizations of their research subject, from the obnoxious “methane ice” to the downright vacuous “ice crystals.” The methane wasn’t frozen; it was just trapped inside a lattice-like matrix of ice. Niko was mystified that journalists could toss off such inaccurate information, while Tony scoffed that given the general state of science education, it was surprising they’d showed up at the right ocean. Lately, methane hydrates had been resurfacing in the news because the oil and gas industry had grown bullish on the prospect of developing hydrates into a fuel source. Estimates always varied, but in the sediments considered part of US ocean territory, there was thought to be roughly a thousand-year supply of natural gas.

“Doesn’t that mean you guys could get some of that sweet, sweet petroleum money?” Gail wondered when he was bitching about grants. “Isn’t that how most geologists get funded?”

Most days they met for lunch at a Panera near campus. He’d show up late and find her curled up in a booth, eyes poring over whatever lit crit text she was abusing for her doctorate.

“Turns out our work puts us at odds with the predilections of the extraction interests.”

Her eyes widened. “Tony, no! Get the girls out of ExxonMobil Little Tots Academy right now.”

He snorted a bit of Diet Pepsi. Her jokes were so dorky.

The envelope’s return address did not pierce his concentration other than the “Louisville, KY” because he recalled that Scripps sometimes bought lab equipment from a manufacturer in Kentucky.

Tony always found himself detouring into the work of his pen pals in Melbourne—a team of researchers attempting to create a more precise estimate of the ocean’s total reserves. The largest reservoirs of hydrates could be found on continental shelves, mostly in coastal zones with high biological production and the right conditions of pressure and temperature. Given this, a map of deposits looked like his youngest, Catherine, had outlined the world’s continents in crayon. Off the East Siberian continental shelf alone lay an estimated 1,400 billion tons. In other words, the stuff was everywhere.

There was also a great deal of historical evidence that hydrates were more prevalent now than at any other time in Earth’s history. Because Earth had experienced a rather cool, temperate climate over the last few tens of millions of years, biological matter continued to form methane, freeze, and accumulate, uninterrupted by the planet’s periodic bursts of heat. Niko, in that assertive, unflappable (“a smidge chauvinist,” according to Gail) Greek way of his, never got tired of pointing out that the study of “how much” was the business of those petroleum geologists, not real scientists. Their only concern was “how warm.” He and Niko spent years mining clues from the Paleocene–Eocene Thermal Maximum, which Tony now referred to as the “Pet’em” because of his older daughter, whom he usually called “Older One” as a solemn title of nobility.

In her heroic efforts to teach herself to read ahead of schedule, Holly had seen Tony perusing a book on the subject, which had used the common acronym PETM. She’d asked, “What’s a Pet’em?” He explained the Pet’em was the far less famous extinction event, a redheaded stepchild to the die-off that inspired Jurassic Park and the entire dino-subsection of pop culture for little boys.

“To understand the Pet’em,” he told her, “it’s instructive to first look at the end-Permian extinction.”

“What’s a redhead stop-child?” she asked.

The idiom proved more difficult to explain to a six-year-old than the mystery of the end-Permian, the event that wiped nearly all life off the face of the planet. Scientists thought that a million years’ worth of volcanic eruptions in Siberia was the likely culprit, but the math didn’t add up. The volcanoes simply couldn’t have produced enough carbon dioxide in a quick enough time span to raise the earth’s temperature six degrees Celsius. One had to account for all the light carbon found in rocks from the end-Permian. It was like the entire goddamn planet’s supply of coal had suddenly oxidized right into the atmosphere, but there weren’t a lot of coal miners running around back then, mostly just fish and bugs. Yet that light carbon was the reason 96 percent of life in the water and 70 percent of the land-based variety were wiped out almost overnight in geologic terms, clearing the plate for the dinosaurs. There remained only one desperado that could plausibly hold enough light carbon to explain the end-Permian extinction: methane hydrates. This explanation allowed the math to add up.

Cut to approximately 55 million years ago and the PETM, a more minor extinction event than either the end-Permian or the meteor that wiped out the dinosaurs. Yet the Pet’em certainly mattered to quite a few marine species that didn’t make it. The earth experienced a rapid heating of five to six degrees Celsius in only twenty thousand years. When you looked at sediments deposited during the Pet’em, you saw a massive spike in light carbon, which meant that something injected over three thousand gigatons in two quick bursts that each only took a few tens of thousands of years.

Again, the only explanation for this appeared to be a rapid melting of undersea methane hydrates.

Tony pinched open the metal clasp of the envelope and slid a finger beneath the fold to give it a quick, ineffectual tear that simply created a flap of paper. Nevertheless, there was a hole for his finger to work as he continued to study the data.

“Twice the hydrates melted,” he’d told Holly. “And twice there were catastrophic extinction events.”

So the question became: What caused the hydrates to melt in the first place? By looking at other PETM-like events in the Paleocene and Jurassic eras—and coupled with the end-Permian hypothesis—scientists had established that the hydrates did not melt due to some outside trigger, like a meteor strike, but rather an unambiguous feedback loop.

When the Earth warmed during climate oscillations caused by solar activity, widespread volcanic eruptions, or perturbations in Earth’s orbit, at a certain point the methane release occurred, spiking CH4 and CO2 levels in the atmosphere and raising the temperature even more. The best theory for how that worked involved ocean circulation: During the Pet’em, warmer, saltier water began flowing to the deep oceans, which in all likelihood began melting the top surface of hydrates. This exposed deeper reservoirs of hydrates, which in turn melted, exposing more. Why ocean circulation changed during these periods was still a mystery, but you didn’t need a doctorate from Yale to guess that the two-to-three-degree Celsius rise in global average temperature prior to the Pet’em probably had something to do with it. Luckily, it only took a little over one hundred thousand years for the carbon cycle to return that excess carbon to the earth, so the mammals of the day could get on with their humping and eventually produce humans.

Last summer he’d found himself on a Gulf Coast beach going mad trying to explain why this mattered to Gail’s obnoxious talk-radio-obsessed younger brother, Corey, who frequently directed his snide country-club snark toward Tony’s “mind-and-dick-numbing” job. On their first date when Gail explained she was adopted, Tony had pictured her younger brother as an enlightened liberal, proudly championing his biracial family. Corey, it turned out, was the type of adult who found it amusing to joke about Tony’s bald spot and old acne scars. Though the sun was setting, he felt his face grow hotter as he explained that given humanity’s little science experiment of pumping all the carbon it could find into the atmosphere ten times faster than during the PETM, it was probably worth figuring out how soon the goddamn hydrates might melt and turn Corey’s Sarasota beachfront condo into a pretty shitty fucking investment.

Gail shot him a look over the top of her sunglasses that said Play nice, and he again wondered if it was too late for his wife to un-adopt herself from her dynastic, self-consumed Floridian family.

He was somewhere here—among the numbers from the latest simulation and memories of their last trip to Florida and his brother-in-law and Catherine, whom he always called “Khaleesi” because it suited her magnetism and temper, either of which might be on display at her birthday party this weekend—when two things happened at once.

First, he aggregated what he’d read on the screen in the simulated clathrate analysis. Second, he turned his full attention to the envelope, which he succeeded in opening by using his finger as an impromptu letter opener. There was only one sheet of paper inside, and he pulled it out. The big block letters were similar to those of the address.


AFTER THIS YOU AND YOUR PEERS COLLUSION WILL BE EXPOSED AND YOULL BE CHARGED WITH THE GREATEST FRAUD EVER PERPETRATED IN THIS CENTURY. YOU WILL BE DISCOVERED BUT I FEAR EVEN THIS ISN’T ENOUGH PUNISHMENT FOR WHAT YOU DESERVE.



He snorted a laugh at the missing apostrophe in “youll.”

This was a first for him. He’d certainly heard of other scientists receiving crass and intimidating notes from the right-wing or conspiratorially minded agitators who seemed to take up all the oxygen on the internet. Tony stayed out of all that, though. He hated politics. As far as he was concerned, all this fury directed at people taking passionless, unbiased measurements of phenomena was nothing more than the sad hobby of frustrated losers ranting into the ether. He imagined Gail’s response, some nerdy joke like “At least this balances out all the bras and panties you usually get!” Imagining her voice gave him comfort. Milling outside a Yale lecture hall years ago Tony found himself unexpectedly talking to a young woman, Black and wide-hipped with round breasts stretching a T-shirt with a picture of Lando Calrissian lying seductively on a bearskin rug. He thought she was gorgeous then and would continue to think that past a decade and two children whose faces grew into hers year by year.

This was the kind of woman you needed when the world was teeming with morons, and you got hate mail for studying the phase transitions of methane hydrates.

His eyes crept back to the beginning of the letter. “After this,” it began. After what? Tony wondered if he should call campus security. This seemed silly, though. He wasn’t worried about a guy being camped out in the bushes. Some idiot had scanned the Scripps faculty page on the website and picked his name out of a lineup.

He set the letter down on his desk, ready to forget about it for the rest of the day when he noticed something white with a pale yellowish tint on his right hand. He rubbed the tips of his fingers together and the substance sifted off. Still holding the envelope with his left, he now felt a remaining weight to it. There was something else inside.

Without thinking, he tilted the envelope over the desk to empty the rest of the contents. A powder of the same color, maybe a couple spoonfuls, spilled out onto the marred wooden surface.

It was impossible for Tony to remember how long he sat there staring at it, but it was a very long time. His mind, chaotic and symphonic only moments before, halted entirely.

This obviously wasn’t real. It was likely chalk or some other anodyne substance. This was an easy laugh for a sick crank.

He tried to think of everything he knew about Bacillus anthracis, but it wasn’t much. Cutaneous, pulmonary, or gastrointestinal methods of infection were all possible—but here he was just breathing, just sitting there, staring at his hands, some of it still on his fingers. But what were the odds that a clueless loser who couldn’t spell “youll” somehow had access or the wherewithal to cultivate Bacillus spores? Then again, the historical mortality rate had to be incredibly high. He became aware of a piece of food stuck in his teeth, leftover from lunch, and realized he was still just staring at the powder on his fingers.

As if born back into his surroundings, he looked up and around. He shared the lab in Nierenberg Hall on the east side of the Scripps campus with Niko, but since they only dealt in computer models they treated it as an overflow office. The cabinets that had once held equipment now stored files. The countertops that might have held aquariums of marine specimens now provided a home to mountains of paper flotsam. But there was still a working sink.

Tony stood, wondering if he could inadvertently wash the spores into someone’s drinking water. Because he had no answer to this question, he dismissed it and knocked the faucet on with his elbow. The powder disappeared under the scalding water. He emptied a handful of the pearled gel from the soap dispenser onto his palms and scrubbed until his skin was pink and painful.

When he finished, he dried his hands and dialed 911 from his cell phone. He’d barely explained the situation before the operator was putting him in touch with the FBI.

By the time he hung up, he was confused. The FBI was coming, but what about an ambulance? He remembered from the scares of 2001 that bacillus wasn’t contagious from person to person, so could he just drive to the hospital himself? He didn’t want to go anywhere near the substance, so he took Niko’s desk chair and sat by the opposite wall, as far away from his desk as he could, and wondered if he should lay a piece of plastic over the powder. Then again, he didn’t want to go near it. He perched forward with his arms crossed over his chest, hugging himself. Even though it was surely a hoax, almost definitely a hoax, maybe it wasn’t a hoax. The less he tried to think about this, the more he could only think about it. He felt a tickle in his throat. He wondered if in a few minutes he’d start coughing. Wishing for the antianxiety meds he’d dabbled with as an undergrad, he tried to focus on something else, and he wanted that to be his family.

But that wasn’t where his mind went. Instead, he was overcome by an image of tiny bubbles rising inexorably through dark water. It was what he’d seen just before he pulled the letter from the envelope. With this data set, the trend was becoming unmistakable. And powerful. He and Niko kept fiddling with the simulation, making the stresses milder, but in the end, the hypothetical hydrates kept coming apart. He tried to focus on other things: Gail working on her dissertation in the kitchen of their first rental home in La Jolla while he kept Holly—not Older One yet—distracted in the living room by handing her baby toys to suck on while he read research papers a paragraph at a time. Gail had Holly by day, so he took her by night. They both pursued their careers while they fed and burped this chubby babbling machine, and when she finally began going down at a reasonable hour, they’d watch DVRed episodes of Lost, which Gail claimed offended her as a reader of literature, even though she never let him watch without her.

When Catherine arrived they talked about how their girls would be the most dissimilar siblings, as fundamentally different as Gail and Corey. Older One got the hang of reading by age six, and she seemed in a competition with herself to comprehend the most challenging novel her young mind could follow. Only a first-grader, they had to take books away from her at bedtime. She objected to so little, she threw no tantrums, and yet she almost seemed to carry around a latent fear or stress that she would never manage to finish every great book in the world. He’d swing the door open to her bedroom, and her surprised face and big head of curls would go dark as she snapped off the flashlight she’d sneaked. The ways she put that unrelenting curiosity to work never failed to astonish Tony, like when Gail taught her what it meant to call something “gender essentialist,” and she began identifying everything in the modern world as “gendered essentialist,” including TV commercials, children’s shows, movies, all sports, and everything her uncle Corey ever said.

And her younger sister—Jesus Christ. Even as an infant she had a knack for the bold entrance and destructive tantrum. She was lighter-skinned than Holly, had a splash of spunky red-brown freckles on her cheeks and nose, and a beautiful red tint to her hair. She could charm an entire room or, if she didn’t like the vibe, as Gail put it, “She’d spit at us if she could get her lips to work.” Then she learned to talk, and in complete contrast to Older One, the words never stopped. They just came in an indomitable stream of thoughts, ideas, stories, questions, and wonders. And her crazy streak: When Niko, his wife, and some other friends had come over for dinner once, he and Gail had returned from the kitchen to find their youngest daughter bare-ass naked demonstrating her toddler gymnastics for the assembled guests, causing the rarest of lost tempers from her parents. But then, that was why she was a conqueror, a wild one, fearless and fierce, the Mother of Dragons.

He shut his eyes and tried to grip these memories, but each one became subsumed by the image and weight of a dark ocean boiling. Eventually, there was a knock on the lab door.



He dealt with an FBI agent named Chen, who could not have been more out of central casting. Neat, combed hair, workaday suit over a muscular build, pen, pad, and latex gloves. He was so no-nonsense that after the biohazard unit had put police tape across the door and collected the powder, Tony felt a simmering panic at the man’s calm.

“Should I go to the hospital?”

The agent’s eyes flitted up and back down to a notepad where his hand moved furiously.

“Do you feel any of the symptoms we talked about?”

“No. I mean, my throat tickles a little but it kind of did this morning.”

“Anthrax poisoning tends to produce a little more than a throat tickle. You said you have a change of clothes—put those on, give us yours. Go home, shower, and if you start to feel real symptoms, go to the hospital. I’ll call you tomorrow as soon as the lab looks at this.”

The farther away Tony got from the office and the envelope the less plausible the threat felt. By the time he got home and told Gail, he was behaving as though it was nothing more than the stupidest of pranks, with the entire floor of Nierenberg having to evacuate when the FBI unit descended.

Gail spent a minute staring at him in uncomprehending horror, a minute hurling profanities at him for not going to the hospital immediately, and then several more reading the anthrax Wikipedia page.

“So we’re assuming you haven’t been poisoned? That’s the assumption we’re all operating under?” Her eyes still as wide as when he first told the story.

“The FBI seemed to think it wasn’t worth worrying about unless I felt ill.”

Gail squirted air through the small gap in her top front teeth, a very Gail tell for a snarky comment forthcoming. “I really hope whoever this guy is, he understands the dramatic irony of being scientifically literate enough to use science to make an antiscience terrorist attack.”

“They really didn’t seem to think it was necessary, I swear. If they thought there was a reason to worry I’d be there right now.”

“Fine,” she said, embracing him and tucking her head underneath his chin so that her ear aligned with his heart. “But, Tone, if you die, where am I ever going to find another nerdy white grouch with no meaningful social skills?”

The next day Agent Chen called Tony to tell him he was in the clear. The powder had been cornmeal.

“Cornmeal,” Tony repeated. “To what goddamn end?”

“No cheaper way to put a scare into someone. It’s why we tend not to break out Seal Team Six every time someone gets the idea.” Chen had a conversational presence like he was reading out of a phone book. “We’re still going to try to trace this letter. A powder threat—even if it’s a hoax—is still a felony.”

But they never found the guy who mailed cornmeal and the letter with its big block font. Tony never received another such threat, though when he and Niko secured a grant to finish their work and published their findings a year later, the emails did start to trickle in. These were less death threats and more hateful accusations and childish name-calling. He learned to ignore them. Gail took to calling Tony “Anthrax” every now and again, but she mostly employed the nickname after the speaking offers began to roll in. The story of the letter became a party anecdote.

“I like the way it makes you sound,” she once explained when he asked why she made him tell it. “Brave and fearless.” She cupped his aging butt and winked.

“Why?” he said, smiling. “All I did was shit my pants and call the FBI.”

The story disappeared into the archive of memories that lose all urgency. Except that wasn’t quite right. What he never could have predicted was the part of that experience that did stick with him. That of the image that overwhelmed him as he sat in Niko’s chair waiting for the cavalry. It washed him away for a moment. The walls of the lab had not closed in like a tomb but rather expanded and deepened to almost infinite space and depth. Down there in the vivid blue darkness, in the cold, crushing rapture of the pressure, there was imperceptible warmth. The mounds of dirty yellow ice—the color of urine on snow—were leaking. Other clumps of the whitest frozen latticework, opaque crystals, fizzed like Alka-Seltzer. Or belching up from cracks in the rock, little farts in the dark, that sent schools of pebble-sized bubbles ascending. Or gurgling from invisible pores in the sediment of the ocean floor, beading up, clinging momentarily, and then writhing free of a soft sand carpet. Zipping back and forth, they climbed through frigid water. A mad poetry scrawled in the unseen corners of the oceans’ expanse.

In the years that would follow, this image would settle upon him in moments of his most pressing fear. When Gail came home and told him her doctor had found a metastatic lump in her breast at her improbably young age. When they’d found out that it had already spread to her bones, her spine, her brain, that this wasn’t the kind of breast cancer where you got to traipse around with a pink ribbon for a few years. This was the kind that took you. And when it took her, so rapidly and without mercy or time to come to grips or even fucking think, sitting at her bedside as she slipped away, he felt it.

He felt it after the funeral when he told Older One that he’d probably need help cooking dinner for a while, and she’d whispered that this was kind of gender essentialist without understanding how violently this would crack open his heart. And he felt it then again, years later, when a teenage Khaleesi got into a car accident, and the idiot father of the idiot boy she’d been with couldn’t remember the name of the hospital they’d been taken to. He felt it when he saw the Mother of Dragons in a hospital bed with her arm in a sling, dried blood in her kinky red-brown hair, and a couple of nasty black eyes that would set her accelerating beauty back for a few months. He felt it when he went to her, and she said his name the way she had as a child. Like he could protect her from anything.

He’d feel that same eclipsing terror, born on the day of the letter, in the same familiar way, and all he could see were the bubbles, and then beyond into the molecule itself. This invaluable atomic combination in a prison of ice, struggling its eternal life away in a tomb until it broke free and began its journey through the depths and on to the invisible wastes at the crown of the world.






SHANE AND MURDOCK GET BREAKFAST


2014

Shane watched Murdock shred three sugar packets open and dump them in his coffee. Bob Evans made her think of a barn as conceived by a dying old woman doped out of her mind on laudanum. Woven baskets tacked to the wall over a three-dollar painting of a rustic countryside. The other patrons were geriatric with flesh the texture of the snow slurry outside. They ate tediously, automatically, knives struggling through country fried steak, forks impaling scrambled eggs or scooping home fries. She counted four oxygen tanks in the main dining room, one of them hooked to a man so obese that the sides of his butt drooped over the edge of the chair. She watched him eat a small potpie in methodical, dignified bites.

The waitress had come by twice, once for the coffee order and again to deliver the brew. Shane told her they’d wait to get breakfast. Now they were sipping the not-terrible roast and talking about movies.

“That was some garbage. Military hates that movie. Specially EODs,” said Murdock.

“I don’t know, man. I felt like I needed a defibrillator by the time I walked out of the theater.” She blew at the steam rising from the mug.

“Total fairy tale. So ridiculous, I couldn’t watch it again.”

Shane had gained weight in the past seven years, but Murdock had put on more, maybe thirty, forty pounds, mostly in the gut. He wore a white Affliction Chuck Liddell tee with the roaring winged skull across the front and had the same cut as when they met, shaved on the sides and a cap of blond on top, now with a bit of gray frost. His ears, always big, looked bigger, the slack of his lips slacker, which made his drawl deeper. Tormented blue punching bags hung under his eyes. Maybe every soldier came home older, but that older was nothing compared to the older of seven years on.

“There’s this one EOD guy running around by himself,” he said. “Running off the FOB alone to question an Iraqi, getting into a sniper fight, grabbing a Humvee to drive out to nowhere to detonate ordnance in a one-man convoy. Fucking absurd. When we rolled out the wire, we never went anywhere without at least twenty-five guys.”


BECAUSE HE DIDN’T WANT TO EXPLAIN Even twenty-five would be rolling light. By his second deployment they were escorted by a whole platoon with Humvees, Strykers, MRAPs, and sometimes tanks for the neighborhoods where even the toddlers shot at them. During the dark days when no-shit-fuck-you civil war broke out, they’d have escorts of one-hundred-plus soldiers with an Iraqi army unit to match.



She’d been organizing a rally with Iraq Veterans Against the War in D.C. This was ’07, Bush II still president. Prior to the march, at a lunch of turkey wraps delivered by the garbage bag, she’d been introduced to this bomb-tech peace activist, part autodidact, part swinging-dick male trope. Though she’d mostly been dating women at the time, she told him, “I doubt you could have activated my fourth-wave feminist impulses more completely.” They did the thing where after they slept together they became Facebook friends, and over the years he’d drop her a line now and then. The messages were tinged with puppy dog yearning (Heya gal, hope you’re well. Was thinking of you the other day. Wondering where the wind blew you. –Murdock). Years later, when she reached out to him via postcard with a new number, he’d called the same day.

“The whole lot of movies about OIF are such a pile of dog shit. It’s like they’re making a movie about waitressing, and waitresses go and watch it and see all these sexy characters meeting dashing, dangerous men, and every encounter is some bullshit verbal joust—Fuck no. You serve old fucking fat people shit food for ten hours, some tip you, some stiff you, you wake up and do it again. Iraq was mundane. Boring as beans until you got a call and all of a sudden it wasn’t. No one’s seeing a movie like that, though.”

“You know why there will never be a great movie or great art about the Iraq War?” she asked.

“Why’s that?”

“Because it hewed too didactically to its own absurdity.” She looked off at the cold parking lot. “Like, most war is stupid in the existential sense, but this one was bad-joke stupid. You can’t get a piece of art to grapple with what’s already brain-dead, you know? I mean, the fucking child-boy president landed on an aircraft carrier with a sock stuffed in the crotch of his flight suit and stood in front of a banner that said— Well, you know what it said. How can you make subtle, contemplative art about that? The whole thing was an unknowing satire of itself from word one.”

“Well, Eastwood’s got a sniper flick coming out. I’m sure that’ll be the subtle contemplation you’re looking for, Ebert.”


FOR HIS PART Murdock felt embarrassment and small-hold bitterness for how he must look to her. She was still Good Curvy, as Troy Ta’amu used to say. Her hair was longer now, a shaggy black mess with a mullet shape to it. She’d taken the stud out of her nostril, and he could see the small hole it had left. Her hooded eyes should have made her look naturally bored, but they drilled into him. Like what he said mattered. He remembered gripping the white of her love handles, and the tributaries of purple stretch marks crawling beneath pale brown skin. She still radiated fearlessness and a self-aware acid Zen. He ate up the way she spoke, the way she thought. Every honed, spear-sharp sentence came tumbling out of her mouth like it had just occurred to her. She’d never treated him with faux reverence. She was the first woman who slept with him after he got back, and at first it made him so achingly distraught, thinking this was what he’d missed: When he went to play with the bang, all the kids like her went to college and just fucked and fucked until they were bored with it. While he jerked off in KBR porta-pots and played endless video games with Slade, Hermoza, and Beech, his peers stateside lived in another dimension. He’d thought this was what his life could be like now that he was back. He’d been so sure she was a kind of mystic signal or road sign that life still remained, glorious and unexpected, on the other side of the war.



She laughed and remembered standing with him outside a bar, shadows splayed on the pavement of a dead D.C. street. He’d pulled two cigarettes from the pack with his teeth, handed her one, and said, “Wanna ditch these losers and go throw rocks at the moon?” He was wounded in that perfect, unfixable way that compelled her as a young woman, at least for a night.

“Not sure I ever asked…” She ratcheted the conversation closer to her mark, as carefully as if she were handling one of Kellan Murdock’s IEDs. “How did you end up doing bomb disposal?”

He flipped a hand in the air and farted with his lips. “Us guys from the Alabama part of Pennsylvania either go military or go to jail. Once I got deployed and started really meeting people—I mean, meeting guys from every fucking corner of the world where the American experiment got its hooks in—Samoa, Guam, Northern Mariana Islands—places I’d never heard of, it was funny how many of the stories were the same. Guy got in trouble with the law or was on the verge of getting shot over some bullshit or just owing too much money to turn down the signing bonus. Regular army’s mostly ex–drug dealers from what I could tell.”

“But why did you join?”

“I was rah-rah America. Wanted to go hunt al-Qaeda, put my boot in the ass, all that. Thought I’d be infantry, but I was always kind of a cerebral hick. An enlisted guy suggested I try for EOD school, and shit—guess you could just say I had an aptitude. Politics didn’t even occur to me.”


EOD SCHOOL Some recruits were already engineers. Murdock was more like a savant, who’d gotten a lot of mechanical training by accident working in his mom’s boyfriend’s auto shop since he was ten. Some guys can just tell how the lock balls and gears of a setback-armed, mechanically timed, graze-impact-fired mortar fuze are gonna work.



Her eyebrows made a skeptical bounce. “But what you’re describing, Kel—that’s a political attitude.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know that. Plus, it all went away quick for me. By the time I started my third tour I couldn’t have given a fuck less what hajji wanted to do with their sand. So even after I stopped caring personally, I still didn’t really question the mission.” He sipped his coffee. “Why, after all, would so many brilliant, hardworking, talented motherfuckers be pouring this much passion and energy and courage into a thing if it wasn’t absolutely the correct undertaking? Get me?”


TA’AMU He’d spent an entire deployment grilling his captain, Ta’amu, about American Samoa, because what the fuck was that, right? Like a place Frodo’s gotta go in Lord of the Rings? Ta’amu was a hulking engineer turned EOD commander with a body like a fatty stone pillar and a smashed-pan face topped off by a dark and handsome unibrow. Ta’amu was the guy who put him in the Suit, who sent specialists, technical eggheads like Murdock, on the lonesome walk. He was a bizarre dude. Hysterically funny on occasion. Everyone in the army was funny to some degree—maybe not in a laugh-out-loud kinda way; sometimes in a strange, grim, you-know-this-constant-talk-of-sodomy-and-incest-has-a-home-base-in-his-gray-matter kinda way, but Ta’amu could be both. “Dog tags and blood type go in the laces of the boot,” he told Murdock early on. When he inquired why this was, Ta’amu replied, “Get with the program, Murder! What’s left when the bang goes off? Hands and feet! What do you think they’ll find of you after you go from a complex consciousness to a rapidly unwinding miscellany of gore and Pentagon-issued gear?” Then he started laughing like a lunatic.




NICKNAMES Cropped up faster than IEDs: He was all at once “Kel,” “Kelter,” “Skelter,” “Docker,” “Dick,” “D,” “Murder,” and “Manfuck.”



The waitress came by again, and Shane sent her away with a polite scuttle of her hand and a “Not quite ready.” The cute little Bambi waitress pursed her lips like this made her anxious but didn’t argue. Shane’s sleeve slid down her arm, and she instinctively tugged it back down over the tattoo.

When she left, Shane turned back to Murdock. “Do you keep up with anybody from IVAW?”

“Nah. Didn’t see the point. War’s over. Might as well be the Spanish-American imbroglio as far as anybody remembers or gives a fuck.” He pronounced the word with a hard g.

“Sometimes I think it was better when American kids were dying and getting maimed. It put invisible infrastructures in front of people. On their television screens. Now that you’ve got a liberal—whatever that dubious word means—a liberal building a surveillance state and assassinating extrajudicially via robot, no one seems all that bothered.”


TATTOOS Murdock clocked Shane’s lone tattoo (BUILD THE PATH—some drippy lib meaning he could no longer recall), and it set his mind off like daisy-chained 130-millimeter artillery rounds. First to the EOD Crab with its blue-bomb heart, now looking a little droopy as its home on his pec sagged. Then to Captain Ta’amu, who had an enormous design coating an arm as meaty as a chuck eye roast. “This here, Manfuck, is the Marquesan Cross. That’s Polynesian warrior shit—not suitable for southern-fried baby-men like yourself.” This fit because Ta’amu had the energy of a guy who’d prefer to charge the enemy with a stone axe. Once when they came under fire on a bridge, their security started pounding a riverbank, and some kid’s SAW jammed, so he was pinned down behind a railing, frustrated and terrified as he tried to fix his weapon. This infantry escort was new, and it might’ve been the kid’s first firefight. He looked about fourteen years old. From EOD’s position behind an armored Humvee, you could see the kid’s resolve cracking. Panic swelling. Tears beginning to well in his blue farm-boy eyes. When Ta’amu finally saw this, he tightened his boot laces, leaped up, and went jogging over through the bullets to plop down beside the boy. He took the SAW from him, unjammed the jam in about thirty seconds, and handed the mighty weapon off, yelling, “Remember, son. The tears of strangers are only water.” Then he jogged back through the bullets pinging off the Humvee, took one hit in the Kevlar, which barely threw him off his stride, and when he got back to safety remarked, “What suspense! Didn’t need to pay for the whole seat ’cause all I needed was the edge.”



“Yeah, well, time marches on. Getting caught up in causes don’t interest me. Not anymore. Especially when you see the scope of what this is.” He took the Heinz ketchup bottle from the condiment holder. “That’s the thing: Most people don’t understand this. The ingredients, what it goes on, where the energy comes from to create it, the ways the world’s gotta be directed and coaxed and violated and controlled to get this one little fucked bottle. And once you see how ketchup relates to imperial maintenance it’s tough to not get an overwhelmed quality to your thinking. Like one of them Magic Eye thingamajobs—hard the first time, but once you get it, you’ll never unsee it.”

“Did you have to kill anyone for the ketchup?”

Once she let loose the question, she wondered if she’d blown it. It felt rehearsed coming out of her mouth, like she’d used the whole conversation to get there. Which she more or less had.


WHITEHALL While at Penn State working on his degree, he took a class on military history. Turned out the professor was a real fucking communist named Whitehall, who went on in class about American imperialism and militarism, which so enraged him that Murdock went to Whitehall’s office hours and basically said, “Fuck you, I put my life on the line for this fucking country, so keep your faggoty fucking liberal mouth shut about it” (or something to that effect). And Whitehall, without flinching, immediately asked, “How many people dja kill?” When he responded none, he’d killed none, Whitehall went on. “You’re lucky. What you’ve got here is nothing. It’s not good, I’ll grant you that, but what you guys are losing every two months, we lost in a day. That made us jumpy. I shot a woman through the head because I thought she had a rifle, but it was just an axe. She’d been chopping some wood. But when all your best friends are getting killed, one young woman in a sea of gore doesn’t really weigh on you at the time. Then I got back and couldn’t figure out why I was so messed up in the head, so angry all the time, and—oh, wouldn’t you know?” He threw up his hands and rolled his eyes at the ceiling. “I’d spent two years killing people. Do yourself a favor and get over the posturing, get over your masculine bullshit, and go find some psychotherapist and have a good cry.” He’d asked what war Whitehall was talking about. “ ’Nam, my son! Jesus Christ, I know we haven’t gotten there in class yet, but I’d have thought some of you kids’d heard of it.”




ON THAT TOPIC He’d fired his weapon a handful of times, but only when shit got real sticky and even EOD was expected to return fire. He’d never hit anyone as far as he knew. Yet to say he’d killed no one? Not exactly nail-meets-head. For instance, there’d been the Iraqi woman approaching their infantry escort, and he’d been asked to assess if she was wearing a suicide vest. Who the fuck could tell? The burkas made them all look strapped to boom. So when she ignored the terp’s instructions and kept walking, American brass spilled. No bomb, though, it turned out. She’d just been pregnant.



“Zero. I was purely a technician. I saved lives. Best way to see the war. Blow shit up all the time, but you ain’t gotta kill no one. Thought that’d be perfect.”

“We don’t have to talk about this.” It wasn’t so much an offer to change the subject as it was a request to go on.

“I’ll tell you, Shane: I got a pretty good idea of when I’m being probed. After every tour we had to take a psych stop to make sure we wouldn’t go murdering our families when we got home. Part of me wondered if you were getting in touch to get in touch, but this is all about whatever you’re working on, I gather.”

Her smile flared before she tucked her lips back over her teeth, just enough to leave the flirtation hanging, but with a reminder that she wasn’t interested. Touching his hand would be too much, so she went ahead and could feel in his palm how much he ached for it.

“Right. This is about a project I’ve started. As long as you’re okay with that.” Murdock waited, and she took the hand away. She weighed her options and decided to stay with EOD. She’d done her research, but again, there was the thrill of hearing about it from a man who carried the wreckage. “So you saw a lot of bombs?”

He snorted. “You could say that. If you count two or three a day, then yeah. A lot. Now, mind you, some of them had already gone off. We’d get the call or we’d see smoke rising from the FOB, and twenty minutes later we’re in the thick of it. Half the job was investigations. Trying to collect all the evidence so we could find these guys. Some intense shit.”

“More intense than defusing an IED?”


EXPLOSIVE THEORY Understand how a pinch of extremely unstable or reactive compound can produce an expansion of material, heat, light, and pressure through a supersonic chemical reaction. Understand how the wave speed flowing through a brick of C4 will get a velocity of frag they called Mach Fuck Me. Know your frag: nails, bolts, ball bearings, steel shavings, human shit, pieces of dead dog. Know the ordnance better than the people who built the ordnance. Understand how to shear a firing pin, melt a land mine pressure pad, shoot buckshot, water, or steel bits into the mechanisms of a device to safe it. The US came to fight one war but got another, and EOD had to learn on the fly in this brave new hyper-creative world. They saw spray-foam-encased EFPs, sandbags filled with radio-triggered mortar shells, pressure-plate-activated devices, dual-tone multifrequency decoder board setups, 122-millimeter projectiles lashed like Christmas lights to pressure-switch contacts, improvised Claymores with two scoops of nuts and bolts for frag, VBIEDs with a suicide switch coiled around the transmission lever, the wiring running to a car battery in the back seat, sitting on a pile of propane tanks and plastic explosive all strapped tight with evil black electrical tape. Fill a pressure cooker with some diesel fuel and fertilizer, bury it in the road, touch two wires to a dinky double-A battery. Boomtown.




AND THEY FOUGHT BACK With the Suit, bang sticks, det cord, blast caps, time fuzes, shock tubes, EXIT charges, the British BootBanger, Bottlers, Maxi candles, Semtex, PE4, C4, and TNT. They safed IEDs with robots, from the four-hundred-pound monster the F6A, to the light, maneuverable PackBots, to his buddy SPC Kieran Slade’s preference, the TALON. They handed the robots Gatorade bottles filled with water and explosives and sent them to get blown to shit and end their miserable robot lives. And the key: the Warlocks—the electronic jammers that saved so many lives, they should’ve won the Medal of Fucking Honor. He still saw the random digits of the glowing green LED displays cycling through threat frequencies in his dreams.



“In a lotta ways. Say you’re out there, and a bomb’s gone off, right? You got ten minutes to collect all the evidence you can ’cause after that, the snipers and other insurgents descend. So you’re telling the Iraqi police to stand down, you’re telling a Marine or army captain about ten pay grades above you to back the fuck off, you’re telling family members of the victims, ‘Sorry, ma’am, you ain’t getting your son’s disemboweled corpse,’ or ‘No, sir, your daughter’s hands and feet belong to the US Army.’ Because you need that shit. That’s evidence. That’s going to help you find these motherfuckers and ventilate them. Then you start getting shot at, mortars are falling on your head, you’re trying to swab everyone at the scene for DNA samples.” His left eye spasmed, and he blinked furiously to clear it. “All that’ll get your butthole puckered every time.”


KELLY WILEY Bitched to her manager that she kept getting stiffed on tips, and Marcia snapped, “ ’Cause you don’t pay attention to your tables, you let everyone see the bottom of the mug, and the cooks redo your orders twice a day when you bunk ’em.” Now Kelly watched Table #19 like the pot about to boil. Table #19 was not the normal Tuesday-morning pairing. She’d guessed a quick first date for coffee, but they’d been talking for nearly an hour like they had nowhere to be. Old friends maybe. But the chat looked too intense. The woman with the darkish skin and messy black hair studied the fat guy, really peering into him. She tried to beam her wish into the lady’s brain: Order the skillet so I can stop worrying about you! Quit sitting there stewing on one freaking cup of coffee! Maybe she should give trade school another try. She was not cut out for waitressing.




THE ONLY OTHER PERSON TO NOTICE Was Richard Lee Haas, whom everyone called Ricky Lee. He’d finished his Bob’s potpie and was waiting for his waitress to notice he was done. She was just standing there staring off into space, and he hated being one of those unpleasant people who stuck his hand in the air and made a little check-signing gesture. Something very rushed, rude, and modern about that. His eyes passed over the young couple. The pretty woman focused on this young buck like she was practically interviewing him. Poor choice of time and place for a date, but they looked like they could be happy enough. “Everyone deserves a little.” That was what Ricky Lee’s late wife had always said.



“But you made it out without a scratch,” she said, not without admiration. “Three tours and you’re sitting here like, like…”

“Like Jesus walked through gunfire.”

Shane smiled.

“I got scars. Shrapnel still under the skin. And I’m TBIed as fuck. I never sleep more’n four or five hours at a time since I been back.”

“TBI is Something-Brain-Something?”

“Traumatic brain injury. Standing next to bomb blasts for a few years turns out to not be so hot for your think box.”

“So like football players with concussions.”

“Sorta. Concussion is when you come to a sudden stop and your brain kinda”— he thumped a fist into his open palm— “smushes up against the inside of the skull. What happened to us was a little different. Had to do with the blasts that got your brain all tore the fuck up.”


READ UP ON SCIENCE Explosive waves that come off the bang either speed up or slow down depending on the density of the medium they travel through. So the time they rolled up on a car bomb only to have another one go off a few dozen yards away, those compression waves traveled slowly through the air, but then sped up as soon as they reached their skulls. Density was key. Density creates shredding, ripping-type forces. The misconception was that explosions killed people with their fire and whatnot—no, no, no. It was always blast lung. The blast cut these little air pockets in the lungs, and motherfuckers drowned on their own blood. Those same compression waves worked a number on your brain. Occupational blast exposure was what the MDs called it. Before they’d stopped speaking, his buddies from EOD all talked about lost memories, lost sleep, and losing the ability to make a decision at random moments. Murdock hadn’t thought much of any of the memories he’d tagged before leaving for basic. Now that his whole life more or less began when he got to EOD school, he had to tell himself that.




MEMORIES MOST AVAILABLE Aluminum bunk trailers and the plywood offices, the phone on the ops desk that rang with their missions, garbage piles on the streets, dead dogs left to rot, endless situation reports, popping open the dust cover on the optical sight of his M4, cigarettes smoked at a lung-cancering pace, bomb scene investigation that earned him a familiarity with the human anatomy, sorting through intestines, burned chunks of automobile, fingers, ball bearings, feces, brake fluid, bloody fragments of bone, black coffee that tasted of desert grit, camel spiders, and endless, routinized interactions with gear: body armor, M4 rifle with three-point sling (pistol grip high, right hand ready), pistol in cross-draw holster on the front left side, ammo, night-vision, GPS, flashlight, crimpers, helmet, gloves, earplugs, sunglasses, Leatherman, knife, heart.



“I’m sorry, Kel. That sounds awful.”

“It gives me the sleep problems like I said, but there’s some damage memory-wise too.”

“Yeah?” She was circling him, but Shane also did love hearing about war. Though she’d begun her adulthood organizing against the country’s major military misadventures, a part of her ached for combat. She envied the sense of purpose, the action, the definitive stamp of reality, finality, and meaning war seemed to imprint on its participants.

“My memory—especially before Iraq—is so fucking shot, it’s almost like I was never that person. Can barely remember my hometown, my mom. Can’t remember anything about high school—almost at all. Like, at some point, I know I learned algebra, but I couldn’t tell you who was in my class or what teacher I had or what girl I liked. Some guys I know can’t remember anything about their kids being born. Some don’t remember meeting their wives. But even that’s not the whole thing.”

“What’s the whole thing?”

“Hard to describe. Ain’t quite anxiety, ain’t quite depression. Not quite wanting to punch people out. It’s just this clawing feeling like something’s about to happen. Gets worse in crowds. Like I hate being at a football game or the airport. Anywhere there’s too many people. Also, whenever I don’t got my M9 nearby.”

“That sounds pretty fucked.”

He offered her a tepid bob of his head side to side. “You learn to get by. Iraq taught me you can get used to just about anything. I mean, shit, don’t ask me to take a memory quiz or nothing, but I can still work. Been a product development engineer for a few years. Braking and transmission systems. But compared to EOD the stakes are so low—you know, if you fuck up no one’s getting killed. Basically feels like I can sleepwalk through it. Don’t tell my boss.”

“Ever go home? Do you have family around?”

“Mom got smoked by cancer of the thyroid a few years ago—I swear it’s that shit they’re putting in the ground to get at the gas. No Pops to speak of. Gone before I was even abortion material.”

“Any love life?” she pushed on.

“Between exes right now. Was hooking up with a girl I met online for a while, but she didn’t work out.” His hard stare told her to get to the point.

“Who do you spend your time with?”

“A few buddies at work, a few from Iraq who I still see now and then.”

“No best friend?”

“Nah, I keep to myself. So are you like writing a screenplay about me, Alvarez? Christ.”

Alvarez. She hadn’t gone by that surname in five years. She did not correct him as to what was on her driver’s license now, though. She pushed forward, sensing his itching curiosity. Allen Ford Jr., her mentor and comrade, had once clued her in that people mostly just wanted to be listened to. They wanted to tell their story, and if you could get to their story, you could get to their conscience.

“That first time we met, back in D.C., you told me you missed it. The war. Do you still?”

Murdock considered the advertisement for the Wildfire Chicken Salad on the laminated card propped up out of the condiment basket.

“Not as much no more. Sometimes. There’s the brotherhood, the camaraderie of it, combat love, that’s one thing. And there’s the adrenaline—best high you’ll ever get. No such thing as blood pressure meds for a heart attack, right? But there’s also a calm to it that you can’t really get back here.”


UNTRUE He never saw the EOD guys anymore. Once he got involved with IVAW, Murdock’s views left him with the loneliness of both the prophet and the traitor. They didn’t get how he could shit on the cause that some of them had given it all for, and he didn’t want to argue with the people he cared for most in the world. Loving your brother in arms was a more profound experience than loving God. Better if they speak of it all in another life. Kieran Slade had called him up when he found out the guy they’d nicknamed Murder was going to IVAW protests. “So you’re with these fucking brain-damaged Marines telling everyone we’re war criminals? All so a bunch of fat, happy, self-righteous pussies who’ve never been afraid of shit in their lives can sit back and judge us? Fuck that, man, and fuck you. T would fucking lay you out, man. He’d fucking cripple you if he saw this. You’re a coward, Docker.”



“How was the war calm?”

“When I got back, I was dating this girl at Penn State—she’d sort of latched on to me even though I kept telling her I wasn’t much in the mood to get married, and that’s clearly what she was after. I remember this one time we were driving through a McDonald’s, okay? And we’re picking up food to take to her family’s house for dinner, and she’s got this huge list of everyone’s orders. But the speaker box or whatever that is don’t work so well. It keeps cutting out, so the lady on the other end keeps missing stuff and she needs to keep repeating herself, and then they’re confused about what she’s already ordered and what she hasn’t, and I’ll tell you—right in that moment, I would have given anything to be back in Baghdad. Any fucking thing in the world if it meant I could go back and get shot at.”

His water glass was nothing but ice at the bottom, so he tossed back a few cubes and crunched them loudly with his molars. He began nodding as his story morphed.

“There was this guy over there. This bomb maker we called Toy because his devices always used the radio frequency from kids’ toys. Remote-control cars and Buzz Lightyear dolls and such. He came up with some real ingenious shit. Like he’d find a way around our Warlocks—our electronic jammers. He’d plant decoys. He’d wire a bomb with a different trigger three times out of five and then the other two would be callbacks. He was a meticulous cat. And we never caught him. Thought we did a few times. Once, near a bomb site, we took DNA swabs from everyone at the scene, and this shopkeeper matched. So a unit rolls up on the shopkeeper. Bingo-bango-bongo. No more shopkeeper. But a month later, there’s a new bomb, and you could just tell it was his. The Warlock Red jammed it—we were in that protective bubble. But the style was his, the way the wire braided from the battery to the blasting cap. Had a little receiver from a remote-control helicopter for the detonator. He’d put his signature on the IED, you know? Cuz he wanted us to know he was still out there. Now, don’t get me wrong, we all wanted to find that motherfucker and put a few through him, but at the same time I had this respect for him because I had to be better, smarter, quicker.”


HE RETURNED To Whitehall’s office hours because he liked having someone who could talk honestly about the thing. Whitehall didn’t give two fucks what you were supposed to say to fellow vets. “Don’t dwell on what’s been done,” he said. “When I got back I threw every medal and patch and memento and symbol of the American empire into a lake.” He handed Murdock books, a lot of Chomsky, Hobsbawm, Bacevich, and Chalmers Johnson. He read them at the dining room table of his one-bedroom apartment while loading and unloading his M9. It was dismaying how quickly his illusions eroded, a bad paint job that once attacked with mere sandpaper just flakes to the floor on its way to dust. He hadn’t understood how ready he was, and the puzzle pieces of his reading and his experience began to snap together. He carried it around in the back of his throat. However fury, sorrow, and undefended humiliation tastes. It made him want to go back to Iraq, finally hunt down Toy, and say, “I’ve had some time to think about it, and I sorta see your point, dawg.”



The waitress tried to come over again, thinking they might be ready, but Shane gave her a too-impatient Halt gesture. “We’re still going to need another minute.” Bambi smiled impatiently and turned heel. “What about IVAW? Do you have a foot in activism anymore?”

“Nah. I did a year more after we met, but the surge started to settle things down, and troops were on their way out. Got tired of lefty activist types explaining the war to me.” He ticked one cheek in a partial grin.

“Turns out you might’ve been premature given the whole situation over there now.”

“Not too hard to predict, I guess.” Murdock took the fork from the silverware and began twirling a tine against his thumb. “And I’ll tell you something else—the beheadings, the torture, this shit ain’t going nowhere. Barbarity is a powerful thing. Almost a faith in and of itself. We opened a can of worms there that’s gonna writhe for twenty, thirty, fifty years.”

Shane watched as his eye twitched, and he looked down at his cold coffee.

“So,” Murdock grumbled. “Maybe it’s about time you got around to telling me what this is all about. Why I drove halfway to Pittsburgh to not eat breakfast.”


THE LOVE OF THE SUIT Like bundling up for a Pennsylvania winter. First, armor: leggings, collar, breastplate of Kevlar. Then pants with suspenders and spine guard, the diaper that encases the groin. Slip on the overcoat. All of it weighing “half a good woman,” as Ta’amu liked to say. Your buddies helping you in, checking all the zippers, ties, and quick-release tabs in case you caught fire. Finally, pop on the helmet, check the microphone, the air snorkel, and above all, make sure that power fan works and the batteries are fresh because it’s probably 120 fucked-up degrees out. Then it’s just you peering through a visor two inches thick that gets dustier every minute you’re out. Like wearing the chitinous molt of a prehistoric colossus. Ta’amu would babble reassuringly in his ear on the lonesome walk. Just the captain’s way of creating the calm: “I’ve been meaning to give you your performance review: You’re a funny little monkey, Manfuck. Think about the millennium of your progenitors who’ve lived and died, son, so that when the cum spilled out of your mommy’s asshole at the wrong angle a mastermind hick like yourself could be born into the light of consciousness. You are Blown Away, kid. Bombs don’t survive you. You make IEDs IEDon’ts. Just remember, my man, if you offer to carry the weight then you can’t complain about the load.” Then it was just the safe. When all the focus and training came zipping down to a zero-point, a moment of creation. Peeling apart foam chunks to get at the plastic-encased detonating cord of an EFP. The bomb makers versus the EOD. It was a battle of intellect and observation and obsessive skill. He crouched in his own airtight astronaut-suit world, a piercing attention for the detail that tells no story or tells the whole one. You matched wits. There was no syllabus, there were no rules. Only adaptation and improvisation or mutilation and incineration. Blast lungization.



“What do you think it’s about, Kel?”

He threw up a hand. “Hell if I know. Maybe you are writing a movie. People love war stories.”

“It’s good to see you,” she said. “When my partners and I started this thing, this venture, I thought of you. But I’d been thinking of you for a few years anyway.”

Murdock watched through a window as a woman struggled to her car on a walker, helped along by a husband with thinning gray carefully moussed back.

“So this ain’t about Hurt Locker 2: Hurt Harder?”

“Do you remember,” she said carefully, “when we met that weekend in D.C., we had a conversation about what it would take—what would have to happen—to actually change this country?”

He lowered his voice.

“I’d consider myself still a kid at that point. Feeling angry and alone and saying stupid kid shit.” He scanned the Bob Evans to see what the other diners were doing. “My point wasn’t that I wanted to do shit like that. It’s that there ain’t no point in doing shit like that.”

“I’m not trying to sell you on anything here.” She said this with great care, each word handled, examined, and chosen. “I’ve been where you’ve been, Kel. You didn’t have to go to Iraq to feel despair about what’s happened and what’s happening now. All I’m asking is for you to hear me out on this.” She could feel the agitation wafting off him. “And if you don’t like our idea, no problem. You walk away, we walk away. No hard feelings.”


HOME Ta’amu saw that Murdock rarely made calls home, mostly because his mom didn’t have a computer or phone and had to go to the neighbors’ to take the call. He started inviting Murdock to join him on the video phone when he called his family back in LA. This consisted of his wife, the dogs, and like seven little brown kids running around screaming the whole time (though he understood only three of these were Ta’amu spawn and the others belonged to a sister in rehab). His wife was a phat collection of gorgeous curves and beautiful Samoan-next-door features. The first time he made Murdock sit in on the herky-jerky, screen-frozen call, Ta’amu told them this was Uncle Murder, and after the children bombarded him with questions about war and how cool was their dad and did he know how to play Call of Duty and was he coming to Los Angeles with their dad after it was all over, Ta’amu replied that he’d have no white Shit-Demon from the Sticks in his house and the kids screamed with laughter and the wife reprimanded him for cursing, and Murdock had to get up and leave, at which point he began to cry, violently, until Ta’amu found him at the entrance to the HAS and told him to stop being a pussy—of course Manfuck could come visit him in LA. They’d grill steaks.



“Christ, you got a hell of a way of piquing a guy’s interest.” He relaxed back into the booth. “Not just a cerebral hick here. Also an open-minded hick.”

Shane was not satisfied yet.

“Here’s what I mean by that: This is going to be a conversation you can’t ever repeat. To anyone. We don’t know what this thing will be, but I need your word this is only between us.”

“And you got it.”

“I’m not being clear.” She put her hand over his again and squeezed. “This is not about hurting anyone, but we could get into trouble just talking about it.”

“I’m telling you, gal, you got my ear. Start her up.”

“I think you understand, Kel, that you have an important set of skills. First, I tell you the bones of what we’re doing. Then if you dig that, we move on to the next step, and you meet my partners.”

“Who are your partners?”

“You don’t need to know who they are until you need to.”

“Inscrutable doesn’t really do it for me, Alvarez. If you hadn’t noticed, I’m a detail-oriented fella.”

“It’s actually Acosta now,” she said. “You’d call me Shane Acosta.”


THE RON KOVIC FANTASY Whitehall’s self-flagellating term. That once you got home you could take up the righteous cause because you’d been there and you knew. He could only read so much about the fat margins of the contractors making fortunes not just off Iraq and Afghanistan but the empire of bases, exporting their equipment and training to a world hungry for a taste of American military supremacy; or about the symbiotic tether between the Pentagon and petroleum—the work of the oil companies guarded and protected by taxpayer dollars; or how rapid and unchecked free-market globalization incubated inequality, which incubated instability, which would eventually incubate more excuses for militarism. He’d seen the way the American empire operates. He understood its vascular system and the grainy detail of its red cells. He could wage peaceful war against its patriotic heart. “That’s the only impulse to follow,” Whitehall told him. “Find yourself purpose in dissent and dig in. Maybe it feels pointless, but it will give you direction, and really, who knows—it might even bring a couple kids home who would’ve got packed into boxes otherwise. Don’t think about your life before, don’t dwell on the people you lost, over there or at home, and whatever you do don’t start drinking. Once you open the bottle, you’ll never put the cap back on.”




RAGE Shane could sense this restless anger in him, he was sure. His left eye still went through spasms of uncontrollable twitching, and he still thrashed in bed half of every night, and he still got that uncategorizable panic bubbling in his chest in crowds, and he would still hear the distinctive sound of bullets snapping by his head, that noise they made as they broke the sound barrier when they zipped by your ear, and he could still never remember his mom’s face or where she’d first showed him how to tie a turle knot. Because all that rage reading—fuck. How inadequate those explanations ultimately felt for all that he’d seen and lived through. There was still no account, no explanation, and no going back. Just him and his ghosts gazing in shared awe over the edge of darkness.



His lip curled and relaxed. “Do I even know who you are? Seems like maybe we start there.”

“You know me, Kel. Even if you don’t know who I am.” She held his gaze to make sure he understood. “There’s four of us. This started back when I worked on the wetlands.”

“What’s up with the wetlands?”

“Just another harbinger on a long list. The point is, the four of us are kind of, I don’t know what you’d call it—the hub of the spokes. The core of the thing.”

“Yeah, Shane, well, what’s the fucking thing?”

“We would want you to be our fifth.”

“You know…” He chewed on his tongue and spent so long thinking, she wondered if he’d say anything. Finally, he went on. “I spent a lot of time in IVAW dealing with folks who wanted to tell me about my life and what I’d done. They tended to sound a lot like you, no offense. So while you’re dancing around whatever you’re dancing around, let me ask you something first: What did you do during the war?”

He said this with great hostility. Ferocity. She had never heard either of those things in him before.

“I went to college,” she said calmly. “Bounced around a bit after that.”

“You ever feel guilty?”

“About what?”

“That guys like me and more’n a few gals like you went and wasted the best years of our lives in that sorry misadventure while y’all blew each other in dorm rooms and your parents got a supply-side tax cut?”

“I don’t know. How guilty do you feel that you came home, and there’s some Iraqi kid who got incinerated by American-brand white phosphorous?”

She couldn’t read his face, but something dark passed across it. He carried a great misery inside, and he couldn’t do a remotely satisfactory job of hiding it.

Shane picked up the saltshaker, cupped it in her palm. “What?” she asked.

“Nothing.” He rolled his tongue around the inside of his cheek. “Small world that you and I ever met.”

“So small, it makes you understand the difference that can be made if you go about it the right way.”

“Color me skeptical. Alls I ever think is how the guys who died in Baghdad or Kandahar had all the sweet-berry luck. Didn’t have to come home and sit with a stinking pile of shit in themselves. They got the hero’s parade.”

She sighed. “Don’t talk like that.”

He waited for a second, like he was trying to decide. “Like what? That dying can be lucky?”

“No, man. You can wish you were dead all you want. But don’t pretend there’s anything heroic about it. All the bumper stickers and parades and ‘thank a veteran for your freedom’ bullshit—all the pedestalizing. All the movies. All that isn’t for you guys who went. It’s for the next time. How else do you get children in Oklahoma City or Fallujah to kill people they’ve never met? Convince them they’ll be heroes.”

Murdock ran his finger around the wet rim of the coffee mug and stared glumly at the snow. He looked far away, like he was no longer listening.

“Look, Kel.” She slid the saltshaker from one hand to the other. It scraped across the table. She kept right on staring at Murdock. “We can go through this shit to the moon and back. In fact, at some point I’m sure we will. But for now, I just want to know”—she slid the saltshaker back to the original hand—“if you’ve got one more war in you?”


ANAMNESIS He liked to think it’d been Toy’s triumph that finally got them good, but that was specious and relied on a certain Hollywood symmetry. Anbar had dozens of skilled bomb builders and trained more every day. Toy himself may have been a composite of every operator that ever outsmarted them, a concrete antagonist to hunt. Still, his gut would always tell him Toy left the suspicious package in the intersection where the choke points were obvious and the convoy had to set up fifty yards back. After they’d rolled the TALON down to the package and discovered that it was only some men’s shirts—false alarm, not unusual—Ta’amu cracked, “Man, I just got a baller idea for a GAP ad,” as the EFP hidden under a garbage pile went off and pretty much liquefied the captain in front of his eyes. SSG Jim Matthews was killed as well, and SPC Cort Kronlan lost an arm. Someone had triggered it through a wire hidden in the ground, so the Warlock couldn’t save them, and it was some five hundred pounds of armor, tactical vest, ammo, rifle, and man vanishing except the feet still in the boots. Ears droning, concrete chunks raining, molten steel popping holes in the armored Humvee, Murdock didn’t stop to think of all the bits of Ta’amu he had in his eyes and mouth. The gunfire began.




INSTINCT One thing you could say about the US military is that when they trained you to do something, you fucking well remembered it. Even with pieces of Ta’amu coating him and a hail of bullets thwapping from a nearby building and the Muslim call to prayer suddenly ringing out from a nearby Statue of Liberty–colored minaret and someone screaming, “Tell ’em we got a TIC! Put the fifty on those niggers!” and SSG Mason Saunders going cyclic with the SAW right by his ear, spitting through nine hundred rounds in about a minute—melting the barrel in the process—Murdock still did what his trauma training told him to. He leaped on top of Kronlan, this shrieking nineteen-year-old child of Texas, ripped the med pack from his vest, ground his knee into the bicep above Kronlan’s severed arm to stop the blood flow (between the heart and the wound, America told you), got the tourniquet ready, spitting out pieces of his brother that tasted more like diesel than blood, not thinking Captain’s dead, Captain’s juice, letting the pressure go long enough to slip the tourniquet around the Limb Formerly Known as Cort Kronlan’s Arm, spitting, spitting, spitting, but Kronlan wouldn’t stop thrashing and screaming long enough to get his life saved (Kronlan, for the sweet cunt of fuck), so he cracked him in the face with his elbow, broke his nose, but stunned the Texan long enough to get the tourniquet tightened—until the limb stopped the spurts that timed eerily with the pulse Murdock could feel humming through Kronlan’s whole body—and then packed the wound cavity with this handy little Kerlix super sponge stuff they gave you. With sticky fingers, packing it into a stump the color of grilled brook trout he and his mother once caught, long ago, in Wiconisco Creek.




AND LATER When Kronlan was saved and people were already telling Murdock about the Bronze Star Medal coming his way, Slade found him picking at a bit of bloody material still stuck in his teeth, and SPC Slade looked at him and, channeling Ta’amu himself, Murder said, “Tastes like chicken,” and laughed. Slade thought this was inappropriate, but Murdock was drenched in so much of Ta’amu’s and Kronlan’s blood he didn’t much give a fuck. You put that shit somewhere deep and beat a stray cat to death with a hammer five years on to try to work those feelings out.




NOW THAT WE’RE DOWN THIS ROAD Two springs ago he’d driven down to Fort Walton Beach, Florida, for the annual May ceremony to induct the recently juiced on the EOD Memorial Wall. He sat among the family and friends of that year’s fallen EOD in the sweltering, swampy heat and marveled at how many people in the audience were missing limbs. All manner of hooks, tennis-shoed prosthetics, grippers, and angled titanium protruded in place of bone and flesh. One woman had half her face burned away and wore a large hat tilted to cast a shadow over the ruined portion. The wall, a pale gray slab of concrete resembling a highway divider, had four cenotaphs, one for each branch of the military, with EOD dead dating back to World War II. A bedsheet of an American flag riding above. The keynote speaker was the air force chief of staff. “This is EOD,” he’d said, and Murdock felt his throat close, his eyes well. “The brains of an engineer, the hands of a surgeon, the heart of a martyr.” They played “Amazing Grace,” and he went to the wall and ran his fingers across the slim bronze tablet affixed to the army’s cenotaph, the one that said CPT TROY J. TA’AMU 2/07. Then he tossed his Bronze Star Medal at the ground because that was the cliché most appropriate to the moment. In war, cliché was as inescapable as the dread of your own death. They’d gone over there having already learned all the clichés from the movies, and they took them up with ease: the brotherhood and adrenaline that made you cuss and laugh and feel as if this was the only place you belonged, and then you saw fucked-up shit and did fucked-up shit and it changed you, the way the movies told you it would. How frustrating to watch your life, your misery, your madness depicted absolutely accurately by cliché. Because it felt so real and original when it was you with these wives, husbands, parents, brothers, sisters, and children milling in the heat. And what was he left with? What could he do when his head was a mess of forgotten voices and errant whispers of memories with no value and no sustained narrative, just purposeless minutiae and fragments he’d take with him to the void?




AND YET There was a memory that never happened: of eating steak and drinking beer and watching all these children with his friend’s eyes play in a sunny yard, and it made him so fucking furious, so fucking crazy and desperate and sorrowful that he pressed his face against the surface of that bronze tablet and through gritted teeth and layered time sobbed into the metal, hot with the warmth of the Florida sun. An older Black lady, probably the mother of some other poor dead motherfucker, knelt beside him and took him in her arms. She whispered, “I know, baby. I know. We’ll all be with God soon,” while she stroked his back with one hand and held his heart with the other.



There was the tinkering clitter-clatter of silverware on plates, murmured conversations ebbing and flowing, hash browns and eggs being lapped up. Outside on the highway, the pickups and SUVs sluiced by, spraying mocha slush from their wheels. By now the pristine white had all but disappeared. The waitress returned, and Shane and Murdock ordered breakfast.






THE ACTOR


2014

I saw him in the bookstore without recognizing him at first. I was stewing from the last meeting of the week. Darren would get the promotion, and my eyes were still threatening tears. This news had enveloped me so thoroughly since leaving the office that my gaze passed over this man I’d watched so many times in other contexts. He was poorly incognito. He wore a crisp blue Cubs baseball cap and thick sunglasses that were a rectangular mask across his eyes. Yet I could see those distinct lips, naturally pursed like a blooming flower. The straight nose with its squarish point. The five-o’clock shadow, pinpricks of black on a flawless tan.

I’d wound my way from the office to the downtown Barnes & Noble because I did not feel like getting on the train at rush hour, not with the pulse of indignation still beating in my head, and decided to calm myself by browsing books. That meeting evaporated as I took in the rest of him. Dark blue jeans with the requisite fade, a tan jacket over a light blue shirt, brown leather shoes. He was shorter than I would have imagined, but you always hear that about actors. What surprised me more was his build—clearly in shape, but so slender. Those muscles that graced the posters were more compact in real life.

I thought of that peculiar phrase then, my eyes darting away from him as I sensed his glance: in real life. A cliché so far removed from what it ever meant, if anything. I could even remember watching one of his thrillers a few years back on one of those early dates with Jefferey; he was not exactly an A-lister, but his films were unavoidable if one saw enough American movies. I picked a book off the shelf just to have something to do with my hands.

Then he spoke to me. I missed what he said because I was trying to see the eyes behind the sunglasses. His lips curled expectantly, and my words came out with a defensive tinge that sounded crass to my own ears.

“Excuse me?”

“McCarthy,” he said, pointing to the book I held. “Do you like McCarthy?”

Blood Meridian lay in my hand, a limp accessory. I had never read anything by McCarthy. I’m one of those people constantly trying to read short stories by Flannery O’Connor yet reverting to Jodi Picoult and Gillian Flynn at the first pang of boredom.

“I haven’t read much of him.”

“He’s one of my favorite authors. The Road is incredible and an easier read. Blood Meridian has the Judge, who’s one of the best characters in modern literature, but it takes a lot of concentration. At least that’s my expert recommendation.”

He smiled and that institutional bookstore light almost created a glare on his whitened teeth. I set Blood Meridian down and picked up The Road.

“The problem is this is a movie, so I know I’ll quit halfway through and finish it on Netflix.”

It was a feeble joke, and I immediately hated the dynamic, as if he was the authority because he’d read this one book. At the office I had learned never to give the guys ammunition or I’d watch their entitlement bloat. This is exactly how Darren Grinspoon muscled in and took credit for my work on his way to leap-frogging me to executive creative director: I let men explain novels to me in bookstores.

He laughed. “Eh, movies are cheap facsimiles of what novels accomplish.”

“Strange coming from someone in your line of work.”

His sandy eyebrows perked upward. “Ah, so you saw around the disguise.”

“Oh, I’m calling my mother about this as soon as I walk out of here.”

He smiled and leaned into the shelf in the manner of a high school boy at your locker.

“In that case, can I tell you why you should read that book rather than see the movie?”

“They passed you over for the starring role?”

I put a foot forward, moving closer, challenging him. There in the pit of my belly was the kind of squirming excitement you feel so rarely as an adult, the joyous ache of a crush whose face you want to push into the mud. While my celebrity infatuations tended toward the older, more distinguished type (Harrison Ford from the eighties, please and thank you), I still had a pulse, and this attention from a man I’d learned about mostly through issues of People was undeniably thrilling.

“No, they wouldn’t even take my agent’s call,” he said. “But McCarthy has this way with his prose, so you’re always chasing sentences down these caverns of meaning. You just can’t translate that to film. No actor, no screenwriter, no director, no team of studio wizards can do in a lifetime what Cormac McCarthy can do in an afternoon.”

He said this with a wry smile that let me know he was as serious as he was aware of his own bullshit.

“That’s good,” I told him. “Do you have to wait for women to pick up a McCarthy novel to plagiarize a New Yorker review or…?”

His head bobbed back when he laughed.

“C’mon, I’m serious. Let me be corny!” His finger brushed against mine as he took the book from my hand. He lobbed his head toward the front of the store. “This is on me.”

“Don’t,” I said, reaching for it.

He brushed my arm back, a little too forcefully. “Seriously, it’s my pleasure—just in case you don’t like it.”

In my head, my friend Linda’s voice rose in pitch: Let the famous actor flirt, dummy!

“I wasn’t planning on buying anything,” I said when we reached the register. “I was just killing time before I met a friend.”

“What kind of friend?”

“What kinds are there?”

“Boyfriend?”

“No, a girlfriend. We were going to get a drink, maybe see a movie. Do you have anything out? I need at least a sixty percent on Rotten Tomatoes before I commit.”

I stood awkwardly beside him as he produced an AmEx. My face flushed as I felt other people in line watching us, and I still wanted to snatch the book before he could buy it for me. He thanked the clerk, her bored eyebrow ring never rising in recognition, and glanced back at me. I was supposed to follow him now, and I did, slipping The Road into my bag.

Outside, early-evening pale had settled in. He took off his sunglasses, a full reveal. The high cheekbones and irresolute brown eyes. I remembered them as blue in his films and now took that as the work of contacts. It made me wonder how much of that fresh, taut look was surgery or Botox.

“I’ll tell my mom you said hi.”

“What if…” He looked off into the headlights and taillights of traffic. “You canceled on your friend and we grab a drink instead?”

The truth was I wasn’t meeting a friend. It had been a spur-of-the-moment lie, the kind you tell when you want someone to think you have plans. A single twenty-seven-year-old wandering the shelves of a bookstore on a Friday evening with nothing better to do? Though I hated that it made me feel anxious, it did. The drink offer wasn’t shocking—his flirting was hardly subtle—but now my mind jammed with thoughts of how I looked. What did he see? Chestnut hair, I’d recently had drastically shortened and highlighted for the coming summer. The small bulb of my father’s nose mixing with my mother’s darker Mediterranean eyes. I attempted to not let my insecurities wash over me and thought of all the yoga and treadmill miles I’d logged during the city’s hibernating months.

“Aren’t you dating Scarlett Johansson or someone?”

Again, the laugh was surprised and genuine. “I’m between destructive relationships with coworkers at the moment. Here’s my perspective: I’ll either go drink at the hotel bar by myself until someone recognizes me and I get annoyed… or I can buy you dinner.”

“Now it’s dinner?”

“If you’re hungry.”

Of course I was going to say yes. But I told myself I was saying yes only because the initial shock at his fame had worn away. He was just another guy trying his hand at a pickup line.

We took a cab, sitting a comfortable distance apart in the back. The butterflies that flapped and spun kamikaze in my stomach when he first spoke to me now lay dormant, reverse-aging back into their chrysalises. The cab rounded the corner of Wacker, passing the river on our left and the gleaming silver phallus of Trump Tower. The setting sun reflected off its miles of mirrored glass and cast light over the city, lighting from a painting or a dream. After a bit of awkward silence, he said:

“You got into this cab and still haven’t told me your name.”

“Jackie.” I shook his palm, and the grip lingered. That smile, how he flashed it like a knife, knowing it was dangerous. No wonder his dumb movies made so much money.



In the restaurant, we were led up the stairs to the second floor and a series of private tables. He was ordering a bottle of wine before I’d sat all the way down.

“Did we just screw everyone on the waiting list?”

“They don’t give us half-famous folk a choice.”

As the wine arrived, he went with the standard barrage of first-date questions, not all that different from a Tinder date: What do you do? Where are you from? (Consumer advertising, creative director; Iowa originally.)

“Do you like advertising?”

“It’s a job,” I said, only because I did not feel like talking about it. I was obsessed with my work in the way one is obsessed with a cruel lover, but I was saving my rant and fury about Grinspoon and the general chauvinism of advertising for my therapist.

“That’s too bad. People should have passion for what they do.”

I gave him my meanest laugh. “That’s a pretty asinine thing for someone like you to say.”

He’d taken off the Cubs cap and hung it on the back of his chair. His oak-colored hair, matted from the hat, swept back from his forehead.

“I don’t see how I’m asinine because I love what I do.”

“I said what you said was asinine. Because it was. You know, most people take whatever job they’re offered. That’s how you pay a student loan or buy a burrito for lunch.”

“All I meant is that I love what I do, and I love it aside from the money. Aside from all that bullshit of being known.”

“How can you separate the two?” Suddenly this guy was Darren Grinspoon and every other mediocre man I’d ever dealt with professionally. Linda Holiday had once called this “the conundrum of contemporary straight women”: We understand better than ever that men are selfish, arrogant, awful, and entitled, and yet we nevertheless spend most of our energy and intellect trying to find one who seems okay enough and will love us. Leftover emotional energy is then wasted on not wanting to want that.

“I think you know how you sound,” I told him. “It’s easy to love what you do in your circumstances.”

He didn’t quite look like I’d taken the air out of him, but his gaze was puzzled, maybe put off. Then he smiled. “Hope you don’t dissect every chunk of blather that comes out of your dates’ mouths like this.”

“If you’d like, I could sit across from you all night googly-eyed, asking what it’s like to work with De Niro.”

He laughed uncomfortably, and his eyes wandered, unable to settle.

“Yeah, okay, but you realize that I didn’t get to that point for almost a decade after I dropped out of college. Until then I was a broke stage actor living in a shitty apartment, doing odd jobs for spare cash. I’m just saying I never cared. I’ve loved this since I was seven years old and my second-grade teacher suggested I try out for Oliver Twist. I just meant I’ve always loved performing, and I’d still do it even if it was community theater back in my hometown, which by the way, is Omaha, not Orange County or something.”

“Fair enough.” I looked back at the menu, face turning hot, feeling as though this whole thing had been a bad idea. I opened my mouth to say as much, but he cut me off.

“I’m hearing how defensive that sounded. Sorry, I don’t have a lot of conversations anymore with people who aren’t in the business. It’s a bad bubble. Please do feel free to call me out as an asshole.”

I closed my mouth, felt the flush recede. “I think I just began by assuming you’d sound like an asshole.”

“Want to start over?” he suggested. “Maybe about how great Omaha and Iowa are? Real salt of the fucking earth, right?”

The waitress interrupted us. He ordered the grilled corn tamales and the fettuccini with artichoke, and she took the menu and said, “Yeah dude, whatever—like you’re not a figment of my imagination right now,” which made all of us laugh.

I ordered the pearled barley risotto and handed over my menu. In that moment, the trailing tail of a memory came to me like a song lyric I could remember but not place with a musician: Jefferey on a similar early date. We’d gone to dinner, and when the bored, ill-tempered waiter took our menus and stalked off, Jefferey whispered to me, “So that’s your ex, and this is some psychosexual mind game? ’Cause I’m in. I’ll bring the ice pick and boil my own rabbit.” Every last word was so weird I couldn’t help but crack up.

The actor and I talked about our salt-of-the-earth childhoods, his as familiar and mundane as mine. In turn, I told him about Iowa. My dad the farmer, Friday night football games, country bonfires, the town square where we all gathered on weekend nights and cupped cigarettes in our palms when the police cruisers passed. Most of our fathers wore the same Carhartt jackets and bitched about balers and planters, fertilizers and Monsanto seed prices. Most of us went to one of two state schools when we graduated. I left off the story just before my dad was forced to sell the farm following my parents’ bankruptcy. A decade later, he still wasn’t over it, and I worried he was depressed or about to divorce my mom. My siblings and I couldn’t be in the same room without arguing about it.

“Ever think you’ll go back?” he asked.

“The same time you go back to Omaha.” We exchanged a smile. “Maybe that’ll change someday when I have kids, but I doubt it. Plus, I’ve been thinking of moving to Venice.”

“Really?”

I nodded. This was not exactly true, but it was true in that I’d spent some unremembered period of time in the fall of the previous year searching for potential jobs that could allow me to move to the city I’d dreamed of living in since I was a teenager. When my mom and dad were arguing at the height of their financial stress, I’d put on headphones and click through images of the strange and wonderful city on our old Dell desktop.

“I’m aching for a change of pace. I know there’s always nostalgia for ten minutes ago, but the country seems ugly to me in a way it never did before. It’s reached some kind of new temperature lately.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” he said.

This was a clichéd sentiment on my part, completely unoriginal, and not something I was even sure I believed. Mostly I was tired of my job. I’d gone from art director to senior art director to creative director as fast as anyone ever had in my company, but that progress had stalled. The higher I climbed, the more enraging the office politics became, and I had this sense every time I sat down in a meeting that my coworkers still considered me an intern. I’d moved to Chicago during the recession, determined to make my way, and after a year of unpaid internships, I thought I’d have to return to my little town in Iowa and live with my parents and waitress at one of the chains by the freeway where so many of my high school peers found work. The entry-level advertising job came just in time with my rent due and my bank account overdrawn and my three credit cards maxed. I was determined to prove I could do it, and when I got passed over for the Grinspoons of the world it reminded me of that desperation all over again.

I had five people working under me now, and on more than one occasion I’d hear the younger guys repeating back to me ideas I’d pitched earlier, regurgitating them as their own and congratulating each other. The worst of these was Darren, an ultra-nice young backslapper and Dartmouth grad who came from money and had connections littered throughout the agency. Marketing still retained its boys’ club formulation, and this gave the women sharp elbows. Even after I’d piloted two very successful campaigns (a new home water purifier and a mind-numbing financial product called closed-end funds) my boss, the senior VP, Beth McClann still spoke to me like a kid sister being allowed to go off on her own at the fair for the first time. When she gave Darren the promotion that by the whole office’s estimation should have been mine, I’d almost burst into hot tears. This blithely sweet guy who never missed an opportunity to second-guess me in front of my team, who acted like my seniority was ephemeral and temporary, I would now effectively have to answer to. I’d waited until I got to the bathroom to cry and thought about quitting and moving to Venice.



We split vegan chocolate cake for dessert, dueling over it with two short-tined forks. He asked me about my family, and I told him about my brother and sister, the former a lawyer in Tampa with a wife and two sons, the latter a physician’s assistant in Davenport, married to her second husband, recently pregnant. I even found myself telling him of our lifelong emotional combat: her easily wounded nature, my impatience with her. My dad’s insistence that his daughters could succeed at anything, from youth basketball to a high-powered city job, engrained in me and utterly lost on her. My warnings about both of her quick marriages. He asked about her new husband.

“He’s older,” I said. “Midforties. They met because she worked for him.”

“He was the physician she was assisting.” He grinned, a flash of the teeth that I recalled were crooked in some of his earlier films and now as straight as wall tiles.

“Exactly.” I twisted the stem of my wineglass, staring at the purple murk within. “My sister is one of those people who leaps without thinking. It’s been her MO since we were little and she threw tantrums in the supermarket over Fruit Roll-Ups.”

“And you’re not the tantrum-throwing type?”

No, I thought, Jefferey in mind. Unfortunately.

The waitress returned and he handed her his AmEx. I thanked him for dinner.

“It’s my pleasure. You up for a drink? I know a great place.”

“I’m sure you do, but I think I’d better get home.” It’s so stupid, the little dances we do even when we know they’re dances.

“Come on, come have a drink with me,” he said as if reading from one of his scripts. “It’s good to have a conversation with someone who’s not pretending.”

“See, but you’re saying that so I think, ‘Oh, he likes me because I’m treating him like a real person and not fawning over how famous and gorgeous he is.’ ”

His lovely eyes dashed away from mine, and I knew I’d at least called him on his method.

“You know what I think?” he said. “I think you’re the one who knows she’s pretty goddamn intelligent, interesting, and beautiful but has to put up all these guards against pricks. And hey, I understand why you’d assume the worst about me, but honestly, right now? I’ve had a good time with you, and I’d like to continue. I’d like to buy you another glass of wine that you can sip at a pace best measured on a geologic timescale.”

The laugh escaped before I could clamp down on it. I rolled my eyes.

“You’re not as awful as you could be, I guess.”

We walked back down through the restaurant where all but a few sets of eyes turned to us. Admittedly, it was more than a thrill. My stomach felt light, and I wished I had a dress on or at least something sexier than the jeans and blouse I’d worn to work. Wishing I’d done something with my hair that day—at least a chance to blow-dry and run a straightener through it—for this little walk of beauty and celebrity and mystery.

This time in the cab there was nothing left of the sun but a rumor on a dark horizon, and the distant lights of the skyscrapers backlit our drive. I knew it might be the wine, but there it was nevertheless: I felt good. This was exciting and unexpected and fun, and I couldn’t recall the last time I’d felt any of that.

The bar was just a dim blue bulb above an unmarked door. Small tables surrounded by plush chairs with tall backs, the bustle of your standard chic nightspot. The host led us to a table in a corner at the back. We had to stop twice for people requesting selfies.

“There are all kinds of downsides to this,” he told me as we sat. “I know that sounds like a whiny millionaire problem—”

“Multimillionaire problem,” I corrected.

He smiled. “But it doesn’t take long to see why it becomes awful. The temptation to sit in your mansion or penthouse like Citizen Kane and never be in the world is real. You get strange letters and social media shit, and people say things that you have to report to the authorities. Outright death threats become routine. Every interview, everything you say is scrutinized to the point where you want to pass every sentence by a PR rep because you never know who you’ll offend. There are land mines out there you don’t even know about and internet warriors always trying to plant new ones under you. You can’t eat a meal or have a drink or buy a book because people are filming you everywhere you go. You’re basically a zoo animal when you’re in public. Every room or space is a set, and the director’s told everyone with names A through M to notice you when you walk in, and names N to Z to notice exactly thirty seconds later. And that’s coming from someone whose career has been absolute shit the last few years. People underestimate the wonder of anonymity. Once you’ve lost it completely, that’s all you ever really want back.”

I gazed at him with my chin propped on a fist.

“Cry me a river,” I giggled.

“I know. And those Syrian refugees think they’ve got problems.”

The wine arrived—red again—and we toasted.

“Do you get back home much?” I asked.

“To Omaha? Sometimes.” He took a long gulp from his glass. “Not really. My folks are much older. My dad used to be a pastor at a megachurch. One of those places where the minister walks around with the Britney Spears headset. But he ended up with dementia pretty young.”

“I’m sorry. That sounds like it could be rewarding, though, to grow up like that.”

“Oh, it was mostly a childhood of bigotry against gay people and anti-abortion rants washed down with some syrupy Jesusy swill.” He took another long pull, his glass nearly drained. “My folks didn’t really approve of what I went and did with my life. Hardly original, right?”

When he spoke of his family, I could see the haggard quality of his features. In the bathroom at the restaurant, I’d googled and learned that he was twelve years older than me, but only now did I see that age in him. He picked at his thumbnail, peeling back a sliver and discarding it on the floor. My eyes fell to the wine bottle. We’d once pitched for an Italian wine brand, and my idea had been “Open to Life” with the image visually connecting to the emotional sensation of an open wine bottle. Of course, what I actually drew was myself and Jefferey looking out over what had once been my family’s farm. When you want to create an emotional response in a stranger, you first look to your own joy or melancholy or nostalgia. Beth McClann didn’t like the pitch.

“Why did you ask me to dinner?” I said, breaking the long quiet that had settled. “Honestly.”

His eyebrows arched in an expression that could have been worry.

“You were in that bookstore. You were beautiful. Then you were smart. It was really nothing more than that—spur of the moment.”

“I just want to know why you’re doing this.” I hated how this comment made me sound, but it was honest. “If this is some kind of shtick you put on to sleep with civilians.”

“Look, you can go anytime you’d like. I’m not holding you hostage here. I thought we were having a good time.”

“We are.”

“Then why can’t you just enjoy it? Why do you have to question it every ten minutes?”

“You want to sleep with me,” I said, as if accusing my younger sister of stealing my clothes.

He rolled his eyes. “Of course I want to sleep with you. I don’t have a charity where I take out spinsters.”

“That’s what you’re after.”

“Is it that surprising?”

“I’ve just never heard it stated that bluntly. How often do you do this?”

“I’m not going through twenty questions with you.”

“I just want to know where I stand. What happens afterward.”

“Afterward, we fall asleep. In the morning, we get breakfast. Then I catch a flight in the afternoon back to LA. But I’ll be back in about a month when we start filming.”

I nodded and pretended to consider this. It was so stupid. All of it. I could think of a half dozen of my closest friends who would throw themselves at this opportunity—maybe even wreck a marriage over it. Yet here I was simply wishing I’d never gone to the bookstore that day.

In the cab, once again we were quiet, and I found myself pointlessly thinking of Jefferey. None of this would have happened if he could have just grown up, if he could have just been the person I wanted him to be, but that’s silly. That’s putting such a massive “if” into the formula it topples the entire equation.

When we met I was so unsure about him and yet grew to be so certain so quickly. Maybe I saw what I wanted to see. He’d been so confident texting on the app that I distrusted him. But he was also cute in that way we learned boys were cute where I grew up: tall and sturdy, an Opie-like face with big features. Big ears, big chin, big nose, big jaw, big lips. Blond hair parted on the side with a cowlick bursting out of the product he used to tame it. A face where you could still see the pudge that had covered it as a boy but had stretched out handsome. When we went out, he was not the brazen jock I’d expected from our brief interaction on the app. He was a goof, witty in a dumb, self-aware way. He also had the widest, most beautiful smile.

He worked in supply chain logistics but said he wanted to go back to school to become a high school history teacher; he loved graphic novels; he watched loud, idiotic superhero movies but in a way that I enjoyed, deconstructing the tropes in endlessly amusing fashion. He traced patterns on my back that made the hairs on my neck stand up. We waited a full month before we finally had sex, which when you’re a young person in the city is practically abstinence. We deleted the app together.

After a year I was sure I would marry him. My family adored him. We went down to Florida to see my brother, and while I chatted with my sister-in-law and ogled the new baby, my brother and Jefferey laughed like donkeys in the kitchen, tossing Corona caps into plastic cups and loudly debating college football. The other men I’d seriously dated in my life came to feel like filler, ways to learn the lessons young people need to learn before they’re ready for the real thing.

When we moved in together, the high lasted for months. I’d never lived with a boyfriend before, and there were so many weird things about it. The little razor clippings he left behind in the sink or how there were these sacrosanct times when the television absolutely had to be on a sport of some kind, and I came to find the white noise of a football broadcast oddly soothing. He had an old Nintendo 64 that he refused to throw away, and finally he forced me to learn how to play Mario Kart with him. We would stay in on Friday nights, drink wine, and play every level of Mario Kart, screaming whenever the lightning shrunk the other down to miniature go-cart size. In the mornings, when we were both grouchy with sleep, he’d sometimes start dancing in his boxers, swaying his hips wildly while eating cereal or cooking eggs. “You like my moves?” If I ignored him, he’d start jittering his thick legs with all that blond thigh hair. “How ’bout these moves? Bae likes these moves, don’t she?” It was so stupid, and it made me laugh so hard. He knew he could just go on like that and keep me in hysterics for hours. We hosted parties, and once he came up behind me about ten minutes before people were supposed to arrive and started kissing my neck. Without turning around, I unbuckled his belt, and he hiked up my dress. The way two people can learn each other, what the other enjoys and how to do things in a certain way. The right angle, the right way to move, the right way to hold me. He knew me. I would cradle his face and practically black out, holding the cheeks where those razor clippings began.



As we waited for the elevator in the hotel, his hand came to the small of my back, and I realized it was the first time he’d touched me intimately. In the elevator we were quiet. I stared at the floor and played with the jewel of my earring, felt how the stone was loose in the metal.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Just nervous.”

“Don’t be.”

“That’s easier said.”

His hand crept into my hair and his breath drew near. He smelled of neutral shampoo and the mint he’d popped. The kiss felt entirely natural.

He didn’t give me another chance to think about it. As soon as the door to his room closed (and this room was enormous—a separate bedroom adjacent to the living room, a wide view of the vast, blinking cityscape through the windows), he was kissing my neck. He worked quickly, popping open each button of my blouse, finding the zipper on my jeans. I sat on the bed, and he slid them off.

“Work underwear,” I tried to joke.

He looked up at me. “You’re so gorgeous, Jackie.”

He kissed my stomach, tickling but in that good way, pulling at my insides, arousing all the equipment I’d been neglecting in my long self-imposed chastity. It wasn’t until he pulled off his jacket and shirt to reveal the clean muscles of his chest that I felt overcome. He did look slimmer than in his films, but the curves of his muscles were beautiful, maybe a bit of flab around the love handles, but still sculpted and lovely. I ran my hands over his chest and stomach. I kissed the hair on his abs.

I avoided looking at his groin, pushing away the thoughts of all the women he’d likely been with, whatever background afflictions he might carry. He didn’t offer to use a condom, and though this seemed incredible (Think of the potential for paternity suits, darling!), I didn’t ask him to. I hadn’t been on birth control since Jefferey. All of this seemed far away.

The pleasure was climbing back onto an abdicated throne—not an orgasm but that kind of aching skin-tight throb that felt triumphant and divine. He kept asking me what he could do for me, but I only urged him on. I knew I’d never be comfortable enough to orgasm, not with this being the first time.

And only time. Over his shoulder I could see the city’s stars. The only time.



When people began to ask when Jefferey and I would get engaged, I’d shrug and say, “There’s no rush.” Yet their curiosity was dwarfed by mine. The longer it went on, the more it upset me—as I feel it would have upset anyone. We lived together. We spent holidays with each other’s families. We were both comfortable in our jobs. Yet he never so much as put a toe in the water on the subject, leaving me to broach it in the most oblique ways, talking hypothetically about buying a condo or a house. I began entertaining the awful notion of getting forgetful about my birth control.

It was a slow-rolling panic, a premonition of getting hurt, that made me finally use the very distant possibility of a job opening at my company’s New York office as a way to talk about the future. An insidious white lie, but I had to know.

The conversation lasted from Tuesday night into Wednesday morning. There were all the typical platitudes—“I’m just not ready,” “We’re still young,” “I’m not sure I even want marriage or children.” Argued around and around for hours. It made no sense to me and still doesn’t. Why be together for three years then? Why move in for those last two if he didn’t think that was where it was going? It made me hate him so intensely, how he could lead me on that long. Of course, he didn’t see it that way, but it was hard for me to draw any other conclusion: I’d spent three years with a man who always had one foot out the door, who’d conned me into falling in love with him even as he kept it secret in the back of his mind that he did not think of our future the same way. I wanted to curl into myself until the world vanished.

He stayed another month until the lease was up. A month of so many protracted hours-long weeping sessions, so much goodbye sex, so many terrible things said and then immediately retracted. He could still make me laugh even in the midst of the most painful thing I’d ever known, and I’d think, This person is ruining my life. And when he left, he left. We had some contact at first, two Starbucks meetups, emails exchanged, a few phone calls. The last time we spoke only because I drank too much with Linda. I woke him up and cried into the phone about how much I missed him. “You already know I feel the same way,” he said. But this didn’t change the bottom line. In the morning I deleted his number. What followed, everyone knows: a grief like death, only the person who haunts you is still of the world. Before him, I had no idea how fury and longing are barely any different at all.



He pulled out of me, and I felt what he’d left, slick, running between my thighs, pooling around my anus. I’d go to the pharmacy the next day for the morning after pill. My heart thundered, and my left breast throbbed where he’d pinched it in the heat of the moment. He turned onto his side and took my face in his palm. I kept my eyes on the hard line of his jaw.

“You all right?” he asked.

I nodded.

We stayed like that for a while, talking sporadically, but mostly I lay with my head on his chest, plucking at the hairs on his stomach while he stroked my back. The patterns of his fingers reminded me of Jefferey. Maybe all men just learn how to do that.

Finally, I pulled away from him. “I’m going to go,” I said.

He looked confused. “Why? Stay. We’ll get breakfast in the morning.”

I didn’t know how to explain it to him. How I didn’t think I could bear to wake up beside him and eat overpriced room service.

“I’m a light sleeper,” I said. “And I have a million things to do tomorrow.”

“I don’t want you to feel—” he began. “I don’t want you to think I’m—”

I shook my head, pulling on that plain pair of cotton underwear. “It’s nothing like that. You’ve been really sweet. I had a great time.”

I was dressing quickly, checking myself in the mirror. It occurred to me that when I walked out, the concierge would probably think I was a call girl.

“Did I say something?” he asked, looking genuinely dismayed.

“Not at all. Really.” I paused, fumbling with the buttons of my blouse. I grabbed my bag, and there was The Road sitting right on top. “I just think we should leave it here. That’s all.”

I managed to get through the door with only a few more protests and one long kiss goodbye.

I hurtled out of the elevator, through the lobby, and out into the brisk night. I moved like a wind coming off the lake, slowing for nothing. Then I stood at a corner of State and Wacker, just north of the hotel and there wasn’t a single car in sight. It felt like a premonition, these empty streets, how hollow the city would feel if it was abandoned. The air felt cool on my skin, which was still as hot and sticky as candy in the mouth, and I could feel the pent-up desire soaking into my underwear. Already I wanted nothing more than to go back into that hotel, knock on his door, and again grip the muscles of his chest. I finally spotted a cab, and as I slid into the seat I couldn’t tell if I was joyful or sad, empty or fulfilled, coursing with a new energy, a renewed love of life’s possibilities, or simply mourning all the people and places I hadn’t even realized I’d left behind.
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THE LION AND THE FIELD


2015

You decide to leave home for good after you win the lottery, a Shell station scratch-off that abruptly puts three hundred dollars in your pocket. You’re fresh off one last blowout fight with your mom. You’ll have to go back eventually, if for no other reason than to get your stuff, the box of minor valuables beneath your bed.

You’re sick of Trotwood, sick of Dayton. It’s time for a change anyway. You collect your winnings, the cashier laying twenty after twenty in your palm, and go pick up Claire Ann from the Jiffy Lube where she works. It’s a sauna-hot evening, and you drive with the windows down because your AC’s wrecked. You don’t bother to call in to your job, and you don’t answer when your boss puts in call after call, the buzzing phone annoying your thigh.

You deliver for Domino’s, $4.50 an hour plus tips, and spend most of your time with Claire Ann, driving to the park so you can fuck without your mom interrupting. You have dreams—not as in hopes and aspirations, which you figure at age twenty are not yet your concern, but bad dreams. One in particular that won’t stop.

You text McHenry, a dealer your childhood buddy Casey Wheeler put you in touch with before he fled to Coshocton on account of a dispute with his girlfriend’s father. McHenry meets you on West Third with a baggie of coke. He’s a mean-looking fucker with the eyes of a hound dog and three teeth missing from his upper row, but his shit is solid.

“Also got some of them X,” he says, eyes wandering over Claire Ann in the passenger seat.

You ask how much.

“Give y’all two for ten. Less you wanna buy in bulk.”

“Not tonight,” you say and hand over another ten bucks.

You drive to a part of town more suited for two people of the white race, stopping in a gas station bathroom where you and Claire Ann cut and snort two lines each using a compact mirror and a credit card. You pop the X. You ask what she wants to do.

“My friend Dee’s at a party down at UC. She texted me earlier.”

Cincinnati’s an hour’s drive, but with all the coke and X and the bottle of Maker’s you’re about to buy, it’ll feel like ten minutes.

You drive, and the headlights on I-75 glide over the ornate black cross tattooed on your forearm. You haven’t been to church since you were twelve, yet you know God has plans for you. You first started having this dream two or three years ago. It never comes on consecutive nights. Sometimes weeks will go by. It always comes back, though. Sooner or later, you will always return.



You thought the heat would dissipate as the night came on, but the air still sweats and you feel moisture run from your balls down your thigh. That’s the X kicking in. Claire Ann tried sucking you off on the drive down, but you were too keyed up to come. Stepping into this house party, you’re too hot and thirsty to talk, so you cling to the bottle of whiskey. You pull and pull. The names come so fast, you can’t remember which face belongs to which “Eric” or “Megan.” Claire Ann introduces you only as “Keeper.” Her friend Dee she knows from high school. Dee knows someone who goes to UC and lives in this sterile, bright apartment. You want to fuck Dee the moment you shake her hand. Not because she’s attractive. She isn’t. She’s overweight with a bad black dye job, black nail polish, and too many piercings. Yet she has a look to her, a sexiness that speaks of highly limited inhibitions. You keep thinking of the dream, always the same: Running through the woods behind your old house. Trying to get to the field. But no matter which way you go, the pink umbrella always finds you.



You are thinking of ways to fuck Dee when a joint travels into your hand, which gets everything swimming further. Someone flips a switch and the room is swathed in red light. Spilling like a puddle of hot blood. Claire Ann motions for you to follow her into the bathroom. You met her last fall at a Trotwood-Madison High football game. She was a junior and you went because you had nothing better to do that night. You had a flask in the inner pocket of your jean jacket and she kept looking at you from the student section of the stands, stealing glances across the aisle until you went up and started talking to her. You’d been meaning to leave Trotwood for a while, but then you met this cute little sun-soaked kid with haunting green eyes, filmy, gray-stained teeth that overlapped each other, and an ass the shape of a full moon. You want to take her with you wherever you go, but she has to graduate first.

In the bathroom you both snort another couple of lines, then you reach a hand up her skirt and pull her thong to the side. You lick her clit while she sits on the closed toilet. She stops you because she says she has to pee. Then she says she has to tell you something. The pink umbrella is never open when it comes floating through the trees looking for you. It only opens once its handle has hooked the back of your collar and hoisted you into the air. At that point, you’re helpless.



Claire Ann passes out on the couch, and you overhear Dee talking to some of her friends about going to a bar. You leave Claire Ann and end up in a car with five people, speeding over highway through vapor moonlight. Taking drags on a cigarette, window down for the smoke, crushed against the thigh of some guy in the back seat, everyone chirping. Birds in a hurricane. The air barely feels refreshing, the heat’s so intense. You’re coated in a film of sweat and grime that keeps replenishing itself. The guy next to you remarks, “Hundred-and-two’s the high tomorrow.”

“Not all that hot,” you hear yourself saying. “It’s the humidity that gets you.”

You feel the eyes and ears of the car attuned to you, uncomfortable, and you’re reminded of high school, the way you could say things and people would shut down their conversation. No one has ever liked you; no one has ever trusted you. You want to be out of the car and away from these preppy college faggots. In the dream, the pink umbrella takes you to the dot in the woods and leaves you. The yellow dot is vibrating in the dark, then darting back and forth with gathering speed, tracing lines of yellow in its path, printing a three-dimensional shape right there in the murk. The dot speeds and blurs, and a form begins to emerge—first the enormous body, then the mane, then the claws. The lion blinks, and it is alive. There’s nowhere to go. You scream as the lion devours you, flesh shredding from bone, the crunch and snap of cartilage, the gush and geyser of your life’s blood, until all that remains are your eyes. The powerful jaws descend and all goes dark. That’s when you wake up, never more relieved for the dampness of your sheets and the murmur of your mother’s television a room away.



Your hometown is a shoddy collection of breaking or broken families and people with too much time on their hands living off unemployment or disability. You hit the bars, you watch Little League and high school games and drink forties in paper bags. You sell plasma nearly every week, usually before Friday night to put twenty-five bucks in your pocket. You drive by the old house sometimes, the one your mom lost to Ameritrade, and you think of the field behind it. Beyond the backyard, through a tunnel of black oaks, there was the field littered with discarded farm equipment. You used to go there as a kid and sit among the rusted-out tractors and listen to the croaking of the frogs in the nearby pond. Now the field is gone. Replaced with a Kmart, a Verizon, a Dairy Queen, and a Payless. Some of your old high school frenemies are married, some have kids, a couple are dead. You’ve felt the urge to leave before, but never like this. After what Claire Ann has told you.

In the bar, you take a shot, and it puts you over the top. You hustle outside, to the alley, and puke up whatever you’ve eaten that day. A suctioning tube in your stomach, sharp fingernails in your throat. In a moment you feel better and try to go back inside. The bouncer, a large Indian guy—the dot, not the feather (one of your favorite jokes)—won’t let you back in. You argue with him, swear at him, call him a monkey.

The people huddled outside laugh in disbelief, and he steps to you and says, “You have two choices, man: Get the fuck out of my face right now or take a ride in a police cruiser with a broken nose.”

You feel sobriety lapping at you, which makes you embarrassed, which gets shame flooding your neck, heat on heat.

“Suck me, fag,” you mumble as you walk away. You have no way to call Dee or any of the others. You stumble down an unfamiliar street, cars hurtling by. Some jackass has put an enormous handmade TRUMP4PREZ!!! sign in the window of his duplex along with a picture of Hillary Clinton with a bull’s-eye over her face. You did like his show, though. You and your mom used to watch it. You remember Claire Ann back at that apartment with strangers. You vaguely understand that you need to get her, that she’s seventeen and passed out alone, but first you need to finish the coke. The dream never stops. You’d think after so many times, you’d be used to it, but it still terrifies you. You try different things in the dream. At the beginning you take different paths through the woods, you run from the pink umbrella, you try to hide from the dot that becomes the lion. But the lion blinks, and it always, always chases you down, ripping away pieces of you until nothing is left but your eyes.



In a bathroom at another bar, you snort the rest of the coke, which is probably too much. You’re not just flying, you’re hurtling, atmosphere-bound. You wander down a street and see a huge house with a party going on. There are people on the lawn taking turns at a keg, Solo cups in hand. You pluck one off the lawn, walk up like you belong, and pour yourself a foamy beer. Some faggots stare at you but don’t say anything. Inside, there is music that makes the blood in the veins of your scalp pulse. It’s maddeningly hot inside. Cheap plastic fans try to circulate air, but there are too many bodies. Many of the guys have their shirts off, many of the girls are in strapless dresses. Every set of tits swells, every color radiates with magic and glitter, the walls inhale and exhale, every drop of sweat sparkles in the frosty light. Maybe you’re dizzy. You decide to take a seat on the melting cushions of a couch. You sip your beer. After a while a guy comes and sits beside you, black hair, tall, pores like elevator shafts.

“What’s the word,” he says.

You pretend like you don’t hear. You drink.

“You look like my cousin’s boyfriend,” he says. He has a huge tattoo on his neck, cursive scrawl. Threnody, it says. Probably his band or something equally retarded.

He’s asking for your name, so you mutter about taking a piss and stalk off. There’s a staircase, and you find a bathroom at the top. Rather than fumble for a light switch, you do your business in the dark and hear urine splashing on the floor.

In the hallway, you see the bedrooms now. There’s just enough light coming from the bottom of the stairs that you can see these rooms belong to people with stuff. Computers. Televisions. Maybe jewelry or expensive shoes. You poke your head into one. An even deeper heat envelops you. It looks like there’s a pile of clothes on the bed, but as you move closer you realize it’s a girl sleeping. She’s got her knees turned to the side and her arms splayed like goalposts. You touch the sticky skin of her shoulder but she only breathes shallow, husky breaths. She’s wearing a black dress with spaghetti straps, black hair flowing like a still wave across her face. A weak chin and thunder thighs. You can see the air swimming around her.

You go to the door and close it. There’s no lock. You undo your belt and pull her knees apart. Lowering your cargo shorts, you get your cock out and scoot her dress up. Silky thong underwear. She doesn’t even stir. Your mouth is dry, so you swig some beer and set the cup on the windowsill where a thin gruel of light splits each slit of the blinds. You crouch over her and push in. She makes a sound in the back of her throat and tries to lift her head but sets it back down. You begin. It’s that awful feeling like in the car on the way down with Claire Ann. You’re hard, you’re horny, but there’s no sensation there. And it’s so very hot in the room. The sweat comes broiling off your face. You squeeze her breast and wonder if this will wake her. You keep going until you can feel the sensation creeping in. You’re so hot, your back is soaked, you feel like you’re in an oven, you feel like you might pass out. You lower your face to hers. Her breath is vodka and corn syrup. She whimpers but doesn’t wake. Then abruptly, you come.

You pull out and stare at her dress bunched around her thick thighs glowing in the timid light. Her head lolls from side to side, and then she goes still again. You pull up your shorts and buckle your belt. You take your beer and go back downstairs.

On the couch again, you drink. Then he’s standing over you, Threnody. He thrusts a finger at you.

“Man, you don’t know anyone here,” he says. You sip. Your hair drips like mop water. “You don’t know anyone,” he says again.

That night, you sleep sitting up in a bank vestibule, and of course you dream of the lion. You sit on the forest floor and wait for the pink umbrella to find you. You watch as the dot zips the lion into existence. It blinks, and stands for a second, eyeing you with those cool predator eyes. It opens its cavern full of slick, wet teeth, and you plunge into those jaws headfirst, aiming to immediately gouge your eyes on the two longest, sharpest canines you can find. Your scream thunders in your throat and echoes in the forest, with tone and pitch. In fact, it’s nearly a song. You feel the lion’s jaws close and that bizarre dream-pain, which doesn’t hurt so much as imply what hurting could feel like.



The next day you have a hangover for the ages, and Claire Ann is furious. She picks you up in your truck, and she’s immediately bawling that she thought you were dead or arrested, and you try to explain, but you can’t entirely remember what happened that got you separated. Eventually she falls asleep in the passenger seat. You stop for gas and a Red Bull. It’s a day where the sun has the tar on the roads melting. Between the lingering booze, coke, X, weed, and heat, your consciousness feels like the wreckage of a storm.

Back on the road, you stare at the macadam traveling under the bumper and almost believe it doesn’t really exist, that right now you’re living a dream and if you steered the car onto the other side of the highway, you would pass through the other vehicles as if they were made of fog. You’re already forming a plan. After you drop Claire Ann off, you’ll nap and then you’ll pack. After all, you have a car and a little money for gas. You can go practically anywhere you want.

Your head rocks with the rhythm of the truck, and you think of the field behind your old house, well after Ameritrade took it but before they bulldozed. You went there the day it happened, when you didn’t know where else to go. Through the tunnel of oaks to the field. You slunk past old tractor tires, a combine, a few plows, a piss-yellow rotary tiller—all coated in rust. On the horizon there was a barbed-wire fence staked too far apart so the lines sagged. Penning in some farmer’s marbled cows, still as sculptures. You sat in the grass between the decaying blades of the combine, pulling up fistfuls of tall cool grass and smushing ants with your thumb until the sun dipped too low, and the darkness frightened you back over the field to your home.
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Abstract: Today my mother and I had a conversation that excavated certain emotional reactions I’ve lately experienced due to my family, my work, my father’s funeral, and, for reasons I have difficulty articulating, the National Basketball Association. Consider this an effort to understand the ways in which they refract and reflect one another. I’ll begin with the context: a recent trip to Las Vegas with my financier, Peter, and the success of our proprietary black box, the Sports Almanac.





My final semester at MIT, I went in search of a professional gambler to finance the development of my modeling system for predicting the outcomes of NBA games. As was typical, major financial institutions had been circling us young quants, and I had lavish offers from firms in Boston, New York, London, and Tokyo—institutions eager to exploit the hard-won mastery of those with superior neurochemical wiring in the interest of market share. My peers failed to appreciate the dark humor I found obvious: that if they could, these elaborate boxes of capital would lobotomize us for this wiring without hesitation. If I was going to gamble for a living, I knew I’d prefer to do it on basketball, which had been a childhood obsession and which I still followed with more scrutiny than my studies. I should make clear I bore no resentment toward my peers who chose Wall Street. Mostly I found the thought of hopping from one bubble to the next tedious. It does not take an intellect capable of navigating higher order differential equations to understand that these firms are not in the business of creating economic value. I had no interest in joining a hedge fund. It seemed too easy.

I met Peter O’Connell in his Back Bay condo, a yawning cavern filled with only a square of living room furniture, a TV like an obsidian window, and a titanium couch-side refrigerator, stocked entirely with energy drinks and Michelob ULTRA. Peter was young, only a few years older than me, with the fair skin and crisp, red-brown hair of unspoiled Irish ancestry. The blue of his eyes gave me a vivid recollection of the Fuller Park Pool in Ann Arbor where my father tried to force swimming lessons on me, only to learn I could scream effectively for the duration of the lesson. Behind Peter, a pool table attempted to add presence, but it looked stranded, an abandoned felt island. Peter seemed to know very little about the project for which he would potentially serve as the source of financing. He had many frivolous questions.

“You’re a hoops superfan, right? So who was your favorite player as a rugrat?”

“I wouldn’t say I had one. It’s the analytics that have always interested me. As a child, I kept notebooks of statistics. One of the first variables I studied was Scottie Pippen’s perimeter defense on the opposing team’s best wing player, which was likely as responsible for the Bulls’ success as Michael Jordan’s scoring prowess. That made the game fun, though it likely began as a way of attempting to be close to my father, with whom I had some difficulty relating.”

After a pause, Peter raised his hand: “Damn. Didn’t know we were going that deep, bro, but literal same!”

Peter O’Connell came from relative means. His family owned a concrete business in western Massachusetts, and during an unimpressive stint at the University of Massachusetts he’d used some of his allowance to gamble on his favorite pastime. Peter explained that he made a veritable fortune by exploiting an edge dealing with how bookmakers calculated their halftime totals. For two NBA seasons his winning percentage was:

“Unholy as fuck. Like Vegas must have thought someone finally managed to sell their soul to the devil.”

His method was far more clever than I would have expected given his personality. However, he’d merely stumbled into the tail end of a fad as bookmakers caught on and adjusted their method for allocating points each half. Peter’s edge became useless. He experienced the simplest rule in statistical probability: Whenever a variable is affected by stable factors a few random samples prove nothing; the variable will soon regress to the mean. In the following two years, he lost $4 million. He’d been living in Las Vegas in the fashion you’d expect from a twenty-two-year-old male who suddenly comes into such wealth. Yet one does not get into MIT without understanding that if you find gambling exciting, you are doing it wrong. As was the case with Peter, who began betting more subjectively. He explained that this was called:

“Being on tilt. Finally, I started to read a lot about APBRmetrics and modeling and all that shit. I mean, I didn’t even know about the Kelly growth criterion, but c’mon, bro, they’re not teaching that in high school algebra.”

I’d reached out to several other high-profile sports gamblers but found that Peter was already searching for what I was proposing: a modeling system, a proprietary black box, to create a new edge. It was at this point that I realized Peter thought he was interviewing me. I allowed him to continue to believe this.

“I can’t pay you hedge fund money,” said Peter, extending his hand. “But this shit’ll be way more fun. We’re gonna build Biff’s fucking Sports Almanac from bee-too-tee-eff-too.”

It took many more months of conversation before I understood that Peter was referring to the film Back to the Future II, and it did not help that he’d invent nicknames for our modeling system spontaneously and with decreasing sense. The black box was all at once: “the Sports Almanac,” “Biff,” “Biff Tannen,” “BT,” and then he began referring to it after his favorite basketball player, Larry Bird, as in: “Larry Legend,” “Larry,” “LB,” “Birdman,” and finally and most inexplicably, “Birdman Tannen.”

My primary concern was not the humble working salary of $68,800, which was more than adequate for my post-collegiate needs, and it was not the challenge. At MIT, I’d worked under Dr. Sri Thankankur and Dr. Jane Tufariello on Earth System Models, weighing various scenarios for greenhouse gas accumulation in the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries, which required far more complicated interactions of variables than basketball. My primary concern was in fact my parents, who of course viewed gambling as haram. My earliest memories are of my preschool in Ann Arbor where I’d walk in circles around the perimeter of the jungle gym because I had no idea what these other children wanted from me. I learned how to be by myself in some safe corner, arranging wood chips in ascending order of quality. My sole interest might still be those wood chips were it not for the Chicago Bulls. The lonesomeness of my own mind made school difficult and mosque impossible. Though my mother would often repeat that I suffered from no disability, that I simply thought differently, this was not the way she treated me in practice. When the Bulls began the second run of their dynasty, however, my father enjoyed tuning in to the games. Soon, the dynamic interactions playing out on our television captured my attention as well, and I began keeping track of basic statistics in my notebooks. My father was clearly overjoyed that I watched with him, and his cues of approval meant a great deal to me.

Still, a career in gambling was in no way acceptable, and at first I kept this from my family. They knew Peter had hired me to work on sports analytics but did not know it was about wagering money. When I began working with Peter, I thought he was familiar: a protozoan high school jock turned college fraternity brother turned entrepreneur wishing to live out a twentysomething playboy fantasy any way he could, the type of individual who had long filled me with gruesome purple dread. Yet Peter was not what I expected. He treated our partnership seriously, taking notes and asking questions. I wondered if he was lonely, but that explanation felt inadequate. He had plenty of friends, a family so sprawling that I could never keep it ordered despite my exceptional recall, and a very pretty girlfriend, Rachel Franklin, who with her pert looks and urbane manner reminded me of the portrayal of young women on television sitcoms. Yet during the 2013–2014 season, he kept inviting me to watch the games as if they were social occasions rather than the raw data I was using to develop the model. He enjoyed conversation immensely and took no issue that I frequently recorded our interactions in a pocket pad notebook.

Peter employs a self-effacing jocularity. He is an individual who should be entrenched in his entitlement, and yet my experience of these three years has been quite the opposite. Peter is without artifice. Even when he uses the word bro, which he does with hyper-frequency, each bro has built within it a statement about the preposterousness of his own subculture. It took me perhaps too long to understand that Peter’s insistence that I make the short T ride from my apartment in Cambridge to his Back Bay condo went beyond my work on the black box. It dawned on me that his perpetual motion machine of conversation was not transactional. He simply enjoyed my company. Outside of the members of my family—who I often thought were pretending anyway—I’d never met anyone who did.



As children, my younger sister, Haniya, once asked what it felt like to be me. I’d recently caused some conflict between us, spoiling her tenth birthday party because I could not bear the sound of her and her friends talking over each other, so I began screaming for it to stop. I was thirteen at the time and mortified by my own outburst. Unlike most adults, Haniya had no interest in the arbitrary mores that made it inappropriate to explore issues of neurodiversity. When I attempted an apology the next day she said:

“Dad says it’s like you got dropped off in a foreign country and only know bits of the language.”

“I wouldn’t know. I only know how I feel. I’ve never felt any other way.”

She assessed me like I was an experiment: “I’d say that’s not exactly true. I’d say you know the language. You just have to speak it your own way.”

“That’s an intriguing interpretation. Maybe.”

She sighed. “I’d do anything for a normal brother.” And then she bounced off her bed and went to watch TV at too loud a volume.

We’ve never understood each other. Haniya is charming, articulate, funny, and socially adept, and at school she made it clear that I should not acknowledge her in the hallways. In February of my freshman year at MIT when I was pulled from the Charles River and my mother and father came to stay with me, I was surprised that Haniya came as well. When our father was diagnosed she decided to transfer closer to home to help take care of him, but I made no offer to return to Michigan myself, for which I knew she resented me. Whatever difficulties my sister and mother experienced during Haniya’s rebellious youth, they were memories by then. The two of them grew close during his illness, while I’d never felt more remote. It was a difficult time.

For over a year, I could sense my mother’s terror at Papa’s impending death. They’d wedded in India as teenagers, and she’d followed him to Michigan, USA, through med school, two children (one of whom was nonverbal for four years), and a cancer diagnosis. Haniya could weep with her and console her, whereas I was no comfort. I simply did not have the capacity to help her grieve. By my father’s deathbed, I’d stood aside while Haniya held our mother’s hand, and I felt as if I shouldn’t be in the room. As cancerous cells destroyed his body’s capacity to maintain brain function, she asked me:

“Ashir, you’ll pray with us?”

“I don’t see the purpose.”

She begged me: “Just try. And Allah will come to you.”

This bored me, and I left. My father’s sickness has been the nadir of our relationship. Many-sided chance makes it outrageous for us to accept the possibility of just one cold life. How to explain to her that those relentless cells in my father’s pancreas were just a matter of math? No intervention, no respite, no miracle would be forthcoming. The universe was written in equations, and so was my father’s adenocarcinoma, a statistical probability infused into the cells of a macroscopic lesion. That was the only Truth. Just as the number 12 exists not because we call it “twelve” but because 12 is actually True and a mystical fairy wizard coming down from the sky to save a sixty-two-year-old doctor because his family is unprepared for his entropy is Bullshit. Haniya later called to berate me: “I don’t care what you believe or don’t believe, Ash, but stop sharing your fucking diagnosis of the human condition with Mumma.”

When I returned to Boston after that trip, Peter invited me over to watch basketball. Rachel was there, curled into him on the couch like the logarithmic spiral of a nautilus shell. As soon as I came through the door her head popped off his chest. She found an excuse to leave, as she often did. I knew I made her uncomfortable, but I was very grateful to be alone with Peter. I realized he was the only person whose presence actually comforted me.

We did not talk about my father’s illness at all. We simply watched the Cleveland Cavaliers play the Boston Celtics while Peter prattled away soothingly. At one point, LeBron James caught a pass on the wing with two seconds left on the shot clock. He spun away from a double team and launched a difficult fadeaway jumper. Yet his arm was a perfect sixty-degree angle with his ear (the real secret to shooting technique), and the ball fell softly through the basket with that sensuous whipping sound. He ambled back on defense. Peter howled:

“Bron-bron! What a freak show. What a fucking cyborg. We should put him in one of those prison cells where they keep Magneto.”

My father died two months later.



Peter and I had been disappointed that the Sports Almanac barely broke even for the 2014–2015 season. It predicted the lines with 51 percent accuracy, which is not worth betting on.

I spent the off-season avoiding communication with my family while trying to assess where I’d gone wrong with the model. It was in thinking of LeBron James and the few defenders in the league who could hope to disrupt his offensive potential that provided me with a succession of insights, beginning with the mathematical value of each player based on individual matchups. Though this sounds simple now, I was spending fourteen-hour days at my computers tinkering with the feeder models. By the end of this 2015–2016 season, the almanac had expelled a rather eerie data set. It forecasted nearly 62 percent of that season’s games correctly. That isn’t predicting the future, but it’s quite close, and both Peter and I were eager to make a test run of the Sports Almanac on several playoff series. He also very much wanted to return to the city where he’d experienced so much initial success. Unhappily, I had just landed in Las Vegas when I heard the news. As per custom, my father’s Janazah was supposed to be held within twenty-four hours. When I asked my mother to delay it a day so I could join Peter to go over the Almanac’s initial results, she grew very upset.

“You wish me to break this tradition so that you can watch silly games in Las Vegas?”

“I’ll still be attending. Papa is deceased, yes, but it need not interfere with my work.”

She replied with fury: “Work is a ridiculous word for what you do.”

Ultimately, she agreed to delay the services a day.

Immediately after checking in to the Mirage Hotel and Casino with its shrill, discomfiting window glass, Peter joined me in the lobby, Boston Bruins hat cocked to the side, clopping along in unlaced Nike high-tops. He’d been in Las Vegas for a week, placing bets based on the Sports Almanac, and we went to the sportsbook where he put an additional $10,000 on the Oklahoma City Thunder to break the 2–2 tie with San Antonio and win the series in six games. When Peter received his ticket, I felt a cheap thrill, not because of the bet but because of the work it reminded me of. It was the reason I had not wanted to fly to Michigan that night. The years spent building this model and taking Peter through it step-by-step have been profoundly psychologically satisfying. There are certain activities we pursue to attain a state of concentration, and those states of concentration are often more deeply enjoyable than the activities we’re indoctrinated to view as enjoyable. I cherish this sensation by thinking of my lowest moment: crossing the Harvard Bridge, and the twilight sky had given the water a blue-purple shade. I wonder about this in relation to the Zoloft my father forced me to take after he came to Boston. That chemical crutch took care of some of the worst entropic musings, but I felt fuzzy, brain-dead, and could achieve neither a sense of sadness nor enjoyment. I was forced to see one of the mental health professionals the university makes available, and I admit the young woman gave me many useful ideas: I took up running, traversing Boston’s gray-water bay in warm weather and a treadmill’s running belt during the winter. She also suggested I try writing as a way to work out anxiety, and while at first I found this activity onanistic, I managed to find a format that suited me, and experiments in the alien landscapes of simile and metaphor ensued, difficult yet strangely engaging and diverting. Still, all of this felt ephemeral, and those haunted feelings I always associate with the color mauve remained nearby and perpetually accessible. It was only in the past three years, working with Peter, in the grip of a project I found so fascinating, that the dawn-colored sensation receded nearly beyond my horizon.



After placing the bet, Peter spent the rest of the day gambling. He kept insisting I join, and I kept repeating I had no interest. I was content to listen to his chatter and watch people try to shake and rattle the bias from their die. Casinos being foolproof moneymaking ventures, the best way to approach Las Vegas, I explained, would be to take all the money one is comfortable losing and place it on red or black at the roulette wheel where the odds are at least 46.7 percent. Then, win or lose, walk away. Peter did not see the fun in that, but it did lead to him switching from craps to roulette. Three of his friends from Las Vegas joined us, and they all became increasingly intoxicated as the afternoon wore on. They were extremely boorish, particularly “Jame-O,” a squashed, preppy Caucasian with a ring of fat embracing his torso and cheeks that recalled two pockets of berries. I have little to say about these men except to relate this incident.

Jame-O called me “Taj Mahal Badalandabad” after a character in a comedic film (I was familiar with this slur, as I’d heard it before), and Peter, hostile and inebriated, exploded at his friend:

“Bro. Learn some fucking manners. This guy here’s got more to offer in his fingernail than your entire sorry fucking existence.”

I’d long been accustomed to how people become subject to narratives outside their control. Throughout prep school, my peers had christened me all manner of nicknames with and without intended animosity, one of which (“Osama bin Spock”) gained particular currency. Since graduation in 2009, I’ve noticed their furious efforts to remove these “jokes” from social media, deleting comments from the deep recesses of various online forums making reference to me as the South Asian American math geek.

I accepted Jame-O’s effort at an apology, but Peter’s outburst left me disquieted. As they carried on gambling, I couldn’t help but wonder, had I been blind to how Peter actually viewed me? After all, here we were in a gambler’s mecca, so to speak, and was I not just his nifty multitool, an unwitting Dustin Hoffman card counter to his Tom Cruise? And were these transactional relationships not just the way of the hyper-capitalist-extractivist system? I thought of how I’d dismissed my MIT peers now performing various high-speed grifts for the boardrooms of financial empires in Manhattan. Embarrassment swelled that I’d come to think of Peter as my friend.

I left and went down to the street in search of sensations beyond the claustrophobic casino. Sweat ran a torrent down my back in the searing heat of the Vegas Strip. I saw a city of abstract fractal shapes, an artificial construct built only through a massive project of water diversion to create a mirage in inhospitable desert. A proper analogy for the discharging of consequences that people sought here. For all the hype constructed around the city, it is a plastic and uninspired place. Turn the temperature up a few more degrees, and I could picture the whole façade melting like a LEGO city in a microwave. I felt a great anti-magnetism, a desire to flee. Despite my best efforts, agitation turned to panic. Soon back in the hotel room, I sat in a corner running the cool back of the TV remote over my arm to still the particle accelerator speed of my mind.



Hours later, when I’d calmed down, I checked my phone. My mother had left yet another dissatisfied voice mail. Haniya promised me the delay had been helpful. Family we rarely saw had time to fly from Gujarat, and the imam had been away as well. The thought of going inside mosque for the first time in fifteen years, since my last outburst, weighed on me. My sister texted me: Hey I know Mummas at maximum anxiety right now. Stay chill and just get here when you can.

I did not reply to her. In high school, my sister had changed her speech, dress, opinions, gait, wore pro-choice buttons pinned to the end of her hijab, used strange slang, and performed complicated handshakes of greeting with her male Caucasian and African American friends. I learned not to take offense that she ignored me. She and my mother fought over her rebellious streak—she made trouble in the community over women’s equity issues and dated Caucasian men, but Haniya was still faithful. She bore the envious gifts of intelligence and agile charm, which is why she and she alone would eulogize our father. I had not been asked to speak.

The next morning, with five hours until my flight, Peter asked if I would accompany him to a pawn shop. He alluded that he’d had his fill of Jame-O and the others and asked if I wanted to accompany him on a quick but important errand. In the cab, he began probing me about the player efficiency rating, and I explained, for perhaps the third time, the dubiousness of the PER metric. Peter often reengages me in conversations we’ve already had because he needs to use safe angles to approach subjects that make him uncomfortable, as I believe he did here:

“Efficiency’s the game, right, Ash? That’s why the Warriors are a lock.”

“They’re a special case. There’s no comparable precedent for their achievements this season.”

“Lock.” Then Peter abruptly said to the driver: “A pawn shop on the Strip? Do we look like we’re in the church group from Tulsa? Take us off-Strip, my man.” He turned back to me.

I said: “I don’t believe in locks. However, the Warriors are the dominant team in offensive and defensive metrics. That’s how they won seventy-three contests. Over the course of seven games against an opponent like the Thunder or Cavaliers, the inferior team will tend to regress toward the mean.”

“Ah, like you said about roulette. Speaking of, that’s why I’m cashing this in.”

He removed from his pocket a small lavender box, which he opened to reveal an engagement ring with a cluster of diamonds mounted on a band of white gold.

“Bought this for Rachel, but… Guess I threw up a fat fucking brick.”

“You proposed? I wasn’t aware.”

“She said she had to think about it. Then thinking became driving back to Providence to stay with her parents. She called the other night to say it’s over.”

On the outskirts of the city now we passed a strip mall with only a dollar bargain store and cash-advance outlet still open. Beyond the mall were empty crabgrass lots and half-built domiciles flapping flags of forgotten plastic. I’d of course noticed Rachel’s absence in the past few weeks. I tried:

“You could save it for the woman you will eventually marry.”

Peter grinned, and in doing so looked quite handsome. “Whoa—what, am I trying to hex myself? I just want to get rid of it. Figured pawning it in Vegas would be a bad man’s move. As per your wisdom nugget, I’ll put all the money on black and walk away.”

The cabbie pulled over at a random intersection of a six-lane road called Eastern Avenue. Palm trees bisected the lanes of traffic while telephone poles and wire offered the only skyline along the flat expanse of desert sky. The pawn shop was set in the same building as a store called Sinaloa Video, still clinging to its business model in the age of streaming movies. Beyond it was a series of shoddy one-story houses with bars on many of the windows.

Peter’s bartering took place with an overweight man in a black Pantera T-shirt who wore socks under his sandals and heaved a breath with each movement. It was a quick transaction. Peter accepted just over $1,700 from him, mostly in rust-green twenties, and dropped the ring into his fist like he was tossing a coin to a vagrant. On the drive back through the authentic Las Vegas of shuttered stores, battered used cars, and a heat that had weight, I commented:

“That ring was likely worth more.”

“Less than half what I paid and much more than it was worth to me. I didn’t want to have it in my drawer another day. Who would’ve thought getting your heart broken—that actually sounds like how it feels. I dunno. She might not have been the person I thought.”

“What does that mean?”

After a long silence: “She came to me with this story from the Globe about how you took a swim in the Charles a few years back and some dude had to fish you out. I told her, So fucking what? But she didn’t want you around.”

My anxiety swelled, and I chose my next words carefully: “Peter, I’m sorry if I caused this. I would have gladly resigned if you’d just explained the situation to me.”

“What, are you fucking kidding me? She doesn’t get to decide who you are. So what if you had a death wish once? We all do—it’s in the Mad Men pilot! You’re a fucking brilliant, funny, stand-up fucking guy, and if she didn’t want to get to know you like I know you that’s her fucking problem.”

I was at a deep, cavernous loss for something to say. Luckily, Peter spared me:

“And like I said, maybe it showed another side of her I couldn’t see before. When I lived here I was a fucking psychopath, sleeping with a different girl every weekend. Then I met Rachel right when I got back to Boston and I was fucking humbled and ready to take a breath and be in fucking love, you know? It’s like they say: ‘Ruined love, when it is built anew, grows fairer than at first, more strong.’ ”

“Who says that?”

“Shakespeare, bro.”

“I wasn’t aware you read Shakespeare.”

“Oh, I don’t. BFQ, dude. That shit knows all.”

“BFQ?”

“Bartlett’s Familiar, bro. BartFam. ‘Bartleby, the Scrivener.’ That thing basically wrote the intro to every paper I ever had in college.”

“You’re a perspicacious man, Peter.”

He patted me absently on the knee: “Stick with me, kid. I’ll take you to the stars.”



On the flight home, I tried to avoid thinking of the two days of dressing, praying, smiling, and emoting that lay ahead. The scent of my childhood home, of meticulously groomed plants and flowers in every corner of every room, greeted me as powerfully as my mother’s worried kiss or my sister’s careful embrace or the eerie sensation of walking into a tomb of memories echoing with an absence. We ate dinner, Haniya and Mumma bickering over her biryani recipe. I stared over Haniya’s shoulder at the rows of old embossed books with gold-leaf lettering, all my parents’ confused texts on the Qur’an. As a child, I’d viewed them with fear because the teachings were as difficult for me to believe as the khutbahs of the imam. I refused to walk by the shelf or sit on the side of the table where I couldn’t keep an eye on them.

Haniya went on about college while my mother stole glances at the muted TV tuned to CNN, something she never would have allowed in our childhood. She watched with worry as the subject never wavered from failed casino owner Donald J. Trump, who it seemed would soon secure enough delegates to clinch the Republican nomination. Hani attempted to explicate silver linings:

“He’s going to drag down every Republican on the ticket, Mumma. This is a blessing in disguise, trust me.”

“This is a cursed year. The hateful people are winning everywhere. What about Brexit?”

“That’s not going to happen either, Mumma.”

“When you see your aunties, they will tell you what’s happening in Gujarat. The violence against Muslims is so normal now, and this—this is the beginning of it here.” Mumma shook her head while stock footage of Trump ad-libbing at a political rally played on-screen. Talking heads debated the odds of his unconventional candidacy. Our mother continued: “This is real, Haniya, and when he wins—”

Haniya laughed loudly at our mother’s foolishness. “He’s not going to win! This idiot can’t tie his shoes! He’s probably incontinent. He probably has to wear a diaper onstage!”

My mother slapped Haniya’s hand, though she had lost control of Hani’s foul mouth in her teenage years. Haniya swung her head to me, the crass yellow of her hijab sliding back and a lock of blond-dyed hair spilling out over her forehead.

“Ashir, tell her about the statistical likelihood of this doofus winning.”

My mother continued to stare at the TV and the amateur politician that had so captured the public imagination.

“It’s of negligible probability, according to most polling. But I’m far from an expert.”

Later, when our mother went to bed, I sat in the living room watching game six of Oklahoma City–San Antonio. When Oklahoma City completed its upset, Peter texted me:

Birdman Tannen nails it. When we’re millionaires don’t change on me bro.

I texted back, in an effort to be teasing: Are you concerned that when you achieve what you’ve worked for so vigorously, you’ll find yourself feeling empty? What will you do if you conquer NBA gambling, Peter?

Peter replied: Easy-peasy, bro. We buy a basketball team.

That was when Haniya poked her head in.

“Hey, look what I found.”

She held aloft a bottle of Macallan twenty-year single malt scotch. I’d always known my father hid alcohol in the garage and that his surly moods grew worse if he spent too much time there, but I did not know that Haniya knew.

“Oh, I knew for years,” she said, pouring us each a glass, the incongruity of her bright yellow hijab and the swishing amber liquid notwithstanding. “A son who’s a professional gambler and a daughter who loves a stiff drink.” She clinked her glass against mine, winking at her revelation of what I thought was my secret. “We are bad haraming kids, Ash. Haram-alam-a-dingdong. I’d say Papa would roll over in his grave if he knew, but this probably isn’t the right night for that comment.”

I laughed, and Haniya couldn’t believe it: “Now I have to make it a double to celebrate.”

Before that night, I’d always felt like my sister was alien to me: religious but progressive, bold but closed off. The night before our father’s Janazah was the first time I felt close to her and finally understood what that phrase meant. I could admit to myself that it was good to be with her, that perhaps with the long ordeal of our father’s illness now behind us, a new phase of our relationship might emerge.

The next morning, my head aching from the dehydration of the scotch, my mother asked me to drive her to mosque to help with some final arrangements. I agreed, knowing this was her transparent method to have whatever conversation she wanted to have.

“So your work in Las Vegas. You find this a good use of your talents?”

“It’s lucrative, and it makes me happy.”

“You know what your schoolteacher once told me and your father? Do you remember Miss Addie? Fourth-grade Miss Addie.”

Miss Addie had been my third-grade teacher, but my mother quickly shooed away this point in the manner she had when she was very frustrated with me. My mother’s accent deepened with her intolerance:

“She tells us that she’s never seen someone so young so good with maths. She tells us that we are raising a genius.” Then she arrived at what she actually wanted to say: “You realize I worry. I don’t want you to do it again. It is never far from my thoughts. Or far from my fears.”

“You’ve only seen me for a day. What could you know about my relative state of mind? I’m doing well.”

“You make that impossible to know.”

The picturesque homes of Ann Arbor looked cheerful in the spring sun. I chose to focus on the cool green lawns rather than engage in what I viewed as a tired and unwinnable debate. She persisted:

“Your father was a good man who helped many, many people, Ashir. And some of those sick people that he helped years ago, they are coming for the Janazah. He was so generous. Give, give, give.”

Of course, the service would include hagiographic words from his friends, fellow doctors, and members of the community. But these were the memories of the bereaved—rose-colored and necessary to the circumstances. They couldn’t know of my father’s curt, dismissive treatment of my mother, how he’d freeze her out for days at a time, barely grunting replies, or that despite the dogma he adhered to, he hid liquor and Budweisers in the garage, from which we were all forbidden, and drank many nights after work and spent the mornings hungover, or that despite his assurances, he found me an impossible child, and it made him an exhausted and bitter parent. The dead don’t receive honest criticism. Everyone is too stunned for impartial assessments, though they shouldn’t be. Death is only the second law of thermodynamics—everything evolves to a state of maximum entropy. Everything decays. The ultimate regression to the mean. I find this principle almost too useful. The human mind is dead set on resisting regression to the mean. Even those who are secular reject it at all costs. From religion to basketball, the mind yearns to believe in the extraordinary, the mighty, and this explicates so much about our fears, insecurities, and delusions. Perhaps this knowledge made me speak too curtly:

“Papa’s death, my work—these subjects have nothing to do with each other. I had no interest in finance, and I wish you would learn to keep your feeble opinions to yourself.”

My mother’s jaw snapped open: “Do not speak at me like that. I know you think I’m a silly old woman, but when you have all these amazing offers from these financial peoples, what did I ask? That you take those jobs and make yourself wealthy?”

I agreed she had not. I apologized. I hoped that would be the end of the discussion. Sitting at a long red light, a tree lush with spring’s nutrients hovered over the car, and a wild light seeped through slits in the leaves, running over my mother’s face like the shadows cast by sun-dappled water. She said:

“You have come so far, Ashir. God gave you an amazing talent. He put something inside you that very few people have. I only want you to learn that happiness is about using such gifts for that which is beyond yourself. I am not even talking about something holy. Just something higher.”


Conclusion: Sitting at the desk in my childhood room, I’ll finish this rambling excursion by saying only that my problem, I suppose, is that the model worked. Perhaps Peter and I will begin to win a great deal of money, but that is of no interest to me. What is of interest is recapturing that moment of profound focus and pleasure spawned during the three years of working on the model. Because here I am despite it all, stranded in a universe of colossal scope and maximum entropy where human concerns are infinitesimally purposeless dust motes. And yet when one views those motes under a microscope it becomes clear that they too are each a colossus. They are formations worthy of our dedication, what I’ve heard people call “love” or our “heart.” But they are really more like a fever. Or a fugue.
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Warmed-Over Bunk

One of global warming’s most spectacular and dangerous ideologues emerges. Why claims of “environmental crisis” will never go away.

By John Taylor Jr.

July 19, 2017

For those who view “Green New Deal” environmentalism as virtuous at best or benign at worst, I beseech you to pick up a copy of One Last Chance: How to Save Civilization by Moving to Total War on Climate Change by Dr. Anthony Pietrus.

Pietrus, an oceanographer, climatologist, and contributor to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, exemplifies the kind of near-psychotic delusions that have come to characterize the environmental Left. His new book, which is being touted as the New Testament of global-warming action plans, is a frightening reminder of what lies in store should such extremists ever gain electoral power.

“We are not at a crossroads,” Pietrus writes in his introduction. “We long ago took the wrong fork. Now we must do everything in our power, including sacrificing our comfort, our livelihoods, our economy, and partial, carefully excised pieces of our democracy, to save our species and all species.”

Much of Pietrus’s radical wish list is unremarkable, well-trod territory of the climate vanguard. What differentiates One Last Chance is that last part, the “carefully excised pieces.” It’s also what should send a chill down the spine of every American.

First, however, his stunning grab bag of policies deserves comment, if only to deracinate it: the purchase and stranding of all US coal supplies and shuttering of all coal plants within five years; the nationalization of the thirty largest fossil-fuel-producing companies in order to “unwind” their operations; limits to production on virgin aluminum, cement, iron, plastics, and forest products; a buyback program to replace the entire US vehicle fleet with electric vehicles within ten years; achieving a 50 percent reduction in air travel by levying heavy taxes on each ticket; a rapid buildout of nuclear power plants; and massive public works projects ranging from the construction of a smart grid to carbon capture systems that would draw CO2 from the air and sequester it in the ground and offshore.

The nation’s farmers will not escape either. Pietrus also insists on draconian taxes to lower dairy and beef consumption and advocates a price collar system on agricultural emissions with auctioned credits, which would “quickly and effectively shift the economy toward zero-carbon energy and food production.”

To pay for all this, a “project on par with the rapid militarization of the US economy following Pearl Harbor,” he proposes levying taxes not only on carbon but increasing the marginal income tax rate, instituting a consumption tax on “luxury” goods (i.e., nearly everything the average American household might want to purchase other than basic foodstuffs), and the issuing of “climate bonds.”

Lest other countries push back against this lunacy, he proposes economic war to force compliance. “The US, China, and the EU could easily draw the rest of the world into joining the new carbon compact by instituting a tariff on goods from any nation without similar carbon pricing.” However, the US must be ready to go it alone: “The current economic order did not emerge without the political and military will of the largest empire the planet has ever seen, and similarly, a new carbon-free regime can be forced upon the world with greater ease than trying to get 190 nations to sign on to a new protocol.”

If this all doesn’t sound like madness yet, just wait. Pietrus claims he’s spent “many years studying how such aims may be achieved. I’ve concluded that the only way forward is a new governing paradigm similar to war mobilization.”

He would create two new government bureaucracies. The first would be modeled on the War Production Board, Franklin Roosevelt’s agency that took control of the US economy during World War II and dictated what would be built and how much of it. Rather than being housed in the executive branch, however, the agency would be independent, an “environmental Federal Reserve,” tasked with building wind farms and solar panels in order to “insulate it from near-term politicization and weathervane cold feet.” To put it bluntly, he’d put the entire American economy under the aegis of an unelected scientific bureaucracy. To play the role of watchdog, he suggests a separate agency, an overseer, that reports to Congress and ensures the “climate Fed” doesn’t run amuck or become invested in “crony capitalism.”

Is your jaw on the floor yet? If not, take this brazen admission: “As in the Second World War, mobilization strategies will, by necessity, not involve much participatory democracy. Therefore, maintaining public support through information campaigns designed to shape the public psyche by highlighting the consequences of failure in the ‘1.5-degree war’ will be paramount.”

He wants not only to create an authoritarian environmental regime—he wants to build a propaganda department right alongside. Even George Orwell couldn’t envision so audacious a plan.

Even if one does believe in anthropogenic climate change, One Last Chance at no point engages in a measured debate on the matter. Rather, it pulls the curtain back on what global warming and other attenuated environmental concerns are typically deployed for: Trojan horses for socialist policies. The Trump administration recognizes the threat posed by environmental socialism by fiat, and over the course of his tenure Trump and EPA administrator Scott Pruitt have bravely moved to return the agency to its traditional role. Pruitt has stalled or slowed agency actions, legacies of the Obama administration, despite widespread condemnation from the radical Left and intransigence in the courts. According to insiders, he will soon put forward a proposal to end the toxic Clean Power Plan, crippling to American industry. The administration has shown courageous leadership in defending American families and American business as the Left reveals its true radical aspirations.

Pietrus, meanwhile, spends much of his manifesto shamelessly invoking World War II, the threat of Nazism, and the Holocaust to build urgency. The difference between the Nazis and global warming is that the Nazis were indisputably real. Global warming is a potential problem that may in the distant future have negative consequences, or perhaps benefits.

As most of us long ago figured out, global warming and its sister “threat” ocean acidification are manufactured crises, and if those both fall through, you can count on environmentalists coming up with another. Their ideology, which includes a profound hatred of the free market, industry, and yes, as demonstrated by Pietrus’s book, democratic rule, insists they devise a threat of apocalyptic terror to justify their notions of redistribution and central planning.






THE YEARS OF RAIN AND THUNDER: PART I

2017

The first time I saw Kate, she was walking down the dock on Jackson Lake, a backpack slung over her shoulder, sturdy hiking boots clomping on wood. Her legs and shoulders held the bronze of the summer sun, and she had a mass of dark blond curls piled in a makeshift bun. She was smiling like someone was telling her a joke in one of her earbuds.

I’d come to work in Wyoming after graduation, driven by directionless aspirations to become a writer. My cap and gown barely hit the floor of my room before I was striking off from Chapel Hill to the wild blue yonder of the American West. My senior year I happened to read a book of short stories about Wyoming by Annie Proulx, and it lingered as inspiration. Why not light out for the territories? I found ads for seasonal positions at Grand Teton National Park and landed on the docks of Colter Bay about fifty minutes north of Jackson. Most of my belongings went back to my parents’ house in Raleigh where my dad made nervous rumblings about this half-baked plan. Law school would always be there, I told him.

I’d been working for about a month the day I met Kate. We marina employees wore white polo shirts with a green GRAND TETON NATIONAL PARK logo on the breast and spent most of our time renting canoes and motorboats to tourists who’d putter around the lake for a few hours. Captain Ray was our manager, a white mustachioed, beer-bellied man of few, though creative, words. He had a nose of burst capillaries like a misshapen beet and chuckled a lot—a raspy cigarette-smoker’s laugh that came chuffing out whenever one of us did something stupid. On my second day, this foreign kid, Ghezi, was trying to take a broken Yamaha 9.9 off one of the motorboats, which was at least a two-person job. Captain Ray saw him struggling to lift the engine and came ambling over with a cigarette dangling from under his mustache, green Teton ballcap perched in defense of his sunspotted dome.

“If that winds up in the lake, you’re going down there with a snorkel mask to dredge it up.”

Sheepishly, Ghezi stopped his struggle.

“Hey, you. Tar Heel,” Ray called across the dock. “Give us a hand.” I set my book down and made my way to them. “Snorkel, you lift, we pull.”

Together, the three of us lifted the engine, and I carted it back to the boathouse where Captain Ray tinkered all afternoon while I handed him tools as he chain-smoked. Ghezi forever became “Snorkel.” I became “Tar Heel.” Ray was one of those unintentional linguistic wizards I thought I’d someday figure into a novel.

We were a small crew. Ghezi, from Macedonia, spoke in halting English, had big bug eyes, a face like a crustacean, and was extremely good-natured about all the xenophobic shit Ray gave him. “We got plumbing and TP in America, Snorkel. No more shitting in a hole and wiping with your hand.” Maybe Ghezi didn’t find this hilarious, but he laughed like he did. Damien became my best friend, a pothead who’d just graduated from the University of Arizona. He had buried a jar of weed in the woods because the company had a one-strike rule on drugs. Sometimes after work, we’d trek out to this quiet spot, dig for a minute, and split a bowl in the still summer evening.

A month in, I’d begun to worry about the mundane flow of my days, fearing this job might not give me as much writerly inspiration as I’d imagined, when Kate came down the dock with a pink canoe slip in her hand.

Ghezi elbowed me in the side and said in that goofball Macedonian way of his, “Ah. Babe o’clock.”

I’d quickly realized Colter Bay wasn’t exactly awash in attractive women, and our clientele was mostly Asian tourists and the minivan set. Even if we’d been renting canoes strictly to beauties, Kate would have caught anyone’s attention. Tall and athletic, her stride registered in the world. First, I took in her dark skin and huge head of curls. Then, as she got closer, her pretty snub nose, full lips, and a wide, hungry smile.

She held out the slip and looked at the three of us like she’d caught us comparing scrotums.

“Tourists need this much help getting into canoes?”

Ghezi took the paper and pinned it to the clipboard. “We aim to please,” he said, tipping an imaginary hat. Damien snorted in disbelief. He brought a canoe around by its rope, and I took it from him before Ghezi could.

“Got it.” I sat on the dock with my feet inside to steady it. “Just you?” I asked her.

She unslung the backpack and tossed it in the center of the canoe. Damien handed her a life vest and a seat cushion.

“No, my friend’s in the bathroom.”

“So we have a spiel we have to give you, and you can give your friend the CliffsNotes.”

“Lay it on me.”

“You’re going to go out with two seat cushions, two paddles, two life vests, and we expect you to bring them all back. If you don’t, we prosecute you, and in Wyoming that means you have to fight a bear in a pit.”

“Yeah, that’s just called justice.”

“You may canoe anywhere you wish but be careful about going out too far on the lake, and whatever you do, do not try to cross to the other side. It’s really far, and I don’t want to have to come out at dusk to rescue you.”

“But you’d be my hero.” She finally popped out the earbuds and buckled the vest over a sky-blue tank top. She sat down beside me on the dock, resting her boots beside mine. I saw her eyes now, brown and icy, but with chips of green, a color impossible to pin down.

“Also, we have a gift shop where you can buy overpriced, Chinese-manufactured Grand Teton swag. Do you enjoy key chains?”

“Get out of my head, kid. They’re only my favorite ever.”

I could have sat there all day doing this. It was something I’d come to see about her: that she could play to the personality of whoever she was talking to, match wits. Only later would I learn she always had you at match point. I stole a glance at her legs, brown and smooth but peppered with scratches and mosquito bites.

As I prepared to ask her name, she looked behind me and said, “Get your tinkle out, Luce?”

The friend was short, wide-hipped, her face hidden behind a big pair of sunglasses. She had her black hair buzzed. She wore a cutoff shirt over a sports bra and didn’t bother to buckle the life vest after shrugging into it. She looked strong, sturdy, and like she wanted to shove me into the lake as she slid beside Kate on the dock. Without saying anything, she leaned over and kissed her on the mouth. I heard Ghezi behind me let out a quick, sharp breath while I saw one of Damien’s bored eyebrows ratchet up in intrigue. He nodded his head once approvingly. Of course, I felt caught. This butch woman had seen me bantering with her girlfriend and wanted to demonstrate what the situation was to everyone. When their mouths parted, Kate looked amused, dazzled, invigorated. “Let’s do this, lady,” she said. They each slipped into the canoe quickly and expertly, thanked us, and with a thrust of their arms, shoved the canoe away from the dock.

“That was, uh, amazing,” said Ghezi mournfully.

“She was a cutie,” Damien admitted. “Matt, you about knocked Ghezi into the lake to get to her.”

We laughed and ragged on each other the way we would all summer, while I stole glances until she disappeared onto the sun-rippled folds of the lake.



I was up in the office running an errand when they returned. The butch girlfriend hopped out without a totter and offered Kate a hand, both of them laughing. As they came up the dock, she kept a hand on the small of Kate’s back, and then headed into the office to pay while Kate veered toward the marina’s bathrooms.

Ray called me over. He spent most of his day sitting on the tailgate of the shit-colored marina truck, surveying the docks and waiting for his moment to troubleshoot, as in the case of Snorkel and the Yamaha motor.

“What’s up, Captain?”

He tilted his cap back to scratch at the vanishing gray stubble beneath.

“Tar Heel, you might as well’ve shit your eyes outta your head. That how lovestruck you get every time you spot a pretty girl? You ain’t gonna see twenty-five years, son.”

I laughed him off. “We don’t get a lot of them out here. I gotta stare at your ugly face all day.”

Ray bobbed his head to grant me the point. “Snorkel’s about the prettiest thing out here, ain’t he?”

I laughed again. “Jesus, Ray.”

“Just don’t say I never did nothing for you, Tar Heel.” Before I understood what he meant, he called out behind me. “Hey, darling. These guys are all too stupid and chickenshit to approach you like a gentleman. But this one’s the least stupid of ’em.”

Of course, there she was, walking back from the bathroom, drying her hands on her shorts. She looked neither surprised nor offended, though I felt a flush brighten my neck and creep into my cheeks.

“Least stupid, huh?” she said. Her voice was deep and had a smoky quality that ended all her comments in a trail of vocal fry.

“They’re all some kinda stupid nowadays,” Ray muttered. He scooched off the tailgate and stalked into the garage, flicking his cigarette onto the pavement. I was left alone with her.

“This all looks very glamorous, I know, but we spend most of the day cleaning up Ray’s cigarette butts.”

“Does he help you pick up every woman who rents a canoe?”

“Yeah, Ray’s a model wingman. Have a good time?”

“Very. The view of the Tetons is better up here. I’m used to Jackson, but here you get a better look at the Skillet on Mount Moran.”

I was embarrassed to have already forgotten which peak Moran was.

“Do you live up here?” she asked.

I explained I had a one-bedroom in Jackson.

“Wow. You’re not Harrison Ford’s kid, are you?”

I felt a flare of embarrassment at the reference to Jackson’s most famous ranch owner. Graduation gifts from grandparents, parents, and family friends had accumulated into a healthy nest egg. Funding a one-bedroom hadn’t been a problem or something I’d even thought twice about.

Before I could retort, her eyes moved behind me, and she nodded. I glanced back and saw Buzzcut exiting the marina office, surely glaring at me behind the sunglasses.

“Nice meeting you.” She offered her hand and when I shook it, I could feel all the calluses. I felt a disappointment not commensurate with the moment.

“You too.”

“This is the part where you say your name.”

“Right. I’m Matt.”

“Kate,” she said. “Nice to meet you, Matt.” Our hands parted and she walked away, turning one last time. “You should come by the Cowboy sometime on a Saturday. I bartend.”



“You can’t go this Saturday,” Damien told me. “She’ll think you’re a fucking psycho.”

We sat on the life jacket bin watching the sun set behind the Teton Range. It spilled through the gaps in the mountains and appeared through my sunglasses in stark spikes of yellow. We’d gone to the woods after our dinner break for a bowl. Even after a month on the job, this was still breathtaking.

“I know, but I feel like I’m going to do it anyway. Which one’s Mount Moran again?”

“This one with the glacier shaped like an electric guitar.” He chucked his hand to the west. Damien never pointed at anything, just whipped fingertips in a direction like he was releasing a Frisbee. “As your friend for the summer, I can’t condone a Ted Bundy–style move like that. She has a girlfriend. She sees you as tip fodder. You’ll get a buzz on, she’ll flirt, pretty soon you’ll be tipping like it’s a strip club.”

“Shit, why’d you just tell me that? That could be exactly what she’s up to.”

Damien shrugged but his face remained stoner placid.

“Bad weed makes you paranoid, good weed makes you understand why you should be paranoid.”

The sun finally receded behind the mountains, leaving only a red glow that trailed purple to the heights of the sky where the first stars broke through. You could see every stage of twilight, like sediment layers in an exposed cliff face.

Damien finally said, “Wow, man. That’s something else.”



Of course I went to the Cowboy that Saturday.

The full name was actually the Million Dollar Cowboy Bar, and inside it was everything that name implies. I passed under the sign, lit with hundreds of red, white, and yellow bulbs and a bucking rodeo cowboy above. Inside, paintings of the Tetons covered the walls, a stuffed grizzly roared from behind a glass case, and dozens of patrons competed for angles at the pool tables alongside murals of cowboys having firefights with bears and Indians. The bar itself was even busier, and there was Kate holding court while she abused a tumbler.

I found a saddle—in place of barstools, naturally—stuffed my thighs on either side in a dumb-looking straddle, and waited for her to notice me. Her bartending look was scrubbed, polished, and pinched, her bun now glossy and scalp-tight, her skirt and top serious tip fodder.

“Good. You can pretend like you’re my date.” She slammed a tumbler into the ice bin in front of me, scooping up a chunk. “This dude’s been nagging me all night like I’m carrying his baby.” Her head ticked to the other end of the bar where a muscle-bound guy in a tight white T-shirt and cowboy hat held a whiskey and stared blankly at the murals.

Before I could say anything, she thunked a Budweiser in front of me and was off, snatching the caps off bottles, collecting cash, doling out coasters with flips of her wrists.

Back a moment later, she asked, “How’s that treating you?”

“Really, a Bud?”

“Are you crying about a free beer, Tar Heel? It’s expired. We gotta get rid of it.”

The night went like that, with her dipping in and out of conversation.

“Just a warning: This guy does not like you.” She bobbed her head quickly at Cowboy Hat.

“Are you getting me in a bar fight?”

“Only cowards throw punches.” Then she spun away to douse four shot glasses in Jameson.

Over the next three hours while I nursed free beers, I learned about her in this piecemeal way. She breezed by to ask, “So where in North Carolina?” “Why Jackson?” “What have you hiked so far?” In turn, I got all those crucial biographical details. From Phoenix originally but moved with her mom to Portland at age thirteen when her parents divorced. She’d studied philosophy at Oregon and graduated two years ago. Her dad used to bring her to Jackson in the summers. She came to the mountains right out of college to ski, hike, climb, raft, and “do activist shit” and now worked for a group called the Bison Project.

“What’s that?”

She gave me an astonished look. “It’s a buffalo, dude.”

“No,” I laughed. “What’s the Bison Project?”

“The cattle ranchers have a lot of political pull in these parts, and they claim the bison have brucellosis and that if they don’t slaughter them by the thousands, it’ll spread to the cattle. But that’s bullshit—the truth is it’s about grazing rights. The bison graze on land the ranchers want. So a bunch of dumb, beautiful, amazing creatures get their throats cut. It’s a real playback of what the US Army did when they were getting their asses handed to them by the tribes back in the day and they had to eradicate the enemy’s food supply to make way for settler capitalism. Violence against nature always goes hand in hand with violence against people.”

She blew by like she now had to deliver that same monologue to the other end of the bar.

An hour later, the lights brightened for last call. Cowboy Hat waved goodbye to her and departed.

“If you wanna stick around while I close, I’ll walk you home after,” she said.

Later, we stepped into a pleasantly cool Jackson Hole night, lit by the garish glow of the Cowboy Bar. Walking beside her, I could almost feel her internal heat radiating to the back of my hand.

“So the cowboy hat guy?”

“That’s Trent. I keep telling him I don’t date cowboys, especially Trump-voting ones, but he hasn’t gotten the picture.”

She led me south down Cache Street. We passed a neon-lit motel where a group of drunk cowboys and cowgirls stood outside smoking cigarettes and guffawing. One of them whooped as we went by.

“But he knows you’re taken?”

“Huh?” She curled a lip in semi-mock horror. “Taken?”

“You have a girlfriend.”

“What?”

“The woman at the lake.”

“Lucy?” She pshawed. “Please. Queer New Agey ski bums make for the worst dating material. We’re just friends. I mean, yeah, we fuck, but dating would mean I’d have to listen to her theories on my astrological chart or get my tarot cards read or whatever. Honestly, I’d rather go back to fucking Trent.”

I navigated some steep and rough emotional switchbacks during this explanation.

“You’re an interesting chick,” I said.

“Am I? An interesting chick? Okay. Well, on paper, you sound really dull, but I’m optimistic.”

I laughed and got self-conscious. “Does that mean we can hang out again? Maybe when you’re not running around on your job?”

“Depends on what ‘hang out’ means.”

She pulled the hair tie from her bun and slipped out a couple of bobby pins. The blond mess spilled across her shoulders, and she corralled it back.

“How about dinner? I’ve been meaning to try that Thai place everyone raves about.”

“Ugh, dinner?” she moaned. “You are going to be a total cornball, aren’t you?”

Before I could fire back, she stopped, grabbed my face, and brought her lips to mine. I wasn’t prepared, and her open mouth locked over my closed one. Then I got with the program, and her tongue corkscrewed through the tunnel of our lips.

She pulled away and said, “Phone.” Numbly, I handed it over.

She punched her number in and slapped it back in my palm. “This is me,” she said, nodding her head toward a house of separate units behind a white picket fence.

She was up the stairs before I could think of anything to say.



Though I arrived at Teton Thai fifteen minutes early, Kate was already sitting outside under an umbrella reading a book. Wearing an airy white dress and her hair down for the first time, she looked altered, like the bartender and day at the marina had been different women, which is to say each incarnation felt like a fresh season—beautiful in its own way. She spent dinner kicking off a sandal and picking it up again with her foot.

We ordered drinks, and I asked her what she was reading.

“Rereading. Some Hannah Arendt.”

“What’s that?”

“Philosophy, I guess you could say. Suddenly she seems pretty motherfucking apropos.”

The title was Men in Dark Times. It would not be the last instance of feeling out of my depth around her. On the walk over I’d cycled through every interesting thing I’d ever thought or done. I had “studied in Paris for a summer,” “volunteered five weekends for Habitat for Humanity in high school,” and “the collected works of Jack Kerouac” in my back pocket.

“So philosophy? That’s your bag.”

“I don’t know about my bag. I was kind of one of those people just taking classes that sounded interesting, and a few of them happened to be in philosophy. It’s like I majored in a hobby. Toward the end, when you’ve had four years of ‘What is reality?’ ‘There is no reality!’ ‘Everyone just creates their own reality and nothing means anything!’—that bullshit—it got old and I kind of wished I’d done something else.”

“Like what?”

“Environmental science, probably. If I’d just gone full granola from the start.” The waiter approached. “Speaking of which, I’m also one of these militant vegans that basically can’t stand to sit across from people eating meat. I’m not saying you can’t get meat, but it’s going to make me want to stab you.”

I handed the menu to the waiter. “Vegetarian pad thai for me.”

She laughed and ordered the pad gar pow with tofu.

We went on to talk about her Left Coast upbringing: the daughter of teachers and activists trying to gut it out during the Clinton years. After her parents’ divorce, her father moved back to teach on the Navajo reservation where he’d grown up with his new wife. Kate rarely saw him more than once a year. Her mother was originally from Sweden and now worked for an Oregon nonprofit protecting the Columbia River and other waterways. Her folks had met doing antinuclear activism, and she’d grown up surrounded by heated discussions about intersectionality and the rights of nature. She also had a Jamaican grandfather, who’d been a prominent civil rights attorney. She joked that she would have rebelled by going to work for the Republican National Committee, but she doubted they served a whole lot of vegan fare.

“I’m sorry—I’m not a full-fledged PETA psycho, I swear.” She laughed with her mouth wide open so I could see the back of her throat. “Let me say, I kill flies all the time. I’m a genocidal maniac when it comes to killing flies. We can pull their wings off if you want. Wow, what a weirdo. Okay, what’s your deal, Matthew?”

I elided my family’s story, which was that my father designed and built golf courses all over the South and Mid-Atlantic. Instead, I talked about majoring in English. To my dad, who was a booster of UNC’s business school, this had been borderline mad. “I explained it to him as a stepping-stone to law school or an MBA, but I ended up falling in love with writing. That’s kind of why I came out here.” This sounded notably lame even as I said it. “To find something to write about.”

“Found anything yet?” A breeze pushed over the patio. After spending a hot day on the docks, the temperature had melted to that perfect point of equilibrium it can hit in the summer dusk.

“Tourists can be really fucking stupid and shouldn’t be allowed to drive motorboats.”

Her eyes widened, mock impressed. “National Book Award, here you come.”

A sheepish sound burped out of me. “No, I don’t know. I just started realizing that I’ve never lived outside North Carolina. I’ve never really been anywhere other than on study abroad, and this seems like the time to do it. Broke it off with my college girlfriend, packed my bags… Maybe I’ll stay out here for a few years.”

She wrinkled her nose. “It gets old faster than you think. It attracts a lot of people with simplistic narratives and epistemologies who are nevertheless very impressed with themselves. Remember Lucy?”

How could I forget.

“She’s the textbook example. These folks work seasonal jobs and then spend all their time skiing and climbing—which is cool, don’t get me wrong. Part of why I came out here was to bag peaks and break my arm on a slope. But they’re the surf bums of the mountains. Not engaged with the world, just passengers who figure as long as the train’s running, what’s the point of paying attention to how it operates? Enjoy the scenery. It’s an attitude…” She paused and put her fingers to her temples. “It makes me insane. Lucy and I had it out about that while she was yapping bullshit about chakras. They ski down these beautiful slopes and don’t care about why the snowpack is vanishing beneath them.”

I didn’t know what to say to this, so I said, “Interesting.” And picked at a cuticle.

She bugged out her eyes again—what I’d come to know as a very Kate expression. “And the men—ugh!—they have a real fucking holier than thou attitude about it.” She lowered her voice. “ ‘Bro, I could never be one of those robots working in a cubicle all day. I gotta live for my maker!’ ” She smirked. “Jesus. Okay, I’m done with self-righteous monologues. Don’t let me sit here and yak at you, Tar Heel. Give me more of your deal. How ’bout that ex?”

The waiter came with our meals, sliding gleaming white plates piled high with photogenic Thai food beneath our conversation. I sped through my ex, Candace, and our amicable breakup that took her to Atlanta to work in finance. She pressed me for more: My older sister now working in Charlotte, my mother’s role in running charity golf tournaments, and then out came the family business. I could feel myself sounding so dull. I searched to change this narrative I could feel developing.

“I saw all my friends getting ready to keep doing the same things we’d been doing in Chapel Hill, and with Candace going to Atlanta, I saw what that path looked like and just wanted to try anything else. See where it goes with no expectations. And hey, I’m friends with a Macedonian guy, so I’m already feeling more worldly.”

I stared at the peaks of the Tetons, afraid to meet her bored gaze.

“Does all that sound so stupid?”

“No.” And when I looked, she was not bored. Her smile reached to her eyes. “You’re cute, kid.”



After that night, she really got into my head in that way a new person does, making you feel buoyant. After dinner we’d spent hours in a bar drinking cheap beer and pumping quarters into the jukebox until Kate said she had to go home, citing an early drive to Yellowstone the next morning for work.

“Was this like a onetime polite dinner thing or can I ask you out again?”

“I don’t go on dates,” she said, picking up her pint glass with a heartachingly small amount of beer left at the bottom. “And I don’t do boyfriends. The last time I had a boyfriend was in middle school.”

“What I’m asking is can we hang out again?”

“Sure. But we’re doing something fun next time.” She threw back the last of her beer, slammed the glass down, and straight up shouted in my face, “None of this bitch stuff!” before erupting into her husky giggles.

She suggested the Paintbrush Canyon-Cascade Canyon Loop, her favorite hike in the Tetons. It was just under twenty miles. She’d reserved a campsite on the Paintbrush and we’d finish on the back side of the Teton Range in Cascade Canyon. I wanted to leap right out of my skin and wave it around my head like a victory towel.

What I did not anticipate when we began the Paintbrush Trail, hiking up steep switchbacks, the path like a tunnel through the towering pines, was how goddamn exhausting this “date” would be. We set out at 9:30 a.m., Kate in the lead. Twenty minutes after that I’d broken my first sweat. An hour later, I’d stripped out of my flannel shirt and soaked through my T-shirt. I’d volunteered to take the first shift carrying the tent. Kate had warned me that it was heavy and that we should probably switch off every couple hours, but I’d planned to forge ahead the whole day with the yellow bundle strapped to the bottom of my pack. Two hours in, my shoulders and back were throbbing, and I was checking my phone to determine an appropriate time to let her take it. I’d caddied every summer for ten years. I’d thought I was in fine shape.

She finally suggested we break. I unstrapped my backpack and let it clatter to the dirt with relief.

“How you doing?” she asked, pulling an apple and a Clif Bar from her pack.

“You can leave me here for the wolves,” I gasped, then took a long pull from my water bottle.

“We’re doing about a four-thousand-foot gain. If this is your first hike since you got here, it’s probably not the best place to start. Just don’t collapse. I can’t carry you and the tent.”

As far as dates go, it didn’t have much to recommend it: one foot in front of the other, eyes set on Kate’s heels and muscular backside (okay, it had that going), trying to keep pace with her and feeling like an epic wuss, my legs, back, and shoulders burning. She took the tent and that helped a little on the next two-hour leg, but the dread settled in and stayed. What if I actually couldn’t finish this? We stopped around one thirty to eat again. Kate propped her bag on a rock and dug past a can of bear spray. She checked the trail map on her phone. I uncapped my camera, an expensive Canon EOS that had been another graduation gift from my mom. I snapped away at the woods, too tired to put much effort into it.

“Okay, we have a choice,” said Kate. “Our campsite, the one we reserved, it’s only about an hour short of the Paintbrush Divide.”

“Which is what again?”

“That’s like the peak of the hike. I’m kind of thinking we push on and camp on the divide. It’ll be windy as hell—not to mention illegal—but the chances a park ranger will come by are virtually zero.”

“And the upside?”

She squinted like, Um, should we start back at the ABCs? “We’ll see the sunset from the most beautiful place in Wyoming, which means it’s close to the most beautiful place in the world.”

Without a doubt, I did not want to do this. I was seriously wondering if I’d get altitude sickness and have to be rescued by chopper. Yet I sensed the test inherent in her suggestion. This wasn’t a test of my masculinity, but a test of how I dealt with being out of my element. Our every interaction felt like an exam, and now I wondered if maybe this woman was just too much for me. If she’d test me to collapse.

I forced a smile. “As long as you can carry me all day tomorrow.”

As we climbed higher, the trees disappeared, and soon the trail was nothing more than a dirt path cut into an enormous slab of sloping mountain, loose stones skittering down an abyss with every footstep. Huge patches of snow still covered the ground, and we could see the beaten, muddy trail of those who’d marched before us. We were ascending again, and my legs almost couldn’t comply. The burn shot from my hips down to my calves. My back and shoulders were on fire; the tent felt like an anchor. Perspiration again soaked my T-shirt and yet at this altitude the air was frigid, the wind icy, so I had my flannel and a windbreaker on, which only made me sweat harder. Even Kate finally looked like she felt it. Her tireless pace slowed. The back of her gray tank top was soaked through, and she stopped to pull her jacket on. If breathing was a chore before, now I felt a bit of terror at the conscious effort of each inhalation. I felt not just tired but ill. Sick to my stomach, sick in my head, dizzy, and diarrheal. I could only stare into the violet of the fading daylight and wait for it to pass.

Then we reached the peak of Paintbrush Divide, this massive ridge of rock, and I could see so far to the west it was like peering around the corner of the earth. The Tetons rose to the left and right, and looking out across the border to the vast, jagged carapace of Idaho, the evening sun lighting the mountains behind us, joy flooded into me. I’ll always wonder if everything I ever came to feel for her was bound to the endorphins that soaked into me then, the miracle of oxygen finally steeping the red cells. I saw this sacred piece of the world through that prism and had a premonition of feeling deeply and mournfully for another person. Before she broke the silence by tapping the sign that read PAINTBRUSH DIVIDE EL. 10,700 and said, “You can’t wear your church panties for this one,” before we sat together eating a dinner of trail mix and hummus and cucumber sandwiches, watching the sun set over the Idaho mountains, peeling back the night and revealing so many stars it was like we sat on a plank stranded in the middle of space, while we stood on the divide with our hands on our hips sucking wind to slow our pounding hearts, I felt the gravity of what would come. That I loved this girl totally and ferociously and elementally.
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