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To America’s Iago,
Ann Coulter,
for rewriting history to suit her own nefarious purposes





Are there no stones in heaven

But what serves for the thunder? Precious villain!

—SHAKESPEARE, OTHELLO







Part One










The Test

1995




Without fail they arrive every year. Dozens of men in black suits unfurl themselves from white panel vans parked in front of Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy Grade School. The mornings they arrive are usually overcast, sometimes rainy—typical fall weather for this southwest Chicago suburb. There are five men to a van, and each man carries a heavy box into the school. Together, they wait in the lobby for the principal to greet them. These men are test administrators sent by the United States government, and they will spend the entire day here, distributing thick booklets and then, every half-hour or hour, imparting new information for yet another test. These tests, which will be evaluated at secret locations across the nation, will reveal critical information about the education of our country’s children. How, for instance, does one state stack up against another state? How do entire regions of the country compare to other regions? How are our country’s children doing this year compared to four years ago? This test is America’s Report Card—a massive, ongoing project that costs millions, if not billions, of dollars. What’s at stake is the nation’s future.

And this is exactly what Jainey O’Sullivan’s third-grade teacher, Mrs. Rutkowski, has told her students: that if they don’t do well on the test, the Russians will take over, and if not the Russians, then the Chinese. If they think life is tough now, just wait until the Chinese take over. When the Chinese take over, Mrs. Rutkowski says, there will be no more Art class, no more Music, nothing fun, and all of the boys will have to join the Army. “No more cheeseburgers,” she says. “No more pizza.” Furthermore, they will no longer be allowed to speak English. They will have to learn a new language or suffer the consequences. Have they ever heard Chinese or Russian spoken? It’s no cakewalk, she tells them. It’s no day in the park.

Jainey sits quietly at her desk, ten perfectly sharpened Number 2 pencils lined before her. Her palms are as moist as her tongue. Jainey watches a lot of reruns on TV with her father, and the men who come to her school remind her of the men on Dragnet. This year, the man assigned to her classroom, who looks like the man who came to her second-grade classroom last year (and who could very well be the same man, for all Jainey knows), heaves his heavy box onto Mrs. Rutkowski’s desk. He tells the students that they should relax, that there are no winners or losers, but how can Jainey relax, knowing that if she gives the wrong answer, the Russians or the Chinese will bomb the country and take over? Furthermore, the man in the black suit doesn’t look relaxed himself. Beads of sweat appear on his forehead, and Jainey can smell his sour breath each time he walks by.

Jainey is a good student—not the best student but better than most—so why is it that she doesn’t understand most of the questions on the test? The reading passages are too long to read within the time permitted. The questions for each reading passage are even more troublesome. Often, every answer seems to be right. For other questions, none of the answers appears correct. She can’t remember if leaving the answer blank is better than filling in a bubble for something she clearly doesn’t know. The Math test is even harder. Nothing looks familiar except for the numbers themselves. Why are there tiny numbers sitting on the shoulders of larger numbers? Why are there letters where there should be numbers? Jainey is so angry at her Math teacher for not teaching her what she needs to know that she breaks the tip of her pencil while filling in one of the bubbles.

Not until near the end of the day does she realize that she made a mistake early in the morning and has been filling in the wrong bubbles throughout the test. For question number eight, she has filled in bubble number nine. For question number nine, bubble number ten. For ten, eleven. For eleven, twelve. And so on. By now, only thirty minutes before the end of the school day, she has incorrectly filled in hundreds of bubbles.

Jainey tries erasing her filled-in bubbles, but she realizes that this is a futile task, that this would mean retaking the entire test, which she began at eight-thirty this morning. She flips through the thick booklet, turning back to tests that she has been warned not to look at anymore. She needs to look at those sections, though, to see where she made her first mistake. Where? Where? The pressure inside her head builds, as if her eyes are being gently squeezed between forefingers and thumbs, but she manages to keep most of her tears at bay. Still, her vision blurs over, and her ability to concentrate surges, going in and out, everything swirling, a sensation not unlike being tossed head-first into the deep end of a pool on a moonless night.

She is not sure when they came over, but here they are, Mrs. Rutkowski and the test administrator, both staring down at her. Jainey’s hands are smeared with lead. Her test booklet is open to the first test. Half of her pencils are on the floor. But all Jainey can think about are the Russians and Chinese, bombs whistling down from warplanes, life as she’s known it coming to an end, everything new and awful about to begin, and all of it is her fault.








Spring 2004



AFTER FINISHING HIS MASTER’S DEGREE, CHARLIE WOLF decided to remain in Iowa. Why not? He had no job, no prospects, nothing lined up. It wasn’t uncommon in university towns to find such people—students or visiting professors who arrive for what should be a finite period of time but then stay on an extra year, an extra two years, sometimes never leaving at all. Often, these were the same people who, upon their arrival from New York or San Francisco, found the locals too provincial, the selections of restaurants and bookstores frighteningly limited, the landscape flat, depressingly spare. But then something would happen. They’d fall into the rhythms of life in a small prairie town, slowly warming to it all, only to wake up one day and realize that fifteen years had come and gone, and here they still were: Iowa! Of all places!

Well, Charlie wasn’t going to be one of them—he wouldn’t be here fifteen years from now—but what was wrong with hanging out for a year? Or two? Besides, his girlfriend didn’t have any plans, either. They could get part-time jobs. They could continue spending lazy afternoons on the couch watching B movies. They could do what they did best—loaf. It would be a much-needed break—a break from everything—before diving back into the uncertain murk and sludge of real life. And what was wrong with that? At twenty-three years old, their entire lives were ahead of them.

Iowa City was a town full of large, drafty turn-of-the-century houses, and Charlie lived in a rambling Victorian that had been divided into twelve apartments. You could rent a room barely large enough for a futon and a coffee table, or you could rent a three-bedroom with bay windows and a roaring fireplace surrounded by a marble mantle. Charlie’s apartment fell somewhere in between—one bedroom but no fireplace, a small kitchen but no dishwasher, a claw-footed tub but no shower. He liked its shoddy charm, the pocked hardwood floors, the spiderwebbed cracks along the ceiling, the way the faucets creaked when he turned them on or off. It was exactly how he’d fantasized life would be in graduate school, a kind of shambling, just-above-the-


poverty-line existence, a world where the life of the mind overshadowed everything else.

And Petra was exactly the sort of girlfriend he’d always hoped for. Some days he wondered if he had conjured her out of the muggy Iowa air, this pale, dark-haired daughter of Russian immigrants, this feisty and beautiful young woman who could quote Gorky without blinking, but who also knew verbatim entire episodes of Hogan’s Heroes, who at parties smoked cigars and drank vodka straight from the bottle, glug-glugging two or three shots’ worth, who had taught Charlie a thing or two in bed (“No, no, twist your hip to the right and put your left foot right there, yes, right there!”), and who, wearing her father’s tall fur cap, the kind of cap that Siberian soldiers wear, inspired everyone in a bar or a restaurant or a movie theater to turn and smile, an entire room full of men and women falling instantly in love with this girl they’d never before seen. Petra Petrovich. It was as though she’d stepped from the pages of a thick Signet-edition classic, a Russian character in full bloom, smelling of cold, frosty air and, faintly, of brittle pages from a mildewing book. Petra Petrovich. He whispered her name into her ear, over and over, and on those nights she didn’t spend with him, he whispered her name alone, again and again, until he fell headlong into the knotted fist of his own unconsciousness, into a sleep so strange and woolly, he often woke up sweating and out of breath, the too-bright sun punching through the mini-blinds, the new day already begun.
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JAINEY O’SULLIVAN, seventeen years old and a senior at Reavis High School in the southwest Chicago suburb of Burbank, had been hearing about America’s Report Card all year long, but what her teachers failed to understand was that none of her classmates gave two shits about the test. There was too much else going on in everyone’s lives right now. In the past few years alone, Jainey’s body had gotten hairier, she’d grown nearly a foot taller, her voice became weirder, more cartoonish, she was having to buy, along with her boxes of tampons, condoms at Walgreen’s from the old guy with liver-spotted hands and a huge spongy nose, her shoes never fit anymore, she dyed her hair new colors, like purple and green, her body gave off odors that were sometimes interestingly foreign and sometimes outright revolting, pimples appeared on her face like thugs crouching in a dark alley, jumping out of nowhere and scaring the piss right out of her, her navel seemed eerily deeper as of late, she possessed too many creepy facts, like how many square feet of skin covered her body, she was no longer sure what she thought about God, she pierced herself places no one could see unless she took off her clothes, boys wanted to fuck her and she sometimes wanted to fuck them, she had started experimenting on herself with the handle of her hairbrush (whoa!), she knew the quadratic formula by heart but had no idea what the hell it meant or what it could be used for, and terrorists—suspected terrorists, she reminded herself—were not infrequently arrested at the 7-Eleven around the corner from her house. She had all of these new things to contend with, and more. The world as she knew it, the planet from which she couldn’t escape, was splitting at the seams. So why the hell should she care about some stupid test? Why? She didn’t care—that was the problem—and so she came to a clear and definitive decision on her own. She would quit going to school. She had been a good student, a model student, so who could possibly blame her for slipping up with only a month to go before graduation? No one, she thought. That’s who.
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On the first official day of her truancy, Jainey tooled around Burbank in her brother’s piece of shit car. She called it the Turd. The tires were bald. The rearview mirror hung from the windshield like a limp wrist. The cloth interior drooped onto her head. There were so many speckles of rust on its body, the car looked as though it might be harboring some contagious disease. But the Turd still ran, so Jainey couldn’t complain.

When Jainey finally came home, it was well after midnight. She padded softly through the dark house and, after touch-feeling her way into the kitchen, flipped on the light. There sat Ned, her brother, holding a penlight in one hand, a spoon full of Cheerios in the other. A thick book with gold-leaf edges lay open next to his cereal bowl.

Jainey’s heart pounded so hard, she could hear the whoosh and thump of blood against her eardrums, but she tried acting nonchalant. She cleared her throat and said, “Mom’s car is taking up too much of the driveway, so I parked the Turd on the street.”

Ned lowered the spoon back into his cereal bowl. “You parked a what on the street?”

And then Jainey remembered that she hadn’t told her brother she’d given his car a nickname, let alone started driving it. Ned was six years older than Jainey and lived in the attic. He never left the house anymore; in fact, he rarely emerged from his upstairs lair. Entire months slipped by without Jainey even laying eyes on him, and only when she heard groans of heavy metal music pulsing through the air ducts did she think, Oh yeah: he still lives here.

“What’re you reading?” Jainey asked. “Looks like the frickin’ Bible or something.”

“It is the Bible,” Ned said. “So what.” He stared at her, his eyes milky from the low-grade fever he always complained about. He blinked a few times. He pointed to a letter on the table. “Mail,” he said.

Jainey never got mail, nothing, not even junk mail. Dubiously, she tore it open. “Dear Jainey,” it began.

I’m giving away some of my things, and I’d like for you to come over Friday night to see if there’s anything you want. I hope this finds you in good spirits. Yours, Mrs. Grant.


Mrs. Grant had been Jainey’s grade school art teacher, the only teacher ever to encourage Jainey to pursue anything. Jainey had had a knack for drawing, and Mrs. Grant had instantly recognized it. “If you have a talent, you need to do something with it,” Mrs. Grant had said, and Jainey did. In fact, Jainey had recently begun a new comic strip—her best yet—called Lloyd the Freakazoid. Lloyd had bulging eyes and a tongue too big for his mouth. He groped girls half his age and drank vodka straight from a bottle. He yelled inappropriate things in public like, “Hubba-hubba!” and “Mama mia!” and his fly was never zipped. Each comic strip had its own subtitle, such as “Lloyd Rides a Girl’s Bike for the First Time,” or “Lloyd Discovers a Salt Lick.”

It was in Mrs. Grant’s class in the seventh grade that Jainey came to the conclusion that there existed two versions of every person: the real version and the cartoon version. Whenever she met someone, she pictured their cartoon version, and then she imagined what the cartoon version would say and do. With only one exception, the cartoon version was always more interesting than the real person. That exception was Mrs. Grant.

Jainey tucked the letter into her back pocket, filched a granola bar, and walked out of the kitchen.

“The light!” Ned yelled. “Turn off the light!”

Jainey, already halfway up the stairs, pretended not to hear.
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THE DAY BEFORE graduation, as the town bloated with parents bearing gifts, Charlie received a phone call.

“Charlie Wolf?” a man said.

“Is this a solicitation?” Charlie asked, prepared to hang up.

The man laughed. “Oh, Christ, no,” he said and then cleared his throat. “I mean, no.” There was a pause. Then, “Actually, it’s an opportunity. I’m calling on behalf of National Testing Center.”

National Testing Center. Anyone who’d ever attended school had taken a standardized test that had been either created or evaluated by National Testing Center. Iowa City was their headquarters.

“And?” Charlie said.

“I see here that you’re graduating.”

“That’s right,” Charlie said coldly.

“Well then,” the man said, “as you probably know, we do a lot of hiring this time of year. It looks here like you’d be a perfect fit for us. We could use someone with your educational background to help us score tests this season.”

“What are you looking at?” Charlie asked.

“What?”

“You said, ‘It looks here…’”

“Ah-ha, you caught me. Nothing gets past you, does it?” He coughed into the mouthpiece—an explosion of phlegm and technology. “I’m not looking at anything, really. Just a list of graduates. Fresh meat,” he added and laughed again.

Charlie politely explained to the man that while he had other plans for the summer, he appreciated the call.

“Do you mind if I ask you just one more thing, Charlie Wolf?” the man said.

Charlie hung up. He walked over to the bay window in his living room. The streets were lined with everything the departing students didn’t want anymore—frayed couches, useless computer parts, curling irons, answering machines. Someone had stabbed a beanbag chair with a kitchen knife. The knife was still in it, pushed all the way to the hilt. The beanbag chair was concave at the point of impact, the way a man’s stomach might give in under similar circumstances.

Charlie decided to go for a walk. He loved this time of year. There was no telling what he might see when he rounded a corner. For a few days, the city would be full of surprises, shopping bags begging to be dug through, boxes demanding to be searched. It was as though Christmas had arrived over seven months early. It was that much fun.

 

On the day after the graduation ceremony that neither of them attended, Petra Petrovich walked into Charlie Wolf’s apartment with the gusto of a protagonist. It was May, but the temperature had dropped significantly, and the wind, clipping powerfully through town, rattled the Victorian’s old bones. Petra, out of breath from battling the elements, shut the door behind her. She smiled and said, “Now what?”

“Now what what?”

“Our lives,” Petra said. “Now what?”

“Do you want a pot pie?” Charlie asked.

Pot pie was code: it took about as long for a pot pie to cook as it did for them, on average, to have sex. Like most things, they had discovered this by accident, and so now, whenever Charlie asked if she wanted a pot pie, he meant it both literally and figuratively.

He took two Banquet turkey pot pies from his freezer, and while he moved through the motions of preparing them—sawing a slit across the frozen crust, locating a clean cookie sheet to place them upon—Petra unbuttoned her blouse, then reached behind her to unclasp her bra. It was this precise image (hands behind back, elbows pointing away from the body) that always succeeded in getting Charlie worked up, more so than the final revelation of flesh. For Charlie—and he couldn’t say why—the anticipation of flesh, especially that split second before the actual revelation, did something profound to his inner chemistry. Such moments took him straight to the boiling point. The same held true when Petra stripped down to nothing but her panties with her thumbs hooked into the elastic and beginning to push down, but only after she’d pushed them down an inch, two inches at the most, and then Charlie’s heart would start to thump, his lungs suddenly a poor organ for holding air. Sometimes he yelled, “Wait! Hold that!” and Petra would stand there impatiently. Once, she simply mooned him.

Today, by the time he’d slid the pot pies into the oven, Petra was already naked, everything off and piled on the floor, except for her socks. She liked keeping her socks on. This was about as decadent a life as Charlie could have hoped for, and he was grateful for it. He knew that his parents would never have spent their early afternoons doing anything like this, and so Charlie felt a degree of satisfaction that, in the long history of his own genealogy, the general trajectory of his sex life was heading in the right direction.

“Where do you want to go?” he asked, using his right foot to remove his left shoe.

Petra patted the kitchen table.

“Here?” Charlie asked. “Really?”

Petra nodded.

“Okay,” Charlie said. “The table it is! But let me move the salt and pepper. And these bills,” he said. “Let me get them out of the way. Oh, and the napkins…”

“Charlie,” Petra said. “Stop it.” She hoisted herself up onto the table. “Come here,” she said. “Come here, and stop worrying.” She was a lovely sight wearing only socks. How could Charlie possibly disobey?

 

After sex, Petra always did the same thing. She paced in front of Charlie’s bookcases, head tilted sideways, silently reading the books’ titles. Charlie could never decide if she read the titles critically, as if his selection of books, his taste, indicated the likelihood of their staying together, or if she was simply passing the time. Occasionally, Petra pulled a book from the shelf, turned it over, read the back cover, then returned it, pressing the spine flush with the others. Usually, she wore one of Charlie’s button-downs and nothing else while doing this, but today she had put her clothes back on.

“Those pot pies aren’t burning, are they?” she asked.

“Two more minutes,” Charlie said.

Pot pies. Charlie had numerous eating idiosyncrasies, and when it came to pot pies, he had a ritual from which he never strayed. First, using a butter knife, he lopped off the entire top crust and then broke it into four equal sections. Next, he dipped each section into the pie’s broth and ate the crust down to its burnt edges, which he set aside. Then came the innards, the broth and chicken and carrots, all of which he ate with a tablespoon, but only after fishing out the peas, setting each one next to the pile of burnt edges. The best part was the soft bottom crust, the crust that was shaped like the aluminum pie pan itself, and this he rolled up into a ball and, holding it as he would a sandwich, devoured it in three quick bites.

He knew that Petra watched him while he ate, the way an anthropologist, attempting to learn about an aboriginal culture, kept a watchful eye on her subject in order to write down the subject’s behaviors later. Petra herself had no rituals when she ate. She dug in with a fork or spoon—it didn’t matter which—and she ate until it was gone. For Petra, food was food.

“Okay,” Charlie said after he’d collected the burnt edges and the peas, put them back into the empty aluminum bowl, and crumpled it closed. “Here’s what I’m thinking.” Charlie shook open a copy of the local newspaper and held it toward her, clasping it at the top with his index fingers and thumbs, like a magician about to perform a trick.

“What’s this?” Petra asked, squinting.

“The classifieds,” Charlie said. “Look!” He reached around, pointing to an advertisement.


SCORERS WANTED !!!

National Testing Center

Seeks college graduates

To score standardized tests

For national project.

Employment Fair: May 5

Across the street

From the Hy-Vee on Hawthorne



“Scoring?” Petra sounded unimpressed. This was precisely what Charlie loved about her: the ice-blue Siberian blood flowing through her veins. “What about your big summer plans?”

“What plans?”

Petra said, “Running for city council? Doing something big?”

“Oh. That,” Charlie said and snorted. “I was just talking.”

“Talking?” Petra asked. “You didn’t mean any of it?”

Charlie set the paper aside. For a good year, presidential candidates had flown in and out of Iowa, sharpening their stump speeches, either rising or falling in the polls. Iowa was the first place they had to prove themselves in the primaries, and so every week Charlie and Petra met up somewhere on campus to watch presidential hopefuls deliver their messages. The rallies were infectious. For a brief period, Charlie and Petra had thrown all their energies into grassroots campaigns for the Democrats. Charlie had even started feeling the itch to get involved in a more serious way on the local level, to participate in that noblest of community services—politics.

One night, Charlie and Petra attended a meeting in the basement of what had once been a lodge. Moose? Elk? The lights were so dim, Charlie couldn’t identify the animal on the wall.

“What is that?” Charlie whispered to Petra.

“Looks like a rat,” she whispered in return. She squinted at it. “With horns,” she added.

“Maybe this isn’t the right place,” Charlie said, but he had no sooner spoken when a man wearing a “Save Democracy” T-shirt approached them. He was in his fifties and looked like a former drug-addled veteran who’d long since cleaned up his act. He was holding a bottle of Evian in his left hand, a clipboard in his right.

“Bosco,” he said by way of introduction. “Welcome to the Soldiers of Democracy. Local Chapter 4141. I’m Chapter President.” After tucking the clipboard under his arm and pumping their respective hands, he led Charlie and Petra to another room—an antechamber—full of people engaged in passionate conversations. In the center of the room there hung a piñata in the image of George W. Bush. A blindfolded man with a small bat swung wildly at it. Every time he missed, he yelled, “Fuck! Fuck! Where are you, you son of a bitch?”

A woman with dark, intense eyes appeared from behind Charlie and Petra, draping her arms over their shoulders and saying, “Welcome! Welcome!” Her name was Lola—“Like the song,” she said—and she introduced them around. Soon, Charlie and Petra had fallen into one of the many discussions, and Charlie surprised himself at how much he had to say, how articulate he was, how each and every political scenario he presented to the group came to him in perfect clarity. He made hammering motions with the side of his fist when he spoke; he used his splayed fingers to good effect when expressing concern over the current political situation.

“Wow,” he overheard Lola saying. “Look at him. He’s a natural.”

“And such a nice ass,” the woman next to her said.

Petra, who must have overheard the women, nudged Charlie with her elbow.

Later that night, Charlie, blindfolded, hit the George W. Bush piñata with enough force to split him open. He lifted his blindfold in time to watch Bush’s innards come tumbling out: hundreds of photos, each one of a U.S. soldier. They were fresh-faced and serious, and most of them were young. On the backs of the photos were the dates they were killed. K.I.A. June 6, 2003. K.I.A. January 17, 2004. Charlie’s heart literally ached at the sight of the fallen soldiers surrounding his feet.

On their way out, Petra paused in front of a mirror to fix her hair. Charlie, suspecting that it was a two-way mirror, leaned toward the glass. Sure enough, a man on the other side was leaning toward him, peering into Charlie’s eyes.

“Ah!” Charlie said and jumped back.

“What?”

“Nothing. Let’s go.”

It was daylight when he and Petra finally emerged from the building. A few people were already heading to work. Petra, grinning, rested her palm on Charlie’s back. Charlie didn’t say a word on the way to his apartment. Something magical had taken place in the basement of the lodge, and he didn’t want to spoil it.

For a while, it had seemed that Charlie and Petra were going to abandon their studies altogether. Something had to be done to stop George W. Bush from winning, and it was their duty as Americans who loved their country to participate in the political process. They talked about driving to small towns nearby—Solon or Hills—and going door to door, outlining Bush’s disastrous policies and ill-chosen war. They rehearsed what they would say. But then a man named Howard Dean, the Democratic front-runner, squealed like a stuck pig during one of the Iowa rallies, and that was the beginning of the end: the image of Dean squealing was replayed a few million times, and by the next day, no one took him seriously anymore. It was as though a man with a big cigar had walked up to a child with a balloon and popped it with the cigar’s red-hot tip. The circus was over. And that’s what it all had been, hadn’t it? One big circus. Charlie and Petra returned to their studies, shifting their energies toward finishing their master’s theses. Neither brought up Charlie’s summer political plans until today. But who had Charlie been fooling? He wasn’t a politician. He barely cut it as a film major.

Charlie decided not to tell Petra about the phone call from NTC. He wanted her to think this had been solely his idea—a calculated plan, an adventure. “Don’t you see the beauty of scoring standardized tests? It’s a stupid job. That’s what we want for the year, isn’t it? Something stupid? Something we really won’t need to think about? Something we won’t bring home with us at night?”

“Petra Petrovich. Professional Scorer.”

“Exactly!” Charlie said. “And we won’t be alone. It’s what everyone in this town does when they stick around after graduation.”

“That,” Petra said, “is what I’m afraid of.”
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THURSDAY NIGHT, while on her way to Mrs. Grant’s, Jainey stopped off for gas. The signs in the gas station’s windows were mostly in Arabic, and Jainey, bored at the pump, stared at the funny squiggles and wondered what they could possibly mean. Cheap cigarettes? Lottery tickets? This country is for the dogs? The neighborhood was changing. Jainey herself had a Palestinian friend at school named Hani. Hani’s parents had welcomed Jainey into their home as if she were their own daughter, and they fed her more food than she’d ever eaten in one sitting. Jainey wished she could reciprocate the invitation, but she knew her mother would slap together a couple of ham sandwiches and then casually bring up 9/11, as if to say, I know what you’re capable of, young man. It didn’t help that the FBI had recently swooped into town and arrested several suspected terrorists. One day last fall Hani quit coming to school, and when Jainey finally walked over to his house for a visit, she found it empty. No one at school knew what had happened. Was it possible to simply disappear like that? One day you’re here; the next—poof—you’re gone?

The building Mrs. Grant lived in was three stories tall and squat. DE-LUXE CONDOMINIUMS, the sign outside announced, but it looked like every other housing complex on the southwest side: a brick cube with windows, out of which no one ever looked.

Jainey pushed the buzzer.

Mrs. Grant, her voice augmented by the tiny speaker, spoke Jainey’s name, as if from another planet: “Jainey?” The speaker made her sound slightly desperate, the way Auntie Em had said, “Dorothy?” while Dorothy peered into the Wicked Witch’s ever-fading crystal ball.

“Yes! It’s me!” Jainey yelled. “It’s Jainey! Can you hear me?” The door buzzed, and Jainey climbed the two dark flights up to Mrs. Grant’s. The door was already open, waiting for her.

“Hello?” Jainey called out.

She walked inside but didn’t see Mrs. Grant. The rooms were surprisingly barren. No artwork. No sculptures-in-progress. Jainey stepped over piles of unwashed clothes. She was starting to think she’d walked into the wrong apartment when she found Mrs. Grant standing in front of the sink in her kitchen. She was a plump woman who always wore silver jewelry with gigantic turquoise stones. She had on a tentlike dress and fuzzy pink slippers today instead of her usual paint- and glue-stained smock. She was washing two cups from a pile of dishes so high that she could barely use the faucet to rinse.

When Mrs. Grant finally looked up, she yelled, “Jainey! It’s you!” It was as if Jainey’s sudden appearance had been a total surprise. “Would you like some tea?” she asked.

“Sure.”

Jainey hated tea—it tasted like water mixed with a spoonful of dirt—but she’d never have told Mrs. Grant that. The fact that Mrs. Grant liked tea probably hinted at a deficiency on Jainey’s part, a lack of refinement. From now on, Jainey resolved, she would drink tea. She’d drink it, and she’d like it.

“I wanted you to come over,” Mrs. Grant said, “so that I could tell you something.”

Jainey sipped the tea. It tasted awful, but she smiled, tight-lipped, and remained silent.

“I’m not going to be a teacher anymore,” Mrs. Grant said. “I’m leaving the profession. They’re making it too hard on us.”

“Who?”

“The government.” And then Mrs. Grant, who never complained about anything, not even the time Mike Tatlinger put Joanne Messina’s baloney and cheese sandwich into the kiln, launched into a diatribe about the No Child Left Behind Act, and how politicians were a bunch of hypocrites when it came to education, how they set new standards, in some cases impossible standards, even as they cut schools’ budgets.

“And because of the budget cuts,” Mrs. Grant said, “I’m spending over a thousand dollars each year out of my own pocket on school supplies for my students.” She met Jainey’s eyes and said, “He’s trying to kill me. He’s trying to put me in an early grave.”

“Who?”

“George W. Bush.” Mrs. Grant sighed. “I can’t talk about it. It’s too upsetting. Oh but listen. I have something for you.” She handed Jainey a key. “It’s a spare.”

“For what?”

“For the condo. I wanted you to have a place to go if you need to get away while I’m gone. I plan on taking a long trip soon.” She said this almost dreamily, as if her new destination were materializing even as she spoke. She smiled and said, “Do you want to see what all I’m getting rid of?”

Jainey rubbed the key’s teeth with a forefinger and then pressed it hard into her skin, imagining it biting her and thinking, Ouch! She followed Mrs. Grant to a small bedroom, which, unlike the rest of the apartment, was full-to-bursting. Antique lamps. Old sheet music. A Victrola. This, Jainey thought, is more like it. “Look at these!” she said, picking up the smallest book she’d ever seen, a book the size of her thumbnail. It was so tiny she could have placed it on her tongue and swallowed it like a pill.

“I have a whole collection of miniature books,” Mrs. Grant said. “You have to use tweezers to open some of them, and a magnifying glass to read them.”

Jainey failed to imagine a scenario in which she would be inspired to read a book so small she’d need tweezers and a magnifying glass.

“Do you want to see the rest?”

Jainey didn’t, not really, but she nodded and said, “Sure.” She loved Mrs. Grant. She’d have set herself on fire or walked in front of a train to prove it, too. If looking at a few stupid books would make the woman happy, then so be it.

[image: space]

CHARLIE LOVED LIVING in a university town, and he loved eking out a meager existence, but as a student he had never been particularly crazy about the actual coursework that was required of him. Now that he’d graduated, however, he realized how much he missed it. He missed looming deadlines for critical essays. He missed time spent in the library, pulling old bound copies of Cahiers du Cinéma off the dusty top shelf. He missed sitting through grainy sixteen-millimeter prints of European movies he’d never have watched on his own. He missed dozing off during lectures on semiology, Russian formalism, and phenomenology. He missed it all!

Even so, he had to admit that graduate school was a peculiar way to spend one’s time. There wasn’t a single practical use for anything he’d done. He’d written essays on film theorists, film genres, and film auteurs. If he hadn’t written any of those essays, the world would have been absolutely no different than it was today, no one’s life would have been altered, and the same people who’d killed or been killed would still be living or dead. For two years he’d indulged himself in the life of the mind—his mind—and now, if he felt the urge, he could talk at length about the importance of Hugo Munsterberg, the first film theorist; he could deconstruct the elements of film noir; and he could go on at length about the mise-enscène of the climactic moment in Free Willy, with all its phallic imagery and full-to-bursting symbolism. But now that school was over, what could he really do? He couldn’t build a house. He couldn’t trim a tree. He wasn’t even sure how to change the oil in his car. Despite these shortcomings—and they were shortcomings, he realized that much, at least—despite them all, his education had been well worth the time, if only because he’d met Petra in a course titled Soviet Cinema.

Petra had sat off to the side, near the fire exit, but everyone in the lecture hall knew that she was there. With her wild mane of hair, her sometimes intense, sometimes sleepy stare, and her perpetual state of dishevelment, there was no way not to know that she was there. She was a presence. And so it came as no surprise to Charlie that when he and Petra walked into National Testing Center’s job fair, everyone watched her. Women liked Petra because she didn’t have centerfold looks; she had personality, she had character. These were nearly tangible traits. As for men, they flirted with her in front of Charlie, as if he were inconsequential or not even there. It was the vibe she gave off, a purely sexual one. There was no other way to put it. Some people had it; some didn’t. Petra had it. But it wasn’t as though she was trying to send her vibe out into a room. She just did.

The job fair was populated with a healthy number of recent college graduates, but other people were there, too, some of whom looked homeless or crazy, or both. One man, who sat in the corner and talked to himself, might have been schizophrenic. Charlie and Petra had seen him around town. The man was so emaciated, so pale that his head looked more like a skull than the head of a living person. His eyes and cheeks were sunken in. His hair was sparse, patchy. A few aberrant whiskers had sprouted from his chin. Charlie and Petra had taken to calling him the Ghoul.

“I saw the Ghoul today,” Charlie would say. “He was downtown, talking to himself. What’s his deal?”

“I saw him driving a car yesterday,” Petra said.

“No! Are they just handing out driver’s licenses down at the DMV? Man oh man.”

“Don’t pick on the Ghoul,” Petra said. And this became a playful rapport between them—Charlie would say critical things about the Ghoul while Petra defended him.

“Look,” Charlie whispered now, nudging Petra. “The Ghoul.”

“Stop it,” Petra said, not looking.

“No, really. The Ghoul. He’s here.”

Petra looked. She turned back to Charlie, her brow furrowed. It IS him.

Charlie said, “Surely they won’t hire him. Not the Ghoul.”

Charlie recognized another man, a local drunk whom Charlie had seen on more than one occasion passed out cold at seven in the morning in front of the Foxhead. He saw a woman who had her own cable-access call-in show, a show Charlie and Petra had seen many times and made fun of. The woman, a burnt-out radical from the ’70s, always wore some Native American getup—a leather vest, lots of beads, a headband—and offered advice on a wide array of subjects. Her name was Magda. Often, people called in simply to make fun of her. A college kid, pretending to work at a service station, called to tell her that her spaceship had been repaired and that she could pick it up whenever she wanted.

“Ha-ha,” Magda said dryly—and it was this image that pierced Charlie’s heart: Magda all alone in her apartment, operating her own video camera and answering calls on an old speakerphone—all alone and replying, “Ha-ha,” to disembodied insults. Why do that to yourself? Why host your own cable-access show? Why wear the same faux Indian costume every day?

“Jesus,” Charlie said, pointing out Magda to Petra. “They’re coming out of the woodwork, aren’t they?”

“Are you sure we’re in the right place?” Petra asked. “This isn’t the soup kitchen, is it?”

“I bet these characters show up at every job fair,” Charlie said.

Charlie and Petra filled out employment applications. Next, they were herded as a group into a large room to listen to National Testing Center’s mission statement. Afterward, each prospective employee met with a supervisor. Charlie’s supervisor was a slight man, totally bald, with thin wire-frame glasses. Charlie himself wasn’t violent, but for the sake of perspective, he often put people and objects into a violent context, and the supervisor, in Charlie’s humble opinion, could probably be killed by a single blow to the head.

“What would you do,” the supervisor asked Charlie, “if your group leader tells you to score a particular answer one point when you think it deserves six points?”

“Would we be able to discuss our rationale with the group leader?”

“Sometimes, yes,” the supervisor said, “but not in this instance. Discussions are over. The criteria have been established.”

Charlie nodded. “I guess I’d give it one point then.” He smiled.

“And you wouldn’t have a problem with that?”

“No. I don’t think so.”

“Some people,” the supervisor said, “get caught up in their own personal criteria. They forget that the project as a whole is more important than any single individual test answer. They forget that we have a well thought out rationale for our own criteria. It’s best if our scorers remembered that.”

When it was time to go, Charlie shook the supervisor’s hand. It was like shaking a damp sponge with a spring inside, if such a thing existed. If Charlie squeezed any harder, he’d have brought the man to his knees, no problem.

 

Back at Charlie’s apartment, after a round of early-afternoon sex, Petra, wearing nothing but a necklace of tiny seashells, rolled onto her belly and said, “The supervisor I met with, he kept talking about their group leader. I felt like I was talking to someone from Outer Space. I was about to say, ‘Take me to your leader. Let me meet this Supreme Being.’”

“My supervisor,” Charlie said and rolled his eyes. “He must have gotten beat up a lot when he was a kid. You know the kind—the high school dork who’s suddenly in a position of power. There’s nothing more dangerous.”

“George Bush was a cheerleader in college,” Petra said.

“Exactly.”

“Do you think your supervisor ever does anything like this?”

“Like what?”

Petra humped the bed twice, then waggled her eyebrows. “Hm?”

“Uh…no, I don’t think so.”

“Poor guy,” Petra said. “Do you want to get drunk?”

“It’s only two o’clock.”

“We don’t have anything to do, do we? I think we should get drunk and screw some more.”

Charlie, trying not to smile, said, “What happened to the little Russian intellectual I used to know? What happened to the brainiac who used to bash certain well-regarded translators for their—what did you call it?—their unconscionable syntax?”

Petra said, “She’s thirsty. And horny.”

“Okay then,” Charlie said. “So what’ll it be? Absolut Citron?”

Petra sat up and, eyes narrowed, rubbed her palms quickly together—a devious plan about to be embarked upon. “Now you’re talking,” she said. “Bring a lemon and some sugar.”

“Chips? Salsa?”

“Nope. Just liquor. Liquor and sex.”

[image: space]

JAINEY EXPECTED a truant officer to eventually pull her over, but when it became clear that this wasn’t going to happen, she began to conjure one up. He would be a man not much older than herself—just a boy, really—and he would be wearing a dark suit with a starched white shirt. Victor, she named him. Victor Benedetti. Lying in bed on those fourth, fifth, and sixth nights of her truancy, Jainey whispered Victor’s name over and over while visualizing her own imminent capture. She liked picturing the hunt through Victor’s eyes: driving, driving, driving, and then: Jainey! Seventeen years old. Streaks of purple and green in her hair. Pierced lip, pierced nose, but what else? What were her clothes hiding? What was underneath?

What Jainey was really doing, she realized, was simply imagining her own self naked, and it crossed her mind that this might be an odd way to go about getting herself off, and yet it was always at this point—when Victor the truant officer actually conjures up the naked Jainey—when the real Jainey, touching herself, swirled into that dark sinkhole of orgasm, followed shortly thereafter by sleep more intense than any she’d previously experienced. The next morning, Jainey never remembered to wonder whether what aroused her was normal or not. The only thing that mattered was that Victor had done his job. The rest was moot.
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THE SUPERVISOR phoned Charlie the next day to tell him that he had the job.

“Congratulations,” he said. “We’d like for you to start next Monday. Eight o’clock.”

Hungover, Charlie had to cluck his tongue a few times to get it to work. It had been stuck to the roof of his mouth. “Thanks,” he finally croaked.

Later in the day, after she’d managed to choke down a piece of toast and a cup of black coffee, Petra checked her voice mail. She, too, was offered the job.

“This calls for a drink,” she said. Charlie groaned, but Petra was already pouring herself a vodka tonic.

For eight dollars and seventy-five cents an hour, no benefits, and no guarantee of employment from week to week, Charlie and Petra would be scoring America’s Report Card, the government’s most important assessment of primary and secondary education.

“Just think of all the people we beat out,” Petra said. “Drunks! Crazy people who have their own TV shows!”

“The Ghoul,” Charlie reminded her.

“The Ghoul,” Petra said. An uncharacteristic sadness crept into her voice. “The poor Ghoul,” she said. “That poor, poor man.”

Charlie nodded. “What’s he going to do now?” Even Charlie was momentarily moved. “Poor Ghoul,” he agreed.
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ON THE SEVENTH DAY of her truancy, feeling antsy, which was how she felt most of the time, Jainey drove the Turd downtown and parked at a meter in the south Loop. The beast, her father called the Loop. Jainey’s palms were sweating and the back of her neck itched, this being the first time she had actually entered the beast’s belly. Was she excited? Was she nervous? Both, she decided. She walked up Wabash Avenue, where train tracks ran above her head. Pigeons scattered when she approached them. A homeless guy repeated, “Quarter,” over and over. He met her eyes and said, “Quarter, quarter, quarter.”A man wearing a nice suit jumped over a puddle to reach the sidewalk. A cab driver honked his horn, and someone behind Jainey yelled, “Fuck yoooooooooou!” When a train came roaring overhead, Jainey looked up and yelled “Holy shit” as loud as she could. The train’s deafening screech was such that no one heard her. But even if they had heard her, no one would have cared. Welcome to Chicago!

It was beautiful, all of it. Jainey had never seen anything like this, except on TV. But on TV you couldn’t get the full flavor of it, the rotted-fruit smell, the sparks shooting from the train’s rails, the mysterious swamps of shape-shifting oil. Jainey had always thought of Burbank as the center of her universe, a kind of mother ship upon which she sailed through life, but what Jainey saw now was that the real mother ship was Chicago and that Burbank was nothing more than a tiny moss-covered barnacle desperately clinging to the ship’s hull.

Jainey walked past pizza places, shoe stores, coffee shops. And then she came upon a store that sold only wigs. Wigs! How strange was that? Jainey didn’t know anyone who wore a wig. And to think, here was an entire store that sold nothing but wigs. Jainey peered inside: a thousand fake heads stared dead-eyed back at her, each one wearing its own wig.

When Jainey opened the door, a buzzer announced her arrival. The buzzer stopped only after the door had shut. An Al Green song was playing on the boom box next to the cash register. Jainey knew the song because it was on the Pulp Fiction soundtrack, and she’d lost her virginity to a bizarre part of the CD where Samuel Jackson is telling John Travolta that in France they call a Quarter Pounder with Cheese a “Royale with Cheese.” Jainey, naked and kissing a boy named Ron Zurvo, had thought, Why’s there a scene from the movie on the CD? and then Ron Zurvo entered her. It was like some dream-version of getting stabbed: the penetration was both sharp and soft at the same time, and it made her really sleepy. “Ouch,” she had said without much conviction. It burned worse each time he thrust into her, but she knew she wasn’t going to die. When it was finally over, she drifted to sleep to the sound of Al Green’s silky voice.

A black woman, who was maybe ten years older than Jainey’s mother, stood behind the counter, talking on a cell phone. She wore a wig that looked from some angles purple, from other angles black. When she saw Jainey, she said, “Gotta go, honey,” and when the person she was talking to wouldn’t shut up, the woman said, “Didn’t you hear what I just said?” and she clicked off before the person could start talking again. She looked at Jainey, then up at Jainey’s hair.

“Girl,” she said. “It’s not a wig you need.”

Jainey was ready to take offense but then the woman smiled. She had a gold tooth. She held out her hand. “Mariah,” she said. Her hand was rough, like sandpaper, and strong. Below their joined hands was a newspaper with the headline “U.S. RIDS ITSELF OF MINORITIES! 
       The Real Reason George W. Bush Invaded Iraq.” It was a newspaper Jainey’d never seen before, The Afro-American Advocate.

“My name’s Jainey,” Jainey said.

“Jainey,” the woman said. “Like the Tarzan movies.” She winked. “You too young to know about Tarzan, I imagine. Tarzan? King of the Apes? Hell, I’d give a hundred dollars to see my man Johnny Weissmuller walk through that door right now wearing nothing but that skimpy-ass loincloth of his!” She shook her head. Her wig was so tall, Jainey expected it to topple off, but amazingly it didn’t budge. “Make that two hundred.” She laughed and said, “You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you? Well, now, if you saw Johnny Weissmuller, you’d know then. Puts that pretty boy Brad Pitt to shame.”

“Is that true?” Jainey asked. She motioned to the newspaper’s headline.

“Course it’s true,”Mariah said. “Why wouldn’t it be? You don’t see no rich white boys fighting Arabs, now do you? You should see how hard they recruit over where I live. Can’t send black boys over there fast enough.”

“I didn’t know,” Jainey said.

“Lotta things you don’t know,” Mariah said but with more sadness than anger.

Not quite sure what to say next, Jainey ducked her head and wandered the store—up one aisle, down the next. Every so often, she reached out and patted the top of one of the wigs, as she would a dog. Good wig, she thought. Sit! Sit! And then Jainey saw one she liked. A sign under the wig read, “Real Hair.” Jainey removed it from its head. It didn’t feel real. Or did it? Her own hair, after it had been cut, felt different somehow, the way the stem of a flower feels different once it’s been snipped from its life source.

“You like it?” Mariah said. “Try it on. Give it a whirl.”

The wig was red and long. She put it on top of her head.

“It’s not a top hat, girl. Here. Let Mariah help.”Mariah slipped her fingers between the wig and Jainey’s head, then pulled until it was snug. She leaned back for a quick appraisal before adjusting it some more—a little to the left, a little more to the left, then down. “There!”

Jainey walked to a full-length mirror. She couldn’t believe how different the wig made her look. She could have been twenty-four or five. Instead of looking punk, she looked sexy. Her normal expression—brooding and suspicious—now appeared mysterious, less angry. She could have been the femme fatale of Burbank, the South Side’s woman of danger. She could swoop into a man’s life, promise to stay with him forever, and kiss his face until her own puckered lips felt bruised. After telling him how much she loved him, she would whisper what he wanted to hear, she would burrow into his heart—Let’s run away to Dublin!…Let’s run away to Morocco!—and only after he was hooked would she leave without a trace, flipping a still-smoldering cigarette onto his lawn, and never to be seen again. She would hurt them deeply, man after man. She would be the ruin of many respectable men, and all because of what, a wig? The wig store now made perfect sense. Of course. Buy a wig! Change your life!

“How much?”

“You have champagne taste, I’ll give you that, honey. That one there’s four twelve.”

Jainey turned her purse upside-down on the glass countertop and watched the flotsam of her life come pouring out. Her purse was beaded and delicate but bursting at the seams. It was like carrying around a small concrete block with a strap. She shook it a few more times for good measure, and out came its final three inhabitants: a tampon; a wallet-sized photo of her ex-boyfriend, a wad of chewed gum strategically covering his face; the key to Mrs. Grant’s condo.

“You got more shit in that purse than I keep in my closet,” Mariah said.

Jainey fanned her junk across the counter, the way a magician would fan a deck of cards, and—voila!—the change purse appeared. She opened it, pulled out a five-dollar bill, and handed it to Mariah.

Mariah took the money, looked at it. “What’s this?”

“For the wig,” Jainey said. “I’ll take it.”

Mariah laughed. “You’ll take nothing. Not for no five damned dollars. The wig is four hundred and twelve dollars.” She laughed louder, handed back the money, and said, “You’re crazy! You know that? Crazy! But Mariah likes you. You got spunk. I used to have spunk, but it’s gone. Long gone.”

Jainey, trying not to show her disappointment, swept everything back into her purse. After cleaning up her mess, she reached up and gently patted the wig on her head. “Whose hair is it?”

“Don’t know. Ain’t mine. But this ain’t mine, neither.” She tipped her tall wig toward Jainey. “I got cheaper ones. You want one that’s thirty-nine ninety-five? They’re over there. But I ain’t got no five-dollar wigs, I can tell you that much.”

Jainey removed the red wig. She watched herself in the mirror, and was startled to find that she looked like a boy without it. After returning the wig to its head, Jainey walked toward the exit. “It was nice to meet you, Mariah.”

“Pretty girl like you,” Mariah said, “you don’t need a wig. But maybe you want to look into a new hair color. Purple and green.” She frowned and shook her head.

 

Pinned between the Turd’s wiper and its windshield was a ticket for an expired meter. “Goddamn it!” Jainey yelled. “Goddamn son of a freaking bitch!” People walking by could hear her, but no one looked. She ripped up the ticket and tossed it into the air. It rained down on her like New Year’s Eve confetti.

 

All the way back to Burbank, Jainey couldn’t shake the image of her old boyfriend, even with that wad of hardened gum covering his face. She had promised never to have anything to do with him again, but seeing his shoulders and the top of his head—the only parts not covered by gum—had made her heart thump faster. Disappointed with her lack of willpower, she groaned loudly but turned anyway onto the road that led to the apartment complex where he lived with his grandfather.

His name was Alex, but when they were still boyfriend and girlfriend, she called him “Al Licks.”“Dear Al Licks,” she’d write. “Thanks for the sick pornography you sick mental case.” Or, “When am I going to see you again, Mr. Licks?” Or she’d draw a heart and write inside, “Al Licks Jainey.”

The main door to Alex’s building was already open, so Jainey walked up to his apartment, but when she noticed that this door was also open, she hesitated. “Alex?” she asked. She tapped on it. When no one answered, she pushed it open.

Alex, peering into the freezer, looked like he’d grown a foot since she’d last seen him. He was always tall and gangly, but he was even taller and ganglier now. And there was something odd about what he was wearing today: a clean black T-shirt tucked into blue jeans. Dress shoes, too. He never wore dress shoes. “Oh. It’s you,” he said. He shut the freezer door.

“Yep,” Jainey said. “It’s me!” Alex walked to the stove; Jainey followed. An empty can of soup sat next to a pan on a burner. “Dinner?” Jainey asked.

“It’s for him,” he said, tipping his head toward the back bedroom, where his grandfather spent his days and nights.

Jainey was starting to feel the first tingles of arousal—a tickle across her spine, a chill, followed by a distinct sensation between her legs that reminded her of a dry sponge slowly absorbing warm water, causing her to shift and breathe more deeply.

“Al Licks,” she said and smiled. She walked up behind him. “Al,” she said, slipping a finger through a belt-loop, “Licks.”

“Don’t,” he said. “Now’s not the time.” He carried the bowl of soup into his grandfather’s bedroom, then returned with a few crusty plates from an earlier meal. Alex glared at Jainey. “Is that what you’re wearing?” he snapped.

Jainey took stock of her own clothes. What she had on wasn’t any different from what she normally wore—clothes with lots of holes, lots of loose threads, lots of cryptic phrases written on her jeans with a Sharpie, like, “Give me that TUBA!”

“I thought you liked her, that’s all,” Alex said. “I thought you’d give her a little more, I don’t know, respect.”

“Who?”

“Who? Mrs. Grant. That’s who.” He stared at Jainey a moment. “Are you stoned?”

“No, I’m not stoned. What do you mean Mrs. Grant? I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. What the hell are you talking about?”

“Where’ve you been? Huh?”

“Nowhere,” Jainey said.

“You really don’t know, do you?” He sighed. “Oh, boy.” He combed his long, bony fingers through his hair so that it stood on end, a kind of sight gag, and then he said, “Mrs. Grant killed herself.”

“No, she didn’t. I just saw her. Last week. She gave me a bunch of her stuff. She gave me these little books and…”

“This was four days ago, Jainey.”

“Four days ago? I don’t believe you.” She shook her head. She snorted. She put her hands on her hips. “Okay then. How’d she kill herself?”

“She blew out all the pilot lights on her gas stove.”

Mrs. Grant dead? It wasn’t true. “You’re lying,” Jainey said.

“Whatever. But I need to go.”

“Where?”

“Her funeral.”

Even though she wasn’t buying his story, she was starting to breathe faster, and she grew more lightheaded each time she inhaled. “And where’s this supposed funeral taking place?” she asked.

“79th and State Road. I forget the name of the place. You know it.”

Jainey nodded. It wasn’t far from McDonald’s. A few months ago, in fact, she had stood on the sidewalk outside the funeral home, sucking down a shamrock shake, and wondered how many dead bodies rested inside the place. It was one of those weird things to think about: dead bodies only a few yards away from where she stood. She had wondered if one day someone would be standing outside wherever her own dead body was stored, chugging down a shamrock shake and trying to picture who might be inside.

Jainey was about to tell Alex again that he was lying when Beth Ann Winkel stepped into the apartment, dressed as if for a prom. Beth Ann Winkel was Jainey’s arch nemesis, the girl who had spear-headed a smear campaign against Jainey.

“Oh,” Beth Ann said when she saw Jainey. “What’s this?”

Alex shrugged. “She hadn’t heard about Mrs. Grant.”

Beth Ann said, “Of course she hasn’t.” She clearly wanted to say more but was restraining herself for Alex’s benefit. “Well!” Beth Ann said, too cheerily. “We better go, hon.”

Alex said to Jainey, “I need to lock up.” Outside, before going their separate ways, Alex turned and said, “I’m sorry, Jainey. I know you really liked her.”

 

The Turd bounced like Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride each time she hit the slightest bump. The springs, Jainey figured, were probably shot. On her way to the funeral home she hit a deep pothole, and the rearview mirror broke free, bouncing off the dash and onto the floor between her feet.

“Shit!”

She looked down, and from the dark floorboard she saw her own eyes staring back at her and nothing else—just eyes. It was one of the creepiest things she’d ever seen.

Jainey wheeled into the funeral home’s parking lot, and sure enough, the place was hopping. It’s a setup, she thought. Alex, Beth Ann, and their stupid friends are going to jump out from behind the shrubs and scare the piss right out of me. But no one jumped out from the shrubs, even when Jainey kicked one.

The funeral home was freezing cold inside. No one looked familiar. Then Jainey realized why no one looked familiar: the boys were wearing suits, the girls skirts or dresses. These were the same boys who normally wore hand-me-down Pink Floyd T-shirts or White Sox ball caps, girls who wore hip huggers and too-tight tops, exposing here and there all that baby fat they wanted boys to stare at but not touch, or touch but not lick, or lick but not bite, or bite but not draw blood: it was always this but not that with them, go here but not there, which was why the boys liked Jainey better once they got to know her, because there was no stop, it was all go, go, go.

Jainey, dizzy from the too-bright lights and the trapezoidal patterns on the carpet, followed a group of well-groomed classmates into a viewing room, and then she followed them up to a casket, and then she saw for herself: Mrs. Grant. Mrs. Grant’s face was sunken in, like a latex mask without a skull behind it, and she was wearing eye shadow, which she never wore when she was alive. Her hands, which were shriveled and deflated, lay one on top of the other. She wasn’t wearing any of her turquoise, either. One thing Jainey knew for sure. She was going to be sick.

 

Back home later that night, lying in a chaise lounge in her yard, Jainey tried snuffing out the image of Mrs. Grant in her coffin, and so she thought about Victor, the imaginary truant officer, but even Victor, who’d brought her so much pleasure these past few days, couldn’t provide distraction. Looking up, she hoped to recognize a constellation, but the air was gritty from nearby factory smokestacks, and she couldn’t see any stars. She could, however, hear an airplane. Her house lay under the flight path for Midway Airport, four miles north. Even when she couldn’t see one, as she couldn’t now, she could hear the approaching purr of the plane’s engines.

When Jainey was a little girl, she didn’t know that there was an airport nearby—her parents never drove that far—and she assumed that the planes, one by one, were crashing. She’d watch them go down, a dozen planes an hour, disappearing somewhere behind a horizon of distant chimneys and roofs. She’d wait for an explosion, a puff of smoke, but nothing ever happened. What she finally surmised was that the planes were too far away for her to see or hear any of the actual devastation.

The summer she turned five, Jainey marched inside the house, several times each day, and made an announcement. This was five years before the police came to take her father away; ten years before her brother, Ned, had taken up permanent residence in the attic.

Jainey, out of breath, would yell, “Another plane just crashed! Another plane just crashed!”

Her mother always said, “That’s fine, Jainey,” but her father was the real reason she kept returning. He would meet her eyes and smile, and then he would raise his beer, as if to toast her, and say, “Bombs away, sweetheart! Bombs away!” And then he’d wink at her. The wink was what she waited for. It told Jainey that she was special. It told her that she and her father shared something that she and her mother didn’t. The wink made each burning plane worthwhile.

[image: space]

THE GHOUL was in Charlie’s group of eight scorers. Magda, the wannabe Indian, was in Petra’s. The town drunk wasn’t in either Charlie’s or Petra’s group, but he too had secured employment with NTC; his group scored nothing but logic problems.

“Is there anyone they didn’t hire?” Petra asked Charlie during break.

Charlie looked around. “I don’t think so,” he said.

Charlie had driven past NTC’s building many times before, but since there was no sign advertising the company’s name, no hint as to what they did, Charlie had assumed it was a warehouse or a small factory, possibly even a gathering place for AA meetings. The men and women standing around the parking lot, drinking from Styrofoam cups and smoking, looked haggard. Charlie had always glanced over because it was such a grim-looking building, constructed primarily out of corrugated sheet metal, and now, close up, Charlie could see where the screws had been powered through the thin metal, sometimes at an angle, or where one had been unsuccessfully screwed in, taken out, and then screwed in next to the now-jagged hole. Charlie could also see where hail had left dents, where lawn mowers or skateboards had smashed into its base. If need be, the entire building could be broken down overnight and hauled away on a flatbed trailer. The illusion that the building was only temporary was, in fact, not an illusion at all. Charlie was quickly learning that everything having to do with National Testing Center was temporary. Charlie and his co-workers were temporary; the people who hired Charlie were temporary; even the group leader, who had traveled all the way from Virginia to train Charlie’s group of eight scorers, was a temporary government employee. He’d overheard someone call it migrant work for the overeducated underemployed, and this was true: some of his co-workers had Ph.D.s in fields where there was no gainful opportunity. Music, for instance. Or English. That was the odd thing about this job. Some of the groups had scorers with daunting credentials, while other groups were comprised of whatever riff-raff had shown up at the job fair.

“Shhh,” Charlie said. “Listen. What’s that sound?”

It was a terrible noise, an ominous chomping and moaning, like a rat caught in a garbage disposal. When Charlie and Petra turned slowly around, they saw that it was coming from the Ghoul. He was eating an apple with the single-minded conviction of a starving dog. He bit and swallowed without pause, bite-bite-bite swallow, bite-bite-bite swallow, all the while holding the apple with both hands and turning it counterclockwise, grunting and groaning. His eyes darted from person to person, group to group, as if making sure that his territory was secure, the apple all his.

“Weird,” Petra said.

Charlie, unable to turn away from the Ghoul, said, “Weird is generous. Weird would be a compliment.”

 

Charlie’s group leader was a temporary employee of that sub-sub-government agency, the National Evaluation of Educational Achievement. Her name was Rachel, and when she spoke, she held both hands in front of her and moved her fingers as if gently tickling a crystal ball.

“The important thing,” Rachel said after break, wiggling her fingers, “is that we score this project consistent with how the last group scored this same project three years ago. Consistency is the thing. Remember: nothing is more important than consistency.”

Charlie took notes. He wrote, “Why is the Ghoul here?” He wrote, “If a tornado ripped through town, we’d be the first to go.” He wrote, “Nothing is more important than consistency.”

Charlie had been assigned “Reading Tests,” and his group was to score short answers for a single question based on a short passage. This particular batch represented every second-grader in Pennsylvania. The answers had been scanned, and now they were about to pop up, one by one, on their computer screens.

It wasn’t until Charlie began scoring the project that he fully understood what Rachel meant about consistency. The perfect answer for this particular question was “alligator.” Alligator, Charlie was told, was the only answer that could earn a student the full six points. In order to monitor consistency, one answer in every fifteen that appeared on Charlie’s screen was actually an answer that had been scored three years earlier. Charlie, however, would have no idea which answers were the old ones and which were the new ones. Rachel, like Scotty monitoring the progress of the USS Enterprise, kept an eye on her computer to see how everyone was doing in regard to consistency.

“Stop! Stop!” she yelled after the first hour. “Everyone stop! We have a problem.”

From the best Rachel could tell, based on her own analysis of the answers and scores, the team three years ago had accepted “reptile” for the full six points.

A burly musicologist named Rex raised his hand. “But reptile is too vague. That should be worth only five points. Or four.”

“Doesn’t make a difference,” Rachel said. “That’s what they took three years ago for six points, so that’s what we’re taking this year.”

“What about the ones we already scored?” Rex asked.

“Doesn’t make a difference,” Rachel said again. “We’ve scored only a few hundred. We have thousands more to go. It’ll have no effect so long as we get back on the right track.”

“Thousands,” Rex whispered to himself. “Oh, Christ, no.”

Everyone in the group, except for the Ghoul, looked bemused at the change in scoring policy, but it was an easy enough adjustment to make. Charlie, however, had a more difficult time with what Rex had said: Oh, Christ, no. The words echoed inside Charlie’s head long after Rex had spoken them. Had he met Rex somewhere else? He must have, but where? Where? he wondered. Charlie scored a few dozen more answers when it finally came to him: the man who’d called Charlie the day before graduation to ask if he was interested in working for NTC had also said, “Oh, Christ, no.” It was the same voice, the same timbre and cadence.

Charlie leaned toward Rex. “Hey, Rex. How long have you been working here?”

“As long as you,” Rex said.

Charlie said, “Did you ever do anything else for NTC?”

“No. Why?” Rex stared hard into Charlie’s eyes, and Charlie shivered.

“Just wondering,” Charlie said. “No reason.”

Rachel cleared her throat. “Let’s not fall behind, folks,” she said. An hour later, however, she stopped them again.

“Whoa! Halt!” she yelled. “We’ve got a big-big problem.” Now it appeared that the scorers three years ago were accepting ‘green’ for the full six points.

Rex said, “Green? That’s crazy. We’re not accepting green, are we?”

“We are indeed accepting green,” Rachel said.

“But then the test doesn’t mean anything,” Rex said.

“It means we’re being consistent with how the test was scored three years ago,” Rachel said, “and if we’re consistent, then the test evaluators can determine how that state—in this case Pennsylvania—has improved or not improved.”

Rex took a deep breath. He said, “But if the answer is the wrong answer, then the whole test is meaningless.”

“The answers are irrelevant,” Rachel said. “And now we need to keep scoring before we fall behind.” She smiled and said, “Remember everyone: green is now worth six points.”

A little later, a man named J.P., who sat on the other side of Charlie, leaned over and said, “You realize why they want everything consistent, don’t you?”

“For accuracy, right?”

J.P. wagged his head. “Guess again.”

Charlie shrugged. He could barely decipher these kids’ pathetic chicken scratches as it was; he certainly couldn’t do it with someone yapping in his ear. J.P. was causing him to fall behind.

“The only thing those education bureaucrats in Washington look at is the printout for accuracy, you see. And if things aren’t accurate from year to year, it looks like we don’t know what the fuck we’re doing. Are you following me?”

Rex, who had been listening, leaned toward them. “And then what—the bureaucrats yank the contract and give it to another company waiting in the wings?”

“Bingo!” J.P. said. “It’s about money, Chief. Big, fat government contracts. It’s not like anyone really gives a crap if some first-grader in Big Dong, North Carolina, knows the difference between an alligator and a duck.”

Charlie loudly cleared his throat, and the men swiveled back to their computers.

An hour later, Rachel stopped them again: “Okay, folks. It appears that the group three years ago was also accepting yellow for the full six points.”

“What?” Rex yelled. “Oh, this is bullshit.” He stood up, gathered his belongings, and said, “One hundred percent, grade-A bullshit.” He removed his nametag and tossed it at Rachel.

Charlie felt the urge to yell, “Yeah, bullshit,” and storm out of the room right behind Rex. It was bullshit. But Charlie wasn’t sure how he’d explain it to Petra, who was probably diligently at work this very minute scoring her own test answers, and so Charlie said nothing. At first Charlie worried how Rex’s absence would affect the group dynamic. Rex, after all, had been the voice of reason. But it soon became apparent that without Rex, the group shifted into complacent servitude. And once Charlie gave up the notion that the purpose of the test was to accurately evaluate answers and accepted the fact that he was merely a tooth in a much larger, far more mysterious gear, then he could accept whatever Rachel told him to accept without question.

By the end of the day, Rex’s protest seemed foolish. After all, why should Rex have cared? It was a summer job. A paycheck. Charlie sure as hell didn’t feel compelled to overhaul the way the country tested itself. He just needed a few extra bucks.

 

When his group took their last break of the day, Charlie wandered over to find Petra, but her group had already dispersed, save for their leader, a plump woman who drank orange soda straight from a two-liter bottle. According to Petra, the woman had a cache of two-liter bottles, all orange soda, stored under her work area. Although she was tipping the bottle up when Charlie walked over, she managed to raise a single finger indicating for Charlie to hold on.

“Yes?” she said, catching her breath while capping the bottle.

“I’m looking for Petra.”

“I think she went somewhere with her boyfriend.”

“I’m her boyfriend,” Charlie said. He smiled.

“Oh.” The woman shrugged. “Can’t help you then.” She uncapped her bottle and took another swig.

Outside, Charlie joined two men huddled around a large oil drum that served as the communal garbage can. He felt conspicuously like some kind of homeless person waiting for a fire to take root inside the drum’s belly. One of the two men was Jacob Bartuka, a short, odd-looking fellow who had worked as a temp at NTC longer than anyone else. Fifteen years. The other man, Hastings, was new, like Charlie.

Hastings said, “My hand is frickin’ killing me from filling in all those little circles.”

Charlie said, “I thought all the tests were scanned for the computer.”

Hastings snorted.

Jacob said, “Not first-grade science. It’s all Scan-Tron sheets. We have to work from their booklets.”

“Jesus Christ,” Charlie said. “That’s awful.” And then Charlie told them what had happened in his group today—Rex calling the job bullshit and then quitting on the spot.

“The job is bullshit,” Jacob said. “But not for the reason your buddy Rex thinks.”

“What do you mean?” Hastings asked.

“Rumor has it,” Jacob said, “that the tests are really psychological profiles.”

“Profiles?” Charlie asked. “I’m not following you.”

“The questions are written with the intent of analyzing the person taking the test. Just imagine what you can find out about a person after testing him every year for twelve straight years.”

“You’re joking,” Charlie said.

“You work here long enough,” Jacob says, “you hear a lot of funny things.”

“But you don’t believe it, do you?”

Jacob shrugged.

“So what you’re saying is that this whole thing is a front?” Charlie asked. He smiled and shook his head. He said, “Scoring tests—it’s all a front to compile psychological profiles?”

“No, no, no!” Jacob said, looking frustrated. He scratched his head—too hard. Lowering his voice, he said, “Scoring tests is legit. There’s just a shadow operation within the company. The government’s trying to get more bang for its buck. I mean, if you’re going to have access to every kid in the country, why not take advantage of the opportunity?”

“So,” Charlie said, “what else have you heard?”

“Supposedly, NTC stores every test ever taken at an undisclosed location, some kind of massive, fireproof, underground bunker with armed guards. I hear they call it Deep Storage.”

Hastings snorted. “Wasn’t that the name of a Star Trek movie?”

“Hey,” Jacob said defensively. “I’m just saying what I’ve heard.” He gave all of his attention to Charlie now, but Charlie had a difficult time following the rest of Jacob’s theories: that the scorers themselves were being watched, that every group of scorers had a mole who watched everyone else, that the scorers were sometimes hand-picked for reasons Jacob had yet to figure out, that it was possible the government had bigger plans for some of them.

Hastings pivoted toward Charlie and surreptitiously rolled his eyes. Jacob must have seen the gesture, however, because the mood around the oil drum palpably shifted, and all three men fell silent.

A few minutes later, a forklift wobbled up to the side entrance. It was carrying a box the size of a compact car. The forklift lowered the box, retracted its forks, then wheeled around and sped away. The three men, still not talking, sauntered over to the box. It was overflowing with hundreds of thousands of papers bound by rubber bands.

“What the hell’s that?” Charlie asked.

Jacob lifted one of the bound batches. “Looks like they found more first-grade science booklets.”

Hastings looked like he might cry. “How many booklets do you think are in there?”

Jacob stood back to take it all in. “I don’t know. Fifty thousand? Sixty thousand?”

Hastings groaned. He wiggled his fingers, then pumped his fist a few times to get the blood circulating. A whistle blew, and all three men headed back to the building. Charlie surveyed the grounds, hoping to catch sight of Petra, but everyone was clumped together, funneling toward the double doors, and Petra was nowhere to be seen.

 

That night, Petra lay in bed with a copy of The Brothers Karamazov.

Charlie, lying next to her, asked, “How do people get so weird?”

“What do you mean?”

“The Ghoul,” Charlie said. “Or that fake Indian with her cable show.”

“Magda?”

“Yeah. Magda. And then there’s this guy Jacob. A total whack job. He has all of these conspiracy theories about NTC. You should hear this guy talk. I think he thinks he’s working for the CIA. What happens to people?”

“They’re the walking wounded,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

Petra said, “When they first come to town, they’re full of hope, but then something happens to them, something terribly, terribly sad, and they never lose their sadness.”

“And then what happens?”

“They turn into ghosts. Walking, talking ghosts.”

“That’s awful.”

Petra shrugged. She rolled onto her back and started to read the book, but after a few pages she tossed it aside. “My eye. It’s twitching.”

“It’s from reading test answers for eight straight hours,” Charlie said.

Petra rolled towards Charlie and pressed her eyebrows against Charlie’s eyebrows, and said, “My EYE . Do you SEE it?”

“That’s all I see, Petra.”

“It has a case of the twitch.” She leaned back and said, “What a crazy job. Do you want to know a secret?”

“Sure.”

“It makes me horny.”

“Horny? You’re joking.”

“No, listen. We’re told not to think too much about the answers, right? We should be able to just look at an answer and score it without really thinking about it. What do they call it? Holistic scoring? And so what I do is start thinking about all the times we’ve screwed and where, and then I start thinking about all the places we haven’t screwed.”

“Like?”

“Like the women’s restroom next to the Film Studies office.”

“The women’s restroom?”

“Absolutely. We could’ve sneaked in there during the semester when it was really busy and gone into one of the stalls.”

“Someone would’ve heard us.”

“Not if we were really quiet.”

Charlie laughed, but he couldn’t deny that Petra’s plans were getting him worked up. “Where else?” he asked.

“The beer garden at Gabe’s.”

“The beer garden? Okay, smarty pants, how would we pull that one off?”

“It gets cold out there some nights,” Petra said, “and we could put a blanket over our laps. And then, well, you know…”

“Holy shit! Where else?”

“At work.”

“At work? Where?”

“I haven’t figured it out yet,” Petra said. “I’ve been thinking, though.”

“Well, let me know when you figure it out, okay?”

“I most definitely will.”

[image: space]

MRS. GRANT’S CONDO looked as it did the last time—the only time—Jainey was there. Dishes in the sink. Credit card bills in the napkin holder. The same postcards on the fridge. The same magnets holding them in place. A leopard-spotted banana reclining in the fruit bowl. But at the sight of Mrs. Grant’s fuzzy pink slippers, Jainey faltered. This was the first time since the wake that she felt like weeping. There was something crushingly sad about the obliviousness of inanimate objects. It was as if the two old slippers, always faithful, were patiently awaiting their owner’s arrival. What they didn’t realize was that someone would eventually take one look at them and toss them in the trash.
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