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PRAISE FOR LAST PLACE CALLED HOME


“Betsy Hartmann’s novel is a beautiful literary creation with a setting that feels like a character in its own right.”


—READERS’ FAVORITE


“This is a novel about the complexities of love and loyalty, and the heart-wrenching choices people are sometimes forced to make. . . . While Last Place Called Home offers fresh insights into the tragedies of the drug crisis, it also celebrates the restorative power of nature and the surprising resilience people find within themselves.”


—CORINNE DEMAS, author of The Road Towards Home and The Writing Circle


“Hartmann masterfully brings home the national opioid crisis to a declining town where loyalty is a dangerous concept and no one—even the law—can be trusted. The heartbreaking desperation of its mothers, lovers, and friends will shake your conscience and keep you guessing until the very last page.”


—MARISA LABOZZETTA, author of A Day in June


“The emotional grip never lets go, and the plot is as believable as it is intricate and dramatic. . . . Last Place Called Home brings to life the truth of a community in all its human aspects, and delivers a visceral understanding important to our divided times.”


—ROGER KING, author of Love and Fatigue in America and A Girl from Zanzibar


“Filled with characters whose fate you will long ponder, Last Place Called Home is both a compelling read and a plea for community engagement in countering the opioid crisis.”


—MICHAEL KLARE, defense correspondent for The Nation


“An intimate page-turner that reveals the relation between drug policy and the economy of despair. . . . a nail-biting drama of loss and redemption.”


—BILL FRIED, drug policy activist and former staff member at Law Enforcement Action Partnership


PRAISE FOR OTHER BOOKS BY BETSY HARTMANN


The Truth about Fire


“Two unlikely heroines who converge to expose a bioterrorist plot inspired by neo-Nazis and implemented by cultists on Michigan’s Upper Peninsula are the protagonists of this absorbing first novel. . . . Hartmann proves herself an able storyteller, creating fearless, idealistic, knowledgeable, and opinionated female characters who make difficult choices and reluctantly get involved in dangerous enterprises to protect themselves, their families, and their communities.”


—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY


“This politically charged thriller unfolds through the perspectives of two very different women enmeshed in the same terrifying situation. . . . These well-drawn women lend real drama to a tense, multilayered story.”


—BOOKLIST


Deadly Election


“Betsy Hartmann has written an elegant mystery story, a political thriller that confronts the darkest imponderables of our post-9/11 world. Deadly Election is that rare thing: a thoughtful page-turner.”


—KAI BIRD, coauthor of Pulitzer Prize winner American Prometheus: The Triumph and Tragedy of J. Robert Oppenheimer


“Betsy Hartmann has done something extraordinary: created a virtual-reality version of the Bush administration that is both utterly convincing and even more bone-chillingly scary than the real thing.”


—ANTHONY GIARDINA, author of White Guys and Recent History


The America Syndrome: Apocalypse, War, and Our Call to Greatness


“In an insightful, crisply written blend of memoir, social history, and political theory, Hartmann shows how the prospect of the imminent end of days has been used for centuries to justify almost any American action—and feed the destructive conviction that this country has a special mission of salvation.”


—CHARLES MANN, author of 1491 and The Wizard and the Prophet


“. . . a desperately needed, incisive analysis of dystopian beliefs that undergird white supremacy in the US.”


—LORETTA ROSS, author of Radical Reproductive Justice
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ON AN EVENING IN LATE APRIL, Laura Everett drives straight from her job at the Stanton Gazette to the old elementary school a few miles away. She pulls into the deserted parking lot, turns off the ignition, and reaches for her cell to check messages. After giving up smoking, she needs something to do with her nervous energy, but unlike cigarettes, the phone doesn’t give her any pleasure. Nine times out of ten, the message is from her son, Donnie, and he’s in trouble again.


No messages. Good. She reaches for the bag of almonds she keeps in the glove compartment. Dinner will be late tonight, and she’s already hungry. As she pops a nut into her mouth, she glances up at the abandoned three-story school with its boarded-up windows and sagging roof. Except for one freshly painted, yellow F-word, the graffiti on the sides has faded into indistinguishable marks. Like a grandparent’s slow death, the school’s decline saddens her. She can remember walking up and down the stairs, the wood on the banisters worn so smooth it felt like touching mother-of-pearl. The classrooms had high ceilings and big windows, drafty but full of light. The new elementary school is charmless, a concrete box surrounded by bald playing fields. Stanton hardly has enough tax revenue to pay the teachers, much less keep up the turf.


She checks her watch: 6:25 p.m.. The other birders will arrive in a few minutes. These outings are the one thing she looks forward to every week. It’s the art of waiting she appreciates—the way their guide, Nate Waterman, has them stand quietly in forests and fields, gazing up, ears keen, binoculars at the ready, patience rewarded by a sudden bird call or fluttering of wings. And if she’s honest with herself, she just likes being in Nate’s presence. Maybe something’s growing between them—she can’t quite tell.


A steel-gray Volvo turns into the lot. Like her, its occupants, Keith and Emily Addison, are always a few minutes early. The couple moved to the area after Keith retired from teaching high school biology in Worcester. He now puts his energy into leading a battle over a large tract of forest land on the edge of town that Sullivan Lumber Supply is threatening to sell to a Boston developer. Laura’s working on a story about it for the newspaper.


The Volvo pulls up next to her, and Keith rolls down his window. He looks agitated, rushed, as if he drove through heavy traffic instead of country roads to get here. “Is this the right place?” he asks. “Where are the others?”


“We’re early,” Laura says calmly.


“Right on time by my watch.”


“Then they’re late.”


He seems perplexed by the reply. “Doesn’t really matter,” he says. “Sunset’s not till seven thirty. We’re going to be standing out in the cold for too long as it is.”


Laura nods, and he rolls up the window and says something to his wife, who smiles furtively at her.


By the time Nate arrives in his truck, six cars have assembled. He’s wearing his typical uniform of an old bomber jacket, flannel shirt, and corduroy pants with ridges worn down at the knees. He isn’t classically handsome—his torso is too long for his short legs, and his face is scarred from adolescent acne—but he has fine blue eyes. He used to be much talked about and pursued by the area’s single women, but as far as Laura knows, no one succeeded in getting him to bed. A rumor once circulated that he was gay, but there was no proof of it. A closet priest was the ultimate conclusion, and her friend Megan dubbed him St. No Fucking Francis of Assisi. Laura suspects depression by the worry lines etched around his eyes. Often his smile is forced, but lately not with her.


To those in the birding group, he’s simply the best naturalist around, world-class really. It’s a mystery why he moved all the way to the middle of Massachusetts from southern Texas, where his work at a wildlife refuge helped bring the whooping crane back from the brink of extinction. He wrote a book about it but nothing more after that. Although she’s curious about why he stopped writing, Laura has never had the nerve to ask him.


Leaning against the side of the truck, he begins describing the purpose of the evening’s trip, to see the dance of the American woodcock. He explains how at dusk in mating season, the male woodcock calls repeatedly and then rises in circles high into the air, still whistling, until it flies suddenly back to earth. He reads a long passage from what he says is his favorite book, Edward Forbush’s A Natural History of American Birds. His copy is old, the cover frayed and water-stained. He admires the late ornithologist who by the age of sixteen was already the curator of birds at the natural history museum in Worcester.


As usual Nate reads spiritedly like a storyteller who takes pleasure in each turn of phrase, each anticipatory pause. His voice has the precise diction of the private-school elite, modulated by a slight trace of Texas drawl. Everyone is quiet, even seven-year-old Jeff, the only child in the group, who seems mesmerized. “It sounds more dramatic than what you’ll actually be able to see with your naked eye,” Nate advises as he closes the book. “Unfortunately, it will be getting dark, so you’ll have to use your imaginations as well as your binoculars. Anyone want to sit up front with me in the cab? It’s getting chilly. Cora?”


Cora, the oldest birder, walks with a cane but hates to be singled out. “No, no, I’m fine.”


“C’mon now. I don’t want to sit all alone.”


“If you insist.”


The rest of them bundle into the back of the truck, which is outfitted with benches along the sides. It’s probably illegal to transport people this way, but the local cops have worse things to worry about, and Nate largely sticks to the back roads. The wind is cold, so Laura zips up her jacket and wraps her scarf around her neck. Even at the end of April, New England spring is a daytime affair, and winter returns each evening with a vengeance. Nate drives west out of town where a few box stores—Walmart, Stop & Shop, Family Dollar—look less than splendid in their isolation. There isn’t enough economic activity in Stanton for a proper mall. The town hangs by the single thread of the Diamond Tool and Die factory, and the only growth industry is drugs.


Past the stores and the last stoplight, Nate accelerates on the empty road. The wind is fierce now, and Laura pulls her scarf tighter. After a few miles, he turns onto a dirt road and follows it until it comes to Hawkins Meadow, gateway to a wetland ideal for birding. Nate offers his hand as they climb out of the truck.


The group crosses the meadow and then enters a path into the brush. A few mosquitoes buzz around Laura’s head, but it’s too cold for them to bite. The sun has just sunk below the horizon, and pink light suffuses the evening mist. The glow is so thick and rich the figures in front of her seem to encounter resistance as they move through it. That’s what she would capture if she still painted: the resistance, as if some force were pushing them back. It would require the boldness of oil paints, not watercolors.


They reach a clearing where they stand in a semicircle, all except for Cora, who sits in a collapsible chair Nate always carries for her. She once confessed to Laura that she has bad eyes but comes along to hear the bird calls. The ground is damp, and there are a few complaints about cold feet. Jeff’s already bored, so his father, Bill, tries to placate him with the offer of snacks. “We have some time yet,” Nate says preemptively. “I got you out here a little too early. Take a few minutes to wander around—see if you find anything interesting.”


Laura peels off from the group, walking toward a vernal pond where she once collected frog eggs with Donnie. The pond is much smaller than she remembered, maybe because back then, she viewed it through her young son’s eyes. She did that a lot—tried to see the world like a child. She magnified everything. Ponds became lakes, hills grew into mountains. The paintings she produced then were among her best. She used large canvases, loose brushstrokes. Portrait of the artist as a young mother, or the paradoxical freedom of constraint.


The pond is now brown and murky, foul smelling. An empty beer can floats on the muck. “So what have you discovered here?” Nate’s voice startles her. He’s never approached her alone before.


She points at the can. “Tell me, is that a native or alien species?”


He chuckles and then grabs a long stick and prods the can toward shore. He picks it out of the water and, after shaking it dry, sticks it in his jacket pocket. He gives her a mischievous grin as if trying to implicate her in a secret game.


“People will think you snuck off to have a drink,” she says.


“Wish I could have.”


“Does it get tiring taking us on these outings?”


“No, of course not,” he replies almost too quickly. “I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t like it.” He looks hard at her as if trying to bring home the point, and then his face softens into an expression she’s been hoping for. When she smiles back, he touches her arm. “I guess we should be getting back,” he says.


The group’s eyes are on them as they walk back together. Nate’s attention is coveted, she knows. “Any minute now,” he announces, resuming his position in the center of the group.


“It’s so dark, how will we be able to see the bird?” Emily asks.


“Like I said, you’ll have to use both your eyes and your imagination.” He tilts his head and raises a finger. “Hear that?” From about thirty feet away in the brush comes the nasal peent of a woodcock. “It’ll take off soon,” Nate whispers. In the dusky sky, the bird appears as a dark speck, a piece of leaf defying gravity and spinning upward higher and higher. Laura catches it in her vision, then loses it, then catches it again on its descent as it chirps melodically before it plummets to the ground.


A few people complain they couldn’t see or hear it. “Wait a minute and you’ll have another chance,” Nate tells the group. “Now listen. . . .”


What they hear instead is the ring of Laura’s cell, canned salsa music to signal calls from Donnie. How stupid, she thinks—she forgot to mute it, a major strike against her. She walks away from the group, fumbling in her purse until she finds the phone. “What do you want, Donnie?” she asks irritably.


“Mrs. Everett?” a woman says.


“Yes,” she replies cautiously.


“I’m calling from the hospital on your son’s phone. Don’t worry—he’s going to be all right. The doctors are just stitching up a minor wound in his side.”


“What happened?” she asks, barely able to control the shaking in her voice.


“He was stabbed superficially in a fight. The boy he was with is in worse shape.”


“Is it Ricky Gillen?”


“We’re not at liberty to give out his name.”


“Please tell Donnie I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.”


Returning to the group, she lets the birders know her son is in the hospital, and they gather around to comfort her. She’s grateful for their sympathy but surprised by it too—she doesn’t know any of them very well. Nate insists that they leave immediately. On the ride to the elementary school lot, she sits up front with him and Cora. They try to engage her, but by this point she’s feeling stunned and unresponsive. She musters a quick thank-you as she departs the truck for her car.


Adrenaline finally hits as she drives to the hospital. Parked by the emergency entrance is a police car that looks like Uncle Jack’s. Sure enough, he’s waiting in the lobby for her, feeding coins into the soda machine. After a Diet Coke rolls out with a bang, he grabs it and pops the top. The chief wanted to send Tommy, Jack says, but he insisted on coming instead. She thanks him—Tommy is mean, combative, and on the make, the opposite of a good neighborhood cop like Jack. “Donnie’s okay,” he assures her. “Go see him, and then I want to talk to you.”


“Is Ricky okay? It is Ricky, isn’t it?”


He nods jadedly. “Of course it’s Ricky. They transferred him to Worcester by ambulance. He needs some surgery, but he’s not in critical condition.”


She finds Donnie in a cubicle off the emergency room, hooked to an IV and so drowsy from painkillers he’s barely aware of her presence. The young woman doctor on duty pulls down the sheet to show Laura the bandage on his side. “He received several puncture wounds,” she explains, “but fortunately, none of them are very deep. We gave him a tetanus shot and stitched them up, and he’s receiving an intravenous antibiotic now. Our only worry is infection. We’d like to keep him in the hospital overnight, but by tomorrow afternoon he should be ready to go home. At home you’ll need to dress his wounds and make sure he takes his antibiotics. You can do that?” She looks straight at Laura then as if to judge her competence. Laura’s used to that now. People in authority tend to assume you’re a screwup if you have a screwed-up kid.


“Yes, I can do that,” she states with an edge to her voice.


“Good.”


“When can he go back to school?”


“A week of rest should be enough.”


After the doctor leaves, Laura sits for a while with Donnie, stroking his forehead, which is damp but not feverish. How little I get to touch him now, she thinks—it takes something bad like this. In the dimple at the center of his chin is a dark shadow of facial hair. He just turned seventeen, and his face is changing from boy to man. He looks more like his father every day: the same firm jaw, aquiline nose, even the start of a furrow between the brows. His eyes are the hazel color of hers though. “I’m sorry, Mom,” he murmurs, opening them slightly. “I was just trying to help Ricky. Is he dead?”


“No, no.”


“Are you sure?”


“They’ve taken him to Worcester.”


“But maybe they’re lying—they don’t want me to know he’s dead.”


“Jack saw him leave in the ambulance.”


There’s no look of relief on Donnie’s face. She wonders about that afterward, wonders if subconsciously he wishes Ricky had died. Or is it she who wishes that?


She stays with him until he falls back to sleep, and then returns to the lobby. Jack accompanies her to her car, where they sit inside in the streetlight’s sallow glow. “I don’t know how much you know about the fight,” he begins.


“Nothing,” she says, holding her hands on the steering wheel as if she’s driving.


“It’s beyond what we’ve seen before.”


“Because of the knives?”


“We’ve seen knives before.”


“Then what do you mean?”


“We think Ricky’s being recruited by a gang.”


“You’re kidding.”


“Afraid not. Some members of a Boston gang have been checking out Stanton, looking to move some of their operations outside the city to escape the heat. First step is to recruit young kids like Ricky. That’s trouble enough, but there’s a rival gang in Springfield that doesn’t like them intruding on their territory. That’s what the fight was about—who controls the drug corridors up to the New Hampshire and Vermont borders. The battle starts by culling the weak. Ricky would be dead if Donnie hadn’t been there to provide some diversion.”


“What happens now?”


“Maybe make an arrest or two, but only if the Springfield police feel like cooperating. They’ve got bigger fish to fry than a knife fight forty miles away in Stanton.”


“And the gang members here?”


“We’re working on it—that’s all I can say.”


“What should I do about Donnie, Jack?”


“I want to talk to him—I’ll come around to the house tomorrow after he gets out of the hospital.”


“No charges?”


“Not this time. He didn’t do anything except try to protect his friend. That’s not a crime, but he’s marked now on their radar screen. Do you understand that, Laura? We’ve just entered a whole new ball game, and it’s a lot more dangerous. Tell him that for me, will you?” He opens the door to get out but sits for a moment more as if contemplating his exit strategy. Approaching sixty, he’s overweight, short of breath, at risk of heart disease. He grasps the doorframe to pull himself up.


“Thanks, Jack,” she says, wishing she could give him a hug, but in uniform he’s never physically affectionate.


“Thanks for what? For the bad news?”


“For caring about Donnie.”


He leans back into the car. “I promised your dad I’d look after him, but frankly, I don’t know how much more I can do. I’m retiring in six months—I’m a lame duck, Laura. Tommy’s taking over the kid beat.”


On the ride home she turns on the radio but switches it off after only a moment or two. She needs silence. She needs the meadow again, the crazy flight of a besotted bird. Fear will overwhelm her soon, she knows. No matter how high she turns up the heat or piles on the covers, she’ll shiver all night. At least Donnie’s safe for the moment. How safe is she?


Before pulling into the driveway, she checks the street for strange cars. The neighborhood is in the western part of town, a 1960s suburban development with most of the houses set close together. Theirs is the original farmhouse that Mike’s parents made a down payment on as a wedding present. Mike’s been dead for seven years now, but she still thinks of it as theirs together. It’s at the end of the block, where a half acre of lawn and a tall evergreen hedge seclude it from the neighbors. Normally she appreciates the privacy, but not tonight.


She unlocks the front door and disarms the alarm system. It’s relatively new, installed after a rash of break-ins in the area. Loneliness hits her as she enters the empty living room. Donnie’s bedroom is located just off it—he recently colonized the den to put a staircase between him and her. She’s come to depend on his presence there, irritating as it often is. Tonight there’s no light leaking from his room, no blasting music, no aroma of pot smoke. She knows she should call her mom and sister, Nina, in Florida but can’t bring herself to do it—they’ll be too upset to be helpful. Instead she checks her voice mail. Two messages. The first is from Ricky’s older brother, Justin, who just reached the Worcester hospital. His mom wants Laura to know Ricky’s in serious but stable condition after several blood transfusions. They’ll update her tomorrow. The second is from Nate. He asks how Donnie is and tells her to call back if she needs any help.


She forces herself to eat a sandwich, washing it down with a cup of tea. The couch beckons—it would be so easy to collapse there, put her head in her hands, and cry. But what use would that be? Instead she sits down at the desk, where she googles gangs and Massachusetts on the internet. For over two hours she’s rooted there until she can’t keep her eyes open anymore and gives herself permission to go to bed.





DONNIE OPENS HIS EYES. His mom’s gone. She must have left when he fell asleep. Blue lights blink, the IV machine clicks, but they make him feel even more alone. He stretches his left leg just a little bit. The wound is on the right and he doesn’t want to feel it. He wants it to be outside his body, not inside. He never wants to see his own blood again or touch it. Touching it was the worst thing. His shirt was soaked with it.


He wants to forget but can’t. Every time he wakes up, the scene plays in his head like he shot a video of it. Ricky taunts the guy threatening him with a knife. Donnie just wants to run, so he shouts for Ricky to follow. But then Ricky’s down on the ground bleeding and the guy goes to stab him again. Donnie rushes over and lands a punch, but not hard enough. The guy still has the knife in his hand. He slashes at Donnie while the other two punks yell something like “Let’s get the fuck out of here!” After they leave, Donnie crawls over to Ricky and dials 911. And then the screen goes dark. They say he was passed out when the ambulance came.


Let’s get the fuck out of here.


But what if they’re still around? What if they come looking for him? Talk their way into the hospital?


Why did his mom leave? She never gets when he needs her and when he doesn’t. His dad would have known to stay all night.
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THE BUZZER RINGS AT THE Gazette as Laura puts the finishing touches on the layout of the weekly edition. Not expecting any visitors, she doesn’t feel like walking three flights down to unlock the front door. She’s no believer in ghosts, yet the old mill building where she works spooks her with its labyrinth of dark narrow halls and back staircases. Last year she saw a rat in the bathroom.


When the weekly was a proper daily, it had its own small brick building across from the fire station. The sign outside, written in a big, chunky, reassuring cursive, gave it a certain retro charm. She misses it, misses her coworkers too. After the downsizing five years ago, everyone was laid off except for the editor, Frank Amato, and herself. Frank bought the paper for a pittance and stopped working except for soliciting ads from Rotary Club buddies and covering high school sports. With a few stringers and volunteers to help, she acts as chief reporter, designer, and editor while paid the same low salary she made before. And she has no real power either—Frank takes a perverse pleasure in ordering her around, inventing lines he forbids her to cross. She’s sick of it but not sick enough to leave a steady job with benefits.


Maybe that’s him at the door. He always forgets his keys.


The buzzer rings again, followed a few seconds later by the ding of an incoming text on her cell. She hopes it’s not from Donnie—it’s his first day back at school. With relief she sees the message is from Ricky’s brother, Justin: Are you in the office? I see your car.


She hurries downstairs to let him in and gives him a hug in the lobby. Justin’s an ice hockey star, the town’s best in years, and that along with good grades won him a full scholarship to prestigious Williams College a couple of hours west of Stanton. Three years there have smoothed the last of his rough edges, and he could just as well come from a rich Boston suburb rather than an old factory workers’ duplex in Stanton. She notices his preppy outfit of tan suede jacket, button-down shirt, and khakis. “We just brought Ricky home from the hospital,” he tells her. “I’m driving back to college, but I wanted to talk to you first—if that’s okay?”


“Of course it’s okay. Does your mom know you’re here?”


He shakes his head. “I wanted to speak to you alone.”


“All right, we can go upstairs—no one’s there.”


In the office she clears a pile of papers off the couch and gestures for him to sit. Nervously he clasps and unclasps his hands, though his gaze is steady. In high school the right side of his face was slashed by a skate blade and the scar’s still there, though less prominent than before. She’s struck again by the unassuming kindness in his face. It’s as if he expends all his meanness on the ice, slashing at the puck, slamming players into the boards, so that outside the rink he has the liberty to be gentle. “How are you?” she asks.


“Ricky’s much better,” he replies.


“No, how are you?”


He takes a moment to answer, as if it’s a trick question. “Worried,” he says at last. “That’s why I came to see you.”


“I’m worried too.”


“I think Ricky’s getting involved with a gang,” he blurts.


“A cop told me that might be the case.”


“Ricky denies it, and Mom refuses to believe it. What does Donnie say?”


“He says he doesn’t know, which is probably a lie. I can tell he’s scared.”


Justin removes his jacket and drapes it carefully on the arm of the couch. His neck is thicker and his shoulders broader than she remembers. There’s the slightest gleam of sweat on his forehead. “Do you think I should stay in Stanton this summer?” he asks. “The semester ends in a couple of weeks, so I could come home then. But my biology professor wants me to go to Peru with him for the summer. He comes from there and is doing research on traditional medicines in the Andes. Did my mom tell you I switched majors? I got sick of computer science and am doing premed. I want to be a doctor.”


Angie hasn’t said a word about it, but then Laura and she rarely speak anymore. Laura’s called her a couple of times in the last week to ask about Ricky’s recovery, but their conversations have been short, to the point, awkwardly polite. “That’s great, Justin,” she says.


He blushes slightly. “My professor will be upset if I don’t go to Peru. He already bought the plane tickets—we’re supposed to leave right after classes end. But I could stay here to keep an eye on Ricky. Coach would be happy—he wants me to work at his hockey camp, and he’s afraid I’m going to get sick or something in Peru and miss out on the season.”


“Does your mom want you to stay?”


“I don’t know. I didn’t ask her.”


“So you’re asking me?”


“I guess.”


Laura played the mentor role with Justin once before when she encouraged him to accept the Williams offer and play hockey at the Division III level, rather than be a walk-on at Division I UMass. He was intimidated by the prospect of the hard academics and privileged kids at Williams, so she gave him a lot of pep talks about how this was the opportunity of a lifetime. Is Peru such an opportunity? She doesn’t know, but she wants him to get out of Stanton and stay safe, so she advises him to go. The look of relief on his face tells her it’s what he wants to hear. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye out while you’re away,” she reassures him, “and let you know if anything happens.”


“I will worry.”


“Leave that to me and your mom.”


His laugh is bitter. “My mom lives in la-la land when it comes to Ricky. She thinks he was knifed because he beat some kids from Springfield in a pickup basketball game. That’s what he told her, and what he says is always the truth. He’s always the victim, you know. She doesn’t want to see how he’s screwing up. She turns everything around to make Ricky look good.” He pauses for a second. “Did you know he’s been going out for a while with Rebecca Sullivan?”


“Mimi Sullivan’s daughter?” she asks in disbelief. Rebecca’s a beautiful girl, smart too, and belongs to an entirely different social class than Ricky—or Donnie for that matter.


“Yeah. Kids call her ‘Royalty’ behind her back. Mom despises her.”


“Why? You’d think she’d be pleased.”


“She thinks Ricky’s playing the tough guy to impress her.”


“Is that what you think?”


He shakes his head. “You know, my brother started getting into trouble way before Rebecca Sullivan. He’s got a talent for it.”


He leaves a few minutes later, promising to stop by in a couple of weeks when the semester is over. She hopes he’ll go to Peru and resist the impulse to rescue his brother—he’s done enough of that already. She’d like to know what Angie thinks, torn as she probably is between letting Justin leave town and wanting him to stay, but Angie no longer asks for her advice. They carefully measure the words between them like they’re following a recipe for ending a friendship. Less butter, less sugar, less love.


After turning off the computer, Laura packs up her things, planning to get home early to make a nice dinner for Donnie. Maybe he’s ready to turn over a new leaf. Yeah, right, she catches herself, wishful thinking again.


As Laura drives home, a memory comes of her own mom. She’s sitting next to her in church, staring up at a painted crucifix and the blood dripping from Jesus’s wounds. “Why can’t he just get down?” Laura asks. She’s only five or six, not yet schooled in the virtues of suffering.


“Because of the nails,” her mom replies matter-of-factly.


“But if he’s God, why can’t he take out the nails?”


“He’s the son of God, Laura, God made flesh.”


“You mean he’s still alive?”


“He’s watching over us.”


“From the cross?” she asks, horrified that no one has taken him down yet.


“No, no, that’s just a statue. He’s up there”—her mom points toward the ceiling—“in Heaven.” Laura looks up, but all she sees is a dusty light fixture.


From that point on, she began to reject her mom’s Irish Catholicism in favor of her dad’s thinly disguised atheism. When she finally called her mom in Florida last night to tell her about Donnie getting stabbed, “I’ll pray for him” was her response. And then as an afterthought: “I’ll pray for you too, honey.”


At home she makes ravioli and garlic bread, Donnie’s favorite meal, but he doesn’t have much appetite. He’s still weak—his cheeks are colorless, and the dark circles under his eyes suggest he hasn’t slept for days, though that’s all he’s been doing. “How was school?” she asks as he picks at his salad.


“Okay.”


“Kids talk much about the fight?”


He pushes a green pepper slice to the edge of his plate. “Most people don’t even know about it, Mom, and if they did, they wouldn’t care.”


“Why?”


“Because people mind their own business.”


“It wasn’t like that when I went to Stanton High. The place was a rumor mill.”


“Things have changed.”


“Apparently. Got much homework?” He shakes his head. “Don’t you have work to make up?”


“I did it in study hall.”


She knows he’s lying, but doesn’t feel like a fight. She slides the garlic bread toward him. “Here, have another piece.”


He mumbles, “No thanks,” and pushes back his chair, then tells her he’s going over to see Ricky.


“I wish you wouldn’t. . . .”


“Jesus, he just came home from the hospital, Mom.”


“You didn’t let me finish my sentence.”


His chair scrapes the floor as he pushes back farther from the table. “Finish it then.”


“I don’t think you should be seeing so much of Ricky, Donnie. You know what Uncle Jack told you.”


“Uncle Jack doesn’t know shit.”


“Don’t talk about him that way. He’s trying to help, you know.”


“He doesn’t know shit,” Donnie repeats.


“You just don’t want to believe Ricky might be involved with a gang.”


“A few guys come into town and the cops call them a gang. They were just looking to have some fun, start a fight with the local boys.”


“You call that fun? Ricky and you are lucky to be alive.”


Donnie mutters an epithet under his breath, then gets up, grabs a sweatshirt, and heads toward the door. Summoning what little’s left of her parental authority, she tells him she wants him back in an hour.


The first time she tried to separate him from Ricky was the year their grades sank and detentions soared. Angie and she were on the same page—no more movies or sleepovers or trips to the mall. But the more they tried to force the boys apart, the more time they spent communicating on social media. And then came the pandemic lockdown. To avoid being stuck in the house day after day with their sullen and fractious sons, Angie and she formed a pod, and the boys got even closer.


But there’s more to it than that, she reflects now. They’re like brothers or cousins, the ties that bind them are so tight. From time to time those ties may fray around the edges but not enough to snap. Is it because they’re both fatherless? Both different in their own ways? As little boys, their imaginations were so lively and compatible—they loved to build things outside, not just forts but roads and tunnels for their toy trucks and rocky landscapes for their plastic dinosaurs. They took longer than other boys to be seduced by video games, preferring outside in nature to inside in front of a screen. Neither took to team sports. Each of them displayed a stubborn nonconformity she alternately admired and worried about. That same quality is still there, but it was cuter, and much safer, back then.


She starts washing the dishes, squeamish at the sight of the tomato sauce on Donnie’s uneaten ravioli. The smell of garlic, usually welcome, turns her stomach. She thinks of her husband, Mike, and their early negotiations over who was going to do the dishes, take out the trash, change Donnie’s diaper. He had to be talked into things, patiently, logically, but once convinced, he carried through. He was a model husband and dad, but that made it even harder when her love wore thin. She cheated on him once with a graduate student, Peter from Brooklyn, who taught her studio art at UMass. He used to linger by her sketches of nudes, giving too much advice. In the afternoons, while Donnie was still at daycare, he advised her in bed too, instructing her on how to touch him in far too much detail. She ended the affair well before Mike got diagnosed with bone cancer, but she always associated one with the other until a therapist finally convinced her that cheating on your partner doesn’t cause cancer. If it did, the human race would be close to extinction.


But she never got over the guilt, not really. She never had the nerve to tell Mike about Peter, so there was no apology, no forgiveness, no reckoning. Or maybe the guilt was really about something else—her failures as a mom. Parenthood came more easily to Mike. When Donnie was a baby, Mike could make him stop crying when she couldn’t. And his silly rhymes and songs made Donnie giggle. Though she was envious of it, she loved listening to their laughter.


She wishes Mike were here now so she could share her worries about Donnie. He’d take out his guitar afterward and strum a few tunes to calm her down. Then he’d massage her shoulders, and she’d lean into him. Instead she leans against the sink, finally allowing herself a few weary tears.


Later as she waits up for Donnie, she falls asleep watching TV, waking with a jolt when the phone rings. It’s Nate. He asks how Donnie is and then invites her to go kayaking Saturday morning on Lake Amity. Before she can think of a reason not to, she agrees.





DONNIE FINDS RICKY LYING on the couch, wearing pajama bottoms and an old white T-shirt, scrolling through channels on the TV. “Sox aren’t playing tonight,” Ricky says. Donnie nods and then just stands there waiting for a signal, but a signal of what? “My mom’s working the late shift. Bring a joint?” Donnie nods again. “Open the windows. If she smells it, I’ll blame it on you.”


“Thanks a lot,” Donnie replies. After dealing with the windows, he sits down in the armchair next to the couch, lights the joint, and hands it to Ricky, who takes a couple of hits before giving it back to him.


“Better than the painkillers,” Ricky says. “I don’t know why people are into that shit. Makes you feel fucking weird.”


“You feeling any better?”


“I guess so.” Ricky’s eyes settle back on the TV, a Jeep commercial with snow-capped mountains in the distance. He mutes the volume. “How was school?”


“Sucked. Tuna Melt called me into his office.”


“What did he say?”


“Sorry to hear about the fight, welcome back, stay out of trouble. And then he handed me the underachiever bullshit again.” Donnie takes a hit and then stubs out the joint, recalling the guidance counselor’s words: You’re hurting your chances, young man. Mr. Robinson says you have an A on all your math tests, but you don’t do your homework, so he’ll have to give you a C on your report card. Don’t you want to go to college? You’re college material, Donald. What Tuna Melt really wanted to say, Donnie figures, is don’t hang with that stupid fuckup, Ricky.


“See Royalty?”


“In English class.”


“She’s still pissed off at me. Won’t answer my texts.”


Of course she won’t, Donnie thinks. Ricky doesn’t deserve her. He had sex with her a couple of times, then dumped her, and she started cutting herself again. Before the fight, he told Donnie he wanted a girl with bigger tits. No one should treat her that way. With Royalty you take the whole package. Donnie would take her any day, even with tiny tits and sliced-up arms. Even if her crown were busted into a thousand pieces. She deserves red carpet treatment, not getting screwed in the back of a car. His own car as it turns out. Ricky borrowed it without telling him what for. “You want to get back together?” Donnie asks.


“I don’t know. Maybe. Tell her I say hi.”


On the TV, another commercial comes on about pills to make your cock big. Donnie has the opposite problem. Too many hard-ons. He wishes he could laugh about it with Ricky, but his friend’s eyes are closed now, and he’s breathing slowly, falling asleep. There’s so much more Donnie wants to talk to him about. For a start, why they got jumped, why Uncle Jack is talking all this trash about gangs. And he wants to know if Ricky’s as scared as he is. Every time he goes out, he worries he could be jumped again. Sometimes he shakes so hard he makes excuses that he’s cold. But he sweats too. His body temperature’s never right anymore.


He and Ricky never used to keep secrets from each other, but something changed even before the fight, even before Royalty came into the picture. He gets up and gently lays a hand on his friend’s forehead, which is cool to the touch. Ricky opens his eyes for a second and then closes them again. “Bye,” Donnie whispers.


At home before he goes to bed, he works on a poem due tomorrow in English class. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t care whether it was finished or not, but the teacher, Mr. H, likes his poems and encourages him to read them aloud in class. And Royalty praises them. This time the assignment’s hard. Mr. H showed them a picture of a bombed-out building and some bodies trapped in the rubble. “Write something about war,” he said. The dude is obsessed with war, tried to get the army recruiters removed from the cafeteria.


“For or against?” some kid asked.


“Whatever you want,” Mr. H replied. “I won’t judge the poem on your politics.”


No words come to Donnie’s mind. Maybe that’s what he should write about. The silence of it, like snow falling. No ground underneath. Just falling and falling. The same feeling he had after he was stabbed.
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THE TRUCK WINDOWS ARE wide open, letting in the first truly hot air of the season. Last night as the wind shifted to the south, Laura woke up sweating and kicked off her comforter. “Did you pack a bathing suit?” Nate asked when he swung by at ten to pick her up.


“Bathing suit? You must be kidding.”


“It’s almost the middle of May. Time to take the first plunge of the year—why not?”


And so she packs a suit and towel, though it seems ridiculous. Even the shorts she’s wearing seem ridiculous. Her legs are alabaster white. Arms too. Nate’s already tan from working outside, or maybe his skin is just darker than hers. When he lifts her kayak into the truck, she notices the taut muscles in his calves. She’s noticing too much, too fast. Slow down, she warns herself. One warm day, and sex is on her brain. She hasn’t slept with anyone since Martin, and that relationship ended almost two years ago. Who says she’s going to sleep with St. No Fucking Francis of Assisi? But he noticed her too, didn’t he? She made it easy for him, wearing a tight V-neck T-shirt that shows some cleavage.


She gazes out the window as Nate drives north out of town. The blur of red buds in the woods is turning a fuzzy green, and already the maples have sprouted tiny leaves. The time has come to go in search of trillium, her favorite wildflower, before its bloom passes. She likes the elegance of its three distinct maroon petals that turn shyly downward. Sometimes she stoops and bends the flower toward her as if forcing it to show its face.


“I saw two yellow warblers and a scarlet tanager in my yard yesterday.” Nate breaks her reverie. “They’re all coming back.”


“I know,” she responds. “This morning the wrens chattering outside my window woke me up.”


“Better than an alarm clock.”


“Much better.”


They talk birds the rest of the way to Lake Amity, or rather he talks, and she listens. He’s already asked about Donnie, and she’s told him enough but not too much. Even if he likes kids—all the men she’s dated claim to—a troubled teenager is a turnoff. Only Martin gave it a real shot. He tried hard with Donnie, and in the end it was his obsessiveness, not her insolent son, that doomed the relationship.


At the boat launch, Nate helps push her off into the water. She starts to paddle, but the motion feels awkward, and her shoulders strain. The last time she kayaked was when she scattered half her dad’s ashes in the lake. The other half went to Florida with her mom. She’s been wary of going to the lake ever since, worried that grief might overcome her.


Her dad loved Lake Amity. In the summer when her mother went to church, he went fishing, sometimes managing to spring Laura from Sunday school. Her older sister, Nina, refused to come—she was squeamish about worms on hooks and fish eyes. Unlike her, Laura felt an obligation to accompany him. She was the daughter who was supposed to be a son. Her dad never said that, of course, but she sensed it. And over time she came to like those canoe trips, not so much for the fishing but for the long comfortable silences that evolved between them. “Give the fishing rods to Donnie when he’s old enough to want them,” he told her before he died. When will that ever be?


Within a few minutes, Nate’s way ahead of her. Trying to catch up only makes her stroke worse. Less effort is better, she reminds herself. Don’t pull, push. Rhythm is everything. Don’t think about your dad. Or Mike. Or Donnie. Don’t think about anything.


Nate turns to look for her. She waves, and he waits for her to catch up. “Am I going too fast?” he asks as he pulls abreast.


“I’m just out of shape.”


“No problem, I’ll slow down.” He gestures toward the ridge. “Just think, if Mimi Sullivan gets away with it, there’ll be a bunch of ugly condos up there looking down on us.”


Laura’s heard that the developer plans to build a high-end retirement community of a hundred units or more. “Maybe Mimi won’t sell,” she remarks. “You never know with her—she’s complicated. I’m interviewing her next week.”
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