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In the Narrow Pewter Space

Between the gray of consciousness

and the obsidian where dreams

ebb and flow, there is a wishbone

window. And trapped in its glass,

a single silver shard of enlightenment.

It is this mystics search for. The truth

of the Holy Grail. It is this believers

pray for. The spark, alpha and omega.

It is this the gilded claim to hold

in the cups of their hands. But what

of those who plunge into slumber,

who snap from sleep’s embrace?

What of those who measure their

tomorrows with finite numbers, cross

them off their calendars one by

one? Some say death is a doorway,

belief the key. Others claim you only

have to stumble across the threshold

to glimpse a hundred billion universes

in the blink of single silver shard.



Have Faith

That’s what people keep telling me.

Faith that things will get better. Faith

that bad things happen for a reason.

Implicit in that ridiculous statement

is the hand of some extraterrestrial

magician. Some all-powerful creator,

which, if his faithful want to be totally

frank about it, would also make him/her/it

an omnipotent destroyer. Because if

some God carefully sows each seed

of life, he is also flint for the relentless

sun beating down upon his crops until

they wither into dust. Zygotes to ashes

or some other poignant phrase. And why

would any of that make someone feel

better about snuffing out? The end

result is the same. You get a few

years on this sad, devolving planet.

If you’re lucky, you experience love,

someone or two or three to gentle

your time, fill the hollow spaces.

If you’re really fortunate, the good

outweighs the bad. In my eighteen years

all I’ve seen is shit tipping the scales.



Case in Point

I’ve been abruptly summoned to

the front of the classroom at the urgent

request of my English teacher, the oh-so-

disturbed, Savannah-belle-wannabe

Ms. Hannity, emphasis on the Mizz.

She pretends sympathy, for what,

I’ve no clue, and like she gives half

a damn about anything but clinging,

ironfisted, to her job. Mr. Turnahhhh.

Fake “South” taints her voice and

her eyes—no doubt she’d describe

them as “cornflower”—are wide

with mock concern. Would you

please come he-ah for a minute?

I think she thinks she’s whispering,

but twenty-seven pairs of eyes home

in on me. I straight-on laser every one

until they drop like dead fly duos.

“Yes, ma’am?” The feigned respect

isn’t lost on her, and she doesn’t bother

to lower her voice. Mistah Carpentah

wishes a word with you. Please see

him now. And the rest of y’all, get back

to work. This doesn’t concern you.



Why, Then

Did she make it exactly everyone’s

concern? The ends of my fingers tingle

and my jaw keeps working itself

forward. Backward. Forward. I force

it sideways and audibly, painfully, it pops.

For some messed-up reason she smiles

at that. I really want to slap that stinking

grin off her face. But then I’d get expelled,

and that would humiliate my father,

everyone’s favorite science teacher, not to

mention the coach of the best basketball

team this school has seen in a dozen years.

Then Mom would bitch at him for not kicking

my ass and at me for turning him into such a wuss,

until I had no choice but to flee from our miserable

termite-ridden shack. And I’d have to live in

my fume-sucking truck, eating pilfered ramen,

drinking Mosby Creek water until I got the runs

so bad I’d wind up in the ER, hoping Dad

hadn’t had time to dump me from his insurance.

And, despite all that, Mizz nose-up-my-ass

Hannity would still be a rip-roaring bitch.



As I Wind Up

That extended interior monologue,

I notice everyone is once again staring at me,

waiting for some overt exterior reaction.

Expecting, I’m sure, one of my infamous

blowups. More fun to keep ’em guessing.

“Can you tell me why he wants to see me?

Have I done something I’m not aware of?”

I’m pulling off As in every class. Maintaining

the pretense that all is well, despite everything

being completely messed up. It would be nice

to have some idea of what I’m walking into.

But Hannity gives nothing away. Just go.

Don’t flip her off. Don’t flip her off. Don’t . . .

I flip her off mentally, sharp turn on one heel,

head toward the door. Laser. Laser. Laser.

Pairs of dead flies drop as I pass, anger obviously

obvious in the death beam of my eyes. What now?

All I want is to be left alone. All I want

is to cruise in radar-free space. Scratch that.

What I really want is to disappear. Except,

if this in-your-face place is all I’ll ever

get to experience, I’m not quite finished

here. “Live large, go out with a huge bang,”

that’s my motto. Too bad so many minuscule

moments make up the biggest part of every

day. Moments like these. A familiar curtain

of fury threatens to drop and smother me.

I push it away with a smile, hope no one

takes a candid photo right now, because

I’m as certain as I can be that I resemble

some serial killer. Tall. Good-looking.

The boy next door, with near-zero affect.

Totally fine by me. Keep ’em guessing.

I swear, I can hear the collective breath-

holding, all those goddamn flies hovering

silently at my back. I plaster a grin. Spin.

“Boo!” Audible gasps. Yes! Okay, screw it.

I flip off the lot of them, dig down deep

for something resembling courage, and skip

from the room, a not-close-to-good-enough

tribute to my little brother, Luke, deceased

now one hundred sixty-eight days. Exactly.



A Tribute

So why do I stop just beyond

the door, assess the scene . . .

what am I waiting for? A sign?

The hallway is vacant. Silent.

No one to bear witness to . . .

what? Some ill-conceived

testimony? “Fuck you, Luke.”

Another pointless statement,

echoing. Echoing. Echoing

down the corridor. Luke. Luke.

Luke. You selfish little prick.

My eyes burn. No, damn it!

If the vultures see me cry,

they’ll swoop in, try to finish

me off. And I’m just so tired

of fighting, they might actually

manage it this time. Screw that.

They already got my brother.

It will be a cold day in hell

before I give up, give in, allow

them to claim another victory.



I’m Not Quite

To Mr. Carpenter’s office when the bell

rings. Okay, technically it’s a blare, not

a bell. Some new-wave administrator

decided to replace the old buuurrrriing

with a blast of music so we don’t feel

so much like we’re in school, despite

the off-white cement walls and even

offer-white linoleum, lined with

not-quite-khaki lockers. Doors slam

open and out spills noise. Lots of it.

Laughter and curses and screeches

echoing down the corridor. I scan

the crowd, as I always do, hoping

for even just a glimpse of her. There,

on the far side of the counselors’ offices.

She’s hard to miss, my amazing girl—

a whole head taller than her pack

of loser friends, with perfect slender curves

and thick ropes of honey-colored hair.

“Hayden!” I yell, though it’s impossible

to hear in this obnoxious swell. Yet

she turns, and when those suede chocolate

eyes settle on me, her diamond smile lifts

my mood. She gestures for me to come there.

I shake my head, tip it in the direction

of the counseling offices. Even from here,

I can see the way concern crinkles her eyes

at the edges. I shrug a silent, “No worries.”

That’s one thing I love about Hayden—how

we can communicate without words. It’s not

the only thing I love about her, or even close

to the most important. But it’s really special,

sort of like Heath bar sprinkles over the vanilla

cream cheese frosting on top of the very rich

red velvet cupcake. Ultra extra deliciousness.

Sometimes it’s hard to believe she’s mine.

But knowing that—trusting it—helps

me tilt my chin upward, straighten

my shoulders, and put one foot in front

of the other, toward Mr. Carpenter’s lair.



As Is Usual

Whenever you’re called, posthaste,

to the counselor’s office, it becomes

a game of Hurry Up and Wait. I sit

on a hard plastic chair, pretty much

the color of a rotting pumpkin, just

outside the inner sanctum. Not a whole

lot to do but try and discern words

in the muffled exchange behind

the closed fiberglass door. This

school is barely ten years old and

the builders had some new tricks

up their sleeves—things that might

thwart punches, kicks, and other

assaults that damage painted wood.

Eventually, the door clicks open,

and Alexa Clarke emerges, thin

tracks of mascara trailing down her

cheeks. Guess it didn’t go so well.

Hayden and Alexa used to be best

friends, until Alexa veered off

the straight and narrow, or whatever.

Personally, I have no problem with

detours. “Hey, Lex.” I grin. “Thanks

for warming Carpenter up for me.”



The Defiance

So obvious only seconds ago melts

from her eyes, and she manages a smile.

Warm. Yeah, right. But it’s all good.

He’s only on you ’cause he cares.

“I’ll remember that.” I’ve barely spit

the words from my mouth when

Mr. Carpenter’s hulking form appears

in the doorway. Come on in, Mr. Turner.

“So formal? I thought we were on

a first-name basis.” I pretend hurt,

and he pretends to be hard of hearing.

Please go on back to class, Miss Clarke.

Alexa and I do a mutual eye roll

thing and as she leaves I call, “Always

important to understand motives.

Thanks for letting me know he cares.”

Without turning around, she flips a hand

up over her shoulder. To slaughter I will go.



Hi-Ho-the-Merry-O

That’s what I’m humming as I take

the seat on the far side of Carpenter’s

desk. He looks at me like I’ve lost

my mind, or lost it even worse than

he figured I’d lost it, or whatever.

I could ask what’s up, I guess. But this

is his party. It’s up to him to kick it off.

I suppose you’re wondering why

you’re here. He looks at me like

I really should know. But I seriously

don’t. “Uh, yeah. I mean, I hear I have

a twin, and people see him smoking

sometimes. Personally, cancer scares

the crap out of me, and—”

His head rocks side to side. Don’t mess

with me, Mr. Turner. This isn’t funny.

Damn. He really looks concerned.

“Mr. Carpenter, my grades are jake,

I’m not abusing drugs, I don’t beat

my girlfriend. I have absolutely no

idea why I’m here. Please enlighten me.”



The Weight of His Sigh

Could crush an elephant.

I mean, really, what could

I have done to rate that?

He moves a folder from atop

a stack of papers, pushes a thin

sheaf across his desk. Oh. Duh.

Ms. Hannity thought maybe this

was worthy of some discussion.

It’s my senior essay: Take

Your God and Shove It.

I thought the title was a nice

play on words. “I’m sorry, but

what, exactly, is the problem?

Looks like she gave me an A.”

It’s not the grade, obviously. But

the content raises a red flag or two.

My first reaction is a wholly

inappropriate snort, courtesy

of the picture that popped up

in my head—paragraph two,

page four, hit the last word and

“Taps” plays as a scarlet banner

lifts off the page. But as that vision

fades, and I consider why I wrote

what I did, every crumb of humor

disappears, smashed into powder

by a huge fist of anger. Adrenaline

thumps in the veins at my temples.

I summon every ounce of will.

Detonating will accomplish

exactly nothing. “I’m afraid

you’ll have to be a little more

specific, Mr. [Carpentah] uh,

Carpenter. What worries you?”

He clears his throat. Let’s start

with your thesis statement. . . .



Which Would Be


There is no God, no benevolent ruler of the earth, no omnipotent Grand Poobah of countless universes. Because if there was, there would be no warring or genocide in his name; those created “in his image” would be born enlightened, no genuflecting or tithing required; and my little brother would still be fishing or playing basketball instead of fertilizing cemetery vegetation. And since there is no God, this nonentity has no place in government or education and certainly not in constitutional law. The separation of church and state must remain sacrosanct.



No bonus points for using the word

sacrosanct? “I’m sorry, but was I not

clear enough? Or was it the ‘Grand Poobah’

thing? Because if that’s offensive,

I don’t mind changing it. Although—”

That’s enough. You know, Matthew,

some people might find your biting

sarcasm humorous. But I have to

wonder what lies beneath it. Tell me.

Just what are you trying to hide?



Fucking Great

The last thing I need is more therapy

courtesy of some armchair shrink.

“Surely the school district isn’t paying

you to attempt psychoanalysis?”

I summon my best pretend smile.

His shoulders stiffen like drying

concrete. Ahem. See . . . uh . . .

Ms. Hannity thinks I should

mention our concerns to your par—

“You mean Mizzzzz Hannity, right?”

I interrupt. A change of subject

matter is probably wise. “You know,

if you’ve got nothing more important

to worry about than my essay,

maybe you don’t have enough to do.

So, here’s what I think. You should

petition the Lane County School

District to verify the authenticity

of Ms. Hannity’s birth certificate.”

Consternated. That’s the only way

to describe the look on his face.

Wha—wha—what do you mean?

“Well, it’s obviously fictitious,

don’t you think? Jeez, man, my brother

talked me into watching Gone

with the Wind once and Mizz Hannity

is sooooo not Scarlett O’Hara.”

His jaw literally drops, exposing

a mouth full of fillings. Old silver

mercury-laden ones. When I stare,

he snaps his mouth closed. Shut up.

I mean it. This is really not funny.

“Okay. Look, I’m sorry. Didn’t

mean to offend you, let alone

question the veracity of Ms. Hannity’s

Southernness. I just think this is all

much ado about nothing, to quote

the Bard. An essay should express

an opinion, correct? My opinion is that

it’s inappropriate to allow religion—any

religion—to influence the laws that

govern this country. That’s a valid

viewpoint, right? And even if it’s not

somehow, it’s mine, and I’m allowed

to hold it, not to mention argue it.”



He Tries Another Tack

I watch as his whole demeanor softens,

like gelatin on a hot plate. Matthew,

the truth is, I’m worried about you.

I’m not sure you’ve really processed

Luke’s death. It’s been almost six months.

Don’t you think it’s time to move on?

That fist of pissed again, only this time

it smashes me square in the face.

“Dude, I have fucking moved on.

I don’t call him to dinner anymore.

I don’t think I hear him coming in

the back door. I hardly ever dream

about how he looked when . . .

when I found him. But if you mean

I should accept what happened,

you’re out of your mind!” Winded,

I catch a breath, realize I’ve been

yelling, lower my voice. “I never will.”

Mr. Carpenter studies my face, and

what he finds there—truth, that’s all

he can possibly see—seems to make

him sad. I’m sorry you feel that way,

Matthew. But what happened to Luke

wasn’t God’s fault. Why blame him?



For a Counselor

This guy is awfully dense. “I’m not sure

how you draw the conclusion that I blame

God when I clearly state I’m one hundred

percent certain no such creature exists.”

I don’t understand. His eyes hold

genuine confusion. Maybe even shock.

“I’m an atheist. You know, a nonbeliever.

Considering Lane County demographics,

you must have run into another one before.

I can’t be the only sane person in this school.”

He yanks himself together. That may

be. But the others don’t brag about it.

Blah, blah, blah. The game grows old.

“All I did was state my opinion. Do you

actually see that as bragging? Because

seriously, Mr. Carpenter, I don’t.”

But there’s more. He loses steam.

It’s . . . it’s the tone of your writing.

The tone? Angry? Yeah, but more.

Bitter? Closer, but not quite. Acerbic?

Almost. Caustic. That’s it. Still.

“Everything’s fine. Totally fine.”



It’s a Total Lie

Not sure there’s been a single day of my life

when everything was totally fine. And now?

The best I can say is once in a while I’m not

somersaulting in chaos. I sink into my well-

practiced bullshit-the-shrink tone of voice.

“Look, Mr. Carpenter. It has been a rough

few months. Losing Luke did throw me

off balance for a while, but day by day

it gets a little better. I appreciate your concern.

Ms. Hannity’s, too, and I understand where

it comes from. The truth is, you’re right.

I will never forgive the people who are

ultimately responsible for Luke’s demise.

But I don’t really see why I have to.”

Maintaining your sanity? He gives a tiny

smile. Anyway, be very careful of the blame

game. It can get you into all kinds of trouble.

And it’s always possible that you’re wrong.



Doesn’t Matter

If I’m wrong or right (not that I’m wrong).

All I want is out of here, so I agree, keeping

a perfectly straight face. “I know. And thanks.”

Unbelievably, he lets me leave without another

comment, not even another warning to play a less

provocative game. He’s not stupid, and neither

am I. We both understand what’s at stake,

and it’s more than my sanity. It’s my freedom.

Lockup’s the only thing that frightens me.

The one insistent whisper of fear has kept

my temper mostly in check these past few months.

More than once, I thought about taking a dead-

of-night slow cruise through certain neighborhoods,

drawing a long bead on designated silhouettes

shadowing their bedroom windows. One squeeze

of my Glock’s trigger, and BLAM! Eye-for-an-eye justice,

just like their Good Book calls for. But then that

niggling little voice would ask me to consider life

walled in by concrete and metal bars. That would

do me in, and I’m not quite ready to check on out

of here yet. I’ve got some living to do. Hard living.



First Things First

And right now, top of the list is simply to make

it through this day, which bumps right up against

a nice extended weekend. Time off the rat race

to celebrate the life—and death, I suppose—

of a charismatic black leader. Carpenter gives

me a pass back to class, but I’m not in a huge

hurry to use it. I only took physics for Dad.

I suppose some of it is fascinating enough,

but what would I ever use string theory for?

I time it so I’m mostly in my chair when

the lunch bell rings. Perfect. It’s a dreary,

soggy day, de rigueur for the Willamette

Valley in January. Sometimes I bring lunch

and eat outside. But not in winter. Juniors

and seniors are allowed to leave at lunch,

and I usually jet as soon as I can round up

Hayden. But today I can’t seem to locate her.

She’s not at her locker. Not exiting the gym,

hair wet from a post-PE shower. I try attendance

office, just in case. She’s not here, but a flyer

in the window reminds me where she must be

right now. YOUTH MINISTRY MEETING,

11:55 A.M. FRIDAY IN THE LIBRARY.



Guess I’m Eating Solo

Angers shimmers

red hot

white hot

silvery hot.

Not because

I can’t stand

eating alone

thinking alone

immersing myself in alone.

But because

she knows I hate

her church

her youth group

her condescension

when she goes

all fucking missionary

on me. Not talking nouns,

talking adjectives

moralistic

preachy-whiny

holier-than-thou.



Okay, I Know

That’s not exactly fair.

That she’s truly worried

for my immortal soul.

That, in itself, is rather

endearing. And so is

the fact that she loves

me at all. Little enough

of that in my life. So if

she wants to believe

the source of our love

(and, indeed, all love)

is some all-powerful

wizard with wings or

whatever, hey, what’s

the point of arguing?

As long as she lets me

sleep in late on Sundays

while she wastes time

in church. As long as

she lets me kiss her how

I like, warm and steaming

and barely breathing and . . .



A Sudden Uncomfortable Tug

Just south of my belt buckle reminds

me that a locker-heavy hallway is so not

the place to think about such things.

Glad I wore Jockeys today. Still, I feel

like everyone is staring at my groinage.

I glance up at the clock on the wall. Damn

it. Lunch is half over. If I leave now, I’ll be

late to American Culture, a class I actually like.

Skip lunch? My gut growls in answer.

The deli cart beckons, and I’m halfway

there when someone taps my shoulder.

Okay, more like semi-punches it. I spin,

ready to defend myself if I must. But it’s

just Marshall. “What the fuck, dude?”

His goofy smile reveals way too many

teeth in need of straightening. Hey, man.

Don’t get all defensive. Just wondered

if you’re going to Freak’s party. My car died.

“Again? Jesus, why don’t you bury

the goddamn thing already?” He winces

slightly. “What? Did I offend you

somehow? You don’t think that car

should be junked?” He just shrugs and

now the clock says I’ve got less than ten

minutes until the bell. They’re probably

packing up the cart, but I start walking

that way. Maybe I’ll get lucky. “Come

on. I need food. Anyway, let me talk

to Hayden about the party. I planned on

going, but I should probably check in

with her before I agree to play chauffeur.

I’ll text you.” He makes a one-eighty,

heads the other way, and I’m pretty

sure I hear him mutter, Pussywhipped.

A soft haze of anger lifts, mushrooms

when I reach the empty deli cart. Shit!



Great

All I can think about now is how hollow

my belly feels. In Culture, Mr. Wells

gives a great lecture about how modern

American eras can be defined by their music.

Normally, I’d be totally engaged. Instead

I keep thinking about foods that start with

p. Why p? I seriously have no idea.

Pastrami.

Pancakes.

Plums.

Pinto beans.

Pretzels

Provolone.

Prosciutto.

And a slight variation—Pesto on sPaghetti.

Great. Now I’ve got that going on.

sPinach.

sPam.

sPaetzle.

sPring rolls.

sProuts.

sPumoni.

sPumante.

Yeah, I realize spumante isn’t a food,

but it seemed like a reasonable segue.

It’s how my brain works when I go obsessive

and, yes, I understand that’s exactly what it is.

If I let myself wander into compulsiveness,

too, I’ll have to go back and alphabetize.

Hmmm. No, better not. Mr. Wells

is already giving me a quizzical look.

Quizzical. Cool word. I like q words.

Quiche.

Quinoa.

Quince.

eQuus.

Okay, I wouldn’t actually eat horse,

but a giant cheeseburger would sure

go down well right now. . . .

Matt? Am I boring you or what?

I spent a lot of time preparing this talk,

and I thought it was pretty good.



The Tips of My Ears

Feel like someone just blowtorched

them. “Sorry, Mr. Wells. My mind

must be somewhere else right now.”

Obviously. Do you think you can return

it to this location, at least until the bell

rings? He’s smiling, anyway. Good thing

he and I have a decent teacher-student

relationship. “I’ll do my best.” I do, and

actually get caught up in the whole

Vietnam/Bob Dylan/Buffalo Springfield

thing. Not to mention Richard Nixon

and J. Edgar Hoover vs. John Lennon.

Damn. If I had any ambition, I think

I’d try to be a cult hero. Are there college

courses for that? Can you get a degree

in cult heroship? Never mind. Pretty

sure that wouldn’t satisfy my parents.

Not that what I’m planning to do after

graduation will. Oh my God. There goes

my brain again, wandering elsewhere.

I think I’ve got a serious case of ADHD.



Toward the End

Of class we have (by design, I’m sure)

circled back to the late 1960s and MLK

Jr. Beyond Vietnam protests, the civil

rights movement was also making

headlines. Snickers in the back of the room

underline the fact that not everyone here

is what you might call enlightened.

So what kind of music defines that?

sneers ever-the-dick Doug Wendt.

Hip-hop? Rap? Gospel? Or maybe

back then it was spirituals?

Mr. Wells quiets the ludicrous back-row

giggling with a single look. In a way, yes.

Spirituals informed the music that would

come to be called “the blues.” Sort of like

how Moses’s exodus story informed MLK’s

“Promised Land” speech. He’d figuratively

climbed to the mountaintop, viewed the place

where his people belonged, and believed

God wanted them to get there. . . .

“Yeah. And how did that work out

for him?” The question slips past my lips

without my even thinking about it.



And So Does

Mr. Wells’s answer. He knew he wouldn’t

reach it, Matt. He knew with absolute certainty

that his death was more than possible. It was

probable. But he didn’t back down, didn’t

back away from his plea for nonviolent

protest. Without his unshakable faith in God,

and the creator’s determination that all men

truly are created equal, Dr. King might very

well have retreated to the safety of his pulpit.

“And he’d probably be alive today,

sitting in a rocking chair somewhere,

enjoying his grandchildren. If there really

was a God, one who wanted Martin Luther

King Jr. to lead his people toward equal

rights, why would that God allow him to die

before the task was accomplished? It makes

no sense. His people continued to suffer,

and he was just dead. Martyrdom is stupid.”

That came out stronger than I meant

it to, but I’m not going to take it back.

Wells frowns. I’m sorry you feel that

way, and I’m pretty sure most of Dr. King’s

followers would disagree with you. His voice

gave them strength and shone a spotlight

on their cause, one the world couldn’t ignore.



Sheep

I make the mistake

of saying it out loud.

“Sheep.” And, of course,

that jerkwad Wendt has

to expound, Yeah. Black

sheep. And the room erupts.

Idiot.

Right on.

Dick.

Shut up.

Word.

Oh my God.

Until, finally, Mr. Wells

yells, Enough! Settle down.

Look, we’re about finished

here. Enjoy your weekend.

As everyone gathers their

stuff, he adds, Hey, Matt.

Can I see you for a minute?

Shit. Shit. Shit. What now?



I’d Try the Ol’

“I’ll be late to my next class” excuse,

except for a couple of things. One,

the bell didn’t even ring yet, and two,

I’ve got a study hall prior to Wood Shop.

In a way, I’m surprised they let me

around saws. “What is it, Mr. Wells?”

I saw your God essay. . . .

Jesus. Teachers actually share these

things? “My English essay? Really?”

Come on, Matt. We both know there

were some, uh, concerns. But I wanted

you to know that while I don’t agree

with everything you wrote, your thoughts

on religion are remarkable. I’m impressed.

I have to smile. “Glad someone’s

impressed. Thanks, Mr. Wells.”

You might consider taking comparative

religion in college. I think you’d find

it fascinating, especially since you already

have an obvious interest in the subject.



Maintain, Matt, Maintain

I try, really I do, but a big burst of laughter

kind of explodes from my mouth. “Interest?

Not really. Dearth of interest is more accurate.

Anyway, I’m not exactly sure I’m going to

college.” Damn. That slipped out, too. He

and Dad are friends, and I haven’t confessed

my lack of ambition to my parents yet.

His grin dissolves. Wow. That surprises

me, and it would be a spectacularly amazing

waste of talent, in my opinion. You’re one of

the brightest young men I know. I hope

you reconsider. You’ve got a lot to offer.

Backpaddle. Quick! “I haven’t decided

for sure yet. I mean, I’m already accepted

at UOregon.” I never considered anywhere

else, and only applied there because Dad

insisted. Mom figures I’m a lost cause,

anyway. If she even remembers I’m alive.

“Well, thanks for your concern, and I’ll

definitely think about that religion class.”

He looks downright sad, like he knows

I’m flat BSing him. I hope you do, Matt.

One thing I hate is watching a special kid

fall through the cracks. Have a great weekend.



Dismissed

Booyah! I can finally get something to eat.

But not before I track down Hayden. The halls

are jammed, everyone buzzing about the long

weekend ahead. I thread through the throng,

heading for my locker. There. There’s my girl,

waiting for me. Only thing is, she’s not alone.

Standing beside her is Jocelyn Stanton. One look

at her and irritation shimmers, but before it can

fan into anger, Hayden flashes perfect

pearl-white teeth and I kind of melt. I reach

for her, and she slips into my arms like

satin. Hi, baby. Her soft, full lips seek

mine, and this kiss, like every kiss, is all

I could ever ask for. Well, maybe not all,

but it’s more than enough for right now.

We unlock our mouths, but I keep her close,

inhaling the orange-ginger scent of her hair.

“Missed you at lunch.” I think a second, add,

“Actually, I missed lunch, too. But I missed

you more.” Behind us, Jocelyn tsks impatience,

lifting a froth of annoyance. “What’s her problem?”

Before she says a word, I know I’ll hate her answer.







Didn’t Realize

I had ESP, but apparently I’ve acquired

it somewhere along the way. Hayden

gives me a quick kiss to mute the blow.

She has to drive her little brother home.

My turn for impatience. “And . . . just

what does that have to do with you?”

I’m going, too. After we drop him off,

we’re going to change before the game.

“You mean the basketball game?

I didn’t know we’d decided to go.”

I especially didn’t know we’d decided

to go as a threesome, but I don’t say so.

Well, I, uh . . . kind of figured I’d go,

with or without you. It’s a big game—

“I know, Hayden, I mean, my dad being

the coach and all. But Freak’s having a party

and I thought that would be a lot more fun.

I tried to find you at lunch to discuss it, but . . .”

The unfinished sentence dissolves in silence,

the accusation watery but easy enough

to discern. I told you about the meeting,

Matthew. Not my fault you didn’t remember.

The shrew in her voice is a reaction to hurt,

of course. But I’m hurt, too. And more than

a little pissed off. “Don’t call me Matthew.”

Only Mom and my teachers do. “You’re right.

I did forget, and I’m sorry. But why would you

make plans with Jocelyn without asking me

first? I wouldn’t do that to you!” Petulant,

that’s how I sound, like a pissed little boy.

Come on, Matt. Placating, that’s how she sounds.

What’s one night? We have three whole days

to spend together. Anyway, you’re welcome

to come. Your dad would like you to be there.

Right. Like he’d even notice. “Never mind.

You go to the game with your girlfriend.”



If I Wanted

To be really nasty, I could add,

“And I’ll go to the party with mine.”

But that would be such an incredible

lie she’d no doubt laugh at me.

She knows I’d never mess up

what we have, even if I do feel

coldcocked by her indifference

to my distress. I tuck my tail,

mostly wishing I had the cojones

to snarl instead. “If you change

your mind, call. If not, guess

I’ve got a date with Marshall.”

Behind Hayden, Jocelyn taps

idiotically long fingernails against

too-plump thighs, and her eyes roll

toward the ceiling. All things

considered, I have a hard time

understanding why Hayden

and she are still friends, and

if I wasn’t mostly a gentleman,

I’d be tempted to shake her. If

I thought it would do any good,

I might resort to a small shoulder

jab, but pretty sure that would

only make Hayden dig in deeper.

I give my girl one last pleading

glance, start to walk away. But

I change my mind, mostly to

impress Jocelyn (in a negative

way). I reach for Hayden, pull

her into my arms, kiss her with

every ounce of love I hold inside.

At first, she is stiff, aware we have

an audience, but she softens quickly,

slipping the tip of her spearmint

tongue between my lips. My own

tongue lifts in eager greeting.

And now the two dance like

a snake charmer and cobra—

a quick, sinuous pirhouetting.

My heart drums, staccato, and

I can feel hers stutter against

my chest. With my eyes closed,

I could get carried away, but I

keep them open, watching

Jocelyn tsk and mutter beneath

her breath, totally tweaked at

this waste of her time and,

I suspect, not a little jealous.



Now Come Catcalls

From random guys walking by,

so reluctantly I pull away. Hayden

smiles and I kiss my way up her neck

to whisper in her ear, “You’re pretty

hot for a Christian girl. Sure you won’t

come to the party? We could do something

biblical. Build an ark, or sacrifice a lamb.”

She wants to be offended, but can’t quite

bring herself to, and laughs instead.

You are completely incorrigible, you know

that? Not to mention sacrilegious and

most likely damned. I will pray for you,

and if God doesn’t strike you down between

now and then, I’ll call you tomorrow morning.

Great sense of humor for a Christian

girl. While she’s still laughing, I go

ahead and risk ruining her lighthearted

mood by asking Jocelyn, “How’s that

prick brother of yours? I hear his stats

aren’t exactly overwhelming. Tell him

I said to break a leg. Literally.”



Both Girls Sputter

And that’s fine with me. Hayden

needs to realize that her friendship

with Jocelyn makes me crazy, and

the idea of her driving anywhere

with that bitch’s brother just about

puts me over the edge. “Enjoy the game.”

I watch them walk stiffly to Jocelyn’s

way-too-sensible Prius. Not so sensibly,

they stand in the drizzle, waiting for

Cal Stanton, who occupies the top spot

on my “People Who Should Just Go

Ahead and Die Now” list. Not that

I’d dare admit I keep such a roster

in my head. If my therapist discovered

all those sessions we’ve shared haven’t

netted much in the way of my forgiving

the people on my hypothetical hit list,

she’d be downright concerned.



But My Lips Are Sealed

I make a dash through the rain

to my unsensible, but completely amazing

2013 Ford F-150, “Blue Flame” over gray.

It was an eighteenth-birthday gift

from my grandparents. The Portland

techies, not the Creswell Baptists.

Unfortunately, it’s the latter who live

closest to us, where they can keep

an eye on their daughter—my mother,

and their biggest disappointment. Well,

except for Luke. But the Portlanders,

hey, turns out they’re pretty cool.

(Hard to believe, considering they gave

birth to my dad.) I thought so even

before they gifted me with an awesome

ride “to celebrate my arriving.”

I wasn’t exactly sure where I’d arrived.

All I knew was from that day on, I was

going to arrive everywhere in style.



Best of All

This baby is loaded.

5.0 liter engine.

Supercab design.

4 x 4 drivetrain.

Satellite radio.

Bluetooth built into

the steering wheel for

hands-free calls while

I drive. I use it now

to let Marshall know

I’ll pick him up around

nine. Freak’s parties tend

to go really late. Get there

too early, and you risk

a DUI on the way home

or one hella hangover

the next day. Too bad

drinking comes with

so damn many intrinsic

reasons not to do it.



Hasn’t Stopped Me Yet

And it won’t stop me tonight, especially

without Hayden’s disapproving looks

to slow me down. But I’ll definitely

keep in mind I want to spend time

with her tomorrow, hangover-free.

At least I don’t have to shower now.

Who cares what I’ll smell like?

As I turn onto our street, I can see down

the block to our driveway, where Dad’s

car is parked. Odd. Why would he be here

now, with the JV game only a couple of

hours away? Usually he just stays at school.

Maybe he forgot something this morning.

I park in my usual spot against the curb.

Rain drizzles down the windshield, and

I watch it for a few minutes before going

inside. Rarely does the Turner family deviate

from the norm, and some small whisper

of foreboding stirs. But no, that’s stupid.

If someone had died, I would’ve gotten

a call. The thing about technology is,

surprises of a major sort are few and far

between. I stow the unease, go inside.



Where It Becomes Clear

In a half breath that I was correct in

my assumption that something is skewed

toward “holy crap.” I can hear Mom and

Dad talking in the kitchen. Talking. They

never do that. And it’s me they’re discussing.

Mom: What are you going to do about him?

Dad: What am I going to do? This is a joint

problem, Pam. Joint, meaning the two

of us, not that there’s much “us” left.

Ah, shit. What did I do now? Or, more

accurately, what did I do that they found

out about? Not to mention, care about.

I consider a quick exit, but whatever this

is won’t disappear in the next few hours.

Especially not if Dad loses one of the “big

games” tonight—basketball or blame.

Anyway, what’s the worst they can try

to do to me? Ground me? Right. It’s party

night, and I won’t be denied. So I’ll go

kiss a little ass, whatever their problem

might be. I whistle as I sashay toward

the nonproblem and its nonconsequence.



They’re at the Table

Backs to the door. When they hear me

coming, they spread a little before turning

in my direction, and I can see a small stack

of paper on the weathered wood. “What’s up?”

Dad’s face colors pink, as if I’ve busted

him doing something wrong. What’s up

with you, Matt? I think that’s the question.

“You’ll have to be a little more specific,

Dad, I . . .” He picks up the sheaf with two

fingers, gingerly, as if it might be hot. “Oh.”

It’s a photocopy of my essay, at least that’s

what the top page looks like. “Don’t tell

me. Mr. Carpenter and Ms. Hannity think

I’m considering mayhem and thought you

should know before I went off. Right?”

Something like that. He drops the papers

back on the table, then pierces my eyes

with his stare. Are you considering mayhem?

I glance at a couple of pages, remembering

what I’d written on them. “It’s just a freaking

essay. Not a manifesto for murder. Jeez, Dad—”

Shut up! screeches Mom. Don’t take

the Lord’s name in vain on top of the rest.

What is wrong with you, Matthew?

“Uh, Mom? ‘Jeez’ isn’t short for Jesus.

It’s really a rather innocuous expression,

in fact. Don’t worry. God isn’t offended.”

I could say more. I could remind her that

she never said one word about God or church

or faith or religion to me until the day Luke died.

That her overbearing Baptist upbringing backfired

and, according to stories I’ve heard Dad tell

after a few too many, she was about as far

from a pure, little Christian girl as they came

when she was my age. I could insist that makes

her the worst kind of hypocrite—the kind

who takes, uses, and abuses until life bites her

in the ass. Then, rather than try to fix the damage

she’s caused, she dumps it all into God’s lap,

begging him for forgiveness. I could go

even further and ask her to please explain

what’s the point of deity worship, anyway?

No matter how low she genuflects or how

high she lifts all those prayers, she faces

an arduous climb up Misery Mountain.

Maybe, just maybe, if she could reach

the top she’d find the tiniest glimpse

of happiness, somewhere in the far
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