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For Chip,

Who did not make it out











 


Today’s teenager is tomorrow’s potential regular
customer, and the overwhelming majority of smokers first begin to
smoke while still in their teens. . . The smoking
patterns of teenagers are particularly important to Philip
Morris.

—Philip Morris internal document

I’m not supposed to be like this.

—“The Wrong Child,” R.E.M.
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Pop

He felt something give. He
remembered that.

Also the white hot sting of bone breaking, and the
explosion of metal-flake stars that filled his head for that moment
or two before he lost consciousness.

And then he remembered Todd Noland standing over
him, desperately, eagerly wanting to know if he was all right. Todd
Noland, who had always just been there, had always just wanted to
know that things were going okay for him. Kind of like his mom or
something.

He had hurt Todd Noland in the past, hurt him
bitterly. Todd had naïvely attempted to bridge the chasm that
precluded them from being friends, and stirred up the usual hateful
sense of fun in his gang. The razor wire that separated high school
cliques had been strung for a reason, and anyone who thought he
could just stroll across the divide was begging to get his ass
kicked.

Todd didn’t fit, and there was just no way—with so
much at stake, with so much going right—he could allow Todd’s
gangly attempts at friendship to rattle things up. Todd had to be
sent back to where he belonged, as harshly as possible.

He owed the guys that much.

Still, he remembered Todd standing over him,
relieved to see him hovering there with the towel and the ice and
the oddly mature look of comfort that calmed him down when he was
really, really scared.

He noted that. And then he passed out again.

He was Joel Kasten, lying there on the ground.

He was a high school junior.

He was seventeen years old.
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The break was in his lower left jaw, the high
fastball hurled by Hawthorne East’s pitcher having smashed the side
of his face with the force of a bat being swung for the fences.

Opposing pitchers had been coming in tight on Joel
throughout the season, instructed by their coaches to crowd
Dickinson’s star batter by any means possible to keep him from
making contact with the ball. Any team that hoped to have a chance
in the post-season had to find a way to shut Joel Kasten down.

Joel was a pure power hitter, the sweetest swinging
batsman any of the locals would ever see outside a Major League
ballpark. Locking onto the ball with the unerring efficiency of the
military’s most advanced radar tracking system, Joel could—within
the 46 feet between mound and plate, within the blink of an eye it
took for the ball to find safe passage through the strike zone—make
all calculations necessary to determine whether to swing or lay
off.

And if the instinct said go, the boy swung. In ten
years of playing ball, going all the way back to rookie league,
Joel Kasten had almost never gone down looking. Better to commit
and swing, take the third strike and cede this encounter to the
pitcher, than to just stand there and do nothing. Like a
dick.

As the season wore on, there looked to be no
stopping Dickinson. That year’s team was blessed with great
pitching and better than adequate fielding, but more than anything
it had Joel. Even beyond his bat and his effortless prowess at
third, Joel brought to the team and its fans a genuine star-like
quality, that intangible aura of a winner, whose raw, gangly
handsomeness and scruffy humility came to personify the team
itself.

The team fed off Joel, the fans fed off the team,
and as the Dickinson Eagles took the field against the East
Hawthorne Vikings for the final, tie-breaking game of the Illinois
state finals, there appeared little doubt that Monday morning would
find the state trophy displayed proudly in Dickinson’s well-stocked
trophy case. Joel’s hometown of Berline, a Chicago suburb with
about 45,000 residents, expected no less.

So what else to do but take Joel Kasten’s head off?
Or at least that was the rumor, from the instant that Joel’s jaw
exploded and his skull snapped back and his body hit the ground in
a cloud of dirt and chalk.

Many wondered why Kyle Hoffstetler was brought in in
the eighth inning when starting pitcher Bobby Lerner had a
one-hitter going, his only slip-up a Joel Kasten homer in the
third, which accounted for all the scoring on either side. Many
wondered, for that matter, why Hoffstetler was still on the team at
all, having been arrested the weekend before for what his lawyer
was calling a consensual sex act and the girl was calling gang
rape.

Whatever: it worked. With Joel out of the game, the
Vikings were able to mount a limp ninth inning rally against a
deflated and troubled Eagles squad. As the victors leapt upon Kyle
Hoffstetler in a great homoerotic pile on the pitcher’s mound, his
parents and his lawyer pushing in to offer their admiration and
affection, Joel was being admitted to the emergency room at St.
Hobart’s. He wouldn’t regain consciousness until just before noon
the next day.











 


Too Many Veronicas

Frank Kolak’s fist hovered
over the stapler, the fleshy part of his other hand having assumed
the position. He shouldn’t have to do this. He had strong
suspicions there was something seriously wrong with this
behavior.

And yet that start, that sting. . .

He hammered his fist home, driving the needle-like
tooth through his flesh. Just as Veronica Jefferson walked into his
classroom.

“Damn!” he shouted, not at being hurt but at being
caught. Conveniently, it looked like it was because he was
hurt.

“Veronica. I’m sorry.” He brought the wound to his
mouth, easing the pain with the balm of his spit.

“Damn, Mr. Kolak. That looked like it hurt.”

“Yes,” he replied. As near as he could recall, this
was the first evidence that 17-year-old Veronica had any cognitive
skills whatsoever. Had party hats been available, a celebration
might have been in order.

“Where’s your mother?”

“My mother said to tell you she wanted to be here to
discuss my grades, but her boss wasn’t going to spring her ass
every time one of her kids was in trouble,” she said listlessly,
noting her teacher’s disapproval. “That’s what she
said.”

Mr. Kolak sank into his seat with a defeated sigh.
“Good lord, girl,” he thought to himself. “Here we are, two black
Americans, together on this journey, trying to elevate ourselves to
a better place. A place we deserve.

“And while I don’t have all the answers, I know more
than you. So since I’m here every day anyway, blowing words
into the air to the benefit of seemingly no one, could we not make
a pact—just you and I—that if you will drop this anger and this
feigned laziness and understand that I simply want, with all my
soul, to see you excel, I will teach you?”

But instead he simply said: “You are failing Social
Studies.”

She set her jaw bitterly. “Mr. Kolak, I can’t learn
this stuff. I don’t need this stuff. I’m fixing to be a
hairdresser. What do I need to be knowing about all these dead men
you keep throwing at us?”

“‘These dead men’ made the world you live in, and
the future you’re stuck with,” he pleaded. “Don’t you have any
interest in how you got here?”

“I take the bus.”

It was like another staple, this time through the
heart.

“You want to drive a car? You want to own a
car? You want to drive your car into a white man’s gas station, hit
the full service line ’cause you can afford it, have him run out
and say, ‘Yes, ma’am, how can I help you?’ and then speed off,
saying, ‘Sorry, old man, I’m taking my business to the black
brother up the street ’cause we finally got it all figured out and
we’re taking care of our own. Later for you, suckah!’”

She stared at him dimly. Can anything be so wasted
as a metaphor cast upon a teenager?

She blinked, so he knew she hadn’t fallen
asleep.

He gave up. “When’s the baby due?”

“February!” Finally, a light. This sullen,
disconnected child all of a sudden was radiating good cheer and
purpose. The baby would be her happiness.

He stared at her. “As you sit here this very moment,
rejecting what I am trying to give you, you are sentencing that
child to a life even more ignorant and doomed than your own.”

He caught himself and winced. What a horrible,
hateful thing for a teacher to think.

He lowered his eyes and discovered that he was
bleeding all over various piles of homework. How was he going to
explain that?











 


Props to the KKK

Hutch Posner had it going
on because he had pulled off that most rare and spectacular early
21st century art form: the successful ante-upping concept rip-off.
He had spotted a trend that was paying off handsomely for someone
who had done the actualst hard work of breaking new ground. He had
stolen it with such bloodless, chromium-sleek panache that even his
competitors were awed—routinely offering him millions to come over
to their side to work his magic on the network that he had learned
and looted from in the first place.

Because Hutch Posner understood. Which is to say, he
didn’t. Couldn’t have. Had no more foresight or boldness of vision
than the guy who came up with the guy who came after Vanilla Ice.
He had been just one more creativity-free heat-seeking scorpion who
had idly suggested just one more crass exploitation to throw into
the unquenchable maw that is public demand.

Just a jot on a notepad, thought #17 of 37 that he
had brought with him during that first creative meeting following
the acquisition of Decade Zero by MediaTrust, the cable
colossus:

“Teens hate.”

Didn’t they? From the benign (I hate my parents, I
hate my looks, I hate my brother, I hate my sister, I hate my
school, I hate my town, I hate my life, I hate myself) to the
lethal (pick the schoolyard slaying of your choice), wasn’t the
average teen feeding off hate like oxygen, devoting nearly every
conscious moment trying to turn idle, listless contempt into a
lifestyle choice? Wasn’t this just the angriest, most pissed-off
collection of brats ever to stroll this earth, happy only when
consuming (whatever: drugs, mall effluent, those weaker than
themselves), but otherwise dissatisfied, let down, denied?

Like there wasn’t a buck to be made
there.

What Hutch had proposed—and, again, he was just
spewing out this crap—was the next generation in music television,
free of the divas and the boy bands and anything that struck the
eye or ear as soft. Melodic. Kind.

Spike the vein of cruelty and naked aggression that
informed most of what was passing for popular entertainment, and
mainline it to American youth. Maximum hardcore. Balls out extreme.
All savagery, all the time.

Take the sugar out of their older sibling’s MTV,
which long ago had become a bloated and slick revenue-generator,
eager to pimp to American youth whatever their jaded little souls
desired, and just give with the nasty:

Nothing but seething skate punk thrash—the nü
metal—with its breathtaking crunch-laden Achtung!, doing no
less than transposing the goose-step into a pulsating,
head-thrashing, fist-pumping white boy hootenanny.

And, of course, rap—the more gangsta the better.
Take a white racist’s worst possible caricature of a dope-selling,
gun-slinging, cracker-hating, poon-snatching pimp, throw him in the
studio with some samples, a drum loop, and a rhyming dictionary,
and watch the money fall from the sky. Let the brothers take the
first taste off the top—they’re the ones, after all, selling out
their culture with Stepin Fetchits for the new millennium. There’s
plenty left over for The Man.

The beauty part was that despite the seeming chasm
separating the two— the white metallers and the black gangstas—it
was the hateful, simple-minded hooliganism of both which bound them
together. That, and the fact that it was all being sold primarily
to white, cash-flush teenagers in the suburbs.

That was the thing about hip-hop: for all the
grammar-deficient speechifying about keeping the music real for the
homies on the block, their act was largely subsidized by white teen
poseurs who couldn’t have cared less about the hard street truths
spun by these sons of Tupac, and who damned sure wouldn’t be living
anywhere near or offering employment to any one of their black
brothers when they inherited the world in a few years.

It was this dynamic, this market paradox, which got
Hutch the second meeting. The next meeting up. The meeting at which
a half-assed whim might actually solidify into a MediaTrust-funded
development deal.
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To make this happen, Hutch knew what was
required—more than an embellishment of his initial concept, more
than a demonstration of why he was the man to launch an entire new
network in the venerated MediaTrust constellation.

What he needed was an icon. A graphic image. A
brand-setting piece of eye candy that would crystallize his vision
into a single, trend-defining logo with just as much credibility on
a $45 T-shirt as when displayed proudly in a shareholder’s
report.

In the world in which he traveled, you needed to
sell neither the steak nor the sizzle. Make the concept
shine and the public, in its endearing eagerness to constantly be
boned up the ass by corporate hucksters, could usually be counted
on to bend over.

At that second meeting, now nearly four years ago,
the state-of-the-art projection computer whirred silently as he
began his sell.

“I want to plant a flag in the youth market, a flag
that will fly proudly and defiantly, bearing two things: a name and
a logo. A logo and a name. A network identity rendered in a single
graphic image that will be just as evocative as the name Tupac, as
raw and indelible as the tattoos on Fred Durst’s arms. (Note: Fred
Durst and his band Limp Bizkit mattered when Hutch sold the
network; they do not anymore. They get to keep the tattoos.)

“Limited as we are by the three- and four-letter
acronyms or quasi-acronyms that define the cable universe—CNN,
ESPN, VH1, MTV—I want to break the form as much as possible and
push the envelope like a motherfucker.”

(Hutch had been practicing this last bit for the
past week while driving in the Beemer, knowing full that as a white
man out of the Ivy Leagues, this patois had no business coming out
of his mouth. But if he was going to sell himself as the godhead of
this vulgar, inappropriate network, he was going to have to pull it
off. Up until the words actually left his lips, he was prepared to
employ the fallback “Push the envelope like a certified bad-ass,”
but he sized up the tenor of the room and went for it. Judging from
the wizened nods he received in return, he figured he had made the
right call. Fact was, everyone gathered there fancied themselves
ready to push the envelope like a motherfucker. What higher calling
was there?)

“And to define this branding statement, to forge
this network identity around which we intend to rally our desired
demographic, I looked to an inspiration just a little outside the
box.

(Hold for the dramatic pause.)

“I looked to the KKK.”

Uh-oh. Envelope pushed too far. Hutch felt the air
sucked from the room as those around him instinctively readied to
fire back with rote, politically-correct platitudes.

Which was the intent.

“Now, hold on,” Hutch urged with a sly grin. “I’m
not talking about the KKK itself, which I’ll be the first to say is
off the hook. Totally.”

Jeff Bradley, the only black man having reached this
power tier, squirmed uncomfortably. Hutch had given Jeff a lot of
thought, wondering how his spiel would play with this member of the
team. But the fact was that if anyone present had much concern for
the side effects of crass, improper behavior, they were in the
wrong business. Hutch knew that Jeff would know that if his idea
were to take wing, Jeff would be positioned to take a lead role in
the hip-hop half of Hutch’s universe.

You make your compromises. You scoop up the
gravy.

“No, I am talking about the KKK as a branding
device,” he said, nodding to Brad Stein, who was entrusted with
running the computer. Three stark Ks now filled the screen. Those
who had been willing to hear Hutch out began fidgeting all over
again.

“Think about it,” he soldiered on. “The Ku Klux Klan
barely even exists anymore, just a handful of hate-filled crackers
getting together in a mobile home down South a couple times a year
to suck up the moonshine and bitch about the big, bad black
man.”

Jeff Bradley stared a hole in his notepad.

“But the power of their name hasn’t
diminished one bit. It still works. It’s those three hard
consonants—KKK—that drive it all home. Right?”

Nobody knew quite how to respond. Jeff Bradley
worried that this momentary pause in Hutch’s presentation was
inviting everyone to recite the letters in unison, proving they had
lost none of their luster.

John Viceroy, the MediaTrust liaison who would be
crucial to Hutch’s success, cleared his throat. “We cannot call a
network KKK.”

“That’s got to be trademarked,” added Jill Ebert,
his beautiful, toadying Number Two. “Right?”

Hutch laughed, everything playing out as he had
scripted it. “I don’t want to call my network KKK.”

“Good. Then I guess you can put me down for a box of
T-shirts.” It was Jeff Bradley, chiming in with just the right
mood-lightener at just the right spot. Hutch could’ve kissed
him.

“I’m just talking about the importance of the right
selection of letters. It got me to thinking of the dynamic power of
those three hard consonants— KKK—but, frankly, nothing else has the
same impact. BBB? TTT? DDD? I mean, forget it, right?”

The room stirred, getting caught up in the
exercise.

“How about XXX?” This was Roger Viner, always the
one to go for the most obvious, insipid joke. The year before, he
had cleared 500K as one of MediaTrust’s most promising bright young
thinkers. He was 22 at the time.

“You know what?” Hutch shot back. “Come back in
eighteen months, and basic cable will be ripe for something that
in-your-face down and dirty. The first network that can appropriate
the illicit edge of hardcore pornography without the negatives is
going to capture the entire market.

“We’re just not there yet. Not yet.”

Jill Ebert scrawled a note to her Number Two:
“Poll and focus group ‘XXX’ as possible net and/or product name
component.”

John Viceroy, spying her note, scrawled his own
note: “Great note!”

“So I bagged the hard consonant construct,” Hutch
continued, “but I wanted to maintain the triplicate, just for the
cleanliness of the image.

“I started thinking about what this network would be
about, what its focus and its mandate would be, and it wasn’t hard
at all to distill it down to three words. (He met the eyes of
everyone at the table, ending with Viceroy.)

“Rap.

“Rock.

“Revolution.”

As scripted, Brad Stein pulled the trigger and the
screen blossomed with the genius payoff of Hutch’s presentation, a
stark, undeniably riveting graphic of three R’s, rendered in a
distressed, raw-edged font.

The first R was backwards, an inadvertent salute to
the illiteracy of much of Hutch’s target audience. The third stood
correctly, a jagged scar (Hutch originally wanted a bullet hole)
portraying the hiply hardscrabble lives suburban teenagers fancied
themselves living. The R in the middle jutted forward in an amazing
3-D rendering. The money Hutch had paid that uptown graphic artist
had been well spent.

It was a masterful icon. You could instantly
envision it on the backwards hat of a skate punk, brazenly
proclaiming his individuality by sporting the same mass-produced
corporate wear that all the other skate punks were wearing.

Hutch could feel the adoration in the room. He set
for the kill.

“Meet the—”

“It sounds like a pirate.” It was Roger Viner,
chuckling.

Hutch kept his cool. “What?”

“Ar-ar-arrrrrrr. It sounds like Long John
Silver.”

The room began to titter. Hutch felt a needle prick
between his third and fourth vertebrae.

“No, I don’t think—”

“Yeah, it kinda does,” concurred John Viceroy.

“Arrrrrrrrr! Avast ye scurvy dogs!” Mitch DeLong,
Vice President of Why The Fuck Does He Have To Be In This Meeting?,
picked up the merriment, squinting his left eye and growling like a
grizzled sea captain.

The room dissolved into “Arrrrrrrrrrs!” These richly
paid, cutting-edge seers of cable’s future were cutting up like a
bunch of second graders.

All except Annie McCullough, Hutch’s assistant, who
watched as her boss deflated, and with him her own chances for
promotion.

She grabbed an art pad and started scribbling. She
was ready for this.

“Okay, so the icon needs some retooling,” Hutch said
through a forced smile, trying to be a good sport. “But let’s agree
that my concept—”

“It’s strong, Hutch. It’s very promising,” John
Viceroy said, the enthusiasm already leaking out of him like slime
from a rotting tomato. The fact was that Viceroy, like most of
those present, didn’t like Hutch all that much. And in the pack dog
climate that defines men at this level of power, better to belittle
and diminish than concede that a competing alpha male may actually
be onto something.

Let it lie for a few weeks, Viceroy knew. Then he
could revive it and grab some glory by plucking it from the discard
heap.

“Let’s take it up next time.”

“No!”

Hutch knew that he couldn’t leave this room without
a guarantee of the next meeting up, the face-to-face with the
programming powers who could put his idea into active development.
To “take it up next time,” to essentially have this same meeting
twice, would spell the end of his dream. Momentum was everything
when you flew at these heights.

“Let me just—”

There was a tug at his sleeve. Annie, more
determined than he had ever seen her, needed a moment.

“Not now!” Hutch hissed.

She was not going to be denied; he was bright enough
to see that. He put up a finger, requesting a brief time-out. The
rest of the room, having already been subjected to Hutch’s pitch
for going on half an hour, welcomed the chance to stretch their
legs, grab another bottle of water from the communal fridge, and
make more pirate noises.

“This is your icon,” she said with a sexy
forcefulness that he would’ve admired if it had come from him. As
it was, he was deeply annoyed.

“Annie. . .”

“You are losing them. If they leave the room on this
note, you’re dead anyway.”

Dammit. She was right. He took the sketch pad from
her.

Like all brilliant logos, it attacked with a
narcotic efficacy. No matter how great the resistance—and Hutch’s
couldn’t have been greater—it instantly fused itself to that
pleasure receptor that made the beholder believe he was in the
presence of corporate benevolence and only the most
well-intentioned strain of mass consumerism.

It was that good.

He tried to fight it: “It’s not three letters!”

“Hutch. It works.”

Yes it did.

In that instant, he ran all the angles: The network
was still his idea. Annie had merely come up with a label to
stick on it. She would make her contribution known, and probably
become a more legitimate part of the team than he would’ve
envisioned, but everyone would still know he was in the lead chair
on this one.

And besides, if she were promoted in rank, it would
look more appropriate if he wanted to hook up with her, which is
something he wanted to do more and more lately. If this thing flew,
she’d be working around the clock, way too busy to devote any time
to that rock star wannabe she’d been sleeping with.

The long, crushing hours, the aphrodisiac that comes
from fighting the same battles side-by-side, the occasional words
of insincere praise when she really needed a boost, her grateful
smile in return. This could all break nicely, nookie-wise.

In, like, four seconds, he worked all this out.

And above all else: He could not let Viceroy out of
this room.

The rest of the team was resettling in their seats.
When the final ass was planted, new business would commence. Hutch
strapped himself in mentally for the play of his life—unless this
idea flopped, and he’d have to come up with more of this bullshit
for next week’s meeting.

Instinctively knowing that some theatrics were in
order to reenergize his pitch, he took the art pad and slowly stood
on his chair. He was recalling that movie Norma Rae, the
scene that made Hutch and his Poli-Sci classmates giggle because
they were sure they could see Sally Field’s nipples under her
sweaty T-shirt.

As his colleagues and superiors looked at him
curiously, Hutch looked down upon them like Moses cradling the
commandments.

“Gentlemen, I give you the next generation in music
television.”

He displayed Annie’s work, her heart about to burst
from her chest. Those gathered there beheld what she had brought
forth, what she would not be credited with for nearly six
months.

There was a respectful silence, maybe an impressed
gasp or two. It worked. It simply worked.

R2Rev.



Rap. Rock. Revolution. Perfectly good words
bastardized and rendered totally unintelligible, anchored by what
would soon be commonly referred to by the creative team as “that
little floaty two thing.” Adweek would eventually proclaim
it the new Nike swoosh.

The precise font would be subjected to months of
focus testing. The debate over whether it should be “Rap,
Rock, Revolution” or “Rock, Rap, Revolution” would
trigger ferocious battles, which would ultimately be resolved when
black staffers—led by that bastard Jeff Bradley—threatened to call
in the NAACP and Al Sharpton unless “Rap” got top billing.

But still. . .

It looked cool. It sounded cool. Like a hot new
drug.

R2Rev.

Hutch Posner climbed down from his chair into a
whole new world.

He avoided Annie McCullough’s eyes.











 


Closed

They kept Joel in the
hospital for three days, because the bash to the skull had doctors
concerned about the severity of the concussion. Every physician
Joel saw seemed to delight in telling him that had he crouched
three inches lower, the ball would’ve caught him right in the
temple and, well, he could be dead.

Joel, who got hip to irony in ninth grade English,
saw the irony here: if he had lowered his stance, done what every
coach since age seven had tried to get him to do, despite the fact
that the way he stood in the box—rod straight, coiled for
action—worked just fine, thank you very much, he’d be just another
dead teen. He’d be consigned to the “Lest We Forget” page of the
yearbook, like poor old Dennis Stark, who accidentally sliced open
his wrist with a box-cutter and bled to death in a dumpster behind
Target, trying to save up for a used Toyota.

There in the hospital bed, Joel snuggled up with his
irony, pleased with himself for having ferreted it out on his own,
proud—as he was more and more these days—that despite his jock
swagger and his hard-partying rep, he was actually getting
smarter.

He wished there was someone in his vast clique with
whom to share this wry observation on the capriciousness of life,
but the fact was that his entire gang had to rally merely to be
defined as something other than retarded. Any mention of the word
“irony” to the likes of Wad Wendell would no doubt lead straight
into a discussion of Wheaties, as in “I don’t need no iron-y foods
like Wheaties since I started bootin’ the andro, dude!”

But the fact was he wasn’t going to be sharing much
with anyone for a long time, anyway. Maybe three months.

His jaw had been wired shut.

In addition to losing two permanent lower teeth, the
bone and hinge that drove his mouth had been shattered practically
to dust. The only way for the mechanics to heal properly—and the
doctors had some doubts even then—was to clamp the thing shut and
hope for the best. With any luck, he’d get his mouth back in full
working order, although athletics were most definitely out of the
question at least until next spring.

Joel had not taken the news well.

No more tongue, he realized, administered to or
received from Molly DeVry. (Just moments away from being told that
he had nearly been killed, and this was the first thought that
crossed his mind. She was hot and fresh and eager; he was seventeen
and sporting a pulse. One understands.)

Beer through a straw. Food through a straw!
Christ, how was he going to keep his weight up, sipping soup for
three months? How was he going to live without his Taco Bell #3s,
hold the onions, extra cheese? Entire fast food empires might
crumble now that he had been taken out of action.

And shit! how was he going to smoke? It had
been killing him already, just the first day and a half he spent in
the hospital, separated from his cigarettes.

He’d been lighting up since he was fourteen, since
the summer between his freshman and sophomore years, when he
realized that his acolytes were looking to him to lead the way into
that illicit new world of disobedience and parent fucking.

He remembered that first purchase at the Happy Snack
with the clarity reserved only for life’s most meaningful events.
He still felt the racing of his heart as he walked into the store,
his minions—pubes freshly blossomed in their pants—lying low behind
a dumpster, should the guy at the counter push the button and
dispatch a SWAT team that would rappel down from a sleek black
helicopter and whisk Joel Kasten away to a life of hard labor at a
youth camp somewhere.

Joel had kind of resented it going in, having to put
his ass on the line this way, particularly when he didn’t
want to smoke, didn’t want to pollute the athletic body that was
already taking him to heights of glory.

And even more, he was faintly aware of a distant
call that wanted him to defy the cliché that led all teenagers to
misbehave in such predictable fashion. His older sister smoked; his
parents did at his age.

Surely there was some other way for a teenager to
act up, thought a nervous Joel way back then as he broke the beam
of the Happy Snack’s electric eye. Surely there was a better way
than to robotically indulge in the misbehavior so expected of
him.

But like all outlaws and Christ figures worth a
damn, he was a hero for delivering the goods. The only question
asked of him by the Happy Snack guy was “Need matches?” (This was
not, for the record, the grouchy swami guy who currently ran the
Happy Snack; Joel Kasten was launched on his way toward excess
phlegm production and a possible lingering cancer death by a “real”
American.)

They hunkered down there behind the dumpster—Wad
Wendell, Bobby Slopes, Zach Foley, poor, dead Dennis Stark—lighting
up and sipping small, taking the first horrid taste of the smoke
that would soon be their prop and best friend. Joel intended to
fake it, particularly after that bitter inaugural puff, but he
found almost immediately that he stood cooler, walked tougher,
snarled fiercer with a butt in his mouth. It made complete the
persona he was trying to carve for himself.

So what if he was betraying the few codes he had so
far established? Here behind the trash bin, with his friends and
their divvied-up Marlboros, they were Bad-Asses: The Next
Generation.
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Lying in his hospital bed, Joel took a soda straw
from his dinner tray and tried to simulate smoking, realizing
instantly that while he would still be able to clamp his lips
around a filter tip and force the smoke back through his clenched
teeth, it was going to be about as satisfying as dry humping.

“Fuck,” he cried, although, through his bolted-down
jaw, it just sounded like a flush of angry air:

“Fuuhhh. . .”

“Hello?”

Peering through the door was Joel’s Social Studies
teacher, Mr. Kolak.

Joel immediately felt vulnerable, child-like. He had
invested so much of himself forging an identity at school—superior,
self-assured, cool—that it was a completely alien experience
to find himself laid prostrate before a mere teacher.

Even Mr. Kolak, whom Joel liked.

The teenager pulled the flimsy hospital sheets up to
his chest and tried to look manly. The purple-black bruise on the
side of his face helped.

“Wow, did you get the number of the truck that hit
you?”

Joel smiled weakly. When he was past forty, would
every damned thing out of his mouth be a cliché, too?

Mr. Kolak squirmed self-consciously, taking Joel’s
silence to be typical teen sullenness, even though this was not a
trait he tended to see in Joel.

He liked this kid, admired him even. He had smarter
students, that was for sure, but he appreciated Joel for the fact
that while he possessed that most sacred teenage tender—a handsome
body, an athlete’s grace, an effortless ability to lead—he
nevertheless came to class willing, if not always quite able, to
learn.

To a teacher, that was gold.

Frank had been teaching long enough to know the
usual academic indifference and numbskulled omnipotence of the
hallowed Jock King, getting by purely on his arrogance and the
implicit school-wide imperative that such charmed boys were not to
be trifled with.

Frank used to challenge such boys, routinely
attempted to flunk them, maybe because he didn’t want to pass them
on to the next grade stupid—or maybe because it simply galled him
that these loathsome young things were so inappropriately blessed
with lives of hedonism and privilege.

But every year, the ruling powers—always led by a
coach of some kind— told him to knock it off. His satisfaction
would have to come later, at the reunions, which Mr. Kolak never
failed to attend for the chance to see last year’s Big Man on
Campus, now doomed deliciously to fumble through life as a
purposeless oaf, wondering where the worship went.

Frank would never wish this on Joel, nor did he
worry that such was his fate. Joel was a good one—even as he stared
a hole into his Social Studies teacher from his hospital bed.

“Um, I didn’t know how long they were going to keep
you, but they just told me you’re being released Monday,
so. . .” He awkwardly held up the manila folder he had
brought with him. “I just thought you might like to see your grade
on last week’s take-home. That extra time you put in really made
the difference.”

The kid took the folder, still saying nothing. Mr.
Kolak often cursed how a glowering teenager could make him feel so
small.

“Well, I’ll leave you alone. Sorry
to. . .”

As his teacher turned to leave, Joel suddenly
realized that he was hurting this man. Then figured out why.

“Nuuuu,” he garbled through his clenched teeth. “Mah
jahs wahred shuud. Ah cand tahk.”

He pointed to his jaw and bared his teeth, cemented
into a permanent smile.

“Doan go. Sid-dow.”

He gestured to the chair beside the bed. Mr. Kolak,
grateful to be welcome, sat.

“I was at the game Friday. You should know that the
entire faculty intends to see that Hawthorne’s coach is punished
severely. That was a blatant shot you took.”

Joel could only shrug. He wondered why he was
hearing this from his Social Studies teacher and not his coach, but
thus far Coach Timmonds had been a no-show at the hospital. Joel
would learn later that Coach Timmonds blamed his star player for
losing the finals, questioning why Joel wasn’t anticipating a head
shot when pitchers had been coming in tight on him all season. With
so much on the line, how could Joel make such a mistake?

“Maybe because I just never figured a kid would try
to kill me over a fucking trophy,” Joel thought to himself at the
time.

“But you guys had a great season,” Mr. Kolak
continued. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Thaingsss.”

The silence of the dank hospital room again pressed
in on them. Joel fumbled idly with the homework folder that Mr.
Kolak had brought.

“It’s real improvement, Joel. You’ve really come a
long way this year.”

Joel flipped through the first couple pages, then he
stopped uneasily. He held up the fourth page, which was flecked
with blood. He looked to his teacher.

“Oh. . .”

Mr. Kolak flustered slightly, but surprised himself
by not even considering a dodge. Maybe it was the vulnerability of
the student laying before him. Or maybe he was ready to just stop
caring.

“Sometimes I hurt myself,” he said softly, holding
up his bandaged hand. “Sometimes I think I’m not feeling things the
way I used to, so. . .”

His voice trailed off, his confession hanging in the
air like a knot of dark secrets.

Joel didn’t know what to say. He was a teenager; he
was not schooled in assessing the miserable contents of an adult’s
soul.

He fumbled through his homework folder, then looked
again to his teacher. He wanted to relieve Mr. Kolak of this
awkwardness.

“Uuu know,” he began, fighting to be understood,
“iff ah hat ben crotching down tree more intzes, like mah coatses
ahways wahn-ned me to, tha ball woulda het me inda tempeh an ahd be
det righ nah.”

He looked to Mr. Kolak hopefully.

“I’m sorry. What?”

Joel sighed, frustrated but not angry. The fact was
he liked the company. And this was important.

“Iff. Ah. Hat. Ben.
Crotching. . .”











 


Allah by the Ding-Dongs

The oppressor always
entered at the sound of a bell.

Whether in the middle of the day, while he shivered
in the ice box, restocking the spectacular range of beers and
sugary soda pops he sold, or hours before dawn, as he napped in the
back room, dreaming of his family and friends so far away, they
announced their presence with the muted, harassing bong of
the electric eye.

Each chime of the bell was like the next round in a
prize fight, each customer through the door an intruder to be wary
of. If he was lucky, they would stroll his aisles, load up with the
snack items and beverages he was pleased to believe were rotting
Americans from the inside out, pay his audaciously inflated prices,
and get the hell out.

If he was not so lucky, he would be shot dead, like
his cousin Nadir in Baltimore just two weeks ago. And his uncle in
June. And his brother’s neighbor last year.

A marked man in a turban and a name tag, Daljit
Singh took no chances, meeting every face that came through his
door with a scowl so terrifying— usually further grizzled by a
considerable lack of sleep—that many simply turned and ran. It was
a scowl that said, “Feed your addictions. Deliver me your
ill-gotten wealth. And flee into the night, you American
bastards!”

(His name tag read “Jimmy.” Some genius from the
Happy Snack field office had determined early on, when the Sikhs
and other brown-skinned races started taking over the franchise
market, that a bright, thoroughly Caucasian name tag could actually
counteract a portion of the trepidation and outright racism
festering at the cash registers of most of their outlets, boosting
sales in some sectors by some fraction of a point. In Daljit’s
case, however, nervous customers without fail kept their eyes on
the transaction being negotiated, never lifting their gaze to
Daljit’s chest, and certainly never his eyes. His name tag may as
well have read “Carol Channing.” Nobody would notice.)

On weekdays, when the high school was in session,
his customers were invariably teenagers, the boys with their fancy
cars and their muscled, bully boy swagger, and the girls dressed
like whores. They stole from him, made fun of his accent and his
inability to speak their awful, lying language. But they had a
seemingly endless river of cash, free to spend it on whatever
decadent wish they desired, so he endured their deceitful ways.

He sold them their beer, their condoms, and carton
upon carton of cigarettes. For a long time, the only English he
knew were the numerous brand names, and the accompanying discourse:
“Give me the hard box.” “Got any matches?”

The prices kept rising—two dollars, three dollars,
four dollars a pack— and yet the pockets of this privileged devil
spawn never emptied. He took the money from them happily, and he
allowed them to congregate and smoke in his parking lot without
hassle, so they wouldn’t be encouraged to go spend it anywhere
else. Happy Snack had suggested that, too.

Whatever they wanted, Daljit Singh would sell—even
the vile, godless pornography that Happy Snack made him display
behind the counter. Daljit could only imagine the hell that awaited
these teenage boys—like Todd Noland, standing here before him—for
the blasphemies within those pages they no doubt pleasured
themselves with.

“Hey, Jimmy,” Todd began, weary yet again to be
going through this awkward ritual, just to have something new to
masturbate to. He was, of course, well-traveled in all the dank
corners of the internet, and had an endless array of perversions
available to him at the click of a mouse, but he considered himself
to be something of an old school chicken-choker. Besides, he had
once ejaculated all over his keyboard, and nearly died of
embarrassment trying to explain the accident to his parents so
they’d replace it in time to get an extra credit project done in
World History.

There was just no substitute for the slick,
forbidden pages of an old-fashioned porno rag.

He always felt that a cool, familiar tone made this
transaction go down the easiest; just a coupla men of the world
here, Todd’s brown-skinned friend probably just as interested as he
was in this month’s fifteen-page, full-color lesbo lickathon.

Hence: “Hey, Jimmy.”

Daljit Singh simmered. To hell with the Happy Snack,
no one should address him by that accursed name. And yet, because
he was about to indulge in one of his favorite forms of amusement,
he grunted back almost tolerantly.

“Okay, so I got a Coke here, two packs of gum, a
Snickers,” Todd began, seamlessly steering toward the promised
land, “and I’ll take one of those Hustlers back there.”

Daljit turned and grabbed a phallic
pickle-on-a-stick. He kept the display right next to the porno rack
for just this purpose.

He forced it upon Todd and started ringing up the
sale in one fluid motion.

“No, not the pickle. Next to it.”

Daljit blinked dimly. Todd sighed. Holy fuck,
could he not find just one girl who would sleep with him and
deliver him from this horror?

“The magazine. There!”

Daljit growled, turned again, and came back with the
current Playgirl. This was his favorite part; he’d flip
through the pages, find a steely, circumcised penis waving out at
him, and then utter some dark native curse at the homosexual
standing before him.

“Blah blah faggot blah blah blah,” the Sikh
gibberish usually went.

Todd nearly whimpered as an old woman entered the
store and headed toward the back. Now it was a race against
time.

“No, Hustler. There!!”

Daljit glared at Todd, once again turning to the
porno rack. He finally grabbed the Hustler and tossed
it—cover up—onto the counter as he rang up the sale.

Todd quickly flipped it over, turning again toward
the old lady. She was on her way.

Daljit saw her, too. If he timed this just right, he
could make an extra $3.50 off this horny boy.

“Thirteen eighty-five.”

Even knowing the gross mark-up of convenience store
fare and pud-pulling accessories, Todd recognized that this was too
high. He looked at the receipt.

“You charged me for the pickle.”

Whatever English Daljit knew—and the truth was, he
knew a lot— seemed suddenly to have left him.

“Eh?”

Todd squirmed. The old lady was almost upon
them.

“There! You charged me for—Christ!”

He threw a ten and four ones on the counter, grabbed
his goods, and skulked from the store.

Daljit was happy inside, the happiest he’d been all
day.

“Do you sell thread?” the old lady asked.

Daljit trained lasers of hate upon her.

“Bread. Aisle two. No squeeze.”











 


Birdland

“Five.

“Four.

“Three.

“Two.

“One.”

“Hey! What-up? Casey Lattimer, rockin’ on through
the night, being on the rammer for the third—”

“Cut. From the top.”

“Whatever. . .”

“Five.

“Four.

“Three.

“Two.

“One.”

“What-up, y’all? Casey Lattimer, rockin’ on here wit
ya, being on the rammer for the third straight—”

“Cut!” the voice cried impatiently from the booth.
“Christ, Casey, read the fucking line.”

“Dude, I’m reading right off the fucking
PrompTer.”

“You said ‘being on the rammer.’ Twice. Does that
make any sense to you?”

“It’s on the fucking PrompTer, dude!”

This was not cool. With scores of dopey-eyed teens
pressed against the glass, watching Casey Lattimer tape his “live”
video intros in R2Rev’s Manhattan studios, it would not
do for the network’s star veejay to betray the stoned, mellow-assed
persona the creative team had spent so much time crafting.

Hutch watched from the shadows, curious to see how
his newest star would handle himself, knowing it was just a matter
of time before they had to free Casey from the safe-to-tape
confines of the studio and set him loose as a functioning audience
interactive. It was the flaw in Hutch’s good fortune, the greasy
spot on his high-wire, that so much of his success depended on the
on-camera skills of borderline mongoloids.

“If it’s on the fucking PrompTer, I say the fucking
words. If you don’t want the fucking words coming out of my fucking
mouth, then get fucking someone to fix the fucking PrompTer!”

Hutch looked to the kids gathered outside the studio
on this Tuesday afternoon. Intoxicated at being so close to an
actual TV celebrity, they nevertheless were squirming uncomfortably
at the hint that bad vibes were seeping into their fantasy
world.

Everything was shiny on R2Rev; everybody
was down. Hutch could practically read it on one chubby
girl’s anguished face: Are there bad vibes at R2Rev,
just like out here in the real world? Do they hate each other here,
just like my mom and dad?

Hutch stepped onto the heated studio floor, putting
a supportive hand on Casey’s shoulder as he squinted at his stage
crew beyond the lights.

“How about it, Neal? Do we need to make some changes
around here to make sure that the TelePrompTer is set properly for
the talent?”

The disembodied voice of Neal, the long-suffering
floor director, absorbed yet another loss in the battle of “talent”
versus common-fucking-sense. “We’re on it, Hutch. Won’t happen
again.”

“Come here,” Hutch said to his star, wanting to get
him away from the scrutiny of the teens outside. But first, some
damage control. “Give ’em one.”

As programmed, Casey cast off his dark mood, turned
to the throng with a taunting leer, and laid his trademark on them:
both middle fingers, raised rigidly. Twin totems of maximum bad
boy-ness.

“Fuck you!” his trademark said. “I’m in here,
drawing a nice paycheck for selling you the darkest, most cynical
load of crap we can come up with, while you’re out there shivering
in the cold instead of getting an education that might actually
make you smart enough to see through this scam.

“But just in case you fail to grasp the true terms
of our relationship, here’s a genial ‘FUCK YOU!’”

(Somewhere tucked into a lightless corner of the
control room was an NYU film school grad, whose sole job was to
work within the 30-second tape delay to digitally blur any
offending fingers before they were beamed to the world. Twice in
the net’s brief life, they had failed and the network had been
fined. Hutch kept the toothless FCC complaints framed behind his
desk.)

Thrilled and flattered, the gathered gumheads
saluted back in kind, already looking forward to the envious looks
on the faces of friends somewhere else when an actual TV
personality told them to go fuck themselves.

“Fuck you!” their frozen middle fingers
replied. “Fuck all of us! Goddamn, aren’t we something, out here
with our attitudes and our middle fingers all up in the air
like this!”

Casey basked in their adoration, extending his arms
to their limit, willing his middle fingers to reach even greater
heights of outrageousness: Fuck yoooouuuuuu!!!!!!!

This could go on all day. Hutch finally led Casey to
a dark corner of the studio.

“It still works, dude,” Casey beamed.

“Look—”

“Hey, I saw Dr. Poon flippin’ off his crew on ‘Rap
Slap’ last night. Tell the nigger—”

“Hey.” Hutch almost never took a harsh tone
with the talent. “How many times do I have to tell you that
you can’t call them ‘niggers’? I can’t, and you can’t. That’s
their thing.”

“Whatever. Tell the man that the flippin’ off is
mine. Grabbin’ his dick, that works for him. He can grab all
he wants, the fuck do I care? But I got to the finger first.”

“Do you mind? We’re on the clock here.” Hutch
softened his tone, knowing there were several mucky layers to
penetrate here. “Look, you have to go over what’s on the
PrompTer before the tape rolls. That’s your job.”

“Dude, I did! It said—”

“I know, I know. So you thought you were
supposed to say ‘being on the rammer’? What does that
mean?”

“The fuck do I know? I don’t know what half this
shit you have me saying means. I see ‘rammer,’ I think ‘fucking,’ I
figure: Rock and roll, bro!”

Hutch sighed. “Okay. From now on, I’ll have an
intern with you when you go over the scripts, in case you have any
questions.”

“Make it Roxanne. With the tits.”

Neal’s voice cut in from the studio. “We’re ready,
Hutch. We’re backing up. We’d better keep moving.”

Hutch offered Casey a fatherly pat on the back, then
sent him back before the cameras. Upon seeing their hero again, the
rabble outside started flipping him off to a fare-thee-well.

Casey, too dim to know much but savvy enough to not
milk his signature, offered a weak, non-committal bird which, Hutch
noted with some concern, was less of a “We’re havin’ a party here”
fuck you and more of a, well, fuck you.

“Five.

“Four.

“Three.

“Two.

“One.”

“Hey! What-up? Casey Lattimer, rockin’ on through
the night, bringing down the hammer for the third. . .”
He squinted at the PrompTer and grinned stupidly. “Ahh, I get
it. . .”

“Cut!”

Hutch grimaced and headed back to his office.











 


The Trajectory of Boys

On the fall day Joel’s
wires were to be cut, his mother had a staff meeting she couldn’t
miss.

His father’s current girlfriend offered to take him
to the doctor’s office (his father was himself laid up, having
water skied himself into a pontoon boat while attempting courtship
with his 27-year-old lady love). But Joel had put her off in the
hopes that her mother’s second ex-boyfriend, whom Joel had actually
come to like during the eight months he diddled his mother on the
other side of his bedroom wall, would come through.

But by the time the ex-boyfriend reluctantly had to
beg off due to “relationship concerns” (the woman he was hoping to
move in with once her divorce went through found it troubling he
was still seeing the children of a prior affair, especially when he
seemed to be so miserable to her own kids), Joel’s father’s current
girlfriend had made other plans.

“Fuck it,” Joel had thought. He had his own wheels,
he was practically out of the house and on his own anyway. And
there wasn’t a chance in hell he was going to reschedule the
appointment, just so one of his parents and/or their respective sex
partners could tag along to play all parent-like.

The X-rays were positive—the jaw had healed
completely. It was time.

Still, he was glad to have Todd along that day. More
than he would ever probably admit—although he had been thinking he
might try, once he got the use of his mouth back—Joel had been
grateful for all the help Todd had offered the past twelve
weeks.

It had been the most surprising part of this whole
experience, the way his perception of his friendships had shifted
while waiting to undo the damage Kyle Hoffstetler had done.
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When he first returned to school, less than a week
after being hurt, Joel bathed in the attention that his apparent
martyrdom had brought him. Added to the long-familiar outpourings
of adoration and blind faith was a genuine concern for his
well-being, supplemented by the perception that Joel’s wounds were
their wounds.

He had bled for them. He had felt pain for them. To
those rendered stupid by too deep a thought, there was profundity
in their midst.

Until just about Thursday. After that, the pressing
concerns of the classroom and the social meat grinder swung the
spotlight away from Joel. And for the first time in his life, he
could not swing it back.

Athletic practice was out of the question, given the
tenuous state of his jaw, so his traditional star-making arenas
were denied him. And because he could not speak, his ability to
lead and coerce was stifled, even challenged!

After all, the discourse of a pack of grunting,
testosterone-mutated teenage boys was nothing but a mullet-headed
assault of endless improvisation—a foul-mouthed choir of crudities,
insults, and boorish self-affirmations. To hold your own, you had
to be able to talk the shit.

Joel was accustomed to standing at the center of
these puberty scrums, orchestrating and modulating the nastiness
with the effortless command of a master conductor:

“Fucking Atkinson, giving me another fucking D in
Algebra!”

“Fuck right, we’ll fucking take State!”

“Goddamned Stacy Barnes, I’d fucking do her in the
ass if I had the fucking chance!”

“Fuck fuck fuck, fuck fuck fuck!”

Joel would oversee these invective free-for-alls
with aplomb, making sure each of his tribesmen had his opportunity
to howl, and yet always prepared to turn the conversation on a dime
with a well-timed “Ah, fuck it.” Next subject:

Cops busted up a rave on Saturday. “Fuck fuck fuck
fuckin’ fuck fuck fuck!”

But now, with Joel’s voice stilled, the pack lost
its center; the babble, its verve. Joel was grateful, but then
alarmed, when Bobby Slopes took it upon himself to step into Joel’s
place as point man—a point man with none of Joel’s panache and
discretion.

Where Joel would’ve instinctively steered the
hurtful bantering away from retarded Donna Vogel, who succumbed to
a bout of diarrhea in the cafeteria, fucking Bobby Slopes worked
the subject to howling heights of cruelty, with the poor girl
cleaned up and still sitting just two tables away!

This was not teenage boys cutting up. This was just
mean.

And Joel just had to sit there and listen to
this crap, not even able to tell them to shut the fuck up. That is,
if he would ever dare to judge them so harshly. Like an adult or
something.

Still: Was this the way they always sounded, this
foul-mouthed and vicious? Now peering in from a step outside, was
this all his years of celebrity had brought him? To once have ruled
over a pimpled mob of sadistic jerk-offs?

It had been the same with his girlfriend, the
stunning and loose Molly DeVry, whom Joel had been seeing pretty
much exclusively all senior year. Left to actually hear her,
where before they vibrated blissfully to the resonant hum of two
teenagers being better than everyone else, he began to not like
her. Everything she said that wasn’t bitchy nonsense had more and
more to do with their future together beyond high school, a future
Joel did not see being shared with her. He knew things were pretty
much over for them. Maybe they had been for awhile, he was just too
busy being wonderful to notice.

Shut up for a few minutes, and you can actually see
what’s going on around you. Who knew?
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By comparison, things just seemed so quiet, so
gentle, down at Todd Noland’s end of the table. Joel and Todd had
once been tight, back around third grade. Back before the wrong
friendship could fuck you up for life.

They shared the usual fancies of eight-year-olds:
clumsy first attempts at sports, collecting and obsessing over
whichever hunk of crap Madison Avenue was mainlining them that
year, playing boy-on-boy grab-ass on the playground with the sort
of innocent abandon that would be looked upon as deeply troubling
in another year or so.

Nothing special, merely the entire breadth and width
of the universe. When you’re eight.

Joel had already begun showing the coltish swagger
of a world-beater; Todd, the contemplative melancholy of an
over-informed, over-concerned mope.

They had first met in kindergarten when Joel,
ripping around the room like a terror, trod upon Todd’s little
finger as he sat diligently on the floor, wondering if so much
ripping around the room was really the best use of their time.

Todd complained meekly, referring to his smarting
finger as a “pinkie.” Joel, who had never heard the word before,
was intrigued.

The wild child took the time to engage one of the
room’s presenceless boys, and was rewarded with a new word for his
efforts.

They complemented each other.

The bond held for a while, with countless secrets
and adventures shared during countless sleepovers and bike
odysseys. But sixth grade brought new peer pressures and greater
opportunities for Joel to cultivate an empire.

Sports started to mean something, and the simple
fact that Joel could not be everywhere at once kept him from
excelling at all that was possible.

And, of course, girls started to mean everything.
The mysterious trouser yearnings of the healthy male buck began to
announce themselves with an insistence awesome to behold. And while
most eleven-year-olds were too clumsy and horrified to follow the
fevered leash-tuggings of the puppy dog that was their penis,
Joel—as he did in most things—ran ahead of the pack.

By the end of seventh grade, he had excitedly and
repeatedly pinched a nipple, almost as if to inflate the breast to
the pumpkinned proportions found in his father’s poorly hidden
collection of Penthouses.

By Christmas of the next year, he had found himself
tingly-skinned naked with Nancy Stought, her parents’ early return
from a holiday party being the only thing preventing Joel from
slipping into the promised land.

Still, he had stared down his first vagina, felt her
hand, and—very briefly—her mouth on his hap-hap-happy boy thing.
This would have to do until late that summer when, in Wad Wendell’s
parents’ spare bedroom, Joel went to the mountaintop with Dee Dee
Weir during a particularly fine party.

It was clumsier than he had anticipated, more to do
with the fitting of parts, like building a model airplane. And, as
near as he could tell, it was no fun for her whatsoever.

And yet, it was all heaven and earth needed to
provide him for the rest of his natural born life and all that came
after. He swore this to God or whomever could’ve squeezed into the
room past the line of couples waiting just outside the door for
their turn.

Unlike fractions, this was something Joel felt he’d
like to spend a lot of time getting a handle on.

Todd had been at that party, too.

Having carved a niche for himself that had him at
least on the fringes of acceptance, being neither ugly enough nor
fat enough nor effeminate enough nor dorky enough nor bland enough
nor brainiac enough nor shy enough nor ethnic enough nor poor
enough to earn the pro forma scorn of the in-crowd, Todd was
allowed into the occasional party.

The goal at this age, after all, was simply to fill
the house—so long as you didn’t reek of the untouchables, what the
hell, stop on by. The final measure of the party’s success would be
the number of kids who had to be flushed out of the house when the
parents and/or cops arrived.

So Todd had been there that night, largely sticking
to the margins and straying not at all from his own subset of
borderline geeks. He watched, with an almost anthropological focus,
the behavior of those who truly belonged here: the primal grunts
and high-fives of the bully boys, and the giggly, teasing flitters
of the girls. He envied their ease, their utter lack of
reserve.

“This is how children should be,” thought
Todd, who was probably alone in the room in thinking that all of
them were, at age thirteen, still “children.” Life ahead was hard
enough, so let loose now, for Christ’s sake. Respect
nothing. Celebrate the sheer wastefulness of youth.

At least make loud noises or break something.

So why had Todd felt, from the moment he entered the
house, the vice-lock on his spine, the queasiness in his belly? Why
was this minor league attempt at debauchery, staged by Wad
Wendell’s older sister while their parents were away at their
grandfather’s funeral, not catching Todd up in its hedonistic
updraft? Why was he such a joyless pain-in-the-ass?

As he stood at the head of the short line for the
bathroom, he pummeled himself with such self-loathing. Just behind
him stood Cindy Becker, just about the most hellaciously fine piece
of work the eighth grade had to offer. Hovering around her was Sue
DeAngelus, whose reputation for indiscriminate sluttiness more than
made up for a horsy face and a stickpin body.

Such girls were never alone, Todd noted, not even in
line to use the can. They were always, as now, with their leering,
peacockish boyfriends—a jock or a sociopath or whatever it was
girls that age fancied. He knew they never fancied him.

“Jesus,” he thought, the need to pee reaching
critical stages. “With three-quarters of a beer in me, I might even
be bold enough to chat a girl up if there was one here without a
guy putting his hands all over her.”

If everybody in this line wasn’t in fact paired up,
waiting to get into the. . .

Todd figured it out in the exact instant the door
opened and Joel Kasten emerged, Dee Dee Weir trailing behind. Both
were adjusting their clothes.

Joel looked flushed, slightly dazed, as he stumbled
into Todd, next in line.

“Oh,” Joel said, surprised and then impressed to
find Todd Noland here. “Hey. It’s all yours. . .”

Joel looked around, trying to see who Todd had
scored as a sex mate. No one was there, as Todd—and the rest of the
room—painfully realized.

“Better get out of his way, dude,” Barry Patton
guffawed, a couple gallons of beer already in him. A large
group—mostly juniors, and all smelling blood—crowed, “This kid
needs the room to himself!”

Barry made the universal sign for jerking off as
Todd went pale, realizing that his blunder had been a source of
sniggering fun for the past several minutes.

Todd looked past Joel into what he had thought was
the bathroom, and saw the knotted sheets upon the bed, the wadded
tissues and rubber wrappers on the nightstand. On the wall above
the bed, Todd noted, was an embroidered rendering of two teddy
bears hugging, with big cartoon hearts over their heads.

“Hugs ’n’ kisses!” it said.

Todd looked to Joel, wondering if his old friend
might save him.

“Jesus, dude,” Joel said. His minions, having laid
bare the underbelly, breathlessly awaited the plunging of the
knife. “Go jack off someplace else. The fuck’s the matter with
you?”

Off Joel’s razor blade sneer, the boys in the rec
room fell into hoots and snorts, singeing his skin. The
embarrassed, emasculating giggles of the girls drove him toward the
stairway leading up and out.

He sat on the curb for an hour and a half until his
dad came to take him home.











 


Todd Says “Fuck”

From the doctor’s office,
it was a natural straight shot to the Happy Snack. Beyond Joel’s
fierce desire for a cigarette, he knew that gathered in the store’s
parking lot would be a fair sampling of his constituency, sucking
their smokes, swigging their beers, striking their poses.

While Joel had never physically left them, his true
essence had been denied them for going on three months. He longed
to be among them again, their silenced king restored!

Only as Joel crawled from his car and noticed the
scruffy knot of teenaged ennui that awaited him did it occur to him
that he was about to make his triumphant Happy Snack return with
Todd Noland at his side. It was an instinctive thing, this
automatic style-gauge that hovered above his head and constantly
cast back pictures of the precise attitude he was conveying in that
moment, allowing him to make unconscious alterations—whether subtle
or pronounced—which would make him conform perfectly to the image
he sought to project. Cool people are born with these things.

The gauge had never failed him before, and now the
alarms were going off: Todd Noland, a tolerable drone when he knew
to stick to the corners, was about to be recast as someone vital to
Joel’s recovery.

A line would be crossed. Todd would now be offered
to the A-crowd as someone worthy of Joel’s company, and thus a new
member of the team.

Joel did not anoint outsiders casually. Did Todd
Noland—who never wore the right clothes, who played no sport, who
leaked insecurity and awkwardness like a watery fart—truly have the
Right Stuff?

“Fuck it,” Joel thought. He made the rules; he could
break the rules. Maybe the finest privilege of mass acclaim was to
do something unexpected, just to watch the others follow
behind.

This would be his thank-you gift to Todd. For
helping him.

“See ya,” Todd said, already half a block toward
school as Joel came around the back of the car. Todd pulled on his
invisible body armor as the school building—the repository of the
Right Thing To Do, no matter how viciously it scraped the essence
from the soul—pulled him closer.

“Hey,” Joel shouted through his tender but joyously
revived jaw. “Where’re you going?” A storm was predicted for later
in the day. The cooling air felt marvelous on his face.

Todd turned, walked backward as he spoke. The Right
Thing To Do would not be denied.

“Got Trig. Gonna be late.”

Joel ran to catch up.

“No, come on. Hang with me for a while. I want you
to.”

Todd scrunched up his face and looked to the Happy
Snack parking lot, where a dense, sticky cloud of smoke and teen
punk swagger clung to the air. Not only was that the Wrong Thing To
Do, it was also kind of a joke.

“Nah.”

Todd obviously didn’t get it. “Come on,” Joel said,
a little sternly. “You’re with me now.”

Todd looked again to the parking lot as Bobby Slopes
hawked up a huge ball of snot and spat it onto the side of a
Honda.

“So you skip a class,” Joel crooned. “I’ll fix it
with Webber. I’ll tell him you were helping me. He won’t touch you.
Besides, I don’t have any money. You gotta buy me some
cigarettes.”
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