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One: The Man in Iran

 


A thin gentleman with a thick black mustache
and intense, black eyes walked into a café at the heart of Tehran’s
busiest bazaar. He required no precaution, for Hemal was a virtual
unknown even to members of the Organization, never mind spies
assigned to keep tabs on the big boys. They would have laughed
inwardly at his plan for using the contacts they could provide had
they ever asked for details. They didn’t want to know what anyone
did with their network, and that’s all it was and undoubtedly still
is: an internet of likeminded people with differing talents and
resources, but a common vision and a common hatred. If a person
knew who they were, then that person deserved help. With all his
money, Hemal offered more help than he ever asked for so they were
obliged to assist him.

His large Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in
his throat as he swallowed again and again, waiting for the
computer at an oil-smudged kiosk to sign him online. The dirt
embarrassed him. If he could be honest with himself he would have
admitted that he wanted someone to notice him, to know what
brilliant work he was doing, but Hemal had no reason to fear
failure or capture. So this story is not about the mind behind it,
or what he got away with, but instead acknowledgement of his
surprising minions half a world away, daring kids who did his
bidding to satisfy their own ends. Several governments enlisted by
the United States are searching for clues to his identity, and no
doubt he was a man with the kind of background journalists would
love to expose, but they’ll never find him. In the end, governments
like to chase whomever they want rather than figure out who is
chasing after them. I only mention this man in Iran, and he was a
simple man with experiences and feelings similar to those of
countless other soldiers of his generation, because his goal swept
up the lives of people like a hurricane, and by the time he checked
his watch in that inconspicuous café it had gathered deadly force.
He sat calmly at the eye, but many unsuspecting people the
newspapers never bothered to flash pictures of were about to face
the wrath of a storm he’d been planning for over twenty years.

So close, he thought, nearly panting like a
dog as he counted the remaining months in days.

His watch needlessly reminded him it was
February 13th. Khurshed’s birthday. His niece died a
tragic death, blown to bits right out of the sky on July
3rd, 1988. He remembered her always carrying a little
stuffed sheep whose white wool stood out against her silky, dark
hair. Baa, she called it. Instead of imagining the horror of her
final moments, ripped apart still clutching her Baa, Hemal tried to
picture her as she would look now, a beautiful woman of
twenty-five, filled with life. Twenty plus years may have passed
but Hemal, and thankfully many others, had neither forgiven nor
forgotten. The insult cut too deeply. When he failed to conjure up
a suitable image of Khurshed he scanned the faces of the happy
Sunday crowd drinking tea and eating their lunches with friends.
His vision blurred, though, and the same sinister face of an
American President floated in front of him saying, “I will never
apologize for the United States of America, ever. I don’t care what
the facts are.” The facts were that an American guided missile
cruiser shot down a commercial jet bound for Dubai, killing 290
passengers including 66 children. To hear that the families didn’t
deserve an apology, and worse, that the Commander was given a
commendation for “heroic achievement,” rattled Hemal’s soul. From
then on he acted as a man possessed. Nothing else from the time of
the holy war with Iraq and its American suppliers scarred him as
deeply as the loss of his brother’s family.

His city had evolved into a very cosmopolitan
one since the days of his youth and the Revolution, and this gave
him the inspiration and wherewithal to exact revenge on his
enemies. Signing onto the appointed sports chat room as Marvin, he
began a seemingly innocuous thread that only one person on earth
would recognize: Two Boxers. He then posted a link to an upcoming
bout between a white American and an African-American in Las Vegas.
It was scheduled for July 4th. An elaborate cover and
the use of expensive personal communications equipment that could
be later mined for evidence against him were as unnecessary as they
were dangerous. Watching the Americans try to dismantle Al Qaeda
cemented his opinion on this. It seemed much simpler and safer to
hide out in the open—to become an ant lost in a colony of public
computers and the World Wide Web. The explosion of websites serving
bored sports fanatics who chatted endlessly about nothing would
never be seriously combed effectively for coded messages. Too many
anthills. So Hemal discussed the loose rules of their coded
conversations with his bomb-making counterpart before the man left
for America.

That second man from Iran, named Bez, was
staying at a shabby motel in a place called Walpole, Massachusetts.
He spoke English but that seemed too much of an ugly mouthful. He
didn’t move around from motel to motel because he did not want to
risk being searched for any reason with tools of his trade. This
dirty place with dusty sheets, sleazy clientele and strange but
unobtrusive owner/manager suited him perfectly. Many of the motels
he visited did not have internet access or computers at all, much
less a lobby. This surprised him, for he’d always heard how rich
America was, and he worried that he’d have to change his plans. He
cursed Hemal for always wanting to communicate at the same time. It
meant comfortable mornings for him and late nights for Bez. That
selfish prick. Being in this place made him think in English, which
also irritated him. From his private cubbyhole he posted a comment
about the two boxers under the screen name Rocky655: Very
interesting. Do you have tickets? Hemal smiled slightly. No, he
responded, do you or your friends? Hemal waited what seemed an
eternity to him, but in reality only a minute or two. The answer to
this question, an answer he had received on the first Sunday of
every month for nearly two years, would assure him that everything
proceeded according to plan. I do not, Rocky655 wrote, but many of
my friends do.

Hemal signed off and leaned back in his
chair. Contact with Bez made him feel important and helped him
imagine the ordinary dirtiness of his surroundings as signs of the
genius nature of his plan. The teenage American schoolboy crouching
in an alley with a can of spray paint in his backpack, however, had
to be a bit more realistic and careful before working on the dirty
wall in front of him. Hemal was really just the money, not one of
the boys in Brockton doing the work. Once the boys took part in his
plan it was theirs to use for whatever motivation they wished.
Some, like the boy who slowly began tagging the wall with the
numbers 033548, held their own grudge and considered themselves
artists of justice. A person who refuses to ever part with the
tools of his art is an artist, no matter the age. This artist,
considered a bright young student by his teachers, ducked at the
sound of each approaching car for fear of being caught and
questioned about his other tags by the police. He made history
happen. And he worked quietly and carefully, for he was one of the
very few who knew the details the news and the government got
wrong. The ugly face of an American President, new or old, did not
haunt him. Neither did the elusive face of Khurshed. No, as he
began outlining a second set of six-digit numbers in green paint
thoughts of another girl broke his usual concentration. That’s why
he failed to notice the headlights about to flash in his direction,
and the big sedan, the right size to be a patrol car, seeming to
slow as it passed the alley where he worked. He sunk behind a
garbage can, pulled up his knees to his chest so that his feet
wouldn’t show, and held his breath as the sound of the car’s engine
dwindled away to nothing. He sat motionless for a few extra
seconds, irritated with himself for losing focus on the task at
hand and thinking of Molly Cuddy.

 


Two: Entertainment

 


On arrival, Brockton High School looks like a
gray cinderblock prison. Two generations ago the students of this
school knew they would occupy this imposing structure for four
years before choosing between the military, a factory job, or a
similar environment elsewhere. Most of the factories that
contributed to Brockton’s blue-collar nature, however, had long
since shut down. And for every family that moved out of town
looking for work, another family from Boston moved in looking only
for low-income housing. Section 8 was supposed to give poor
families a way to escape poverty and crime. Instead, the poverty
and crime moved with them because the new arrivals didn’t mix in
with the local population, it took the local population over or
scared it away. The Cuddys, however, stayed.

Two of Detective Alan Cuddy’s three children
sat at the kitchen table earlier that February morning, Molly
eating breakfast and Mackenzie texting her friends. The view from
the staircase only allowed Al to see Molly, and though he began
speaking before he reached the bottom, he finished with a kiss on
her head just across the table from his other daughter. “Well, you
sure are a sight for sore eyes,” he said. Kenzie looked up from her
phone and he smiled. “Morning Kenz.” He kissed her, too, but she
couldn’t help feeling hurt. She’d long ago begun believing her
father loved one daughter above his other children. She knew her
father loved her, and she looked up to Molly a great deal as well,
but living in her shadow, being constantly compared to her and even
called “Little Molly” drove her nuts. She instinctively put her
phone away before her father could complain about how much she used
it. It vibrated tantalizingly in her bag, promising news of a boy
she crushed on from one of her friends who’d chilled with him the
night before. “Just answer it, Kenz,” Molly said through mouthfuls
of blueberry pancake. She took it as a challenge not to and rolled
her eyes at her sister as if to say “If I answered all my texts
right away I’d never be able to do anything else.” But she longed
and waited in agony until she and Molly parted ways at school to
check the text. Katelyn, her friend, never revealed anything in one
text. You had to endure a full sentence being broken up into
several texts, a method Katelyn thought added suspense and drama to
whatever gossip she was passing along, in order to find out even
the simplest information. A story could take an hour and she never
answered actual phone calls, instead opting to hold several clipped
conversations at once that kept her from being bored.

Molly rolled into the school parking lot in
her Mom’s old station wagon hoping to learn something, too. She
wanted to be a nurse, to help people, but some days her classmates
made learning impossible. Kenzie, her younger sister, didn’t much
care about the learning part of school. To her, learning came
easily and she relished distractions. Still, the sisters both
fought a feeling of dread each morning that rose from the pits of
their stomachs. They went their separate ways, Molly saying, “See
you later,” Kenzie without a word, both putting on their student ID
lanyards. BHS was no longer the biggest high school east of the
Mississippi, as her father loved to point out, nor did it seem to
possess any other glorious qualities her father ascribed to it, but
with 4,000 bold 14-18 year olds it still did have the power to
overwhelm a visitor or a teenage girl. As Molly walked to her
locker she heard the Oooohs and Aaaahs of an entertained crowd.
Usually, the mass of students were one step above comatose at this
point in the morning and the entertainment provided by various
quirky kids in any population of that size didn’t reach a level of
genuine excitement until lunchtime. Since the crowd was forming
only a few feet from her locker she looked over a short set of
shoulders into it to see what had everyone so riled up. She
immediately wished she hadn’t when she saw poor Myron smiling in
the middle of the circle. Molly knew what horrible form of fun
caught the crowd’s interest then. She also realized that many of
the onlookers were freshmen and sophomores who had probably never
heard of Myron’s affliction. She knew it to be an affliction,
anyway, but the crowd didn’t seem to think so. Tyler, the tall boy
who stood in the middle of the circle with Myron, barely concealed
a grin. He hailed the burly black boy’s superpowers as though he
were the ringmaster in a circus.

“Who has cleats?” Tyler squealed with
delight. “C’mon! One of you must play baseball.” Tyler, the
quarterback of the football team, was not used to being denied,
especially by freshmen that idolized him. When one of them finally
handed him a pair of metal spikes, Molly cried out, “Don’t, Tyler.
Please!” Her look of disapproval was enough to convince him,
despite the expectant and enthralled crowd. After all, he wanted
Molly much more than the cheers of a bunch of underclassmen. He’d
get their cheers in the fall. So he patted Myron on the back with
unnecessary force and told him, “The lady has spoken! Now don’t go
using your superpowers during school, Myron.” The crowd did not
want to let him go, however, no show being complete without a
finale, and several students blocked his path, poking their fingers
through holes in his shirt and tugging violently at them to widen
the rips. As Myron, about 150 pounds overweight as he was, tried to
waddle through the sea of hands that held him and pleaded to see
the cleats in action, Molly noticed several burn marks on the back
of his tee shirt. Tyler had pressed a lighter to the boy’s back at
least a half-dozen times, it appeared, and ruining Myron’s clothes
provided bonus laughs for the spectators. Molly imagined Myron
standing there smiling while all those kids watched him being
burned. Horribly cruel entertainment, she thought. Being an object
of attention sucks. Molly shuddered to think of how Tyler, who
stood watching her from a nearby locker, might have employed the
spikes had she not happened by. Myron, you see, suffered from a
rare condition that did not allow him to feel pain. In fact, it was
through him that she learned about CIPA. Medical dictionaries can
tell you a lot, and Molly scoured one she received from her Aunt
Jeanne, an enthusiastic nurse very excited to have a family member
with whom to talk shop at holiday gatherings. What CIPA’s entry
boiled down to, once you cut through the jargon, was that this
giant boy with a giant smile, a boy who would do anything for
acceptance, would probably not live to be thirty—would probably, in
all likelihood, die from some massive infection in a wound he never
noticed. These depressing thoughts kept Molly from finding some
excuse to lose Tyler. He approached her locker and chatted away
about some party happening that weekend, completely oblivious to
the fact that she disliked him. He could be excused for this
blindness, however, on the grounds that Molly would give her
attention to a known murderer rather than appear rude in her own
eyes. One time on the commuter train to Boston, she spent half an
hour talking to a sketchy Colombian kid looking her up and down and
spewing the most ridiculous lines about how he gambled his way from
South America to New York. He said he hit a run of bad luck and had
to skip town, but had just cleaned up at Foxwoods. Her friends,
Arielle, Deb and Deirdre, with whom she shared this train ride and
just about every other high school adventure, tried to laugh and
whisper from their seats and draw her attention. But they’d left
her standing and weren’t about to switch places with her. Unless
she turned her back on this guy she wouldn’t be able to shake him,
and she couldn’t bring herself to ignore someone talking directly
to her, so they all ended up getting off the train together. He
even followed them into a Victoria’s Secret store in Fanueil Hall,
selling Molly on the idea that she was an angel and white was her
color. Only when Deirdre, a salt-of-the-earth daughter of a single
father and sister to four brothers, none of whom tidied up the
rough edges for the sake of their lone female relative, stepped in
and said to the kid, “Alright, Lucky, there’s no pussy at the end
of the rainbow” did the girls begin to enjoy their day together.
That was Molly. Too nice sometimes.

In others’ eyes, ones that saw and believed
what brief flashes of truth told them, Molly and Tyler had dated.
That’s what Tyler told everyone, anyway, for a whole two weeks at
the beginning of the school year. Molly never denied it because she
actually considered it. And that was enough to give Tyler hope he
could transform his lies into truth. No guy would ever allow
himself to be linked to a girl he didn’t like, so guys couldn’t
imagine a girl allowing it either. As a result, the more Tyler
talked and Molly didn’t, the more people believed in a relationship
Tyler hoped to wish into existence.

Molly collected her books for first period
wondering if she would see Patrick, her boyfriend, before lunch.
Patrick took all honors classes so he was not in any of Molly’s.
For various reasons, not the least of which being Tyler’s affection
for her, people thought she and Patrick would not last long as
boyfriend and girlfriend. They were an odd couple to those who
considered themselves experts on the subject of love, or at least
sex. What she could see in Patrick mystified them. They did not
know that he had not failed to come to her locker and give her one
of those tender hugs from behind that she loved on any morning
since he became her boyfriend. They didn’t understand how a girl
with so many prospects could settle for a funny looking soccer
player, skinny and hairy, when there were so many other fine
options. She couldn’t see that he was standing only halfway down
the hall because Tyler leaned nonchalantly against the wall of
lockers, blocking her view.

Patrick watched Tyler flirt with her and
angrily took in her attitude toward the quarterback. He wanted her
to hurry away herself, frightened, as if by a rapist, but she
didn’t. “What the f—,” he muttered. A surge of hatred welled up in
his chest and immobilized him. He wanted to attack, but the certain
humiliation of being beaten to a pulp by Tyler stopped him, and he
flushed with the shame of his cowardice. He wanted to trudge off to
class and berate her later at lunch for flirting, but he figured
this to be even more cowardly so he walked right up to her and gave
her a kiss on the lips. She was a little stunned and embarrassed,
but not by the kiss itself. The pathetic act Patrick put on in
pretending he hadn’t noticed Tyler was there seemed cheap and
hollow, altogether unbecoming of the boy she liked.

“Oh, Tyler…how’s it going?” Patrick said,
still holding Molly and sliding a hand down her backside for good
measure.

“Not bad, man,” Tyler was much better at
feigning friendliness than Patrick. “We were just headed to History
class.” The “we” stung Patrick, as if Tyler and Molly shared
something Patrick would never understand. Just then the warning
bell rang and Patrick knew he had to let them go. His class
required him to go in a different direction so he turned to Molly.
“See you at lunch?” he asked.

“For sure.” With that, she squeezed his hand
and turned to go. Tyler smiled back at Patrick, who watched them
walk a little ways down the hall. “See you at lunch, man!” he
called. Patrick didn’t know what to make of that comment. They had
never sat together before, but the note of delight in Tyler’s voice
made him cringe out of fear. That asshole’s not really going to sit
with us, is he? Patrick wondered. Tyler was capable of
anything.

Kenzie’s morning did not progress any better
than her sister’s. She made a point of passing Katelyn’s locker
before going to her own, though it was out of the way. She’d had
crushes before, obviously, but Jarrod was different. She saw him
almost every day after school working out in the weight room. She
had no desire to lift herself, but all the athletic boys did so she
found a routine of stretching, talking, riding a stationary bike
and talking some more. If it happened to be a bad day and there
were no conversations worth having, then she slipped on her iPod
and stole glances at the cutest ones. Usually, Jarrod was the
cutest, most ripped boy in the room. He went about his business
quietly, which she liked, seemingly focused on being a star on the
football team in the fall. Once in a while he’d flash her a half
smile that she read as saying, “I know you think I don’t know your
name, but I do, and I like you.” Watching the muscles in his back
and shoulders ripple as he repeatedly hoisted what looked to be an
impossibly heavy bar behind his head, Kenzie dreamed of being
wrapped up in those arms. When she could see Katelyn packing books
into her locker from down the hall, she quickened her pace. Katelyn
acted surprised to see her and gave Kenzie an unnecessary hug.

“So tell me what happened last night,” Kenzie
started right in. Katelyn was more a friend of her friends’ than
someone she actually liked.

“Why didn’t you answer my last text?” Katelyn
used her long eyelashes and pouting lower lip to great effect in
getting what she wanted. Right now she just wanted to make Kenzie
wait. She had the kind of news that could only be broken delicately
and probably should not be broken at all, but Katelyn was the kind
of friend who actually enjoyed delivering bad news.

“Don’t ask,” Kenzie rolled her eyes for
effect. “My Dad was being gay again.”

“Lame.”

“Yeah.”

“So where did I leave off?”

Brightening at the prospect of hearing
something great, for Kenzie did not suspect her friend would test
her patience and then tell her she had no news, she answered with a
smile, “You said you were sitting on the couch with Colin when
Jarrod kind of came over and started asking you questions about
me.”

“Oh yeah, I almost forgot,” Katelyn’s face
fell into the kind of smile you give a five year old before telling
her you don’t have enough money for the ice cream she wants.
Wouldn’t she prefer something else anyway? “So I mentioned
you…”

“You said my name? How? What were you
like…”

“I said, ‘Wouldn’t this be a great place for
like a huge bash?’ And it really is, this guy Timmy’s Mom
apparently lets him do whatever he wants.”

“And?”

“And I was like, ‘I wish my friend Kenzie was
here to see it.’ You know, just to see if he recognized the name or
what he would say. And he was like, ‘Kenzie Cuddy?’” Kenzie’s eyes
would have lit up at this point if Katelyn didn’t speak the words
in a tone that suggested she was about to give some really horrible
news. Kenzie waited for it, eyeballing her friend in just the way
she expected. “And so I was like, ‘Yeah, Kenzie Cuddy! How did you
know? There’s more than one Kenzie at this school.’ And then he
started asking me about Molly and Molly’s boyfriend so I asked him
if he was into her and he just shrugged and changed the subject.”
Katelyn began to feel bad when she saw that Kenzie was really hurt
and not just annoyed. “Oh, Kenize, I’m sorry I said anything,” she
said, trying to hug her friend once again, this time with cause.
Kenzie didn’t move. She allowed herself to stand wrapped in
Katelyn’s arms for a few seconds before running off to the bathroom
to be alone.

“The whole frickin’ world revolves around
Molly!” She gritted the words in her teeth to keep from screaming
them loud enough for the whole school to hear and closed the door
to her stall to cry in private. She was angry with herself for
crying over a boy. It annoyed her when other girls did that. But
why did he have to like Molly of all people?

Moments later Katelyn waved at Jarrod as he
walked passed her locker. He had his iPod on, though, and didn’t
notice her. He didn’t expect to see anyone he wanted to talk to in
the freshman section of school and he was thinking of Molly as he
listened to Jay-Z’s “99 problems.” Before he reached History class,
Jarrod put his iPod away. He knew The Duke would take it if he saw
it and he didn’t want to mess with Coach Duke.

 


Three: History

 


Molly enjoyed History class because it was
one of the few in which her teacher had some semblance of control.
Studies suggest that when low achieving students, those with
special needs or learning differences, average students and above
average students learned together the low achievers were forced to
rise to the challenge. Molly would have suggested otherwise and
would have felt frustrated at being isolated from the honors
students, but she believed that she was no honors student and
doubted any objections she might raise hadn’t been considered
before. Mr. Ducasey, or the Duke, as students eventually and
inevitably called him, disagreed with the prevailing winds of
education, too, and knew for certain that his objections had been
considered and rejected. As a result, he considered most
administrators, politicians and other teachers spineless, and ran
his classroom accordingly. He was new to BHS having moved his
family out of Somerville to buy a house. He was not, the students
would learn, new to teaching teenagers. They tested him, of course,
hoping to dominate the room, but their antics hardly ever fazed the
Duke. He always came prepared, never held a grudge, and so earned
their grudging respect. Coaching football also helped keep a few
players, including Tyler, in line.

Ten Ducasies would not stop Tyler from
talking to Molly, however. He took every spare opportunity during
the lesson on General Patton and the Battle of the Bulge to either
comment on the bulge in his pants to the chubby kid sitting on one
side of him, or to make small talk with Molly on the other.

“Tyler! You getting all this in your
notebook?” the Duke broke in.

“I don’t have my notebook, Coach.” Tyler
replied honestly.

“I know, ig-mo, that’s my point.” The Duke
just shook his head.

“Mr. Ducasey,” one girl asked, but many
others wished to know, “what’s an ig-mo?”

“An ignoramus.”

“What’s an ignoramus?”

“Look it up.” He figured she never would. And
then the classroom door opened and the Vice Principal ushered a
tall, unwelcome guest into the room. Timmy McCarthy. Some students
have behavioral issues and some are just twisted. Timmy had been
arrested after exposing himself and masturbating at the same
Dunkin’ Donuts drive-thru window four mornings in a row, actions
which achieved him a sort of fame at BHS and a place squarely in
the second category of disturbed children. The Duke’s students
looked around at one another wondering if they all belonged in the
same room together. A couple of students had wondered this very
same thing all year, but the arrival of Timmy McCarthy spurred them
to a new level of self-loathing.

“Grab a seat over there, Tim,” the Duke
pointed to an empty desk in the row by the windows. Timmy sized up
the roster as he slowly shuffled to his seat. “So where were we?”
the Duke asked, hoping someone could honestly tell him where in his
routine to begin again.

“You called Tyler stupid.” The same girl who
asked what ignoramus meant now had a dictionary in her hand.
Amazing, the Duke thought.

“What?” he said. “I’ve never called a student
stupid.” She smiled crookedly and said no more. She felt proud,
grown up to have an unspoken understanding with an actual adult.
All the while Timmy was fidgeting around. No one paid any attention
to him and he couldn’t understand it. Timmy needed entertainment—he
would have been leading the mob of students working on Myron if he
had the opportunity—and resented anything that failed to entertain
him as tyranny. He cared to know nothing of World War II, or any
other war for that matter. The Duke noticed the new kid climbing
all over his chair, but wouldn’t jump on him unless he started
making noise. Tyler noticed that Ducasey, he thought calling him
“the Duke” was gay (homosexuals were high on Tyler’s list of groups
to hate), had his attention elsewhere. So he went back to probing
Molly.

“What’re you doing after school today?”

“Patrick’s coming over for dinner,” Molly
answered, ready to discuss the topic of primary concern to her with
someone.

“To your house?” Tyler seemed a little
surprised.

“Yeah.”

“Does he do that a lot?”

Molly gave him a questioning look. “No. This
is his first time.” She began to wonder if Tyler actually knew what
she was worried about straightaway. None of her friends had said
anything about it so Molly didn’t know how to bring it up.

“Oh.” Tyler began to smile inwardly. No way
her old man is going to like Patrick, he thought. Keep talking.
Show you care, that you’re interested in what she has to say.
Patrick won’t last long. “So does the old man have his shotgun
ready?” He didn’t mean to say this, but since he it came out he
tried to play it up as a joke as much as possible.

“Oh my God! Don’t say that!”

“Molly!” The Duke knew that if his nicest
students weren’t paying attention, he stood no chance today. Molly,
hearing her name spoken so gruffly, snapped to attention. “Join us,
will you?” He let her off easy.

“Hey!” Timmy was kneeling on his seat, head
and arms out the window, waving to someone in the faculty parking
lot.

“Hey, Tarzan!” The Duke could always be
counted on for sarcasm. “How ‘bout swinging on back into your
seat.” Timmy paid no attention to the faint voice in the back of
his head, but as it got louder he wiggled his shoulders back into
the classroom and saw the Duke glaring at him.

“What?” Timmy hated that look. Yell at me all
you want, asshole. You can’t do anything to me, he thought.

“What!” Nothing stunned the Duke more than a
skinny kid’s tough guy attitude. “You need a seatbelt over there?”
Some of the football players chuckled. Being an object of ridicule
angered Timmy even more.

“Fuck you!” He barked at the Duke who half
expected a tantrum of some sort.

“Ok, pal, time to go get some medication in
the office.” The Duke only kicked people out of class for
fighting—school policy pretty much— and McCarthy was capable of
anything in the class’ imaginations so everyone waited expectantly
to see what would happen next. Timmy didn’t move a muscle. He just
stared right back at the Duke, attempting to humiliate the man by
imitating his scowl. After what seemed a very long time, Timmy
appreciated that the Duke did not egg him on further so he decided
to take the teacher up on his offer and walked silently out of the
room to see the Housemaster. Mrs. Entwhistle kicked Timmy out of
class at least three times a week until the Housemaster suggested
moving the boy into Ducasey’s class. Maybe then I can get some
peace and quiet, he reasoned at the time. So Timmy knew the
Housemaster well, and knew he would not be glad they were thrown
together again.

This is really not my day, the Duke thought,
and so did Molly. She’d been confronted with two ugly scenes
already and it was only 8:30. Were Molly superstitious she might
have seen these incidents as signs of things to come. The Duke,
never at a loss for busy work assignments, decided it was time for
the students to read and outline the next chapter in the book. He
hoped to make it to the next class and start over, but when the
Housemaster, who was also having a rough morning due to a pile of
paperwork on his desk that had become impossible to ignore, knocked
loudly on the Duke’s door the teacher knew there was no starting
over.

“Mr. Ducasey, may I interrupt you for a
minute?” The Housemaster didn’t notice that he wasn’t interrupting
a lecture for once, and the Duke couldn’t help but notice that the
Housemaster’s question wasn’t a question at all. Before the Duke
could get to the hallway, the Housemaster lost his patience. “You
can’t kick him out of class,” he said. The Duke stopped in his
tracks. Beside the fact that the message seemed ridiculous, the
Duke could not believe it had just been delivered in front of not
only Timmy, but the whole class, as well.

“Excuse me?” The Duke nearly choked on his
words.

“All students need to learn, Mr. Ducasey. All
students will learn if given the proper opportunity and
motivation.” The Duke narrowed his eyes to assure himself he wasn’t
hallucinating. A critique! He’s criticizing me in front of the
whole class! This patronizing dickhead hasn’t been in my class all
year!

“Okay,” was all the Duke could think to
respond. The jerk would hate it if I argued with him in front of
the kids. It would serve him right. Whatever. I’ll give Tarzan the
proper motivation. The thought repeated itself over and over again
in his ears. He waited a few moments, long enough to be sure the
Housemaster had disappeared down the hall. Meanwhile, so as not to
appear odd, he pretended to supervise the students working on their
outlines by glowering at them. Tyler knew that look, and pretended
to read about some Jewish camp called Auschwitz.

Timmy would have gone back to his desk and
resumed his usual activities, but the Duke stood in his way, so he
stayed a few feet away from the man, considering whether or not to
squeeze his way by. No, he thought, I’ll look stupid trying to get
by. I might trip over that no-neck monster’s feet. When Timmy made
a move to walk down the aisle in front of him and skirt around the
room to his desk the Duke finally looked at him and said, “Let’s
talk in the hall.” Timmy obeyed mechanically. Because he was trying
so hard to remember the name of the movie his English teacher made
him watch that had someone calling someone else’s kids “no-neck
monsters,” he had nearly forgotten that he’d been kicked out of
class in the first place.

He leaned comfortably against a row of
lockers hoping the bell would ring in the middle of the Duke’s
speech so he could walk away and hear the teacher screaming at him
above the noise of the crowd. It was not to be, however, for the
Duke’s speech ran very short and to the point. Before he began, the
Duke squared up to Timmy and looked intently into his eyes. The two
were only inches apart, a fact that made Timmy more than a little
uncomfortable. “Okay, tough guy,” the Duke began, “you got
something you wanna fuckin’ say to me now, punk?” The Duke’s
nostrils were flaring.

Timmy, trying not to show any fear, shot back
feebly, “You can’t say that to me.”

“Yeah? Well I just did. So I suggest you
either learn to shut your mouth and act like a citizen in there, or
prepare for the worst few months of your life, you cowardly sack of
shit.” Shell-shocked by this confrontation, Timmy did not respond.
The Duke, figuring no response was the best he could hope for,
opened the classroom door and ushered him back inside. Timmy
hustled to his seat thinking, Miss Gratton will get me out of here.
I’ll tell her he doesn’t like me. She’ll switch me. And so the next
day she did, to the relief of all but the teacher on whose roster
Timmy would show up next.

When the bell finally rang Molly gathered her
books more quickly than usual and made a beeline for the hall. She
wondered what her father would do if her brother’s teacher called
home saying Shea had said “fuck you” to the teacher in class. Timmy
didn’t seem worried at all. She wanted to escape the Timmys and
Tylers of the school, but her classes were filled with them. In
fact, sensing a presence next to her, she looked left and realized
Tyler was walking stride-for-hurried-stride with her. She
instinctively slowed, thinking there was no point in being rude,
and smiled as he chatted her up about his Uncle’s beach house down
the Cape. He extended an open invitation to her for the summer.
“Sounds like fun,” she smiled, but was put off by how little regard
he had for her relationship with Patrick. Oh God, I can’t wait for
this day to be over with! She was relieved when she got into Math
class, for Tyler sat on the opposite side of the room, and the boy
next to her, Jarrod Wilkes, only spoke to her when she needed help
on an equation.

Though he had popular friends, and plenty of
girls besides Kenzie liked him, Jarrod felt tongue-tied around
Molly. He would plan out all sorts of different ways to begin
conversations with her as he walked to school, but once that
smiling face locked eyes with him his mind froze. Each sound out of
his mouth sounded more awkward to him than the last. In History
class he hadn’t even managed to say hello. He didn’t get it. He
could chat up just about any girl and get her number, but not
Molly. He watched her work now. Long legs, but not too skinny,
perfect skin and long, light brown hair he wanted to touch. He
practically lost control when she bit down on her glossy lower lip
while working on a problem. She’s even hotter when she’s not trying
to be, he thought admiringly. And, to top it all off, despite being
one of the prettiest girls in the school, she was genuinely nice to
people and didn’t seem to care at all what others thought. In
short, he convinced himself there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do
for Molly, but she had a boyfriend. When he first found out about
Patrick, Jarrod was disappointed. Eventually, though, he came to
see the relationship as a good thing. If she can date a Pakistani
without a problem, why not a black kid? And here again, a boy with
designs on her fixated on the very issue that made her so nervous
for the family to meet Patrick. Or rather, for her father to meet
him.

Molly loved her father deeply and obeyed him
in everything. As a result, she had always been his favorite—a fact
he tried to keep to himself. Growing up in Brockton and being a
police officer made him somewhat prejudiced. He always treated
people well, and never voiced his negative opinions outside the
home, but Molly knew from oh so many dinner time comments that
there was no way she could bring a black boy home as a boyfriend.
Patrick, though, was not black. He won’t have a problem with it,
Molly convinced herself. But I want him to like Patrick, not just
put up with him. Throughout the rest of the school day Molly
imagined the conversation at the dinner table. She put words of
praise and interested questions onto her father’s lips, smiles on
her mother’s. There were just too many variables to consider,
however, for Molly ever to feel comfortable with any of the
scenarios she imagined.

God only knows what Kenzie will say. She’d
better say nothing. Molly laughed at her own empty threats. Though
she believed herself capable of simply crushing Kenzie, who was
approximately half her size, Molly had never been in a fight. And
beyond that, Kenize’s sarcasm usually made Molly laugh even when
her sister was making fun of her. Jarrod, Patrick, Kenzie, and her
father loved her for this quality. Tyler, staring at her from
across the room, wanted her for other reasons.

Kenzie, meanwhile, had decided Katelyn was a
bitch, and not to be trusted. So she met Arielle, one of Molly’s
friends she liked best, in a bathroom and asked for help. Kenzie
was confident that many boys liked her and figured all Jarrod
needed was a little prodding. Arielle agreed. “Don’t worry,” she
said. “He’ll be yours by the weekend.” With that, she pulled out
her iPhone and began texting Jarrod with Kenzie reading over her
shoulder, marveling at this girl who always did and said whatever
she wanted. Kenzie loved her sister, but really wanted to be like
Arielle. Being nice made her feel helpless sometimes, and Arielle
was the exact opposite of helpless. That’s what popped into her
head as she sat on a toilet crying her eyes out in the morning.
Watching Arielle take matters into her own hands now reassured
Kenzie that she’d made a good decision to ask her for help. Her
eyes narrowed slightly as she focused on the screen, as absorbed in
helping Kenzie as she would have been trying to get Jarrod for
herself.

Jarrod reached into the pocket of his jeans
and peeked at his phone under the desk. Arielle. Nice! The teacher
had her back to the class writing something on the board so Jarrod
flipped the top of his phone, rested it in his lap and began
reading what Arielle had sent, hoping it had something to do with
Molly, who he knew was one of Arielle’s good friends.

“U like hott grls?”

“Duh,” he replied.

“I kno 1 u should get wit.”

“Who?”

“U know Molly C?”

Jarrod’s heart quickened and he coughed
involuntarily as he looked up to see Molly biting her lower lip
again. Oh my God! He thought for a minute, not wanting to appear
too eager, then replied, “She got bf.” He wouldn’t have expected
Molly to be the type of girl to cheat on her boyfriend, but if it
was with him then cheating was a good thing.

“Her hot lil sis don’t. Take a look,” Arielle
then sent a picture she had saved on her phone. Jarrod tried to
picture Kenzie in his mind and when he saw the picture he
remembered seeing the sisters together one time. Kenzie’s got a
nice body, he thought. Then he looked at Molly again. She might be
even hotter than Molly in a couple years. She obviously wants it,
too. Jarrod remembered someone asking him about Kenzie the night
before now, but he hadn’t given her any thought. Now he did, and he
was quickly warming to the idea. He wasn’t sure he wanted to do
anything, though, for two reasons: One, Kenzie’s a freshman and he
didn’t know her. Two, even if he only flirted with Kenzie he
figured Molly would never give him a chance after that. He was
right. Once a friend of Molly’s, never mind her sister, has
interest in a guy they might as well be married for all the chance
there is that Molly would hook up with him. It was one of those
instincts that made Molly a good friend.

The morning crawled by slowly, as usual, and
when the lunch bell finally rang Molly found she needed to see
Patrick. It stopped her for a moment, causing the rush of people
behind her to have to shift their flow around her to avoid knocking
into her. I know I look forward to it, it occurred to her, but this
is different. It scared her to think she’d never felt this
strongly, not being able to bear the hours apart, before that. She
tried to think of all the other crushes she’d had in her life as
she entered the cafeteria and saw him. It was here that she first
got to know him. She’d always thought of him as a cute soccer
player, but standing alone, looking for all the world to see like a
lost puppy dog, made him irresistible. She had gotten to lunch
earlier than the friends with whom she normally sat, and there he
was—just standing in the aisle with his tray squinting to see
someone in the vast sea of tables. She called out to him
impulsively and asked him if he wanted to sit with her. He was
stunned, but strode right over to her table and sat down. Her
friends were surprised to find a random boy sitting with Molly,
both of them laughing hysterically as though they were the oldest
friends in the world. He looked familiar to them, but they couldn’t
place him. In fact, Patrick had gone to school with all of them for
several years, from seventh grade on up. Yet he had no friends. He
could say hello to any number of soccer players or students in his
classes and they would smile and respond, but he knew without
having had the experience that friendship was different. He sat
with Molly at lunch every day after that.

On this particular afternoon Patrick reached
their appointed lunch table before her. He held a piece of pizza in
the air as though he wanted Molly to inspect it. She approached the
table with a confused look. “Look at this crap,” he said, dropping
the thin, greasy slice on his plate. “It’s not even hot.”

“I know.” Molly dropped her bagged lunch and
reached for a napkin. She dabbed it on the pizza a little and the
grease soaked through her flimsy napkin quickly. She took a big
bite out of his slice and mumbled, her mouth nearly full, “But it
still tastes good.” Patrick saw her eating happily and couldn’t
help smiling. He didn’t stop complaining, though.

“I wish we had those vocational kids here.
You know, the ones who want to be chefs.”

“And mechanics and woodshop classes and all
that?”

“Yeah. Some schools have that and the food’s
like eating at a restaurant.”

“Really? Where?”

“I heard Attleboro has it.”

“I’ve never heard anything good about
Attleboro before.”

“Yeah, whatever, but vocational schools
definitely have it.”



“Do you want to go to a vocational school,
Patrick?” Molly banked on this question changing the subject. He
loved to complain about the cafeteria food and this made her think
his mother must be a very good cook, or something. Secretly, she
wondered if her own mother was better than mediocre, and this gave
her another reason to worry about dinner. Molly liked everything
her mother made but she liked the cafeteria food, too. Kenzie
mockingly called her a dumpster sometimes. She pictured Patrick
politely trying to choke down her mother’s spaghetti sauce, choking
so badly he sprayed drops of it on his shirt. Kenzie would laugh;
her father would think he was a loser; her mother would make a
scene trying to help him, probably take his shirt off and try to
clean it; he’d probably not want anything to do with them again.
The more Molly imagined Patrick with her family, the tighter she
felt the knots in her stomach getting.

“We’ve got four thousand kids here, Molly.
Why can’t we teach a few of them to cook? You know that’s where
they’re going to end up anyway. Or worse.”

“That’s so mean.”

“No, it’s not. It’s the truth.” Patrick
finally bit into his lunch. “So what’s for dinner?”

“I told my Mom that you liked spaghetti and
meatballs.”

“Nice. My Mom never makes it.”

“Why not?” It had never occurred to Molly
that people might have so many good options that they wouldn’t want
a plate of spaghetti now and then.

“I don’t know. My parents didn’t grow up here
(this was a stock phrase he learned to recite whenever he needed to
avoid explaining something). They like all sorts of weird
shit.”

“Like what?”

“Like weird shit.” She could hear the
annoyance, which piqued her curiosity. “Music, food…just
different.” Molly hoped for more of an answer. She wanted Patrick
to know all about her family and vice versa, but his comments were
always vague and lacking detail whenever she asked about his
parents. Since she officially became his girlfriend, this topic had
been the only conversation stopper and Molly burned to know why.
You can’t know a guy if you don’t know his family. Molly could not
remember whether this had been an original thought or an echo of
one of her father’s many platitudes.

“When will I get to meet your family,
Patrick? Don’t you ever want me to come over to your house?” She
touched his knee under the table. Patrick pursed his lips. He
couldn’t very well say “no,” but that was exactly what he was
thinking. He needed an out—a way to turn the conversation—but Molly
left him none. Stress started to build and Molly could feel his leg
tensing. Most of the time he was open, honest and loving, but on
occasion Molly saw his expression turn troubled. She sensed him
shutting her out and tried to change that by showing him that she,
too, had worries. “I’ll probably love your mother’s cooking.” And
here was Patrick’s out.

“Molly, you don’t want to come over for
dinner to my house.”

“Why not?” She brightened despite his words,
thinking she may have cracked a wall between them. Out of the
corner of her eye she saw Arielle, Deb, and Deirdre working their
way from the lunch line to their table. O no! Patrick always clams
up when they come.

“Because bringing a girl home to dinner means
something different to my parents. It’ll be like we’re getting
married, or something. I wouldn’t put you through that.”

“But they’ve been here for, like, thirty
years.” The three girls were only a few steps away. Nothing had
distracted them on the way. Molly had to give up for now. “Couldn’t
you just tell them it’s not like that. They must know what dating
is.”

“Don’t worry, Moll.” The girls were about to
join them. “After tonight your parents won’t let us date
anyway.”

“Wait, what!” Arielle heard this comment and
jumped on it. “What’re you two doing tonight?” And so Patrick
clammed up and listened while Molly’s friends jabbered their lives
into a reality game show. He hoped it was too early to be voted off
the island.

 


Four: City of Champions

 


Alan Cuddy grew up in Brockton and the city’s
grit, stubbornness, and in-your-face attitude settled on his
character over time like a thick layer of dust on furniture in some
forgotten basement. It had once been “the city of champions”—the
home of both Rocky Marciano, the only undefeated heavyweight
champion, and Marvelous Marvin Hagler, one of the greatest
middleweight boxers of all time. The latest boxer to be famously
linked with Brockton was Peter McNeely. He didn’t grow up in the
city, nor did he train there, but after fighting Mike Tyson upon
the latter’s release from prison, McNeely was found in a Brockton
crack house having spent most of his $750,000 share of the purse
within a year. The man in Iran has probably never heard of Peter
McNeely, but chose to use the names of these icons because they
were two most famous men he could find in connection with the
random town. When Cuddy read about McNeely in The Enterprise,
however, he squished the Styrofoam coffee cup in his hand and
burned himself. He had been laughed at by one of his six brothers
the day before (there were eleven brothers and sisters in Al’s
family) for not having sold his house in the city years ago. The
housing market in Massachusetts had been booming for more than a
decade, except in Brockton and a few other former factory towns.
Yuppies were buying run down three-deckers in South Boston,
Roxbury, some of the worst parts of Boston, for close to a million
dollars. The slumlords who rented out these houses were quick to
unload them and why not? They couldn’t sell them for $50,000 a few
years before. It seemed too good to be true to them. They were
right. What Brockton got was not a bunch of yuppies overpaying for
property, but instead the poor families from Southie and Mission
Hill forced to move anywhere nearby that they could afford. So Al
saw the transition from a Hagler town with history to a McNeely
joke as a man. And he was bitter, especially after having a few
adult beverages on an evening. “Flood the ghetto,” he would say
“and watch them spill out.” He wished they’d go back into their
fishbowl, but he knew the white people living in their houses now
either wouldn’t or couldn’t switch places.

Though twenty-four years on the Brockton
police force had numbed him somewhat to dealing with criminals.
Still, being faced with teenagers often the same age or younger
than his daughter Molly always discouraged him. Al hated arresting
little kids. He wanted to see them playing football in the street,
preparing to lead the Boxers back to the gridiron glory that had
scared in-state opponents away in the 70’s and 80’s. Al was not a
star on any of these teams, but playing at all left him with a
special connection to the community he loved. Still, he had a job
to do, and the uncomfortable fact remains: teens and even pre-teens
are heavily involved in all aspects of the drug trade. He couldn’t
help but think that the boy he had pressed up against the brick
wall of a long-abandoned shoe factory, this boy he had chased from
a street corner nearly a mile away, this fourteen year-old boy he
arrested only months before for possession of cocaine and oxycontin
should have been a great running back. He felt his frustration
mounting with every squirm and wriggle of the boy’s shoulders.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?”
Cuddy barked.

“Let me go, pig!” the boy responded. “You
ain’t got nothin’ on me.”

“You dropped a bag of coke and ran,
shit-for-brains. My friends are fishing it out of the bushes right
now.”

“Whatever bag they got ain’t mine,” the boy
began to relax. Cuddy did not accept being lied to as part of his
job. This made him a persistent cop, but a miserable one as well.
He knows he’s only going to juvie, goddamnit! Screw it. Haul him in
anyway. Fill up the cages till something changes. So he baited the
boy, hoping he would let something incriminating drop.

“You think the world is as stupid as you are,
Jamal? You think I’m just gonna say, ‘oops, my mistake. Have a nice
day?’”

“I ain’t stupid, motherfucker.” Cuddy cuffed
Jamal as a back-up patrol car pulled up in response to Cuddy’s
earlier call. Al pushed the boy to it.

“Sure, Jamal,” Cuddy slapped him on the back
of the head as though he were teaching his son a lesson. “You’re an
honors student, right? Caught dealing twice in six months.”

“You’ll get yours, pig. This whole damned
country will while I’m chillin’ in juvie with my homeboys.” Slowly
he turned on Officer Cuddy and shot him a look that would’ve
chilled the man’s bones if it hadn’t come from a petulant
8th grader. He wanted to laugh but couldn’t. “You think
I’m stupid?” Jamal asked, his voice rising all of a sudden. “You’re
the dumb ass motherfuckers that can’t read! BBA, nigga!” Cuddy
shoved Jamal into the back of the car and instructed the officer to
take care of him while he searched for more evidence. As the squad
car rolled away, Cuddy couldn’t shake Jamal’s final comment. He
stood staring at the tag on the factory wall, right next to where
he had Jamal’s face pressed. He used to read the tags spray-painted
all over Brockton as an indication of which kids he would have to
take down next. They functioned as advertisements usually.
Sometimes they threatened rival gang members, and wouldn’t you know
it there’d be a shooting or a stabbing soon after. For at least the
past eighteen months, however, tags without names or gang slang had
been popping up. Just two sets of six-digit numbers in different
colors, one on top of the other. The one on this factory wall read:
033548 above and 005438 below.

The thing about them that interested Cuddy
was that one number from each set was always in black. This one had
the zero blackened in the top set and the eight in the bottom one.
He didn’t need to be a detective to know this was a code, but being
one made it impossible not to assume these contained messages about
crimes taking place quite recently and maybe even ones planned for
the future. Writing for all to see irked Cuddy. They each looked to
him like a fist with a black middle finger sticking out in the sign
of the universal insult. He, for one, wouldn’t let it go. He
planned to catch the smart-ass punks, BBA, whatever that meant, and
he’d convinced a few of his friends on the force to see it his way,
too. One thing is for sure, he thought, if that stupid jig Jamal is
involved, then I’ll be cracking this code or killed trying.

Since he couldn’t just shake the sickness he
felt in the pit of his stomach he collected his vehicle and headed
for the station to question Jamal. The fourteen year-old jumped
from his bench in the holding cell when he saw Cuddy and started
shouting to anyone who could hear: “That guy whooped my head after
he cuffed me! I’m pressing charges! He’s a racist! He planted coke
on me. He’s a racist!” Cuddy approached the cell to ask a question
and Jamal backed away from the bars. “You come to beat me some
more? I’ll bet nobody’d stop you neither,” he spat in anger on the
floor.

“I just want to ask you a question, Jamal,”
Cuddy said calmly.

“Like what? How to get a discount at Dunkin’
Donuts? Well, I’ll bet if you get on your knees and suck off a fag
manager you’ll get all the bear claws you want, pig.”

“I want to know what you meant when you said
I couldn’t read. Were you talking about that tag back there?”

A smile crept over Jamal’s face. Finally, I
got the power, he thought. This cop has no idea what he’s talking
about. None of them do. The idea calmed him and he thought better
of taunting the cop any further. Jamal said nothing and sat down
stone-faced.

“Jamal,” Cuddy pressed. “I could make things
easier on you if you help me out.” He felt sure now that the tags
did mean something, and this boy held a clue. Jamal looked at him
like he would a cockroach. Disgusted, but used to them enough to
ignore them.

“I’m through talking to you, racist.” Jamal
looked away off into space.

“And why do you call me a racist, Jamal?”
Cuddy was trying to get the boy onto a subject he couldn’t resist.
He didn’t bite, though. Jamal sensed he had already won a victory
and let the cop squirm. He sat silently in his cell and never
looked Cuddy in the eye again. Eventually, Al felt ridiculous
waiting for the boy to answer him, and a bit guilty as well for the
comment he was holding back. It was this: “Stupid nigger.”

 


Five: A Contact Sport



Al’s shift proved uneventful after Jamal’s
arrest, but he was greeted at home by an uncharacteristically
anxious daughter anticipating an event every boy and man dreads:
the first meeting between boyfriend and father. Al had forgotten
that he asked Molly to invite this new boy he kept hearing about
over for dinner until he saw Mackenzie teasing Molly about her
outfit. “It makes you look pregnant, Moll.” She glanced at her
amused father sitting on the couch in the living room. “Probably
not what you want Dad thinking about the first time he sees
Pat.”

“Oh my God, Kenzie. Shut up! I do not look
pregnant.”

“Okay. If you say so. Hi Dad.” Kenzie’s sour
mood lingered after Jarrod failed to comment on the picture Arielle
sent. Molly’s friend tried to reassure her that the wheels were
turning, but not until she was watching her normally nonchalant
sister suffer from self-doubt did she laugh or even really smile.
She sauntered down the hall past her also smiling father.

“I better not have to worry about you being
pregnant, young lady!” Al feigned disturbance more to amuse Kenzie
than anything else. He could tell some other high school boy had
recently made his second daughter very unhappy from her
hyperactivity and sarcastic attitude. She only got that way when
she liked a boy that wasn’t doing what she wanted. He sensed an
edge to her this time, though, that wasn’t normal. And since he had
no interest in asking for the details of the situation he was glad
to play along with her sarcasm if it would help. In truth, Molly
did look a little pregnant to Al on account of the strapless top
she wore. It flared out from her body loosely below the breasts but
left her shoulders bare. While this thought would rile most
fathers, or have them conjuring up all sorts of nightmare scenarios
in their minds, Al dismissed it as easily as Kenzie thought it up.
He loved all of his children, but Molly was the light in his life:
loving, thoughtful, pretty, unselfish and easy to talk to. He
actually felt a bit spoiled by her, and was often struck by the
backwardness of the situation. She made raising her so effortless
and rewarding that he couldn’t help treating her differently than
Kenzie, who found ways into trouble as soon as she learned to
crawl, and Shea, who bustled around like a Tasmanian devil and
liked to fight. They were all “good kids.” Not just in the eyes of
their parents, but also in those of their teachers and countless
other adults as well. Parents hardly ever judge their kids
correctly, Al knew. They believe them much better or worse than
they really are. And the more objective a parent thinks he is, the
more wrong he is. Al, not considering himself subject to the same
flaws as most other parents, assumed he knew his kids fairly well
and got up to go to the bathroom with the sports pages tucked
comfortably under his arm.

Hearing Molly and Kenzie arguing through the
adjoining wall brought another thought to the front of his mind:
though they looked alike, these two sisters could not be more
different had they been raised in different countries instead of
the same bedroom. While Molly was thoughtful and respectful, Kenzie
often blurted out whatever popped into her head. While Molly was
tall and a bit goofy, Kenzie was short and athletic.

“Hey Mom!” Shea shouted as he crashed through
the front door. “What’s for dinner?” Shea and Molly would eat a
slab of fat melted onto a stale cracker or challenge Kobayashi to a
hot dog eating contest. Kenzie, on the other hand, refused to
deviate from her strange diet of French fries and tomatoes.
“Spaghetti and meatballs,” came the answer from the kitchen. The
responses:

“Yuck”—Kenzie.

“Okay”—Shea.

Silence—Molly.

Al left these comparisons on the toilet and
made his way into the kitchen. He hugged his wife. “You know
anything about this boy?” he asked.

“Just that his name’s Patrick and he plays
soccer at school.”

“Great,” Al rolled his eyes and dipped a
finger into a pot of simmering sauce. “Molly’s with a pansy.”

“Al!” His wife scolded him, “be nice. Molly’s
all nervous you won’t like him.”

“And why’s that?” Al raised his eyebrows.
“Maybe there’s a good reason I won’t like him, Beth. By the way,”
he added with a smirk, “have you seen my rifle?”

Beth continued to stir the tomato paste. “O
shush,” she whispered, “don’t go trying to scare the poor kid.”

“The poor kid? You’ve never met the boy,
Beth. Who knows? Maybe he’s a real scumbag.” Beth didn’t respond.
She learned through nineteen years of marriage that Al could keep
an argument going forever simply to get a rise out of people.
Besides, they both knew Molly was too sensitive and sensible to
bring home a boy about whom they’d have serious objections. Molly
did not usually encourage aggressive guys. She sensed that the
confident ones were playing a game. “A contact sport,” one of her
Seventeen magazines called it. The “players,” she thought were not
genuine and therefore not worthy of trust.

“I’m looking for a gentleman,” her father
once overheard her telling a friend on the phone. He assumed the
friend laughed at her because of the way Molly mumbled something
defensively and changed the subject. It was a habit of hers to
avoid confrontations if at all possible by gently steering people
toward more agreeable subjects. And she hated criticizing people
directly lest they think her conceited. In her mind, though, a
gentleman amounted to the most basic requirement in a boyfriend and
she secretly pitied those of her friends she suspected would
someday lament how easily they let themselves get played. Molly’s
friends teased her for being “old fashioned,” which was fine with
them so long as she didn’t dress old fashioned, but they couldn’t
convince her to lower her standards. Considering the maturity level
of teenage boys, it’s a wonder she ever had any boyfriends at all.
She did, of course, have her fair share of relationships, despite
being blind to the fact that nearly every boy she knew had a crush
on her at one time or another.

As happy as Al was to hear that Molly wanted
a gentleman, he also wanted something else for her, too. Deep down,
shoved deeper than any secret feelings he would even share with his
wife, Al wanted her boyfriend to be an athlete. Someone akin to a
teenage version of himself. Someone he could root for when he went
to Brockton football games on Friday nights. Moving from the
kitchen back to the living room, Al checked MassLive, his favorite
high school sports chat site, for new comments. He posted
regularly, and swelled with pride whenever anyone praised his
knowledge of high school football in general or the Boxers in
particular. He had achieved a sort of credibility for being
objective among the mad fathers, teenagers, and local journalists
who posted predictions and harsh opinions on the site daily. It
wasn’t enough, though. He envied the excitement and personal
attachment some fathers obviously felt to the results of each game.
Even on this spring night many months before a game would be played
he could read the excitement in the words of TeddyB7, Tyler’s dad,
who played up the Boxers’ chances this year due to having a “stud
quarterback.” Tyler is a stud, Al thought, I can’t wait until Shea
gets to varsity. Then the doorbell rang.

Al rose slowly to answer it, but Molly raced
from her room to the door before he could push the computer chair
back into place. He decided to let the boy wait a little and turned
in the opposite direction toward the stairs. A shower and a change
of clothes appealed to him mightily at the moment. “How long till
dinner?” he asked Beth.

“Not for another half-hour.”

“Good,” he said. “I’ll be down after a
shower.” Al kissed his wife on the cheek and climbed the steps
deliberately, listening to the boy make small talk with Kenzie.
Harmless, he thought.

Molly’s nerves were even more shaken now that
she sat on the couch with Patrick. Her mother had said nothing more
than hello to him, and her father hadn’t even done that. Molly
didn’t know what to make of this. Were they being rude on purpose?
Did they not really care? Maybe this is a good thing. It’ll be just
like one of my girlfriends coming over—no one really pays
attention. Somewhat cheered by this hope, Molly settled in close to
Patrick and watched MTV. She tried to curl her fingers in Patrick’s
but he was reluctant. C’mon, Molly thought. My Dad’s upstairs. She
wanted him to make the next move now that he had failed to respond
once, but he wouldn’t move anything except his head it seemed. He
would turn to her to comment on Lil Wayne’s new mix tape or
T-Pain’s latest antics, but his hands lay lifeless in his lap.
Eventually, she heard the shower turned off upstairs and the
butterflies rose once more in her stomach. He’ll be relaxed, she
fought to convince herself. He’ll be ready for a ballgame and a
couple of beers. God, please don’t let him freak out.

Al’s daughter knew him perfectly. He was
relaxed and definitely looking forward to a few beers and a Sox
game, but the shock he received at the bottom of the staircase was
traumatizing to this wave of relaxation. In fact, he couldn’t have
been more unprepared for the unwelcome sight awaiting him. He
turned from the boy on the couch to his wife, bug-eyed, searching
for an explanation of what she knew and when. Beth’s face revealed
nothing, but she knew the look and began to feel very badly for
Molly.

“Dad,” Molly said as she and Patrick rose
from the couch to greet him. “This is Patrick.” Al turned and
strode to shake the proffered hand as reflex demanded. “Nice to
meet you,” he heard the boy say.

“Likewise,” came the automatic response. He
hoped his face had not betrayed him right away. He also hoped that
maybe he wasn’t seeing clearly, or that he was still in the shower
and had fallen asleep under the steady stream of hot water. He felt
a lump rising in his throat, though, and knew it was no dream. The
boy smiling and shaking his hand, he marveled, is some sort of
A-rab!

 


Six: Things Were Bad

 


Molly watched her father inhale plate after
plate of spaghetti with horror. There were globs of tomato sauce
barely sticking to his lips; and not little traces that spilled
between fork and mouth, but chunks that occasionally dropped from
his face to the plate over which he hunched. It scared Molly to
think her father cared so little about her feelings. Is he trying
to keep his mouth full the whole meal so he won’t have to speak to
Patrick? She kept her mouth full, too, not knowing what else to do.
Forcing conversation would be more uncomfortable than sharing a
meal with a bunch of animals. Being a festive table most nights,
the long stretches of silence were agonizingly painful to the
girlfriend who knew this was not the normal run of things. Patrick
didn’t mind, but he expected a few questions at some point. Beth
had tried to fill the void all by herself, a fact which made Molly
very grateful to her mother, but the steady stream of questions had
dried up early on. Kenzie, perceptive to a fault, and embarrassed
for her family more than her awkward sister, decided to stir the
pot and watch her father’s reactions.

“So Pat…” Molly hated it when Kenzie
shortened his name as though they were best friends. No one calls
him Pat. She had made the mistake of telling her sister this, too,
which only resulted in his being called Pat more often. “When does
soccer season start up again?”

“Actually, it doesn’t really end. I’m playing
soccer for a club team during the spring and summer until the high
school season in the fall.” Thanks for the softball, Kenzie, he
thought.

“O! And are you really going to get a college
scholarship? I know I heard that somewhere.” Kenzie overheard Molly
talking about this on the phone. Since Patrick didn’t share his
accomplishments with too many people, he knew where she must have
heard it. Having been called out, he saw no reason to be dishonest
and hoped his answer might endear him to Molly’s all-too-quiet
father.

“Well, I got offered a couple. But Brown and
Princeton are where I really want to go and they don’t give
athletic scholarships.”

“Can you get into those?” Kenzie asked. She
knew this topic interested her father long before she saw him put
down his fork and lean forward on his elbows. He had often
complained to Beth at the dinner table that the Ivy League was
“filled with foreigners who take the spots of American kids and
learn the latest technologies to bring back to their own
countries.” Molly had begun to brighten, thinking this topic showed
Patrick in the best light possible. She was utterly guileless and
could not see the trap Kenzie was setting.

“The coaches think so,” Patrick answered.

“Wow,” Beth admired, “and what do you think
you’ll study?”

“Engineering or Math.”

Kenzie noted the quivering of her father’s
closed lips and sensed success. He was trying to hide the gritting
of his teeth. Had he not skipped every soccer article The
Enterprise ever printed he would have read plenty about this boy,
and may’ve even been impressed. Seeing the headline “Abu Samba
Scores Hat Trick” above a picture of a dark boy kicking a ball,
however, only led him to turn the page.

“That’s great,” Beth told him. There followed
an uncomfortable silence and Patrick, long finished eating, looked
from one face to the next for a clue. Shea continued eating,
shoveling seconds onto his plate. He was grateful for the unusual
distractions that allowed him to finish first and did not bother to
look up. Beth and Molly looked to Al to take some polite part in
the meal. And Kenzie just smiled, shifted her legs to sit
Indian-style in her chair and waited.

“So…Patrick, where are you from?” Molly
tensed up at her father’s words. He can’t be, she panicked,
squirming visibly in her chair. He wouldn’t.

“Um, Brockton.” Patrick looked miffed at the
question.

“No, son,” Al laughed, “I mean where is your
family from. Where in the world?”

Molly flushed crimson. Beth did, too.

“O. Well, my parents were born in India but
their parents moved to Pakistan when they were kids.”

“O yeah? How come?” Al did not like the sound
of this history already. All he knew about Pakistan was that Osama
Bin Laden lived there with friends.

Patrick felt embarrassed for Mr. Cuddy. He
wanted to keep the story short, but he didn’t know if the man
learned any of the history the way he did. He certainly didn’t want
to talk down to the man, though. “Um, I guess most of the Muslims
didn’t feel safe in India at the time. They had just created
Pakistan as a sort of homeland for the Muslims. There had been
terrible violence between the Hindus and the Muslims.” He purposely
fixed his eyes on Al’s, knowing the man would note any shiftiness,
and tried to imagine he was looking at Santa Claus.

“So you’re Muslim?”

“Yes.” Patrick began to feel extremely
doubtful Santa would ask him what he wanted for Christmas.

“Well I hope we’re not cutting in on one of
your prayer times, then.” Al’s joke fell flat with everyone except
Kenzie, who laughed much too loudly it must be said. Molly wanted
to disappear at the moment. She felt so embarrassed she wanted to
cry.

“Dad!” Her pleading tone made him stop
smiling.

“So how did your parents end up in Brockton,
Mass?” Al asked. He was not at all interested in World History.
Instead, he fixated on the fact that the boy was apparently Muslim.
He wasn’t insensitive enough to grill the kid about his religion
and he could see how uncomfortable Molly felt. He had already made
up his mind about Patrick anyway, and just wanted the dinner to be
over.

“They came in the 70’s. Things were bad in
Pakistan. They had a dictator.”

“Don’t they have one now, too?” Kenzie chimed
in happily.

“No.” Patrick lowered his eyes. He wanted the
Cuddys to see it wasn’t his favorite subject, but also to hide his
growing resentment. He did not offer any further explanations
because he didn’t want to discuss politics any more than his
religion or his family. He just wanted Molly, and as she made it
clear how much she loved her father he had to try to win the man’s
favor. None of these topics, however, offered much hope of doing
so. Kenzie, pleased with herself, pushed back her chair and when
she caught her mother’s disapproving glance said, “May I be
excused?”

“Sure,” Beth said, satisfied that her sense
of household dignity had been somewhat preserved. Shea raced out of
the room as well, bored with the conversation and out of garlic
bread to eat. “Why don’t you two go watch TV,” she said to Molly.
“I’ll clean up.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“Thank you for dinner, Mr. And Mrs. Cuddy,”
Patrick said.

“You’re welcome,” Beth replied.

Molly grabbed his hand and pulled him from
the room to claim the big screen TV before Shea, Kenzie, or her
father could. As the boy went away, Al just shook his head and
helped himself to a beer from the fridge.

Seven: Whose Thong Is It, Anyway?

 


Jamal got kicked loose from the holding tank
late that afternoon because the cops never did find the bags of
coke he stashed on the run. After recognizing Cuddy he’d picked up
a few pebbles off the pavement with his left hand and, after a few
steps, acted like he was dropping the product in a bush before the
cops could see it. But, O did the cops see it! Cuddy was so sure
where he’d ditched the evidence that he even waited for the cop
running a block behind to catch up so he could point out the bushes
to search. All the while the coke’s palmed in his right hand as
he’s running down Custer Street looking for a safe house. He
thought slowly and calmly about where to stash it that wouldn’t be
found by anyone. Losing it to some lucky hoodrat would be almost as
bad as having the cops find it, he thought. I need that money!
After dropping the bags over the wooden fence into one overgrown
yard and breaking for the First Baptist Church, Jamal found himself
cut off by Cuddy. How’d that nigga know—Jamal felt anger growing
but realized he’d have to fight to escape—damn he’s at full speed!
He cut left onto Grafton and then behind the houses on Longwood
hoping the cops would just give up running. They didn’t, and to
their surprise it was Jamal who eventually gave up.

When he got back to Custer Street and
retrieved his product later that night he saw Ali Abu Samba coming
out of one of the many houses run by Mustafa’s boys. Mustafa never
showed up at these houses, though the cops rarely raided them. He
spent most of his time preaching and recruiting, and the recruiting
was easy. Most of the 6th, 7th, and
8th graders that walked out of Brockton East Junior High
and Downey wanted to be in one of Mustafa’s crews. Those kids had
all the juice in town. What many of them were surprised to find
when they met Mustafa at his Hill Street Learning Center was that
they spent an hour listening to him talk about the Quran and how it
had saved his life by giving him a purpose. He had been
incarcerated for several years, back when he was just a thug like
them named Damian Betts, before he met his mentor, a devout man
with an inner strength that made all the other inmates seem weak by
comparison. It had been this man, Khalid, who helped form Mustafa’s
idea for the BBA and all the trouble it would cause. Just as
Mustafa used teenagers and let them think they called the shots,
Khalid insulated himself and the man in Iran by encouraging Mustafa
to think he’d come up with the idea for the BBA himself. The boys
thought of Mustafa as a father, a man with contacts they needed.
Mustafa thought of Khalid the same way. But first the kids came to
Hill Street hoping to become soldiers and their General preached to
them the evils of drugs and gambling. He advised them not to dream
of becoming a gangster.

“Let not their wealth dazzle you,” he would
shout to the bewildered wannabe soldiers around him. “Allah will
punish them with these things in this life!” What his recruits did
not understand was that the kids in Brockton South, despite the
East’s hard reputation, became the drug dealers for Mustafa. They
were used to having a little more money and so were easier to
control. No one would find a connection between Mustafa and the
kids from B-South. Any one inclined to look for the involvement of
local children, usually teachers and neighbors more than police,
began with the kids dealing from “the Beast,” but they were small
timers, not connected to Mustafa. That’s why they got caught. He
wanted hard kids, real rude boys, but ones open to faith and with
no likelihood of family interference, from Brockton East for
another kind of war. He seduced them more easily than even he
expected because he gave them a reason to resent their
powerlessness without offering the same tired solution they heard
from the parents and teachers they’d long ago begun ignoring—“stay
in school” sounded a lot like “just say no,” and they knew only
white kids did that. Instead, Mustafa riled them up with stories of
strong black Muslims of all kinds. Martyrs and criminals both, who
never gave in and always followed their own path. “They deserved
respect,” he preached. “And they got it.” This message appealed to
the kids of Brockton and Mustafa introduced it to them young, ready
to watch through his most dedicated disciple Ali which path they
would try to take. Jamal and Ali were two of a small group that
Mustafa weeded out of the bowels of the Beast to fight his war.

“Hey, Jamal. What’s happenin’?” Ali offered
his hand as he reached the sidewalk. No matter how friendly the
gesture, the vertical scar that divided his left eyebrow in two
made Ali appear forever angry. Jamal did not want to tell him that
he’d been picked up again.

“Not much, man. Just heading home to get some
food. You?”

“I heard you got pinched.”

“Damn! How’d you hear that already?” Jamal
was surprised enough that he didn’t even pretend he planned to tell
Ali about it. He wasn’t supposed to be dealing the first time he
got caught and wasn’t sure he’d live the day if he lied now.

“You know how it is. The street’s got ears
and eyes, too.”

“I guess. Look, man…” Jamal wanted to point
out that the cops had nothing on him but Ali cut off the
explanation early.

“Whateva, Jamal. You get caught it’s on you.”
He eyeballed Jamal hard. “I’ve got to be somewhere, but I’ll catch
up with you later.”

“Aight.” The boys bumped fists and parted
ways.

Several minutes later Jamal was walking onto
the brick porch of his apartment complex looking for good food and
a hot shower. Ali’s response to his arrest may have seemed somewhat
nonchalant, but he knew Ali’s reputation for violence was well
earned. He’d seen 18 year-old soldiers, guys who’d been in the game
since Ali was in first grade, shut their mouths out of respect when
he looked at them as hard as he just had Jamal. He would take no
chances, but to get his mind right he had to ignore shouting voices
from the living room as he closed the door to the kitchen. One
phrase his mother yelled over and over crowded into his thoughts as
he searched through the refrigerator.

“Whose thong it is, then? Whose thong it is?”
Her boyfriend kept saying “I don’t know” but his voice sounded
bored. He was watching Sports Center and didn’t know anything about
the thong that drove the crazy woman over the edge. “Whose thong is
it, anyway!” she screamed in frustration.

“Mom, calm down. They’re mine,” Jamal’s
twelve year old sister Courtney broke in.

“What!” It didn’t occur to her Mom that
Courtney had been made fun of several months before by a boy she
liked for wearing “Granny panties.” The whole 6th grade
called her “Granny” for weeks until she proved to them that she
wore a thong. She took down her pants in front of a dozen or so
boys in the hallway one day after going to Victoria’s Secret at the
Galleria. Two teachers saw her do it and kept walking without a
word. No more “Granny.” Jamal’s Mom had worked herself up into a
pissy mood looking for a lost bag of weed. It was while searching
the laundry she made Courtney take care of that she discovered the
thong and immediately assumed the worst. Now, her tortured
imagination immediately connected the daughter’s admission to the
man she had been blaming, which sparked a fresh explosion of
emotion uncommon even for her. “You fuckin’ pervert!” He must have
bought them for her and… She didn’t even want to finish the
thought. She raced toward the living room to find the culprit just
as Jamal found some ham and cheese Hot Pockets in the freezer.

Jamal heard a lot of screaming and furniture
being knocked into and eventual apologies before eating his dinner
and turning on the shower. Just before he closed the shower curtain
and dunked his grimy head under the stream of hot water he heard
his mother one last time.

“Where the fuck is my weed?”

 


Eight: Care For a Springsteen?

 


Al, meanwhile, retreated to a room on the
main floor of the house he’d commandeered for just such occasions.
April in Massachusetts is still too cold to enjoy a night on the
porch and with Molly and Patrick cuddling up to Law & Order
reruns on the living room couch Al had little choice but to seclude
himself in “Daddy’s playroom,” as Beth loved to call it in front of
the kids, to watch the Sox game. Out of sight, out of mind, he
thought.

Had Molly and Patrick known that expression
their thoughts might’ve echoed his, for they pawed each other’s
hands fast now and Patrick rested his other hand on her thigh. A
thrill ran up Molly’s spine partially because she was physically
attracted to Patrick, and partially because she liked that her
father’s behavior apparently did not affect her boyfriend. The urge
to squeeze beautiful face and swallow him up in her lips dwarfed
her fear of being caught. The more she tried to control this
feeling, the more urgent her desire grew. She checked herself,
though. Her mother had taught her always to wait until the boy made
the first move. Otherwise he wouldn’t respect you or himself.

Patrick’s spine shivered, too. A hand on the
thigh was as close as he had dared to venture toward the goal he
wanted much more than those he scored in soccer games. He pictured
her in her lifeguard’s swimsuit and wished desperately for the
return of summer, or at least warm weather. O, man, what these
girls wear to school once the weather gets warm, he thought. He
slid his hand slightly, not wishing to be reckless in the girl’s
house, back and forth on the jeans covering her thigh. He pictured
all the light, strapless dresses Molly would wear on those last
days of school. When she gazed over at him during a commercial he
smiled and squeezed her hand. Taking the hand from her lap and
lightly brushing the backs of his fingers against her cheek caused
her to smile, too. They both experienced the dizzying surge of
hormones that comes with desire and genuine affection, but they
could do nothing but smile and stare. Mom swept Kenzie and Shea off
to the basement, a second television and video game room, while she
read a book in her bedroom. Al, unfortunately, was still within
hearing distance.

Their reverie was broken suddenly by a sharp
banging on the storm door. It didn’t need to be answered; it was
Marty, Cuddy’s neighbor and best friend on the force. After
shouting, “Yo! Big Al!” with drunken glee Marty let himself in.

“Hey, hey, Marts.” Al appeared from his
playroom but headed toward the kitchen instead of toward Marty.
“Care for a Springsteen?” Al asked.

“Do I ever say no?” Marty tipped back his
head, arching his back with great effort so that his mouth opened
straight upward, and snapping forward so quickly that Molly feared
he might hurt himself shouted, “I’m Sox fan and a Bud man!” The
reference to the singer in relation to the beer came about some
years ago because Marty noted that both were “just red, white and
blue to the core.” Al continued to the fridge and gave Marty, drunk
as he was, time to take in the scene before him. He sensed an
unfamiliar presence on the couch when he first came in, but the
appearance of the boy sitting next to Molly stunned him
momentarily. The boy, he began to realize, fell far below the red,
white and blue standards he expected of Molly. He treated Cuddy’s
kids as thought they were his own because he never got married and
had any. So he judged her, too. Molly turned to see her father make
a strange face at Patrick, as if to say to Marty, “Look at this
piece of shit.” Thankfully, they disappeared into the playroom with
Al asking, “Have you ever heard of the BBA?”

Molly spontaneously kissed Patrick on the
cheek and rested her head on his shoulder. One little kiss made his
heart flutter uncontrollably. Stay cool, he thought. Don’t say
anything dumb. Focus on something normal. Nothing came to mind,
though. All he wanted to do was lay her down on the couch and kiss
her all over. He’d pulled the waist on her jeans enough times to
see the purple lace of her panties above the top of them now. He
wanted to see more.

“Can you imagine being that smart?” Molly
interrupted his fantasy innocent of the knowledge of how great an
effect she had on him. The episode of Law & Order they had been
watching concerned a socially retarded boy genius that and ends up
killing his parents. They talked for some minutes about what it
means to be a genius and Patrick, not meaning to imply that his
brother was a genius, proudly pointed out that his brother Jack
could have skipped several grades when he was little. His parents
refused, however. They wanted Jack to have as normal a childhood as
possible. They expected that their family origins would make it
difficult enough for the boys to fit in without surrounding their
six year old with kids twice his age. Molly listened intently,
impressed. “He must be bored at school then, huh?” For a moment,
Molly felt sympathy for this boy Jack she’d never met. Patrick eyed
her cautiously. There are lots of things she will never understand
about my brother, he thought, picturing the introductions between
Molly and Jack. He could hear his brother screaming, “My name is
Ali!” His daydream ended with Jack spitting on Molly in disgust. I
hope the two of you never meet.

“What’re you thinking?” Molly asked, looking
at him in a concerned way that made Patrick worry he was too
transparent.

“He’s more interested in some things than
others,” Patrick agreed. For a brief moment Patrick considered his
attempt to maintain a normal relationship ridiculous. It couldn’t
work, he knew. There were too many obstacles. Still, every obstacle
he’d listed in his mind had been overcome with a plan. So he
couldn’t convince himself to give her up.

“I can’t wait to meet him and the rest of
your family,” she said, clutching his arm. They continued watching
television for a few hours, eating popcorn and talking about
school. They were only distracting themselves, of course. They both
felt the same swell of desire building, only to have it broken
repeatedly as every so often Al would periodically stroll through
the room on his way to the fridge. Molly and Patrick would inch
apart abruptly, but the inch they put between them, on further
review by Patrick, probably did more harm than good. It had to have
looked suspicious to Al, or appeared some admission of guilt for
deeds Patrick had only so far dreamed about. Al never said
anything, but the boy knew he was being sized-up every time he saw
the man’s silhouette reflected on the TV screen. At one point in
the night, Al stopped behind the couch. The credits were rolling on
another show and the haze of a dozen or so beers made the man even
less sensitive to the delicate duties of a host.

“Isn’t it getting late for you two?” He
slurred his words slightly and Molly felt deeply ashamed. It was
only ten o’clock.

“No, Dad. It’s not late.”

“Molly…” His tone sounded reproachful, but he
couldn’t think of anything much to say and his voice trailed off.
He hoped the suggestion would be enough. Patrick, somehow sensing
the opportunity to make himself agreeable, stood up to go.

“He’s right, Moll. I should be getting
home.”
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