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			For Ma, for Pop

		

	
		
			
			Life’s for my own to live my own way.

			—Metallica

			Ya know, I used to live like Robinson Crusoe. I mean shipwrecked among 8 million people. And then one day I saw a footprint in the sand and there you were.

			—C.C. Baxter from Billy Wilder’s The Apartment

		

	
		
			
			
			It took three car crashes to kill Jake.

			I was there for the first two—one when I was fifteen and he was seventeen and we were driving like we shouldn’t have been, late and drunk at the end of our New Hampshire summer, the other six years later in a hurricane-thrashed Manhattan when we talked about death and fate as a kind of nervous foreplay.

			I am standing in a heartless Airbnb in what I am told is downtown Fort Worth, looking out of the moony living room window. I can see the wings of the angels atop the Bass Performance Hall and the generic Southwestern roof of the Cheesecake Factory. I’m tying one on solo, drinking the Lone Stars I bought from Buc-ee’s, my little way of honoring Jake. I can’t stop reading and rereading the details of the third and final crash on my phone, hoping, in that obscure, pathetic way, that the data on the Arlington Citizen’s obit page will rearrange itself between reloads. The one song of Jake’s I still have, “NH, NH,” plays with tin-can-and-string quality from my phone’s speaker. My therapist, Rebecca Piacentini, LCSW—I always call her “Doctor” out of reverent habit—says this type of indulgent behavior is “very much not a good idea.” It’s getting late enough to be early.

			My Airbnb is a town over from tomorrow’s celebration of life. The celebration was planned by Jake’s mother, his useless father, and his widow, Jess, the woman I never wanted Jake to marry. I came here on a Klonopin-warm flight to witness their grief and understand how it matches my own.

			I can see my reflection, the pink scars on my face deepened by the uncanny blue of my phone. The obituary reloads. I am nearly thirty years old and this is the first obituary I’ve ever really read, and I can’t tell if that’s lucky or an indictment of the dead in my life.

			I’m struck by how nonviolent and flat the language is.

			Jake was thirty-one. He was survived by his parents, his wife. He was loved. It’s odd, tonally so far from his personality. Do all obituaries play it safe, or do some become honest—“he bled out slowly, wishing for death”? Do obituaries ever have a sense of humor—“Jake died as he lived, staying up all night and fucking around”?

			I know from other research, the rudimentary sleuthing I’ve become obsessed with—calls to the coroner’s office and reading up on the half-life of amphetamines—that there was speed in his system under all that whiskey. And I keep thinking that maybe the crash wasn’t an accident but a natural coda to a thirty-one-year attraction to death.

			My thoughts dilate.

			I reopen the message that told me of the third crash—I can’t believe I’m telling you this—from an acquaintance I would have forgotten about completely if it weren’t for the internet’s insistence on keeping people around.

			It makes sense, in its way, to have learned of Jake’s dying through a DM, that delivery system so efficient and impersonal and arbitrary. It matched the near-silence he and I had kept up for almost a decade.

			I rotate between looking at my phone and thinking about the lies I’ve told Louvinia—who I call Lou when I love her most. I’m afraid that maybe this is too much. That she’ll realize she’s been waiting for a full, present, nonexistent me. Even after all those times I promised there was nothing to wait for.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			The Passenger Seat
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			A month before I met Jake for the first time, I came home to a New Hampshire without women. It’d been a year since my mother had left my father and taken me to Venice, California. She hired a lawyer, and after months of mutual bloodletting, my parents reached a seasonal agreement. I was to spend my semesters in Los Angeles and my summers, from the last day of school to the night before Labor Day, in New Hampshire.

			After my mother left, my two best friends, the neighbor girls from across the street, moved away. Without them, I can hardly remember any women that summer outside of the postal worker, waving as she drove past in her doorless Jeep. My house had always been a place of women—aunts, cousins, family friends. Now there was only a cat, my father, the brown-spotted Dalmatian Dr. Chips, and me. Theron David Alden—that talismanic namesake left from my grandfather—fifteen and still a year from a ten-inch growth spurt that would leave lipstick-purple stretch marks on my back and improve my quality of life profoundly.

			Dad’s new pickup idled in the little loading area at the Manchester airport. It was moss green and roughed up. I couldn’t tell if this was a heightened affect—he’d long been obsessed with hiding the small wealth he’d accumulated from his one-man architecture firm, posturing with blue-collar locals as if he were “just one of the guys”—or if this was an evolution meant to reduce my mother’s alimony. The Lexus traded in for a used pickup, the profit vanished. A kind of Cayman shuffle.

			“How we doing, Davey boy?” Apparently, he’d picked up smoking again. His words came out gray, and he leaned over to pop open the passenger door. He threw a thumb back to the open bed of the pickup. I had a suitcase of band T-shirts and a pair of jeans.

			I was exhausted. My flight east was convoluted, threading across the country, catching connections in Albuquerque and Philadelphia. I could’ve flown direct from LAX to Logan, adding an hour to my dad’s drive, saving my mother money and grief. But Dad refused. He told my mother if I wanted to fly into Boston, I could figure out how to get to New Hampshire myself. This was the bland struggle my parents had developed, where victories weren’t about how much one could win but how much the other could lose.

			“It’s David, Dad,” I said as I climbed into the front seat, scooting the dog over. I hated being called Davey. We Aldens typically went by our middle names. Our first names were awkward New England traditions—a family tree of Wards and Esthers and Vernons and even one poor Ezekiel. For years I suffered under the diminutive—Davey, the negligible. After the age of seven, Davey felt like an insult. Even when accoladed David, I always felt detached from the averageness of these names. It was the basest of teenage needs, but I wanted something, anything, that would let me feel remarkable.

			“What’s this?” Dad said.

			“What’s what?”

			“Why are you talking like that?”

			“Like I normally do?” I lied. I’d started forcing my voice a half step lower than it was to sound more manly.

			“Either you went through puberty on that plane ride or there’s something wrong with you. Do I need to take you to the doctor?”

			I ignored him and put my head to Dr. Chips. When I was a kid, I thought if I pushed my skull hard enough against his, he could hear what I was thinking. Now he seemed too old to notice anything. He had a pink pot belly and a hind hip he mothered.

			My father had changed a lot in the nine months since I’d seen him, too. He wore a simplified wardrobe of matching denim and sported an Uncle Sam goatee—sure signs that a man has been unsupervised, and maybe unloved, too long. His face had become severe, his skin ruddied. He was thinner. He’d always been thin, but now he seemed depleted.

			I was sad, though I’d never show it, that this was the grim calendar I’d live by now. Every nine months, I’d come see Dad lessened and the dog more tired.

			As he drove down Interstate 93, Dad slapped my shoulder hard, four times in a row. His hands felt as big and leathery as catcher’s mitts. “Glad you’re here, boy. Are you happy to be back home?”

			“I guess,” I said.

			Dad held a silence and then matched my pissiness. “Please, try to contain your excitement. I was hoping you’d be more fun to hang out with now that you’re a bit older.”

			The weed brownies I’d made before my flight, following printed-out instructions from Erowid, were wearing off. My brain felt as if it were made of cotton candy. I thought of reaching into my backpack to retrieve another brownie, but the lame subterfuge required would be too much work.

			Dad tapped the steering wheel with his thumbs, immune to the rhythm of the Bob Seger song he’d put on until he regained his enthusiasm. “Trust me. This is going to be a good summer. I can feel it.”

			“Which room do you think you’ll want?” Dad said. “Lord knows we’ve got options.” I knew the range of his laughs, from the rare in-need-of-a-ventilator gasping, which felt like a reward, to this one, which sounded porcelain and showy, the chatter of fake teeth.

			“I don’t care,” I said.

			“I’ll set up the attic for you, if you want. It’d be like your own apartment up there,” Dad said. “Could be cool. Or you could take the basement, if you want to round out this whole morbid vibe you’ve got going on.”

			“Whatever’s chill,” I said. To laugh at his jokes felt like a form of submission. I was determined to frown until September.

			After a few minutes of thinking of something to say, Dad settled. He ran a hand through my shoulder-length hair and said, “Christ, they don’t have showers in California?”

			I shrugged away from him and wondered how thorough a process emancipation was. Dad turned up the radio and I was relieved. It was easier when neither of us tried.

			After an hour, 93 gave way to 101, which gave way to Winona Drive. As we got farther down Winona, the distance between streetlamps grew. We passed through long stretches of true dark, where the trees became too tight for silhouettes.

			Despite the dread of a summer spent alone, with nothing to do, knowing no one, nowhere to be, I felt a little thrill when, finally, we turned into our driveway and I saw the house I grew up in for the first time in almost a year. I smiled and hoped Dad didn’t see.

			Desperate to pee, I ignored Dad’s “Davey, you better not spend the summer slamming the front door” and ran up to the attic room he called my apartment. I felt sick from the bacteria in my bladder—my body, without my knowing, was starting a lifelong partnership with prostatitis. Once relieved, I took off my Vans, ate two weed brownies, turned on the back end of the TBS rerun block I watched every night.

			

			•   •   •

			
			For the next three weeks, this was how I spent my evenings: From six to eleven, I could watch uninterrupted repeats of Seinfeld, King of the Hill, The Simpsons. I slugged sodas and ate chips to further develop a body that looked as if it were sponsored by everything bagels.

			During the days, I used the techniques my mother used as I was growing up. I learned the poles of every part of our property and banished myself to wherever my father wasn’t. If he was in his office, I stayed in my attic. If he was by the pond, I’d move to lie in the moss—suntanned to an arsenic green—at the top of the hill that overlooked our property. Only night was all mine. I would get so stoned, I could barely talk, and I’d put on the oversize designer headphones I’d received as a guilt gift from Dad and listen to all of the music I needed so badly then, which stays with me now in the form of that eternal screech of memory, a nostalgic echo often misdiagnosed as tinnitus.

			And then, of course, there was the masturbation. Slow-loading internet porn that built expectations of inflation—that my dick should be bigger, that my future-tense girlfriend should have giant tits, that I should anticipate a lifetime of high-volume, almost-fatiguing fucking. I was very careful to select the videos that showed as little of the guy as possible. If I came, accidentally, to the squint of the actor or when the camera cut to a lacrosse-ball bulge of a bicep, I felt as if I carried some mark on me. That that made me a faggot. That everyone knew how faggy I was. Then I’d eat more weed brownies until I fell asleep.

			This early summer was a lot like my life in California. Walking around Venice, I was always alone and stoned, my few friends matters of convenience more than anything. Every morning before school, during lunch break, as soon as class was out, you could find me in the West Side’s alleys, crouched behind full recycling bins. I smoked crude joints that looked like witches’ fingers. My Discman spun used CDs I bought from Second Spin Records with the lunch money I saved from skipped meals.

			Then I’d go to the pedestrian bridge just past the California Incline and look down at the PCH and its hundred-mile traffic as the horizon behind gave way from blue to pink to blue. I’d think about how each one of those cars was driven by someone with a life so full of detail that it exhausted, brought great joy, ruined. And I’d wish for any way to be them and not me.

		

	
		
			2

			My ceasefire with my father ended abruptly. One afternoon, following a too-stoned walk besieged by black flies, I found my room overturned. My father, always a theatric, had taken on the role of full-blown K9 Unit. Books were opened and left broke-back on the ground. The shelf of my bedside table was poured out, loose pens and batteries looking like an insane person’s game of pick-up sticks. And my suitcase, still unpacked, had been dug through. From a T-shirt on the floor, a faded Kurt Cobain stared at me dispassionately. Dad sat on the middle of my bed, head in palm, baggie of brownies clutched in his spare fist, hamming it up. He’d turned off all the lights for no reason. He didn’t acknowledge my presence.

			I stood in the doorway and felt, for the first time, there on the edge of manhood, that I had a right to be angry at him instead of passively afraid. Who cared if I was getting stoned to make it through this barren time? So what that I, a fifteen-year-old, liked pot when he, a grown man, couldn’t keep a life, a family, a home together? So what that I was playacting as a vegetable when you, old man, were walking around looking like an acid-wash Abraham Lincoln?

			I went on the offensive. “What the fuck is this? What is this shit? What are you doing?”

			This disarmed him. “What the fuck am I doing? What the fuck are you doing?” I was disappointed by his lack of creativity. He held the bag of dehydrated, greened weed brownies up like an antiquated lantern, shining bright all of the disappointment in the world.

			“You can’t just fuck up my shit. I mean, look at this.” I pointed to the mess.

			“You’ve been up here doing drugs this whole time? You think you can come here and waste your summer getting high? Sorry, not this time.”

			“Jesus, Dad. It’s pot. No one’s called it drugs since you were a kid.”

			“Oh, you think you’re clever. Is that what’s happening now? You like being a smart-ass?”

			“It’s better than being a fifty-five-year-old fuckup.”

			That weak quip strummed the strings of fate, changing my summer, my life. My father reverted to the man he often was during my childhood, the man he’d tried to smother. He stood up, using his height to intimidate, a practiced move. He leaned over me, looking almost a foot down. “What you don’t get, you ungrateful little fuck, is that this is your life, yes, but while you’re here, I’m not going to let you waste it.”

			This volcanic tendency of his frightened me. How he could stay dormant for weeks, months. And though it rarely happened, there was always, always, the threat of eruption.

			

			•   •   •

			I thought of the time—the only time—he hit me. It was an open-palm, wide-arced slap to the face. I was nine and he was yelling at me for knocking over another glass of orange juice. He always got angriest over things that seemed like nothing. “Who do you think is going to clean this? Who do you think pays for this stuff? You need to be more aware, Davey.” Anytime he raised his voice, I started crying. I’d apologize through salt and blubber.

			The morning he hit me, I fled as I cried. I’d never done that before—normally I stood petrified. With the school bus waiting, whole wheat toast crumbs on the corners of my mouth, I turned and ran.

			I went to my bedroom. I slammed the door behind me. I heard Dad charging up, tracking me. “Open this fucking door right now,” he said. “David Alden, I swear to God.”

			I opened the door slowly, terrified that things had ended up here. He boxed me right away. I thought my ear had popped. I thought my eye was swollen shut. I thought my teeth were gone.

			Really, I was all but unaltered. He stood looking at me for a second. Finally, he said, “Get your things. You missed the bus,” and walked away.

			The next day, he apologized without saying sorry. He drove me to get a brownie sundae at Friendly’s. He assured me I would understand when I was older. And he told me, as he had so many times, that his dad used to beat the almighty hell out of him, belt and switch. That, really, this wasn’t all so bad.

			The vanilla ice cream from his sundae melted before he was finished speaking.

			

			•   •   •

			Now, in my turned-over bedroom, I was afraid I’d gone too far. Maybe he’d hit me again. Or grab my shoulders, start shaking me, my neck whipping like I was riding a wooden roller coaster.

			He moved closer to me. I could feel his breath on my scalp. He said, “Here’s what you’re going to do, all right? You’re going to clean this shit up. Then you’re getting a job. I don’t want to hear anything else.”

			I tried not to cry. I tried to prove that, at fifteen, a year into latchkey independence, the rules of boyhood had changed. That I had power, confidence now. But I broke down. I covered my eyes with my thumb and forefinger. I covered my mouth with my other hand. And I wept wet and ugly.

			He stood, waiting for me to finish. When the sobbing slowed, he grunted. And then, as he walked out, he grabbed a clump of my hair, the halo-gold locks I loved so much, that some part of me felt would allow me access to the pantheon of rock stars I adored. “Christ. You might as well shave your head.”

			He left my room, the Ziploc of stale, half-moldy brownies out in front of him, the hero holding a Gorgon’s skull, and closed the door.
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			The job was a favor on top of a favor, which Dad made clear at every pause. “You know what I had to do to get you this gig? I had to call our neighbor Sheriff Fisher, who had to call Mr. Hardwick. I don’t even know Mr. Hardwick. So this is unfuckupable. You fuck up, I fucked up.”

			Hardwick’s Hardware was eleven miles from my house. My father refused to drive me. I think he was punishing me into some relic time, a pastiche of his own childhood nightmare-fantasy where he walked uphill, through snow, a hot potato in his pocket, to school. He stripped my room. Gone were the TV, the stereo, and, inexplicably, one of my pillows, as if neck support was a contemporary luxury too far.

			At five-one, 140 pounds, with slide-chute jeans that kept getting caught in the chain of my undersized mountain bike, the ride took an hour and a half. Up and down roads that never truly let go of their summer heat, that launched gravel and dirt into my eyes. The whole ride, I created a nonsense mantra that would serve as a prosecutor’s delight should I ever fulfill it: “You motherfucker. You fucking asshole. You’re lucky I don’t kill myself, then you.”

			I was thirty minutes late to work on my first day, my hair browned from sweat, my Ride the Lightning T-shirt re-dyed with pollen and dust. I left my bike unlocked in the parking lot and walked in.

			I’d never met Mr. Hardwick before, but I knew what he looked like. Everyone in Belknap County did. He owned a third of the state, including a local chain of ice cream stores—Hardwick’s Hard Ice—that featured a cartoon version of his likeness on billboards on the interstate, on the backs of doors of the men’s stalls, even on the paper that protected the waffle cones. A man with a line-broom mustache, orange and overlong, covering his upper lip, bursting out of one of their famed waffle cones, apron stained, arms juggling three Neapolitan-flavored scoops of ice cream.

			Because a seven-thousand-square-foot megastore had opened a town over, Hardwick’s was a darling curio in a supersized world. And because it was just that—a pet project at best—I wasn’t greeted by Mr. Hardwick, as I naively assumed I would be.

			Instead, Hardwick’s Hardware was manned by one near-eighteen-year-old marooned in New Hampton, New Hampshire, for the summer.

			He stood behind the counter. I was impressed with his posture—my stomach always had creases from slouching. His arms were toned even while relaxed. His face and neck, the only other parts of his body revealed beyond his Pantera T-shirt, were wrapped in roots of tattoos and veins. His hair was Jesus length. It was a deep purple black, and the contrast—wedding-dress-white skin, night-sky hair—made his blue eyes look as if they were backlit.

			The image on his shirt, of Pantera’s lead guitarist, Dimebag Darrell, shredding in a saloon-time bar, was so ludicrous against the green-and-white backdrop of boxes of nails that I laughed. He hadn’t noticed me until then. “Hello, sir, what can I do for you?” he said automatically. No one had ever called me sir before.

			“Uh, I think I’m supposed to help you.”

			“Spooky. You’re the new kid, then, yeah? Why are you so dirty?”

			“I had to bike here.”

			“From where? The Mojave?” I bristled at this mocking and stayed quiet.

			He was unbothered by my silence. “Anyway, you’re gonna be working with me? Dope. I guess I could use some help sweeping around here, if you don’t mind.”

			He gestured to the closet near the counter. I pulled out a broom, making laps through the few aisles, dragging myself through exhaustion. This was not how I’d pictured employment. I expected my manager to be a cliff-faced man in his fifties, stooped after years of labor, his voice beaten up by Newports, set on teaching me just what work ethic was really all about. But here was this fellow longhair, adorned in that deteriorating Pantera T-shirt, who was maybe dickish, a bit intimidating, but at least not someone who would grief me too heavily. I swept, and it was revealed that no one had swept all summer, maybe all year. The broom that was provided was busted, its bristles askew.

			I’d like to say that, with my mom as busy and stressed as she was, I had become the kind of kid that did the housework she was too tired to do. But the reality was that I was lazy. I hated sweeping, left cups lined with kisses of orange juice pulp everywhere.

			As I swept lousily, annoyed, I observed the guy behind the counter. Without customers, he seemed to be just zoning out. Occasionally, he would take out his flip phone and smirk at text messages. Or he’d rearrange the little display of paraphernalia—kitsch moose magnets, Indigenous craftwear made in China, mini “Live Free or Die” license plates; lures for the occasional tourist who stopped in to ask for directions to Lake Winnipesaukee.

			I prepared myself for what would be an inevitable battle. The proof of real fandom, of being a bona fide loyalist to Thrash, not some poser with a Hot Topic gift card. This was the only language I spoke to Music Guys in. It was always a contest. I readied a speech on how, yes, Metallica’s Black Album was their entryway to national success, but it also represented melodic growth you could first hear hints of in the second half of “Orion” off their third album, inarguably their masterpiece, Master of Puppets. I’d learned the exact song order of the albums and could recite them as one would American presidents, as if that mattered, as if any of it mattered.

			I continued to sweep the light bulbs and housewares section, which featured many pristine brooms, heightening my frustration. All of the aisles were short enough that I could barely see over them; just a pair of eyes and a sweaty forehead.

			The guy behind the counter looked up from his phone and said, “You like Metallica, huh?” And did that upward head nod that dudes always do, that we learn, maybe, before we say hello to each other and certainly before I love you.

			I was ready. He was trying to ensnare me, but really I was the one who was going to flip the dynamic with my brilliant analysis. “Yeah, for sure,” I said, angling my head so my voice would travel above the aisle. Epinephrine moved through me, out of my sweat glands, making my hands unconsciously grip the broom like a theme park ride’s lap bar. I wasn’t going to let this guy, this man-boy to my boy-man, get the best of me.

			“Sweet, me too,” he said, then he looked down at his phone again.

			With disappointment, the excitement soured to acid. My body was inflamed, tender. It was all inverted. I’d been possessed by the spirit of the staircase on the way in, and now I had nothing to say. I wanted to believe he was big-manning, but he seemed confident, inclusive, even at a remove.

			As the morning continued, my contempt and frustration shifted to envy. He was beautiful. I was a brace-faced gremlin with boy tits and stalagmites of cystic acne ridging my cheeks. I remember spending so many hours staring at my face, my hair, my body, trying to will it with some psychic power to be better, more manly. Tugging on my sparse body hair, hoping it would grow or, once, in one of my deepest displays of desperation, cutting the split ends of my hair off and trying to glue them to my armpits the hour before an eighth-grade pool party. He looked like someone who was made, built and designed, instead of someone like me—a happenstance, a Punnett square mix-up. But I could live with being less beautiful. I was used to that strange pining then, where I was more interested in the beauty of boys than girls because I wished so badly that I were them.

			It was his naturalness that bothered me more. The customers were rural men, fresh from or preparing for hard labor, the men who keep the world moving, kept lives like mine easy and flabby. I tracked them by wear and tear. If they were older, they had some stiffness, a lurch, a bad back they had to baby. The younger men were more spry but too worked up. Too much Monster and not enough sleep. They talked louder than the older men.

			I envied how all of them could just stand there and chat about differences in nails, types of screws, the exactitudes of creation. And then shift easily to the topics of the day: a string of robberies in neighboring Laconia, suspects unfound but many theories shared. The loss of a Red Sox outfielder. An invasive northern snakehead that could crawl on land, from pond to pond, decimating the native fish population. Concepts and topics so far from my solipsistic understanding of what was and wasn’t important that I felt these men were speaking in some language both harsh and sophisticated, one that had been spoken around me all my life. But one I would never understand, let alone achieve fluency in. The guy behind the counter seemed to know everything about anything.

			A midforties frame builder: “And that’s the problem—we got some guys sitting around, making the same pay as me, doing jack shit because of OSHA. Then the work is delayed, and our customers get pissed like it’s my fault. And I wanna tell ’em call the fucking governor! Send an invoice to that snake in Concord, John Lynch.”

			The guy behind the counter nodded as the customer spoke. “Exactly. You’re just doing your job.”

			“And now it’s my ass if we don’t finish by the Fourth. Christ almighty.”

			“You’ll be all right. You’ve been through worse, right?”

			“Kid, I’ve been through hell and back. You’re damn right I’ll be all right.”

			And on like this, always nodding, always smiling at the right moment or letting himself dim into seriousness when the customer did. After four or five interactions, his ability revealed itself. He wasn’t saying anything. He was just an encouraging reflection—a kindly fun-house mirror that made it look as if you were always in the right.

			At the end of every back and forth, these men would say something like, “Well, I appreciate it. Didn’t mean to talk your damn ear off.”

			And the guy behind the counter would look surprised. “Anytime. Well, anytime between the hours of nine a.m. and four p.m.” And they’d both laugh as if this was an inside joke they’d developed so many years back.

			It all further enlarged my envy. Not only was he a natural, he was a natural bullshitter. And I, misunderstood, was a valiant defender of keeping it real. Oh, there was sacrifice. How often I found myself on the outside. But I’d decided that I wasn’t going to be another people pleaser. I’d later realize this obstinance was not unique; it is, unfortunately, a condition that goes untreated in thousands, if not millions, of young American males.

			Before noon, the man-boy behind the counter said, “Hey, kid, you wanna take a break?”

			My jaw clenched until the gums above my upper molars hurt. “Yo,” I said, pushing my voice lower, “don’t call me kid.”

			“Ah, my bad.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m basically as old as you are.”

			He considered this. I tried to look taller. “I guess you’re right. I always liked being called kid. My grandpa still calls me kiddo.” He waited for me to respond. I didn’t. “But I’m no good at guessing what people like,” he continued.

			“That’s rich,” I said at a low, sarcastic decibel. He laughed.

			“What’s that mean?” He walked around from the counter to the aisle next to me. He began rearranging paintbrushes. It was the first time we were in the same territory. He smelled like stubbed cigarettes.

			“Nothing.”

			“Nobody says nothing. I’m not pissed, dude. Just curious.”

			“You said you’re no good at guessing what people like. All morning you’ve said the right shit at the right time.”

			“So you’re saying I’m good at knowing what people like? Like a people person?” His back was to me. I was still holding the broom. He stopped switching out paintbrushes whenever he talked.

			“I mean, yeah. Why lie about it, though?”

			“So now I’m a lying people person?”

			“Nah, it’s not like that.”

			“What’s it like, then? You just said I’m lying.”

			“It’s not like lying lying, you know? Why not just say that you’re good with it, with people and shit?”

			“All right. Prove it.”

			“Prove what?”

			“That I know what people like.”

			“How am I supposed to prove that to you? You’re the—the guy or whatever.”

			“The guy?”

			“I don’t know. The charismatic one.”

			“Flattery won’t cancel out you calling me a liar.” He glanced at me over his shoulder. In profile, his face was even more rarefied, steeply angular.

			“Fuck. I’m not calling you a liar.” I got flustered. My voice, stumbling, unmonitored, returned to its normal register. “I’m just saying you’re good with people and you should say that you’re good with people. Some of us aren’t as good as we wish we could be.” I didn’t know how the conversation ended up here. I didn’t know what I was saying. But I also didn’t want to back down.

			He laughed again. “You’re good, man. No sweat.” He considered a wide wash brush and placed it among its brethren. “It’s just I don’t see it, but I appreciate the compliment.”

			“All right. I’ll tell you what. You tell me what I’d like right now more than anything. And if you’re wrong, you can call me kid. And if you’re right, you stop bullshitting.” I didn’t sound like me—I was somehow ahead of my usual thinking, but that felt powerful.

			“You know I’m like your boss, right?” he said.

			“Come on. I’ll shut up and go back to sweeping or whatever you want.” I didn’t know what this electric back-and-forth was. If it was flirting, if it was friendship.

			“Aight,” he said. He turned around fully, scanned me up and down. I became so aware of my body. The acne on my right cheek pulsed and hoarded blood. “I bet the thing you’d like most is to fuck off and blaze, yeah?”

			This, certainly, was entrapment. I’d never spoken about weed at a volume anyone could hear. But now, in the middle of bluntness, I felt I had nothing to lose. This was sure to get me fired. Then I could bike home, shrug, and say the fuckup at the store tried to offer me pot. And, dear father, you wouldn’t want me around an influence like that, right?

			I looked at him and said, “See, you do know what people like.” Then I smiled and hoped I didn’t have any Granny Smith chunks in my braces.

			“Well, shit, bro, why are you spending the whole morning giving me a hard time? We could’ve taken a break right at the start.” And then, up close for the first time, I realized that his eyes had that chlorine redness, that little stain, that I knew all too well.

			“I’m Jake, by the way.” He stuck a long arm over the aisle that separated us. I noticed the sharpness of his geometry—his chin a shovel tip; his elbows dagger points; his sunburned forearms, outsized compared to his skinny shoulders, like bloodied cleavers.

			I grabbed his hand. His palms were calloused, his fingers somehow lovely. And then I renamed myself. It is rare that I can point to moments of transition in my life with such exactitude, but there was some sea change in my brain that told me to erase David, Davey, and Dave. That I, for once, could be whoever I wanted. “I’m Theron. Theron Alden.” My heart sprinted. My sweat went from my hand to his.

			“Theron?” He gave my hand a good final shake with a firmness that would make any father proud.

			“Yeah, man.”

			“That’s tight.” Approved, I never retreated to Davey again.
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			In his two months as manager, Jake had trained the town of New Hampton to accept the hardware store’s closing for an hour or three in the middle of the day, unannounced and inconsistent. It made rural sense in its way. The town clerk/tax collector often shuttered her office inexplicably, and the post office was only open four days a week. Jake had a handwritten sign that read Closed—see ya when we see ya!

			We walked past my splayed bike, behind the dumpsters, to the gravel lot that had been washed out at some point and never repaired, to Jake’s car. He drove a 1997 Ford Aerostar, which, even new, must have looked like some Bud Light–blue aberration. It sat across two parking spots, an affront to coolness, double-wide and dinged. The seats had rips with stuffing popping out like the guts of teddy bears. The passenger-side window didn’t roll down unless you punched under the lock first. But its spaciousness, its souped-up speaker system, its fold-down back seats, its steering wheel pitted from Jake’s finger drumming, its windows with tints illegal in forty-three states—all of it made it the perfect place to discover the new shapes that come out of familiar songs after one has smoked enough pot.

			“I’d say excuse the mess, but that might make you think I’m gonna clean this piece of shit at some point,” Jake said as we sat down. Bottles fled from my feet—Gatorade with chew residue and Gatorade with holes cut into them and rims tainted with carcinogenic brown and Gatorade with ABC gum spat into hundred-degree red sugar-water.

			“This thing is fucking sick. How’d you get it?”

			“A buddy of mine back in Arlington needed five hundred dollars, so I did him a favor. Put five times that into this thing since then.” He patted the dash, which had bubbled from Texas heat.

			I made myself showily comfortable. “What do you call her?”

			“Call who?”

			“Uh, the car?”

			He laughed and I hoped it was with me somehow. “She’s not a ship, man. I call her a big old piece of shit.”

			“I don’t know, I thought people named their cars.”

			“I think if I named my car after a girl, my fiancée would kill me.”

			“Whoa, what? You’re engaged? Like with the ring and everything?” I felt a thunderbolt of jealousy overwhelm the electricity in my brain.

			“Not quite.” I glanced at his left hand. He had three silver rings—a steer skull with black eyes on his middle finger and two plain bands stacked on his pointer—but his ring finger was blank. I don’t know why I expected he’d have an engagement ring. “But after this summer, I’ll get her something nice, and then she’ll probably make me get something too.”

			“That’s wild. How long have you two been together?”

			“Forever. We met in middle school, Earth Sciences. I don’t even remember a life without Jess. And we got engaged something like a year ago when she was going through some real shit.”

			I looked at him. “I can’t imagine being married, man. I don’t want to be tied down,” I said, having never felt a lip, a nipple, a belt that wasn’t my own.

			He shrugged. “It’s good and it’s bad. Like anything.” I turned back to the dumpster in front of us. “Anyway,” he said, “let’s get faded. The day just started, and I’m already bored as fuck.” He reached behind me to retrieve the weed from the pocket behind the passenger seat. When he reached, his body sleek, showing its sinewy power when angled, his shirt lifted a couple of inches. I saw a panther stripe of perfect black hair tracing from his belt buckle, around his navel, up and down until it disappeared again behind denim and cotton. I moved my eyes quickly so he wouldn’t see me looking. Through the seat, I could feel the movement of his hand. I squirmed forward to avoid contact.

			Nugs from a quarter-full Ziploc bag and a pack of Zig-Zags became a perfect air-tight joint. He rolled it with one hand as he scanned through songs on his iPod—the turning of the wheel surrounding us with ticks and clicks. Even in this mundanity, he had more finesse than I ever hoped for. His joint looked like a Little League baseball bat; mine barely held together.

			Jake raised the joint and sparked the lighter, and the flame seemed animated, undulating with the music. My nostrils spread at the smell of burnt paper. Before he passed me the joint, before I even tasted smoke, my mouth became more salivated, my eyes relaxed so that I could see the little raindrop outlines of my eyelashes. Just looking at the joint, I felt the tension in my forehead release. I’d had a headache, a dead appetite, a flood of nightmares that washed away any restful sleep since Dad raided my room.

			He handed me the joint without ripping it. “Normally, I’d say that he who rolls it smokes it, but guests get first dibs.”

			“Nah, can’t do that. Look at that thing.” I pointed at the joint with my head. “It’s like a work of art. You go.”

			“You can either smoke it or we can both sit here and watch it burn till it’s gone.” He was deadpan, unflinching. He tapped his wrist as he did this. I didn’t understand his physicality—it felt like Morse code—but he was often tapping himself, signaling to the vulnerable parts of his body.

			I took the joint and inhaled long, trying to show bravado with my lungs. I took a second hit without exhaling. I held both. In LA, smoking was a sport. My friends and I would see who could smoke the most blunts in the shortest amount of time. At the rare house party I went to, older, richer boys would produce bongs of impressive size and gratuitous design. They’d talk stats—bongs over a foot and a half reduced the smoke per hit you were getting, or how the best glasswork came from Germany, with Japan a close second.

			Holding in smoke, my eyes began to water and panic began to make my throat vibrate. I briefly left my body. I pictured myself, a total squid, coughing up spittle, my eyes instantly reddened as if I’d spent the day in and out of the ocean. The image of it was too shame-inducing to give in to. Somehow, despite the Icarus-meet-sun burning in my lungs, I swallowed the smoke until it cooled. Then I exhaled, with only a little hitch in my throat, as the light from the dashboard clock shot out in newfound angles.

			I passed the joint to Jake, my pro’s showcase complete. He took two quick puffs, then handed it back to me. I started to talk but was interrupted by Jake exploding into coughs, louder than the music, desperate. Spit shot out onto the tape deck. He scrambled to open his window to let in fresh air. On the other coast, I, or someone like me, would have called him a pussy for breaking the box. I looked out the passenger window to avoid his shame. But when I looked back, he seemed totally unfazed. “A wise man once said, ‘If you ain’t choking, you ain’t smoking.’ ” His voice, thick with phlegm, skipped like a beat-up CD.
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			Over the crash and tumble of Houses of the Holy, Jake and I filled each other in on who we were. Like me, he was only a part-time New Englander. He spent summers wherever his mom was, the rest of the year in Texas, often living with his dad, sometimes retreating to Jess’s house when things with his father got rough. “He’s not a drunk, he just drinks like one,” Jake said. He paused for a laugh, but I missed my cue. “Anyway, he’s more all right than he is bad. None of the usual stuff—I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. He’s never fucked me up or anything like that. I don’t even know if he could. He just likes to yell—he calls it hollering. It’s distracting.”

			He continued. “I spent a lot of my time at Jess’s growing up. She lived a couple blocks away from me and my daddy. And I’d go over there if I needed to have some quiet—shit, I’d go there just to do homework. That’s how you know things were messed up.”

			“It’s nice you had somewhere to go. There’s nowhere to go up here,” I said.

			“Yeah, don’t I know it. My ma moved up here maybe six months ago, after she finished another fellowship. She’s a doctor, an anesthesiologist. She works at Lakes Region General. You know it?”

			“That’s where I was born!” I was excited by the overlaps in our lives. I didn’t know its shape yet, but I felt there was some constellation to be made of all these little details.

			“Whoa, weird. Small little fucked-up world we live in, huh?” I didn’t know what he meant by “fucked-up,” but I worried that I’d seemed overeager. “When’s your birthday anyway?”

			“August sixteenth, 1990. I was three weeks late. Carole—my mom—looked like she was stealing a watermelon that whole summer, my dad says.”

			“You call your mom Carole?”

			“Yeah.” I didn’t. I called her nothing, or “Mamoushka” when I knew no one else could hear us. “You call your dad Daddy?”

			He laughed. “Yeah, the worst part about spending time all over the place is you pick up these habits. I’m used to switching how I talk—one way in Texas, another way everywhere else. But sometimes I forget, or sometimes things just stick.”

			“I feel you,” I said.

			“But yeah, my mom’s the best. She works nonstop and moves every couple years, which I think is why I never came to live with her full-time.”

			“I was gonna say. Why not just move here if your daddy is such a dick?”

			Jake rolled a second joint, this one thinner. I was close to an abstract kind of stoned, where memory was constantly faulting, and I could basically only remember the last thing that was said. I became journalistic, matching every response with a tangle of questions, afraid that if I lost the thread of conversation, I’d never recover.

			“All my friends are in Texas and I didn’t wanna leave Jess behind, I guess. And I don’t know what my dad would do if he was all alone. Though I’ll find out soon enough. Three months and I’m eighteen and I can move wherever the fuck I want.”

			“That sounds so nice. What’re you gonna do? You going to school?”

			“I’ll take some classes at the CC, but the whole thing is dumb. Who knows what they wanna do for forty years when they’re eighteen? I don’t even know what I wanna do later today.”

			I nodded, out of my depth. “For a long time,” he said, “I wanted to join the Army. But I think my mom would fly to Afghanistan and pull me back by my hair. So I gotta figure out something new while I make music and shit.”

			To me, joining the Army was in the same strata of possibility as walking tightrope full-time. My entire life, I’d heard my mom, scarred from having a brother serve in Vietnam for “no fucking reason,” rail against the American imperial habit in the Middle East, the idea of conscription, the military industrial complex. Jake’s tone had shifted. He was serious, reflective. So I didn’t say what I wanted to, which was The military is for morons and kids who get DUIs. You can do a lot better.

			“Worse comes to worst, I can always sell insurance and kill myself at fifty,” Jake said, trying to remold the tone from real-life serious to a hangout. I liked the way his accent would peek out. My mom was the same—her accent a flattened, generic Americana, until a word like insurance came around and people up North or people out West grinned at the weight she put on the in and not the sur. She told me she worked hard to flush the South out of her voice. In my stonedness, where the divide between the physical and emotional thinned, my lungs expanded and I felt that I was breathing light, and somehow this bright fullness made me miss my mom so potently that I wanted to cry. But I couldn’t cry in front of Jake. I never wanted to cry in front of anyone again.

			So I joined Jake in making jokes about killing myself—the safe house for the nervous. “At least you’d get a good life insurance payout,” I said.

			Jake, still stern, his back arched, looked at me for the first time in a couple of minutes. Then he laughed and said, “You’re a sick fuck, dude.” I felt righted in time. I was there, seeing and being seen.

			We were quiet for a minute, listening to how the album ended. I started to cook up some thesis about how Led Zeppelin’s “The Ocean” reminded me of home, the crashing of drums and the crashing of waves, the marijuana finding new ways to lead me to benevolent conspiracies. But Jake said we better get back to it before I could get started.

			There was so much I wanted to ask Jake. I still had no understanding of this job or what it expected of me, of what my summer would look like. But Jake didn’t seem to care about any of that, so I tried not to either. I felt the twin of anxiety—excitement—about the future.

			The rest of the workday I stood behind the counter with Jake, who demonstrated the art of turning twenty minutes of work into a full day’s worth. The shop grew warmer as the day went on, the air slowing so that it seemed everything, even the dust, lay in perfect suspension. When a customer did come in, I would become suddenly busy, rearranging items on the shelves and then placing them back where they started, and Jake would become someone perfectly charming and engaged.

			Inside the shop, our dynamic was stilted. Jake seemed less interested in talking about himself. The threat of customer interruption made things difficult. The space we occupied was expansive compared to the car, and it felt unnatural to talk about anything intimate, anything that might let the conversation slip from sizing up and shooting the shit into real talk, the code name the boys I knew used for vulnerability. And we had to look at each other. In the car, we both faced forward, and were recused from the bareness of eye contact.

			We traded comparisons of favorite records—I’ve found that boys can kill entire seasons arguing about the superiority of Led Zeppelin II to III or whether Pink Floyd was better when Roger Waters was a dictator or part of the band. Whenever there was a lull, one of us would ask a useless hypothetical. “What do you think would’ve happened if Kirk had died instead of Cliff?” And that was enough for another fifteen minutes, which would give way to further monologues about the soul of a band. The great mysteries of life, reinterpreted: If you replaced three members of Guns N’ Roses, was it still GNR? What about four? What if you got rid of Axl, too? At what point did the band stop being the band?

			At one o’clock, Jake opened his backpack to eat a tuna sandwich. I had nothing. He noticed. “You want half of this? It’s nothing special, but it’s cheap as hell and kinda good.” I watched him eat his half. His Adam’s apple was pronounced but not in a bobbing, Ichabod Crane way. It was a cute, cut diamond at the heart of his throat. My neck was long and thin, and I felt self-conscious of its smooth femininity. It was part of why I kept my hair long. Even in my lowest moments, I had some pride: I never gave in to the impulse to buy turtlenecks.

			I ate the sandwich and spent the following ten minutes in the bathroom plucking the mayo and tuna bits out of my braces. In the mirror, my eyes fogged from the comedown of being so stoned, I hated how I looked. Smoking inflamed the flaws I saw in myself. I was an avatar of ugliness. Any of the positive qualities, like my strong nose, which I allowed myself to admire for fifteen to twenty minutes a week, sank away. I touched my face and ran a hand through my hair, my fingers caught on the bird nests I never took the time to brush out. As I stood there, it became clear to me that Jake was merely humoring me, hoping to pass the time.

			I hated the pendulum of my self-confidence. I stayed in the bathroom for as long as I could, tugging at the skin under my chin, checking my armpits for new hair, squeezing my pimples until they became enraged, a purpler red, wider, tougher.

			Jake knocked. “You all good, dude?” he said. He sounded legitimately concerned.

			“Yeah, I’m chilling.”

			“All right. Don’t want you puking on your first day.”

			I splashed water in my face, hoping it would soothe the red that was all over me, in my eyes and my pores, on my lips and gums.
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