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Praise for Playing It Cool


* “Like a superhero, [Sebastian] can be available at a moment’s notice; like the main character in a noir novel, he drinks coffee and alcohol and smokes until he comes up with the information or resources needed to carry out his scheme…. This fast-paced novel will grip mature young adults.”

—School Library Journal, Starred




“The slick prose presentation, combined with psychologically acute drama, makes this a magnet for cool-hunters.”

—The Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books




“Dorfman shows an excellent ear for dialogue and a keen eye for both adolescent and adult posturing, as the characters here place themselves in emotional danger, help others out of physical danger, and confront the realities of class—and economics.”

—Voice of Youth Advocates




“A window into the adulterated world of grown-ups.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Sebastian is appealing as the untouchably cool savior-manipulator who helps, not because he cares, but because it stops him from facing his own vulnerability.”

—Booklist




“As original as Burning City.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Dorfman’s restless, pointed prose perfectly defines his narrator’s fragmented perspective. … In the end, he experiences not triumph but rebirth; stripped of his cultivated veneer of power, the smooth player sheds his skin to become a real teenager and, in losing everything, wins our hearts.”

—The Horn Book Magazine
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Prologue

Far as I’m concerned, it began with a sophomore intent on taking a dive from the second story of his parents’ suburban home.

Paul Inverso, fifteen. Brother of Jenny Inverso, eighteen.

Then again, I could start a few weeks earlier with Jeremy King. Coming to me after his mother revealed a secret hidden for well over eighteen years. Shocked to learn that his real father was not the one who had raised him. A lifetime of assumptions over and done with, there was now another man out there responsible for his birth. The second half of his genetic code. Someone who, from all that Jeremy had been told, could not be found.

Or I could start with the investigation that led us to Jeremy’s real father. Using all my connections to gather the necessary information. All inquiries and research pointing toward the coast of North Carolina. The town of Wilmington, just 150 miles from our own backyards.

All of which, of course, led me to you.

But I know I don’t want to start there. Don’t even want to think about it just yet, not ready. The contrast is too stark, almost painful. How things were, what they became, how they are now. Trying to keep things simple as I retrace my steps, now knowing full well that there was never anything simple about it. Never once considering what lay beneath, even as questions raged out of control that week, brought me to my knees. Too certain of every last thing I had come to believe. Too confident in every last move I made. The world on a string and truth be told …

… I could start any number of places before March 12 of 1998, but as far as I’m concerned, it all began with a sophomore intent on taking a dive from the second story of his parents’ suburban home.

Paul Inverso, fifteen. Brother of Jenny Inverso, eighteen.

Although starting an hour or so before that certainly wouldn’t hurt….





PART ONE

THURSDAY




1. Only If It’s an Emergency

Cesar dropped us off at my house.

It was four in the afternoon, and spring was making its presence known. Sun at a flattering angle to the neighbors’ lawns, single-story houses laying low beneath clear blue skies. Slight humidity, birds engaged in sweet-sounding conversations. Regenerated trees rustling with a little help from the southern breeze. Smells of a nearby cookout, kids reclaiming the streets with their bikes, music from an open window filling the gaps of activity.

Train whistle in the distance.

All the deceptive makings of a small town in North Carolina.

I got out of the car, shut the door to the passenger’s side.

Jeremy got out of the backseat. Headed for the house.

Cesar kept the engine of his rust-red Pontiac idling. Earnest seventeen-year-old face looking up at me through rolled-down windows. First-generation Mexican American, eyes still remembering where he came from. Genuine hope displayed in a smile of well-intentioned teeth.

“You really are something, Seba,” he told me.

“You’re the one who asked her,” I replied.

“I didn’t think Nicole would say yes.”

“Waste of a good worry, Cesar.”

“There’s still tomorrow night.”

“Come on, Bastian, let’s go!” Jeremy called out from behind me. Waiting by the curb, fidgeting impatiently. A long-established habit of his.

I ignored him. A long-established habit of mine.

“Tomorrow night’s taken care of,” I told Cesar. “I’ve made reservations for two at the Mezzanine.”

“The Mezzanine?” Cesar was back to worrying. “I can’t afford a place like that. Ten-dollar soups, the catch of the day’s the same price as the boat they used to catch it—”

“There are ways around money.”

“I don’t have anything to wear.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“My mother needs the car Fridays,” Cesar mumbled.

“Just tell Nicole to meet you at the restaurant at eight sharp. I’ll be by your house to pick you up at seven.”

“And after the date, I’m just supposed to ask her for a ride?”

I shrugged. “It’s the nineties.”

“So were the eighties.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Cesar sighed. Nodded, put the car into first. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“I always know what I’m doing.”

Cesar knew it, too. Drove off without another word.

I watched him go.

“I’m glad you know what you’re doing,” I heard Jeremy say. “Because I don’t have a goddamn clue.”

I turned and saw that Jeremy had sat himself on the curb. Brown sweater and khakis hanging uncomfortably off his scrawny frame. Sneakers tapping against the ground, body bouncing slightly. Blond hair stopping just short of blue eyes that were always thinking two disasters ahead of everyone else. Top set of teeth nervously working on his lower lip. Fingers toying with each other.

I walked past him.

Jeremy stood up and followed me. White aluminum siding accompanied us around the house, through the backyard. Sneakers cutting through tall grass, swishing sounds with each stride as he started in. “We leave the day after tomorrow.”

“Excited?”

“Try unprepared.”

“We’re all the way prepared.”

I opened the back door, and the two of us made our way through the small kitchen. Down a dark hallway, floorboards creaking.

“You may be all the way prepared.” Jeremy’s words were starting to gain momentum. “But this is all happening very fast for me. I need to go over this at my own pace, I need details. Contingency plans. We leave the day after tomorrow, and this was supposed to be our day to work on things, get our stories straight. And so far, what…? After school, we dropped Sara off at the clinic, paid Mr. Wallace a visit, fixed Cesar up with Nicole—”

“Your father’s probably just as nervous as you.”

Jeremy took a moment to find his breath. “Which one?”

“The one in Wilmington, what do you think?”

Another door open, and we were in my room. Nothing special to look at in there. I was never one for decoration. Typical posters and teenage paraphernalia replaced with my own view of the world, simple and clear-cut. Personal touch abandoned in favor of only that which was necessary… a bed, two chairs. Bookshelves and a wardrobe. Squat, secondhand desk.

Answering machine.

“I think,” Jeremy collapsed in a chair, “that what my… father thinks isn’t for you to say.”

“He’s waiting for you with open arms,” I assured him. Went back over familiar territory as I took off my jacket. Leaned against the desk with my arms crossed. “Waiting for both of us with open arms. That’s got to count for something.”

“Won’t count for much when we get to Wilmington only to have your switch blow up in my face.”

“It’s our switch, Jeremy. And nothing’s going to blow up.”

“What are you doing?”

I stopped, my finger inches away from the answering machine. “Checking this message.”

A miserable look crossed Jeremy’s face.

“It’s just one message,” I told him.

“Doesn’t make me feel better.”

“Jeremy—”

“I don’t even need to hear that message.” Jeremy was talking fast again, repeating himself. “Don’t even need the details to know what’s going to happen next. You promised me today’s our day to get things done, smooth out the specifics, and now we’re going to end up going off on some other—”

“Jeremy …” This conversation was a familiar one. “You asked for my help. You’ll get it. But right now I need you to shut up and control yourself. Otherwise, I walk away and you can face your father on your own.”

Jeremy stared up at me. “Not likely.”

“Not likely, what?”

I returned Jeremy’s stare. Trying not to let a lifetime of friendship interfere with what had to be done. Never letting a trace of struggle come to the surface, despite recurring doubts about whether it was Jeremy who couldn’t live without me, or possibly the other way around….

“Just check the message,” Jeremy conceded, leaning back and crossing his arms.

A moment later, and the tape was playing back Sara’s voice for me:

“Bastian, it’s Sara…. I’m still at the clinic. Oh, God, you’re not going to like this…. My mother’s outside, and she’s got around twenty of her friends with her. They’ve all got signs protesting the place. They’re not going anywhere, Bastian, and the clinic closes at six…. Please think of something. I can’t stay in here forever….”

End of message.

Sara Shaw, fifteen years old. Daughter of Esther Shaw, head of the North Carolina chapter of the Concerned Women for the Right to Life. If Esther caught her daughter leaving that clinic, questions would lead only to unfortunate answers. Shocked onlookers. Resulting punishment that would most likely stretch itself out over the rest of her life. Sara Shaw, who had always struck me as a different breed of high school girl. Strangely in touch with her surroundings, brief conversations between us that revealed a sweet sort of kindness. None of that naïve certainty that dictated every teenager’s mindset and attitude. An innocent, despite her many mistakes, and I didn’t want visions of her tear-streaked face anywhere near my thoughts. No time to panic, no room for hesitation under the glare of those four, poker-faced walls.

I was already at the door to my room. Jacket on, doorknob waiting for a twist, when I heard Jeremy say something. I turned, saw that he hadn’t budged from his chair.

“What?” I asked, impatiently.

“The clinic closes at six,” he told me. “It’s four. In sixty minutes, it’ll be five. Can we at least spend this one hour getting our plans straight?”

“This is important.”

“So is my father.”

I let a couple of thousand thoughts play out in my head.

“You’re already halfway to figuring how to get her out,” Jeremy continued, watching me with intent eyes. “I know how your mind works. Those protesters aren’t going anywhere, and neither is she. So come on, Bastian. Let’s, just please, get something done today.”

His words reached out from across the room and took hold.

I let my hand fall from the doorknob.

Jeremy nodded, sighed. “All right … good.”

The phone rang.

Jeremy bolted upright. Sitting position, body tensing all over again. Waiting for that second ring, silently praying that maybe the first one hadn’t even happened.

It didn’t work, and the phone continued to ring.

“Don’t answer that,” he told me.

“What if it’s an emergency?”

“We’ve already got one of those.”

“What if it’s another one?”

Jeremy hesitated, maybe because he already knew…. “Only if it’s an emergency.”

The answering machine came to life: “Hey, this is Sebastian’s phone. Keep it simple.”

A beep.

Then, Jenny’s voice:

“Bastian, this is Jenny, pick up. Pick up, pick up, pick up…. All right, I guess you’re not there. Here’s what: Paul’s going to kill himself and he says he’ll only speak to you—”

Jeremy: “Damn it!”

I picked up the phone. “Yeah, Jenny, I’m here ….”

A whole slew of words on the other end, dramatic display of panic in each one. I cut through them, just the facts. Paul. On the roof. Legs dangling over a redbrick patio. No idea why. No response to conventional questions….

“He’ll only speak to you, Bastian,” Jenny finished. “Mom and Dad will be home in an hour.”

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

I hung up and strode to the door.

This time, Jeremy followed. Feet dragging through the hallway, into the kitchen, and back out into idyllic afternoon light. Circling the house again, once more on West Knox Street. Sounds of a distant train whistle floating through the air as we stopped in mid-stride …

Hopscotch court on the street where my car should have been.

“Bastian …,” Jeremy managed. “Cesar dropped us off.”

“Yes …” I nodded a few times. “Yeah. I think this is going to get complicated….”

It was ten past four in the afternoon.


2. What About Wilmington?

Big Niko was a round, pugnacious bastard.

A living, breathing pile of pumpkins. Bulbous nose and a mustache far more prosperous than the hair on his oversized head. Proud owner of a rapidly growing pizza chain. Three in Durham, one out in Raleigh, another in Chapel Hill, branching out into Charlotte and the Carolina coast. Ran his business with an iron fist, and his employees saw to it that nothing stood in the way of expedient service. Those who took the orders got the details down to a tee, so that those who made the pizzas couldn’t blame mistakes on them. Those who made the pizzas made sure that each pie was up to standards, so that those who delivered them would never have to worry about customer complaints….

A tightly run ship, and Big Niko saw to it that things ran smoothly.

Smoothly, though Big Niko had his own problems. Had himself a bad habit of making time with any number of women other than his wife. Infidelity at its worst, he was the only man I’d ever known who somehow found time to cheat on his mistresses. What they saw in him, I was never too sure. Admiration for a man with his own business, that’s what Big Niko had always told me.

His own explanations, the lies handed out left and right to his wife and the women he romanced, those were always short of satisfactory. Niko’s mind for management seemed to regularly fall short when it came to social subtleties. Strange contradiction for an individual so bent on seeing that things went right. Strange that I constantly found myself righting wrongs with the help of a man who’d been in more hotels than the Gideon Bible, but after years of telling myself this was how the world worked, I had finally come to believe it.

And, finally, there was no denying that even complete bastards could be men of their word.

“Big Niko’s Pizza,” came the voice at the other end of the phone. I recognized the Greek accent immediately, even as the background roared with the sound and fury of a dozen orders called out, prepared, sent off.

“Yeah, Big Niko?” I put a finger to my other ear, thinking it might help. “It’s Sebastian.”

The clock on the kitchen wall read 4:15.

“Hey, Sebastian!” Big Niko’s voice turned ecstatic. “How you doing?”

“Interesting you should ask—”

“Did my brother send you the report you needed?”

“Yeah, the Wilmington stuff is on its way—”

Jeremy ran in from the kitchen, half-empty glass of water in his hand. “What about Wilmington?”

I shooed him away as Big Niko continued. “You be sure to look my brother up when you and Jeremy get to Wilmington this weekend, all right?”

No more time for pleasantries, and I pressed ahead. “Look, Niko, you remember Cindy?”

“How could I ever forget?”

“Remember Laura?”

I could almost hear the drool form on leering lips. “You know I do.”

“You remember who saved your ass when you double-booked them at the same hotel?”

There was a long pause. Someone in the background called out for a large pie with pepperoni.

“All right, Bastian. What do you need?”

Music to my ears.

Moments later, Jeremy and I were outside my house.

Third time in a half hour, and the streets were already starting to lose their exuberance. Kids grudgingly retreating to their homes, doors locked in anticipation of a sunset more than an hour and a half away. Acoustics of an abandoned block making room for Jeremy’s next question:

“Is there anything about Wilmington you feel like sharing with me?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I told him, scanning the street.

“That’s what I told my mother, and here I’ve been lying to her for the past couple of weeks.”

“She’s been lying to you your whole life—”

“I shouldn’t be lying to my mother—”

“And didn’t she tell you she’s been lying to you for your own good?”

Jeremy frowned. “Yes.”

“So this is no different.”

“I’m lying to her for her own good?”

“You’re lying to her for your own good. Just how she wants it.”

Seconds later, a compact car came screeching to a halt in front of us. Gaudy colors and the words big niko’s pizza emporium stenciled on the side. One hubcap gone missing.

Jeremy and I slid in, closed the doors.

The driver was Olaf. A twenty-five-year-old with a calculating look, ropy forearms resting on the steering wheel. Didn’t really know his story. Hard life, hard times, a tough customer who had spent most of his years working whatever angle he could. Every bit the lean troublemaker with charm to spare. Pale skin and dark hair. Blue eyes that could pierce Kevlar.

“I’m not a goddamn chauffeur,” he said, gunning the engine. “We just lost an order thanks to you.”

Sure enough, the car reeked of an anchovy pizza Jeremy had just sat on.

“Big Niko knows what he’s doing,” I told Olaf.

“What about you?”

“I always know what I’m doing,” I answered, picking up the car phone and dialing. “You mind if I use the phone?”

Olaf didn’t answer, just hit a left turn.


3. Maybe You Don’t Have a Choice

First two tries on the phone didn’t bring me any luck.

I redialed and secretly crossed my fingers.

We were driving along West Chapel Hill Street. Rundown part of town, Durham’s zoning between poor and prosperous didn’t always believe in transitions. Dying gas stations, windows sheltered by dull iron bars. Streets decorated with bottles, sidewalks broken and indifferent to the trudging steps of low-wage workers. I looked out the window, phone to my ear, as residents leaned in doorways and watched cars make their way to better destinations….

The same receptionist picked up on the other end. I asked for Anita’s desk, just try one last time, and she put me through.

My mother had been with the Durham Observer for about as long as I could remember. Had worked her way from division to division. From receptionist to personal assistant, from layout to copyediting to low-level reporter. Not bad for a single mother of thirty-six. She was the one that kept it all going, hanging on, and it was more than either one of us could have ever hoped for back in Chicago.

When she picked up the phone she seemed almost ready for my question.

“Your car’s in the garage,” she told me. “There’s no way you were going to make it to Wilmington this weekend unless I had it fixed.”

I shook my head. “When were you planning on telling me this, Mom?”

“Something wrong?”

Olaf was speeding along at a decent clip now, headed toward Forest Hills.

Jeremy in the backseat, looking sullen.

“I need to get to the clinic,” I told my mom.

“Clinic?” Her voice registered immediate concern. “Why? Did something happen to Sara?”

“Her mother’s outside with an army of pro-lifers ready to pounce on anybody who goes in or out that door.”

“Best-laid plans, Seba.”

“I’m not joking.”

“Neither am I. This puts me in an awkward position.”

“Right now, Sara’s in an abortion clinic that’s under siege by her mother. That is an awkward position.”

I caught Olaf throwing me a sideways glance.

Shit.

Over the phone, I heard my mother shout out to somebody. Something about a reliable source, then back to me: “You got Sara into this, and now you’re going to have to get her out of it. I’m sorry, but I’ve already done too much for that girl. You’re just going to have to think of something else.”

“All right,” I told her. “All right …. See you tonight, Mom.”

“See you tonight, Seba.”

I hung up.

“Your mother’s named Anita?” Olaf asked.

“Yes,” I replied. Started dialing again.

“Italian?”

“Latin American.”

“I always figured you were Middle Eastern.”

I took a quick look in the side mirror as I finished dialing. Olive skin, dark eyes, thick eyebrows. Nose somewhere between lengthy and flat. Dark hair cut close. Unassuming …

A nurse picked up on the other end, voice calm and clinical, well-trained.

I asked her if I could speak to Sara Shaw. Fifteen, pale face, strong features. Red hair, probably sitting in reception. A second or so later and Sara was on the line. Voice shaky and low as a strange, almost unwelcome affection threatened to overtake me. All at once, remembering the yellow sundress she had been wearing the day she first approached me for help. Standing on my front porch, breaking new ground in what had been a casually distant relationship till then. Sandals with pink painted toenails peeking out…

But it was never good to dwell. Bad for business, so thoughts of floral patterns and Sara’s overcast eyes were shoved aside by her breath rasping in my ear. I dealt with what was now, and talked her into a state of relative comfort. Told her to hang on, promised I would be there in a half hour.

“What are you going to do?” I heard her ask.

“When it happens you’ll know,” I replied, sent the phone back to its cradle.

We drove on, suburban greenery sprouting up out of nowhere. A few stoplights’ worth of silence before Olaf finally said it:

“So, Sara Shaw got knocked up.”

“That’s none of your business.”

Olaf kept his eyes on the road, but he might as well have been looking right at me. “Guess it must have been your business, then.”

“I’m just trying to help her out.”

“Yeah? Maybe I could use a little help myself.”

That very self-assured voice. Icy-blue stare of someone who’s grown used to just that sort of temperature. Demanding without making it clear just what he was asking for.

“Well…” I tried to keep things in the roundabout. “Maybe I can help you.”

“Maybe you don’t have a choice …,” Olaf replied. Plain and simple. No need to mention Sara again. No need for an immediate follow-through. He’d talk when he was ready, and in the meantime, I had more pressing things to attend to.

A suicidal fifteen-year-old. A fence of protesters ready to tear into any employee or patient coming in or out of that clinic. A disgruntled Jeremy in the backseat, less than two days from meeting his real father for the first time.

Headed toward our first stop under the navigation of a twenty-five-year-old with a hard and calculating look.


4. It’s Not Me, Man

Forest Hills.

Home to the vastly wealthy and their prosperous secrets. Lazy, winding streets and manicured sidewalks flanked by luxurious mansions. Multiple floors, lengthy driveways, sweeping lawns, both front and back. Separated from the rest of us by an expansive golf course and a thick slipper of towering trees.

Olaf dropped us off at Paul’s. Broke his vow of silence just long enough to let me know what he needed and by when. Topped it off with a crystalline wink and sped off without another word.

I filed it in my head under temporary nuisances, and wiped the slate clean.

Jeremy and I went up the front walkway. Stones set in soft ground, trimmed hedges on either side of us giving room for flowers to take in the changing seasons. Jenny waiting for us at the oak door, dressed in a swashbuckling pirate outfit. Loose pants, blond hair partially pulled back, tattered white shirt halfway unbuttoned. Heavy makeup around the eyes. Brown shoes with brass buckles.

Jenny Inverso, the future gem of the silver screen.

No denying that there was once an attraction there. When we were younger, a schoolboy crush. Watching from a corner desk as she took notes, eyelashes meeting to kiss every few seconds. Heart murmurs, the thrill of anonymous longing; it all seemed like a long time ago. Heartfelt sentiments now forgotten, because chess players may value their queen, but they don’t send her love letters….

“I didn’t think you were going to make it,” she told me, took us through the threshold.

“Ta-da.”

Jenny’s father was an optometrist. Their house was the result of three generations upholding the family business. Two living rooms, eight bedrooms, four offices, two pool tables, exercise room, sauna, swimming pool, thirteen bathrooms and only four bladders to fill them all…. Jenny led us through room after room, through hallways and doorways, rambling all the while.

“I just came home from rehearsal and he was there. I tried to get him down, but you’re the only one he’s interested in talking to. Wouldn’t tell me a single thing. I don’t think he’s stopped taking his medication, but you know how those things are….”

Jenny led us up a flight of stairs.

Through a room lined with endless costumes, ranging from hobo to government clerk to Arab sheik. Wigs of all types and textures. Jenny’s lifelong collection of disguises, each one hanging obediently in its place. Standing at attention. Waiting to be filled for any number of theatrical occasions. One or two catching my attention as we breezed past, and I made a few mental notes.

Possibilities.

“Are we there yet?” Jeremy muttered.

“This way.” Jenny motioned with her head, through one final threshold….

Paul’s room was awash with posters. James Dean, Jack Kerouac, Paul Newman, Humphrey Bogart, Richard Round tree; the essence of cool plastered over every available space. Even the blue carpet and stainless steel furniture had their own wishful detachment, rejecting the afternoon sunlight as it poured through a pair of windows at the far end.

One of them half open.

And through that window, Paul Inverso.

His back to all of us. Sitting on the edge of the roof, surrounded by rough shingles. Gray jacket shrouding slumped shoulders. Head of dirty-blond hair tilted downward, toward a possible destination.

“Jenny, wait for me downstairs.”

Jenny didn’t move.

“Go on,” I said. “Jeremy will keep you company ….”

Jeremy offered her a thin-lipped smile.

Jenny nodded. Grabbed my hand and let her eyes fill with tears.

Drama student.

Wasn’t my kind of thing anymore.

Jeremy took her by the hand and led her away. Threw me an irritated look over his shoulder that I could do little about.

Back to Paul….

I went up to the window, took a breath. Climbed through and got my grounding on the 45-degree slant. Cleared my throat.

“Paul?”

Paul didn’t respond.

“I’m clearly not your sister, Paul, you can stop doing that.”

Paul sighed. “Hey, Bastian.”

That’s better

I inched my way down to the edge of the roof. Sidestepping. A few loose branches scattering along with my black, mock-leather shoes. Got to Paul’s side. Looked down and caught sight of that redbrick patio. Swimming pool a few yards to the right, tennis court a hundred yards to the left. The house was built on a slope and Paul’s second-story room turned out to be a good three stories above impact.

“So what’s the deal?” I asked Paul. “This seat taken?”

Paul shook his head. Drew his knees up to his chest, sneakers resting on the roof.

I sat down, tentative. Let my legs do the same, felt the damp slime of gutters trying to seep into my pants. I pulled out a pack of cigarettes, offered one to Paul. Paul accepted. I handed Paul a lighter, child safety locked in place….

Paul didn’t smoke. Struggled with the lighter, focusing. When he finally did manage to generate fire, he sucked in every bit of hell that was everybody’s first time. Began to cough and retch. I instructed him to lay back, keep his feet where they were.

I let him find his breath, took care of some things myself.

He sat back up, wheezed once or twice. Took another pull, didn’t inhale this time. The two of us continued to smoke. Not saying anything, and I let this silence drag itself out for as long as the clock would allow.

“You want to tell me what this is about?” I finally asked.

“You must think I’m a complete loser, calling you over like this.”

“I don’t think you’re a loser.”

“You do.”

“Moreover, who cares what I think?”

Moot question. Approaching rhetorical. Paul was an admirer, an ardent one. I’d been told by Jenny and others that Paul had some sort of goal to be me. I didn’t entirely know how this happened, didn’t know why it made me so uncomfortable knowing there were followers around every corner. I only knew that Paul had attempted suicide before and his parents’ attempts to curb this depression had clearly been unsuccessful. Were they to show up and find him on the roof, even if it turned out to be a mere threat, there was no telling what might happen. More medication. Treatment. An institution in place of school. Jenny, as always, blamed for everything that went wrong in that house.

All these possibilities making me cringe, because I didn’t want to be the last resort that failed either one of them. But there was no time for second thoughts, because all these possibilities were less than fifteen minutes away….

“I’ve got a backup plan, Paul,” I told him. “I’ve got a backup plan to get you off this roof in one piece, but I’d rather take care of this the good old-fashioned way.”

“How’s that?” Paul’s voice was trapped in a flat line.

“Worried about your place in this world?” I asked.

Paul took a moment. Looked out to the vast empire of mowed grass, trees. “It’d be nice to be like you….”

“How’s that?”

Paul took another moment, each one adding its weight to the second hand of my wristwatch.

I cleared my throat. “Paul?”

“You always seem to know what you’re doing,” Paul explained. “You have direction. It’s like you understand who you are, and I don’t understand what’s wrong with me that I can’t do what you do.”

“Maybe because I’m supposed to be me,” I told him.

No room for uncertainty.

“How do you do it?” Paul asked.

Despite my best efforts, I let heartfelt honesty make a guest appearance. “I don’t know.”

“Then what am I supposed to do?”

“Paul…” I flicked my cigarette over the edge of the roof. Hoped Paul wouldn’t be joining it anytime soon. “If I could help you with that, then maybe there is something to what you think about me. But I can’t. I can’t tell you what you’re supposed to do. You know what that means?”

Paul shook his head.

“It means that, as Paul Inverso, you don’t want to be anything like Sebastian. Because Sebastian can’t talk you off this ledge. And Sebastian can’t tell you who you are. You see what I’m saying?”

Paul nodded, but it was going to take one or two more lifelines.

“What Sebastian can tell you is that your mother and father are coming home soon,” I continued. “And we both know they understand this even less than you do. They’ll take one look at this situation and draw conclusions. Make decisions with or without your blessing. Now, you’re a special guy, Paul, but this is every teenager’s curse, so who do you have to rely on? It’s not me, man….”

Paul sighed.

In that one breath, I saw something I recognized. A smile approaching his eyes. Maybe not there yet, but getting there. Working through the present situation. I let myself relax, and let Paul do the rest. Any further words would only reset our progress, and I didn’t have that kind of time.

Paul turned to me. “It’s just hard.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I don’t want to be an optometrist.”

“Nobody wants to be an optometrist.”

Paul let out a short laugh.

“Put out your cigarette,” I told him.

Paul smothered his cancer stick in the gutter. Extinguished.

“Thanks for helping,” he said.

“Well, nothing in this world’s free, Paul.”

Paul raised his eyebrows, curious. Curious because, despite a crisis averted, there was still the undeniable fact of his admiration. His eagerness to please. Suicide attempt assuaged simply by the fact that I had bothered to assuage it. Might come back to this again someday, but for the moment, one step at a time.

One step closer to five o’clock.

And from there, one hour closer to six.

“Sebastian?”

“Yes, Paul?”

The danger now passed, Paul seemed almost casual. “What was the plan? Your backup plan to get me off of this roof in one piece?”

“Blackmail,” I told him.

“Blackmail?”

I pointed downward. Paul followed my finger and took a good, long look. Didn’t grasp it at first, but slowly came to realize just what lengths I had been willing to go. A crazy sort of compliment, that’s how I figured Paul would take it.

“Oh,” Paul said.

“That’s right.”

“When did you manage to tie our shoelaces together?”

“While you were lying back, hacking out your lungs.”

Paul thought about it.

“Another good reason not to be me,” I told him.

“Good enough reason to help you, though?”

“If you don’t, I just might have to jump….”

Paul laughed again, and the afternoon grew cool out there on the roof.


5. Services of a Different Kind

A quick search through Jenny’s private collection yielded excellent results. A brown jumpsuit and a few other accessories were pulled from the wall of disguises. Crunch time, we got Paul dressed up and ready to go.

Took Jenny’s car, a sweet-sixteen BMW.

I drove, Paul riding shotgun, Jeremy in the back.

Made our way along downtown streets. Redbrick tobacco factories long since shut down, small businesses left in the lurch by faraway strip malls and suburban enterprises. Concrete structures whose purpose nobody even remembered. Municipal buildings sensing an end to their service as we parked a block away from the clinic.

Even from that distance, we could hear the outraged cries of the protesters. Saw them clustered outside. Twenty or twenty-five, hard to tell. Signs held high. Television crews documenting the story for the evening news. Extra surveillance adding insult to injury. Not a pretty sight, and I could sense Paul’s resolve slipping.

“Is it too late to kill myself?” he asked.

“Way too late,” I told him.

Paul tugged at the ill-fitting jumpsuit. “Just feels like a bit much. Too risky, even for you. It’s not like Sara’s your girlfriend.”

“This doesn’t leave the car,” I told Paul. “Sara’s not of age to get an abortion on her own. I got someone to forge her mother’s signature on the parental notice form.”

“Shit, Bastian—”

“If Sara’s mother finds out about this, her life is pretty much over. I’m not
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