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ONE

Richard

I was steering my students through a discussion on morality and hope in Cormac McCarthy’s novel The Road, getting bogged down in a debate over whether the reader needed to know what had brought about the apocalyptic conditions depicted in the book, when I happened to glance out the window and see, running across the staff parking lot, a young man wearing a vest that appeared to be loaded with sticks of dynamite.

“I just want to know what caused it,” Eldon Delton had said just moments earlier. He was one of the brightest eleventh-grade kids in the entire school, but definitely a literalist. This English class wasn’t his favorite—his passions were science and computers, and in all likelihood he’d one day be the next Bill Gates—because it was all subjective. There weren’t always right and wrong answers. You couldn’t break the story down into zeros and ones. The same book could be fantastic to one person and a pile of crap to another, and that didn’t sit well with Eldon. He liked absolutes.

He continued. “Did life on earth end because of an asteroid? Was there a nuclear bomb? Vampires? Zombies? He never says.”

“Oh God, Elmo, not zombies,” said Olivia Comber, two aisles over, demonstrating what a huge favor Eldon’s parents did him giving him a name that could be twisted into a puppet’s. “If it was zombies they’d still be running around trying to eat people. They wouldn’t just disappear. And not everything has to be The Walking Dead or The Last of Us.”

“I was only saying, as an example,” Eldon said.

I stepped in, waving the tattered paperback of the novel in my hand. The book wasn’t part of the official curriculum. Most everything board-approved was out-of-date or so stripped of anything contentious that you couldn’t engage the kids. If I could get away with the late McCarthy’s The Road, I’d move on to Toni Morrison. I’d gathered up as many weathered copies from used bookshops as I could find. Some of the kids read online editions they’d either bought, or borrowed through the library.

I said, “I get Eldon’s point. When they made this into a movie, they provided an explanation, and we can debate whether that was necessary. But I don’t think McCarthy believed it mattered why it happened. What mattered was that it did. He wanted to explore what happens after, to explore what limits people would go to in order to survive when civilization collapses.”

“Like eating people,” said Andrew, who visibly shuddered. “That part really freaked me out. The cannibals. And that scene with the baby.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t be such a wuss,” Eldon said.

“Hey,” I said sharply, giving him a look. Everyone was supposed to be able to express their feelings in this class without being judged. And Andrew Kanin could be a convenient target.

He was on the small side for a fifteen-year-old. I kept hoping he’d hit a growth spurt that would make him less of a potential target for bullies, or even smart-asses like Eldon. He was sensitive, bright, and several years of homeschooling had left him, at least in my judgment, ill-prepared for social interactions with the other kids, but his math and reading skills were top-notch. Full marks to his mom, who had been his teacher until tough economic times sent her back into the workforce.

“The cannibal stuff is no worse than lots of other things in books and TV,” Eldon said defensively.

“Should McCarthy have left that out?” I asked Andrew.

He considered the question. “No, I’m not saying that. It made me sick to read it, but it’s the thing I most remember, so I guess that means it worked.”

“I think it’s a love story,” said Emma Katzenback, who had, amazingly, decided to look up from her phone for a second. She had it down in her lap where she thought it would somehow escape my notice.

“There’s no love story,” said Eldon, rolling his eyes.

“Not that kind of love story,” she shot back. “It’s a father-son love story.”

“Emma’s on to something,” I said, and it was then that something outside caught my eye.

A man—for a brief moment I thought he was in his mid-teens, but looking at him for a full second persuaded me he was probably as old as twenty—was crossing the parking lot, running between geography teacher Nancy Holcomb’s green Hyundai and the three-year-old Lexus SUV that belonged to our principal, Trent Wakely.

He was decked out in camo pants, unlaced combat boots, and an olive-green vest with multiple pockets. Tucked into them, vertically, were items that looked like thick cigars, but cigars weren’t generally flat red in color. I was certainly no demolitions expert, but I’d seen enough movies and TV shows to know what dynamite looked like.

The man was striding toward the school’s west end, but only one arm was moving back and forth. His right hand was held close to his body, in a fist, as though he had it wrapped around something.

The first thing I thought of was the set of double doors our visitor was probably headed for. They often did not latch properly. Students, and even some staff, were known to prop them open with a brown rubber doorstop or wood shim so they could sneak outside for a smoke and still be able to get back into the building.

None of my students had looked out the window and noticed him. Barely two seconds had gone by since I’d responded to Emma’s comment.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” said Marian Gilchrist, who always took a seat right at the front of the class, not so much because she was particularly studious, but because she wore glasses thicker than hockey rink ice.

I said, as calmly as I could, but unable to keep the edge out of my voice, “I’m going to the office. Eldon, close the shades. Marian, you lock the door behind me, block it with as many desks as you can.”

The kids blinked, glanced at each other. A couple of them were forming questions.

“What’s going—”

“Why—”

“Now,” I said, and because Emma already had a phone secreted in her hand, I pointed and said firmly, “Emma, nine-one-one.”

She looked at me blankly, as though asking what it was she was supposed to say when her 911 call was answered.

“Armed intruder,” I said. There wasn’t time for specifics. And then I bolted from the room, slamming the door shut behind me, trusting the kids would do as I’d said and start building a barricade. Not a bad plan to keep a gunman out of the room, but would it be enough to save them from an explosion?

The west-end doors were at the far end of the corridor, which in the fifteen-plus years I had worked at Lodge High School here in Milford had never looked longer. The hallway was a mile-long tunnel stretching out in front of me. I needed to get to those doors before that man with the explosives strapped to his body.

I ran flat-out, shouting as I went.

“Lockdown! Lockdown!”

I sped past classroom doors, open and closed, lessons underway. Jerry Hillier, door open, droning on in front of his calculus class. The students in Rhonda Flynn’s chemistry class, visible behind the door window, conducting God knows what kind of experiments. Social studies teacher Preston Hindle, visible for a millisecond through the small pane of glass, no doubt trying his hardest to turn his kids into well-rounded citizens.

I heard doors closing behind me. We’d done the drills. You think it will never happen but know it might. And yet, despite that, no one had fixed that fucking door. Par for the course for our caretaker, Ronny Grant.

Not everyone remembered our emergency procedures. Instead of closing her door, Rhonda stepped out into the hall and called out after me: “Is this for real or just a prac—”

Somewhere, someone wiser shouted: “Get inside!”

My route took me past the office. As I flew by I caught a glimpse of our principal, Trent, and shouted, “Lockdown!” one more time.

The double doors, with a steel pillar in the center, were thirty feet away. From this distance, they didn’t appear to line up, which told me the door on the right was not securely latched.

Shit.

Twenty feet away.

And then, suddenly, there he was, in the window of the right door. Pulling it open wide with his left hand, his right hand still clenched around something, and stepping into the school.

I hit the brakes. We were practically face-to-face. It’s possible I startled him as much as he scared me. He clearly wasn’t expecting to encounter anyone, what with classes in session.

I said, “Stop.”

He looked at me and blinked a couple of times. And that was when it hit me.

I know you.

I struggled for a second to come up with a name. “Mark,” I said.

“Hey, Mr. B.,” he said. It was what most of the kids called me. Short for Mr. Boyle.

Mark LeDrew. He’d been in a couple of my classes when he attended Lodge. First time was way back in ninth grade, an English class, then in senior year, an American literature course he never read a single book for. He was a kind of benign fuckup, the kid who never remembered to bring a pen to an exam, who forgot to double-check that his locker was actually locked.

It had to be three or four years since he’d left. I wasn’t even sure he’d earned a diploma, so it was unlikely he’d gone off to UConn or Yale. A tech school, maybe. Or, judging by his garb, he’d been living in the Michigan woods with a survivalist cult intent on overthrowing the government.

Firmly, and calmly, I said, “You have to leave the school, Mark. You can’t come in here.”

He swallowed. His eyes danced.

“I got something to do,” he said.

“No.”

The half-open door had come to rest on his back. He’d tucked his free hand into his pocket, an oddly casual gesture considering the circumstances.

I kept looking at his right fist held close to his body. His thumb was holding something down. I could make out the edge of what appeared to be a red button. My guess was, a wire led from that to the four sticks of dynamite tucked into the front of his vest. Two on his right side, two on his left. And if he let up pressure on that button, they would detonate.

“I’ve got a list,” Mark said.

His head bobbed up and down ever so slightly, like his brain was keeping time to some unseen rhythm.

“A list?”

“I know who I have to get.” He appeared to be thinking, strategizing. “Need to get them in one room together. I can only do this once.”

I understood. You didn’t get a second chance to lift your thumb off that button.

“Who do you have to get, Mark?”

“That wicked Willow, fat Sally, and the fucking lawnmower man most of all.”

I was guessing he meant Herb Willow and maybe Sally Berwick, a guidance counselor. The “lawnmower man” reference made no sense to me, other than being the title to a horror movie or two.

Herb was a longtime staff member. Taught, among other things, physics and computer science, oversaw the school’s chess club, which had been dead for years but came back to life after that Netflix series made chess cool again. I’d seen Herb in the staff room this morning, but tended not to engage. Any conversation with Herb meant listening to his latest list of grievances.

“Mark,” I said calmly, “you can’t come in here. You’re a threat to others, and especially to yourself. It’s against the rules.” Like you had to tell someone that strapping dynamite to your body was not allowed.

Mark slowly shook his head.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Mr. B., or anybody else, but I will if I have to. Maybe you can help. Get everyone together in one room. Then you can leave and evacuate the school. Might get messy.”

“What I’ll do is arrange a meeting,” I said, “but without that.” I nodded at his dynamite vest. “Don’t want anyone getting hurt, especially you, Mark. What you’ve got rigged up there, it’s kind of game over for everyone, yourself included.”

Was I getting through at all? He seemed to be looking right through me.

“We get that shit off you, then we’ll have a sit-down. I promise.”

It was not a promise I likely could keep. If Mark didn’t blow us up, didn’t kill Herb or me or any of the other staff or students, he’d be arrested faster than kids fleeing a classroom when the bell rang.

“But first we need to get the right people here, deactivate that.”

“They ruined my life,” he said. “Mr. Willow, the perv.”

Was that one person, or two? What I did know was, Herb Willow was my least favorite colleague. Grumpy, lazy, irritable. Griping endlessly about thick-as-a-brick students, clueless parents, and an out-of-touch administration. One time he wanted an inquiry into who wasn’t rinsing out the coffee cups. He should have walked away from the profession years ago but hung on, I believed, out of pure meanness. I could recall Trent, in brief moments of unprofessionalism, expressing a desire to be rid of him.

“Mark,” I said gently, “this button you’re holding. You let go of that, and the dynamite goes off, right?”

“You catch on fast.”

“Is there a delay? If you let go, do we have time to get the vest off you, throw it out into the yard?”

“A couple seconds maybe,” he said.

“Can you break the connection? You let go and nothing happens? Is there, like, a wire I can cut or anything?”

“Not really.”

I wondered whether I should just run. Try to make it around the corner, down another hall. Get some shielding from the blast.

“So just talk to me. Tell me why you want to do this.”

“Mr. Willow said I couldn’t find my ass in a dark room.”

“Mr. Willow doesn’t know shit,” I said.

I sensed something going on behind me but was afraid to look over my shoulder for fear Mark would notice. Maybe the cops were here, although I’d heard no sirens, no soft footsteps of a SWAT team coming from some other direction. If there was one, I hoped to God they’d see what we were up against before someone took a shot.

“I got to where I believed him,” Mark said. “I’ve been a fuckup since I left here. So I want to tell him he was right. That he called it. Made it happen. Said I had a head full of porridge. Said he had pieces of wood in his garage smarter than me.”

I felt a rage boiling up inside me for Herb Willow.

“Don’t let one asshole bring you down,” I said, trying not to look at the dynamite but directly into Mark’s eyes.

I thought about Bonnie. I wondered how long it would be before word of what was happening here would spread across town to the school where my wife was a principal. I imagined her running out to her car now. I thought about Rachel and how much I loved her. Wondered whether I would ever see my daughter again.

Love.

“There are people who love you, Mark. You might not think so right now, but I’d bet everything I’ve got on it. Your friends, your parents, your—”

That brought a reaction. A small laugh.

“Yeah, like they give a fuck,” he said. “’Specially my dad.”

Then I had a memory about Mark.

“You remember Lydia?” I asked. “Lydia Trimble?”

An oddball, Lodge High’s Carrie. An outcast from a poor family. Withdrawn, dressed in hand-me-downs, a target for adolescent tormentors. A couple of tall boys cornered Lydia one day, dangling her backpack in the air where she couldn’t reach it, telling her to jump for it.

I was set to intervene when Mark LeDrew beat me to it, grabbing one of Lydia’s tormentors by the hair and bashing his head into a locker almost hard enough to knock him out, then turning to the other asshole and telling him to return Lydia’s backpack to her.

Eyes wide with fear, he did so.

But Mark wasn’t done. “Tell her you’re sorry.”

“Sorry,” the guy had mumbled.

And then, a second demand. “Tell her she looks really nice today.”

While his friend was still massaging his head, the kid said, “You look nice today.”

“Now fuck off,” Mark said, and the two assholes took off.

I related the story. Mark nodded, remembering. “I thought you were going to expel me.”

I’d forgotten the part where he realized I’d witnessed the altercation. All I’d done was mouth the word Go and let him get away with it.

“That’s who you are,” I told Mark. “You’re that guy who stood up for Lydia. Not some guy ready to blow up the school and himself. Be that other guy.”

I don’t know that I’d ever seen such sadness in someone’s face. If it weren’t for his dynamite vest, I would have taken him into my arms, hugged him. His eyes, which only a moment earlier seemed vacant, now glistened, as though he were about to cry.

He took his left hand from his pocket and wiped away a tear from his left cheek. There was a second one trickling down his right cheek. I hoped he didn’t reflexively wipe it away with his right hand, taking his thumb off the button in the process.

“Mark.”

He looked away.

“Mark, listen to me. Look at me.”

He did.

“I want you to walk out into the middle of the yard. Away from the building and the cars. And I’m going to call the police and tell them to get their bomb disposal guys here so they can get that thing off you safely. Hear what I’m saying?”

There was something in his eyes. He was really looking at me, for once. His chin started to quiver.

“I don’t think I know how to stop it,” he said.

“That’s why we’re going to call in the experts. You’re gonna let them do their thing. You’re gonna be a hero. You’re going to keep anyone from getting hurt. You just keep your thumb on that button, and when the cavalry get here, they’ll figure it out. But I need you to start moving away from the school now. Are we good?”

A minor nod.

“Great.”

I stepped closer and held the door for him so he didn’t have to push it with his body.

“It’s gonna be okay,” I said.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

He turned around. “That way?” he asked, looking out toward the athletic field and the track that ran around it.

“Yeah. One step at a time. Go right out to the middle.”

Mark took one last glance at me over his shoulder and, as he took another step, said, “Okay.”

And that was when his right foot landed on the long lace that was dangling from his left boot and he stumbled forward.

As he headed into his trip, he threw out both hands in front of him, instinctively, to break his fall.

I said, “Oh sh—”

I had half a second to turn away and run before the deafening blast.






TWO

Billy Finster was kicking back on the turquoise leather couch, legs on the coffee table next to a half-open bag of Cheetos. He had a TV remote in one hand and a can of Sapporo in the other, flipping through the channels so quickly the wide-screen television was a relentless blur.

He put the remote down long enough to reach into the Cheetos bag, stuffed a few in his mouth, wiped his fingers on his threadbare Hartford Whalers sweatshirt to get rid of the orange dust, and saw that he had landed on a station that ran game shows from decades past. It was an episode of The $100,000 Pyramid, old enough that Dick Clark was hosting.

Billy stopped flipping.

Some long-forgotten celebrity was rattling off a list of things to her contestant partner. “A frog’s skin. A pine tree.” The contestant had come up with “things that are shiny” and “things that are smooth” but was missing the obvious “things that are green,” so Billy decided to offer some assistance.

“Snot!” he shouted at the screen. “Gangrene!”

“Who the fuck are you shouting at?”

Billy didn’t have to turn around to know who it was. His wife, Lucy, halfway down the stairs to the basement rec room. She was lollipop-thin, with streaked blond hair, ripped jeans, and a blue blouse adorned with sparkles, having changed out of her pale green hospital cafeteria uniform.

“Pyramid,” he said.

“Whoosit’s here,” she said, making it sound like she’d spotted mouse droppings.

Billy tilted his head back, shouted: “Stuart! Downstairs!”

Stuart Betz waited for her to come back to the top of the stairs before heading down. “Nice to see you, Lucy,” he said obsequiously as she passed, barely mumbling a reply.

Stuart beelined it to the bar fridge in the corner of the room, next to the Fast and Furious movie poster, and helped himself to a beer. His fashion sense mirrored Billy’s. Sweats, oversized sneakers, but instead of a Hartford Whalers shirt he was wearing the Boston Bruins. The two of them, with their similar wardrobes, paunches, and shoulder-length black hair, could have passed for brothers.

Stuart pulled back the tab on the beer and stood in front of Billy.

“Do I look funny?”

“You always look funny.”

“No, I mean, like I got somethin’ on me or bird shit in my hair? ’Cause Lucy gave me a look.”

“She just thinks you’re an asshole.”

He held out the bag of Cheetos to Stuart. But as Stuart reached for some, Billy suddenly pulled the bag back.

“Too slow,” he said.

Stuart sat. Billy picked up the remote again, bailed on Pyramid, and resumed flipping through channels at light speed. Stuart’s eyes widened as he watched the channels flash by.

“You’re giving me a seizure,” he said, and sniffed.

Billy kept flipping. “Blow your fucking nose. You’re like a three-year-old.”

Stuart brought out the tattered remains of a tissue from his pocket and asked, “Shipment come in okay today?”

Eyes fixed on the screen, Billy said, “Right where it was supposed to be. They’re coming later to pick it up.”

“Psycho Bitch and Butthead?”

“Call them that to their faces and they’ll stick your dick into a pencil sharpener.”

“Hey, they’re your nicknames. I never even met them.” Stuart sniffed again, wiped his nose, and tucked the tattered tissue back into his pants. “You should introduce me. Cut me in.”

“Told you. It’s between me and them.”

“I could help. Like, stand guard or something. Be part of your security detail. Find other hiding spots.” He gave Billy a sad puppy face. “I could use the scratch.”

Billy replied with a dismissive grunt.

“Fine. You don’t want to mix business with friendship. Whatever.” Stuart dug into his pocket and brought out a joint.

Billy shook his head. “Take that outside. Lucy don’t want the house smelling like a skunk’s ass. Bad enough letting you in. When’s the last time you did a wash?”

“Ran out of quarters this week. And why’s Lucy all pissy with me?”

“You’re creeping her out. Looking her up and down. Starin’ at her tits.”

“Bullshit,” Stuart said defensively. “She’s barely got any.”

Billy tossed the remote right at Stuart’s face, catching him in the eye.

“Fuck!” Stuart said, putting his hand over his eye, rubbing it.

“Not cool,” Billy said.

“Sorry. I’m just sayin’. Didn’t mean anything by it.”

Billy went back to channel surfing, oblivious to the short, hateful glare from his friend. He’d flipped past something that caught his eye, went back a station. It was the Fox affiliate up in Hartford. A woman, mike in hand, was standing out front of an institutional-looking building. Across the bottom, the words SCHOOL BOMBING AVERTED, ONE DEAD.

“Fuck,” Billy said, thumbing up the volume. “Some dude just blew himself up.”

“… could have been much worse,” the woman said. “The would-be bomber, a former student whose motivations remain unclear at this time, ended up taking his own life, perhaps accidentally, but not before threatening to come into the school and kill an undetermined number of people. Police said …”

“That’s my school,” Billy said, leaning forward, as though that would give him a better view. “Lodge. That’s where I went.”

A headshot of Mark LeDrew appeared in the corner of the screen, with his name below.

“You know him?” Stuart asked.

“Shut up. Want to hear this.”

Stuart, almost giggling, asked, “They got pictures of him after he was blowed up?”

Billy, shaking his head, raised a silencing palm.

“… was met at the door by one or more of the teachers, who engaged Mr. LeDrew in conversation long enough, police say, to somehow talk him out of setting off an explosive device he had strapped to his chest. But when he started walking away from the school, the device detonated, killing the man and injuring …”

“Yeah, don’t think I knew that guy. Probably a few years behind me. What’s he look like to you? Twenty? Twenty-two?”

“Crawly thing at the bottom said he was twenty-one.”

“So, I’m four years older, I’d’ve just missed him. He’d have been some pimply-faced pipsqueak coming in as I was leaving. Over there? Bottom shelf? My yearbooks. Grab ’em.”

Stuart put down his beer, went to the shelf, located the books, and pulled one out. “Which year?”

“Bring them all. He might be—oh shit, whaddya know.”

Billy’s eyes were back on the TV. It was a long shot of several school staff members milling around near the main doors, talking with police officials. Clearly this was as close as the news crew was allowed to get.

“… from here we can see teachers and administrators from Lodge High, including some of the staff we believe stood up to the bomber and persuaded him not to come into the school.”

There was a close-up shot of a cluster of staff members, one wearing a bloodied sport jacket, bandages applied to his neck and forehead.

“Him,” Billy said, pointing at the screen. “That son of a bitch.”

Stuart, now sitting cross-legged on the floor, leafing through the pages of one of the yearbooks, hunting for the man who’d blown himself up, said, “What? Who?” He looked at the television.

“Would’ve thought they’d have gotten rid of him by now. I couldn’t have been the only one.”

The reporter was on camera again, wrapping up the report, and then the newscast went to weather.

“What are you talking about?”

“The guy. Remember me telling you about when I was on the wrestling team?”

It was no surprise to Stuart that Billy might have some wrestling in his past. How many times had his so-called friend put him in a headlock and driven his knuckles into the top of his skull? That could really fucking hurt.

“Maybe,” Stuart said. “Tell me again.”

“He’s the fucking fondler,” he said, pointing at the screen, although the scene of people out front of the school was over.

Stuart started turning the yearbook pages more quickly. “God, everybody looks like a dweeb.” He scanned a page, turned it, scanned another. “Okay, sports teams. Football, hockey … here we go, wrestling.”

“Don’t even know if I got my picture took. Wasn’t on the team long.”

“What was his name?”

“Dick Grabber,” Billy said.

“No, seriously, what— Hang on, I found his picture.”

Billy was slowly shaking his head from side to side, looking at the television as though the news item were still running, while Stuart studied the yearbook photo.

“So now he’s all over the news like a big fucking hero.” He looked at Stuart and grinned. “I could sure set them straight on that.”






THREE

Richard

It’s a bit like a sixth sense, I suppose. Knowing you’re being watched without actually seeing who’s doing the watching. That was the feeling in the minutes before I woke up on Friday morning. Something was there. Some kind of presence. Taking me in, checking me out.

I opened my eyes. I was right. Only inches from my face was a nose that belonged to my seven-year-old daughter, Rachel. The other half of the bed was empty. Bonnie’d probably already been up an hour, slipped out without waking me. I’d slept in the last three mornings because it had taken me so long to finally nod off, and even when I finally did, I kept waking up after seeing bits and pieces of Mark LeDrew flying through the air.

“Hi, honey,” I said.

“It worked,” Rachel said, eyeing me through her glasses. “I was sending you a message from my brain to your brain to wake up.”

“I’ll be darned,” I said, raising my head from the pillow. “You have a rare gift.”

Her face brightened. “You got me something?”

“Not that kind of gift. A talent.”

She looked only mildly disappointed. “I was also reading your dreams.”

I had to hope she was not as skilled at that as she was at sending me a wake-up call. No seven-year-old should be able to see what was in my head.

“You were dreaming about cheeseburgers,” she said.

“You sure you’re not just reading your own dreams?”

She smiled. “I can read minds, too.”

“Have you read your mom’s this morning?”

Rachel smile cracked. “No.”

I shouldn’t even have asked. It was an underhanded way to try to find out where I stood this morning, and it wasn’t fair to drag Rachel into it.

“But Mom did say you should take the weekend off and not go back to school until Monday, and I concur.”

“Concur?” I said.

Her parents were both educators, so I shouldn’t have been surprised Rachel used, on occasion, a more broad vocabulary.

A glance at the bedside table clock told me it was closing in on eight. “Get ready for school,” I said, and Rachel departed. Bonnie and I had kept her out of her second-grade class Tuesday and Wednesday, worried there might be some kind of fallout from the events of Monday, that maybe some reporters would show up at her school, attempt to ask her questions about what her father had been through. Bonnie, an elementary school principal—not at the one Rachel attended—had taken a couple of days herself, but returned to work yesterday, leaving me on my own.

I’d walked Rachel to school yesterday. I didn’t want to let her out of my sight right now, and even before Monday’s incident we’d been worried about Rachel crossing the street, what with all the truck traffic lately. I think it’s fair to say she was almost as reluctant to let me out of her sight. She’d almost lost her father four days ago, and attempts to shield her from what had happened had been fruitless. That first night, she had slept between Bonnie and me, afraid something might happen to either one of us by morning. Trouble was, I was the one waking up in a cold sweat, startling her and Bonnie, so the next night she went back to her own room.

I’d decided not to wait until Monday to return to Lodge High. I’d tidied up the boat that sat on a trailer in our driveway, searched through some old boxes in the garage and thrown out three bags’ worth of stuff, gone through the fridge and pitched anything that was past its expiry date. I needed people to talk to, even if the one thing they were going to want to talk about was the one thing I didn’t want to talk about.

I went into the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. I had small bandages on the left side of my neck and forehead. I’d been hit by shattered glass that had blown out of the double doors when Mark LeDrew’s dynamite vest went off. It could have been worse … I mean, for me. It couldn’t have been worse for Mark. It was a wonder I hadn’t ended up dead, or at the very least blind.

When Mark tripped, he was facing away from me, and so was his explosive vest. Investigators determined that only one of the sticks detonated—Mark’s reputation as a fuckup extended to his skills at wiring a bomb. But still, one stick packed a punch, blowing him to bits and sending shock waves out in all directions. I had already started to turn away when the glass panels in the door shattered, sending shards my way.

I showered, keeping the water off the bandages as much as possible, shaved and dressed, and threw on a sport jacket, which amounted to my school uniform. It was not, needless to say, the same one I’d been wearing Monday. That bloodied jacket had been taken by the forensic team, and even if they ever offered to return it, I didn’t want it. It was not going to the dry cleaner’s.

When I got to the kitchen, Bonnie was sitting at the table sipping her coffee and pretending to read the news on her iPad. She would normally have left for work by now, but was clearly waiting to see me before departing. She barely looked up.

“Hey,” I said.

“You’re really going back today.” Not a question. More a statement of disapproval.

I grabbed a cup and went to the coffee maker. “Back on the horse, and all that.”

“You don’t have to be a hero. You’ve proved that.”

I didn’t hear anything praiseworthy in that. More like exasperation. According to Bonnie, this was my failing. A recidivist rescuer. I’m not saying she was wrong. I had a history that predated my encounter with Mark LeDrew.

She continued. “I’m not saying don’t go back. I just thought, it’s Friday. Go back Monday. Then it’s a whole week. You heard what Marta said. It’s like when cops are involved in a traumatic incident. They’d take more time before returning to duty, and they’re trained for this kind of thing. They’d probably go for counseling, too.”

Marta Harper, a detective with the Milford police, was Bonnie’s sister, and one of the first on the scene after LeDrew died. She’d been to the house a couple of times since the event, once in an official capacity, and once as a concerned sister-in-law.

She’d also been able to tell me a little more about what LeDrew’d been up to since leaving Lodge High. He never did get his diploma despite efforts by our principal, Trent, to steer him into courses he’d be able to, if not ace, pass. His first job was at a fast-food franchise and he was fired from that for being belligerent with customers. He got a job with the city’s roads department for six months until he was laid off due to budget cutbacks. After that, he worked for a quarry up around Naugatuck. That would have been where he became familiar with dynamite, and it was believed he’d stolen the four sticks from there at some point—maybe even after he’d left—and studied online videos to figure out how to make his own device.

After he was fired from the quarry for consistent lateness, he had a series of other gigs. Stocking shelves on the midnight shift at a local supermarket, loading and unloading trucks at Home Depot. But Mark didn’t follow directions well, didn’t anticipate what needed to be done next, lacked an ability to focus on whatever task was at hand.

He lived with his parents and when he was between jobs spent most of his time in the basement watching slasher movies like the Saw and Hostel franchises. He’d become depressed, by all accounts, and had taken to writing online posts about how the world had screwed him over, how everybody was desperate for him to fail, that perverts and pedophiles were running amok, and one of these days he was going to find a way to settle some scores. He did not, in any of his diatribes, mention by name anyone he sought revenge against.

I hadn’t set foot in Lodge High since the police—Marta among them—finished questioning me at the school Monday and the paramedics tended to my injuries. Bonnie feared my return would be traumatic, and there was no reason to doubt that. I sure as hell had been traumatized. I spent the balance of Monday in a state of shock. I had a hard time telling the police exactly what had happened. The blast had jumbled my recollection.

Trent was able to fill in some of the details. I hadn’t been wrong when I sensed someone was behind me, watching my interaction with LeDrew. My principal was just inside the school office doors, and while he hadn’t heard all of the conversation, he got the general drift.

Maybe the most surprising thing was, Trent had been prepared to take action. And thank Christ he hadn’t.

School shootings had become so widespread that Trent, contrary to the board’s wishes and without their knowledge, had kept a handgun locked in the bottom drawer of his desk. When many on the far right had suggested arming teachers, Trent, a centrist, had never been one to immediately dismiss the idea. But I’d had no idea he kept a weapon on the premises, or that he had gotten it from his desk and was preparing to use it on Mark LeDrew.

In one of our conversations since the incident—Trent had come by the house to see me on Tuesday—he told me he’d been taking the gun back and forth between home and the school for the better part of two years. He said he’d considered shooting LeDrew, but wasn’t sure he could hit him while missing me. Had he managed a clean shot, LeDrew would only have been a few inches from me when his thumb came off the button, instead of several feet.

We came under a nationwide media spotlight.

CNN, NBC—an entire alphabet of networks—had wanted to interview me, but I’d turned down all requests, referring them to Trent.

This is what he’d told Anderson Cooper over a Zoom link:

“It was a horrible, horrible thing, no question. Our hearts go out to that young man’s family and what they must be going through now. But it could have been much worse. If it were not for the brave actions of teacher Richard Boyle, for his quick thinking, for the calm manner in which he handled the situation, I just … I shudder to think what might have happened. Our school got off lucky that day. God was watching out for us.”

I didn’t know Trent to be a religious man, and doubted the LeDrew family felt the same way about our heavenly father.

I’d done my best to relate to the police what Mark had said to me about Herb Willow, some unkind words about our guidance counselor, Sally Berwick, and the cryptic reference to a character from a science fiction/horror film, which made no sense to any of us. A lawnmower reference didn’t sound all that ominous, although I had a memory of a scene in a Stephen King novel where a policeman got run over by one.

What little Mark had said about Herb sounded credible. I’d heard him bad-mouth kids, to their faces and behind their backs. Were Herb’s insults a self-fulfilling prophecy? Even without Herb’s negativity, Mark LeDrew wasn’t destined to become a rocket scientist. Looking back, it was hard not to think he’d had a learning disability or psychological issue no one bothered to diagnose.

Mark’s grudge against Sally was less clear, but from what I’d heard, she’d followed Herb’s trail of breadcrumbs, steering the kid down a career path that didn’t require a genius-level IQ. But unlike Herb, Sally was well intentioned. She’d have done what she believed was best for Mark.

Bonnie, bringing me back to the present, said, “I could take today off. They’d understand. Mitch could take the lead.” Her vice principal. “We could pull Rachel from school, take the boat up to the lake, find a place to stay, make a long weekend of it.”

This was a generous offer, considering how things were between Bonnie and me. It had been building for a while. She blamed my parents, both long gone, whom I never seemed capable of pleasing despite my best efforts. Said I kept looking for approval from others, going beyond what anyone would reasonably expect.

It was pure dime-store psychology, but I was willing to concede there might be something to it. The evidence was overwhelming. Sending money to my down-on-his-luck cousin without talking it over with Bonnie first. Disappearing on a Saturday afternoon to help an inept, handicapped neighbor repair a busted fence when I was supposed to be taking Rachel to the movies. Inviting a troubled student to drop by the house to talk and being unable to find my wallet after she left. I had to cancel all my cards.

“You can’t get every kitten out of every tree,” Bonnie liked to tell me.

It’s not like Bonnie wasn’t kind and generous and empathetic. She was all those things, just not to a fault. She wouldn’t have been an effective principal without those qualities. But she understood we all have limits, and that we have to tend to our own before overextending ourselves. And she was having a particularly hard time with what I’d done Monday.

“You could have locked your door, called the police, stayed with your kids,” she’d said. “But you ran toward the danger. We could have lost you. You’re not James Bond. You’re not Jason Bourne. You’re not even my sister. You’re a goddamn high school English teacher.”

The best excuse I could come up with? It seemed like a good idea at the time. And at some level, she knew, had she been in the same situation, she might have done the same thing. Run to that door and tried to stop a kid with a bomb from getting into the building. But even acknowledging that, she couldn’t shake the fact that she had nearly lost me. No matter how much my supposedly selfless actions annoyed her, I know she didn’t want that.

Rachel had picked up on the tension between us, and not just in the last few days. She’d overheard the arguments, particularly after I sent three thousand dollars to my cousin Stan when he got fired from his meatpacking job in Duluth. I’d told him it was a onetime thing, and I’d stuck to that, but that hadn’t made Bonnie any happier.

So Bonnie coming up with the idea of taking off today for a long weekend was a nice, conciliatory gesture. But I shook my head.

“If I don’t walk back into that school today, I don’t know whether I’ll be able to do it Monday.”

She looked at me for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, then,” she said.

We usually left for work at the same time. Bonnie would get into her Mitsubishi crossover, usually taking Rachel and dropping her off at her school along the way, and I’d get into my Subaru Forester, which was parked closer to the street because the boat—a sixteen-footer with a fifty-horsepower Merc outboard bolted to the transom—sat on its trailer up close to the garage.

As I was getting into my car, Jack Marshall, our next-door neighbor, was coming out his front door and heading for his van. He’d been to the house after the incident to offer congratulations-slash-condolences-slash-thanks, and his wife, Jill (yes, that’s right, Jack and Jill), sent over a cherry pie, because nothing helps you get past witnessing someone blow up like pastry.

Okay, that’s dickish. People meant well, and didn’t know what to say. I mean, what would I have said to someone in the same situation?

Jack offered a thumbs-up just as a fully-loaded dump truck rumbled down the street and past our houses. Jack gave it a scornful, disapproving shake of the head. There’d been a regular stream of trucks going by lately. The excavation for some new apartment complex a few streets over was underway, and the trucks loaded with fill had been a regular thing of late.

Rachel hopped into Bonnie’s car and I got behind the wheel of mine. Once we were both on the street, pointed in different directions, we usually glanced in our rearview mirrors and waved to each other.

Bonnie did not wave this morning.

I had sent a text to Trent the night before to let him know I was coming back today.

Use the main door, he wrote back. West entrance still being repaired. Even if that hadn’t been the case, I wouldn’t have been entering the school that way. I’d be avoiding that set of doors for as long as possible. Maybe forever.

For more mornings than I could count, I’d pulled into this staff parking lot, but today felt like a first time. This was not the same school I’d entered a thousand times before.

I’d almost died here. I’d watched someone die here.

I pulled into my spot, killed the engine, hit the button to retract my seat belt, and went to reach for the door handle.

And I began to shake.






FOUR

“I appreciate this is a difficult time for you, but I do have a few more things I need to go over,” Detective Marta Harper said, standing at the front door of the LeDrew residence, a modest bungalow in the northeast part of Milford on a tree-lined street.

She had been met at the door by Angus LeDrew, a skinny, pale man in his fifties with thin wisps of hair over a liver-spotted head, and shoulders weighed down by invisible cinder blocks.

“We’ve told you people everything,” he said wearily.

“Is it them?” said a woman’s voice from inside the house. “The TV people?”

Over his shoulder, he said, “No, the police.”

His wife, Fiona, was as thin as he was, but with features as brittle and delicate as faded, dried flowers. She viewed Marta through dead eyes.

“Oh,” she said.

“It’s just …” Angus said. “We have … an appointment shortly.” He opened the door wider and allowed the detective to enter the living room.

Everyone took a seat. Marta noticed both of them were unexpectedly dressed up, for how early it was. Angus was in a white shirt and tie, minus a jacket, and Fiona was in a black knee-length dress with a small gold necklace draped around her neck. The detective wondered whether the funeral for their son was this morning.

As if reading her mind, Fiona said, “We buried our boy yesterday.”

Angus, grim-faced, added, “What was left of him.”

Fiona visibly winced. Marta was well aware that their son’s remains had been scattered far and wide by the blast. She didn’t have to ask whether they’d opted for a closed casket.

Fiona said, “No one came to the funeral. Not his friends, not his cousins, not one person came.”

“My brother,” Angus said. “You forgot he was there.” He looked at the detective. “He drove all the way down from Syracuse. But his wife, she stayed home.” He mouthed the word Bitch.

“But no one else,” his wife said. “Mark was a good boy. People should have come and paid their respects. My son didn’t hurt a soul. He was never really going to hurt anybody. Did anyone at that school die other than my son? Did they?”

Marta sat there, solemnly, and let them talk.

“He just wanted to talk to people,” Angus said. “That’s what that teacher said. He told you people Mark wanted to set a few things straight, that’s all.”

“We’ve had to take the phone off the hook,” his wife said. “Hateful calls. Awful people. Saying terrible things about us.”

Marta thought it was time for a question. “Did your son discuss problems he had with anyone at Lodge? Students or staff?”

Angus shook his head. “He didn’t say anything to me. And it’s been a long time since he was there. Don’t see what the point was in going back after all this time. You have to move on. If you have a problem, you deal with it. You don’t let it fester over time.”

Marta looked to Fiona. “He had a hard time there,” she said. “He was a very gifted boy, just not in an academic way. The school should have tried harder to understand him. You know? Tried to figure out his needs?”

“Needs,” Angus said, coming close to rolling his eyes.

“So he didn’t discuss any grievances with specific teachers? Mr. Boyle said he made mention of a couple during their conversation.”

Angus shook his head. “That man. I won’t say his name.”

“Why’s that, Mr. LeDrew?”

“He should have done something. All he was worried about was saving his own skin. Making my son walk away first before getting him to blow himself up.”

Marta didn’t feel disclosing that Richard Boyle was her brother-in-law was the right move at this time, but she couldn’t stop herself from saying, “Mr. Boyle worked very hard to deescalate the situation. It’s tragic what happened to your son, but it would have been worse had more people been involved.”

She decided to move on to something else.

“What do either of you know about how Mark came into possession of dynamite?”

“I had no idea,” Angus said.

“He worked for a few months for Jasonland Quarries,” Fiona said. “They sometimes used dynamite. I can’t think of any other place he got it.”

“When did he leave that job?”

Fiona looked to her husband for an answer. “About eight months ago,” he said.

“So it’s possible he was hiding explosives here, all that time?”

Fiona paled. “I don’t know. Out in the garage, maybe.”

“You’re just assuming he stole that stuff from the quarry,” Angus said. “Like he was a thief or something. He might have bought it legit somewhere. You don’t know.”

“Would that make it better?” Marta couldn’t help but ask. “Because the real issue would seem to be what he intended to do with it. We looked at his computer history. He watched a lot of videos on how to build a bomb.”

“What do you want from us?” Fiona asked, her voice breaking. “Tell me. What do you want us to do? Admit we’re terrible parents? Is that what you’d like? Well, I won’t do that. I loved Mark and I did my best by him.”

Marta noted that she hadn’t said “we.”

“It’s not all on us. You need to go back to that school. You need to talk to those teachers. Like that Mr. Willow. He was hard on Mark, I know that much.”

“He was probably trying to toughen him up,” Angus said. “God knows the boy could have benefited from it, needed some direction. That Mr. Wakely, the principal, he was decent enough, trying to steer Mark toward more mechanical things he’d be good at. But you know what it’s like these days. The school system’s only worried about pushing kids through. Make it the next person’s problem.”

Trent Wakely had been ready to take their son down if he’d had a clean shot, Marta thought.

Angus’s face flushed. “But it’s the one who watched him die. He’s the one you gotta talk to.”

Back to Richard Boyle.

“He was right there. He could have done something. Nobody heard the whole conversation. There’s only his word about what was said between them. He talked my boy into walking away and blowing himself up to save his own ass.”

Detective Marta Harper got to her feet. “Thank you for your time. Again, I’m very sorry for your loss.”

On her way back to her car, she saw what the LeDrews’ next appointment was. A deep blue Jaguar sedan pulled into the driveway, a silver-haired man behind the wheel. Marta was pretty sure she recognized him. A hotshot lawyer from New York. She’d seen him on the news, usually defending the indefensible.

As he got out of the car, he walked to the end of the driveway, shot one quick look at Marta, then looked down the street, as though waiting for someone else to arrive.

Seconds later, a TV news van turned the corner, drove slowly up the street, and parked across the end of the driveway.

“Oh great,” the detective said under her breath.






FIVE

Richard

“Get it together,” I told myself. “You can do this.”

Sitting behind the wheel of my car in the school parking lot, I couldn’t move. I’d thought I was ready, that I could come back, but now I was drowning in doubt.

More than once since Monday I’d considered never coming back. Asking for a transfer to another school. Maybe quitting the profession. Even after setting aside fears that someday another nutcase would stroll in—armed, perhaps, with an assault rifle instead of a bomb, as had happened in so many other schools across the nation—teaching for a living had more than its share of drawbacks.

The pay was mediocre, although teachers in Connecticut were compensated better than in some other states. You took work home almost every night. Marking, preparing lessons. Budgets were always being cut back. One day you found you were out of chalk. Or there was no toilet paper in the bathrooms. Textbooks hadn’t been updated since the Carter administration. Older schools had no air-conditioning. You sweltered in the months before and after summer.

As supportive as most parents were, it was the hypercritical, impossible-to-please ones that wore you down. Everything you said, everything you taught, your private life, it was all under the microscope like never before. You’d run into a parent at the liquor store, doing something as innocent as buying a bottle of Smirnoff, and suddenly you were an educator who might have a drinking problem
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