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Chapter 1

Spaceboys
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Some spark of kinetic energy flew between Ethan and Ben the moment they laid eyes on each other, but what Ben saw in Ethan's eyes looked like surprise, and what Ethan saw in Ben's eyes had a strange resemblance to fear. Since both were confused by the experience, they went to great pains to pretend it never happened. In fact, they both did a splendid job of ignoring it for two weeks—a job made easy by the facts that Ethan was a year older than Ben and band was the only class they shared.

Because of the proximity of the Little Rock Air Force Base, which was in Jacksonville, not far down the road, new kids had never been a terribly big deal in Ben's school district, even when those kids came from Pennsylvania and dressed a little strangely. Ben could barely remember that his best friend in first grade had moved away before the year was up. He couldn't remember at all that he had cried, had moped about for a week refusing to play with anyone. But he had never been close friends with any service kids since that heartbreak ten years ago. Ben assumed Ethan was a service kid, too. Why else would he have moved from Pennsylvania to Road Forks?

Ethan had not moved from Pennsylvania to Road Forks, he had merely told his new classmates that he was from Pennsylvania. He had lived in West Virginia and Ohio more recently.

Ethan had sat through two weeks of classes at Road Forks High School—the school wasn't in Road Forks, actually; it was kind of in the middle of nowhere, really, a consolidation of three rural districts—without saying a word. But he had kept an eye on Ben Goodman in band. Ben didn't talk much. Ethan wasn't talking at all. Generally, he sat, wearing his black denim jacket, elbow on desk, head in hand, black hair falling over hand, collar, eyes. If the classroom had windows, he stared out them a lot. In rooms without windows, he stared at his hands. Whenever a student was talking, he would glance at the person from over his knuckles; whenever the teacher was talking, he would stare out the window or down at his hands, depending.

A few girls had asked where he lived. He had been nice to them, but the girls were not attractive, or at least not his type. He didn’t want to encourage them. None of the boys had made any overtures for friendship. Ethan wasn't holding his breath.

In band, he had played a few solos for the director—his instrument was alto sax—to see which "chair" he fit into. He had been assigned second chair, although it was clear to everyone present that he deserved first. Mr. Barker, the band director, didn't like the idea of someone coming in from "outside" and being better than all his crew, most of whom he had taught since sixth grade.

It was after band practice one afternoon that Ethan, hopping on his motorcycle and circling through the parking lot, came upon Ben, standing by his truck and looking under the hood. In the two months Ben had possessed a driver's license, since turning sixteen in June, the truck had stalled on him at least a dozen times, and he still hadn't bought a set of jumper cables. Ethan pulled up alongside.

"What’s the matter?"

"Won't start."

“Know what’s wrong?”

“I just had it fixed at Hank’s Garage, and that’s some of it.”

“Need a ride somewhere?"

Ben put a foot on his bumper. "No. What I need is someone with a car and a set of jumper cables."

"Can't help you," Ethan said, and roared off.

Why did I say that? Ben wondered to himself after Ethan was gone. That was rude. With help from the next passer-by, he got his truck started and headed toward home. On the way, he saw Ethan pulled over to the side of the road. Serendipity is a funny thing. Ben knew all about it from reading Dickens. He stopped just in front of Ethan, backed up, got out.

"Something wrong?" he asked.

Ethan attempted another kick start. "Just died. Now it won't start."

Ben leaned over to get a better look at the engine. Nothing he saw looked particularly out of place or broken. Glancing up at Ethan, and squinting a little from the sun and the question, he asked, "Need a ride somewhere?"

They looked at each other and smiled.

With some effort they loaded the bike into the bed of Ben's pickup. Ben asked Ethan where he lived and was surprised to hear him give an address not far from his own. Ben had known Ethan lived in Road Forks, since Ethan had said so one day in band, but hadn't realized the house Ethan mentioned now had ever been vacant. An old man had lived there for years and never went out much except to buy groceries or walk to his mailbox. Maybe he had died. Ben told himself that if he spent more time on Griffith's porch, the town’s central station for gossip, he would know these things. He would also go crazy; this he knew.

They didn't talk much sitting together in the truck, but they did take a few opening steps toward getting to know each other: "You always lived here?" "Yeah." "Your dad in the service?" "No." Ben had his window rolled down, elbow on the ledge, head in hand, looking much like Ethan did in class. But, in contrast to the black-haired, ivory-skinned Ethan, Ben was sandy-haired and lightly freckled. Ben was about five-foot-eight, and Ethan was five-foot-ten. Both had brown eyes and were slim and awkwardly attractive, although they appealed to different instincts. Some might fall for Ben because he was quiet, shy and introverted, and they wanted to protect him; others might fall for Ethan because he was sullen, potentially dangerous, and they wanted him to molest them.

Ben looked across the countryside. From a distance, the white Charolaise cattle looked like boulders in the field—boulders that wandered idly about.

They passed a house with kids out front playing kick-the-can.

"You ever play kick-the-can in Pennsylvania when you were growing up?"

Ethan looked out the window in the opposite direction.

"No."

Ben glanced at the back of Ethan's head, looked back at the road. He had thought maybe he would explain how it’s played if Ethan wasn’t familiar with the game, but he could see that Ethan wasn’t the slightest bit interested.

At Ethan's, they managed to get the bike running. Ethan went inside for an extra helmet, not inviting Ben to follow him, then returned and suggested they go for a ride. Ben said sure.

They put the helmets on—Ethan's black, Ben's navy blue. Ethan wheeled the bike out of the driveway onto a Faulkner County road, heading off toward anywhere. Ben watched their shadows gliding through the dandelions, looking like spacemen who came to earth and found it “fun.”

They drove around the countryside a good while, went through Vilonia without a stop, and turned south on Highway 107. Between Otto and Macon, Ethan took a right turn down another back road, eventually driving past the cemetery where most of Ben's ancestors, including his parents and older brother, were buried. Ben said nothing about it as they drove by. On their way back to Ethan's house, Ben pointed down a road and yelled into Ethan's ear, "Turn here and I'll show you where I live."

While Ben went inside to tell his aunt where he had been, explaining that he still had to go back to Ethan's to pick up his truck, Ethan wandered around to what resembled a two-story shed in back of the house. He entered the ground level and looked around. It was a shed full of someone's history, cluttered with odds and ends, including a large chest holding about fifty small drawers. A bird's nest was in one drawer, eight old toothbrushes were in another. The shed also was home to many wasps and dirt daubers.

Ben appeared at the door.

"Hey, why don't you come inside for a minute?"

"Naw, I'd better not..."

"Come on," Ben motioned. “They want to meet you.”

Ethan followed Ben inside and was introduced to Ben's Aunt Nadelle, his Uncle Buck, their son Little Buck, a dog named Po'boy, chicken fried steak with gravy, and a knock-out bout of depression. He hadn’t wanted to stay to eat, because he knew he would be asked questions. The food smelled so good, though, he couldn’t say no.

The meal conversation was not as intrusive as he had expected. After his first curt answers, the family took the hint and talked about other things. He had not eaten a meal this good since his mother was around, and that had been a long time. Reeling, once he had finished eating, he said he guessed he needed to be getting home. Ben followed him to the front door. Behind them, Uncle Buck looked at Aunt Nadelle who looked at Little Buck who looked at Uncle Buck who looked at Aunt Nadelle who looked at Little Buck, then toward the door, then back at her stove. It was sort of like the scene in The Rocky Horror Picture Show  when Dr. Scott says, "Janet!" and Janet says, "Brad!" and Brad says, "Dr. Scott!" and Dr. Scott says, "Janet!" and Janet says, "Brad!" and Brad says, "Dr. Scott!" except in this case the characters were Aunt Nadelle, Uncle Buck, Little Buck, the door, and the stove, and none of them spoke, and they weren't being held hostage by a transvestite.

"I live up there," Ben said, pointing toward the upper half of the two-story shed. Ethan stopped. He had been in a hurry to leave only because he was overwhelmed with the goodness of this family. But now that Ben told him he lived in a completely separate building, Ethan’s curiosity was peaked. He wanted to know the things about Ben that a boy’s room often reveals.

"Can I see it?"

"Follow me."

Ethan looked at each wall carefully, absorbing who he was, this boy Ben, who had excused himself to the bathroom. Ethan noticed a photo of someone who looked like Ben but wasn't, a few baseball trophies, Dickens and Vonnegut on the bookshelf. He also spotted the beginnings of a report on federalism on Ben's desk—a report he, Ethan, needed to be working on himself. He could hear Ben pissing. He reached in his back pocket for a comb, looked around for a mirror, didn't find one. He pocketed the comb as the toilet flushed and Ben appeared through the door.

"Who is this?" Ethan asked, motioning toward the photo.

"My brother, Caleb."

"Sure looks like you."

Ben stopped to look at the photo himself. "You think so?"

"Yeah, except for the dark circles under his eyes. Does he live around here?"

Ben kept his eyes on the photo and didn't answer for a moment.

“No,” he said finally. “Caleb doesn’t live anywhere. But he’s buried around here. Over at that cemetery we passed a while back."

"Oh."

Each thought of his own lost brother, and each thought of Grover and Eugene, and neither would have ever guessed that the other knew that story too. Ben looked at Ethan, who was still looking at the photo. "You ready?"

“I guess.”

“You can stay a while longer if you want.”

“No, I need to get home and write that federalism paper for class tomorrow.”

“You can do it here.”

“No, I’ve got it half-finished already. Besides, I just need to get home.”

“Let’s go then.”

Ethan walked outside, got on his bike. Ben got on behind him.

“Glad you stayed for supper, anyway,” Ben said.

“Thanks for asking me. That was the best meal I’ve had in a while.”

“You can come again sometime if you want.”

“I will.”

Ethan started the cycle, and soon they were once again cruising down the blacktop.
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Chapter 2

In the Field & On the Roof
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Later in life, when Ethan thought back to his senior year in high school, he was likely to remember it in two locations, both with Ben. The first, in the pasture, Ben leaning against a tree on the shady side, playing guitar. Ben had learned how to play early on, a talent he sometimes felt was his only lock on sanity. He had a good ear for music and could tune his acoustic six-string with a quickness and an accuracy that produced astonishment in some and envy in others. He could pick up a song quickly, after hearing it only once or twice. Sometimes he picked songs out of the air—they came to him, he played them, then usually he forgot them. Aunt Nadelle was always after him to record the songs he "made up," but Ben never did.

Ethan often came home with Ben after school, and the two of them would do nothing but sit under a large walnut tree on the corner of the north field, Ben playing the guitar, Ethan staring at the sky, or sometimes doing homework. When Ben had chores to do, Ethan lent a hand. When Ben had a lot of homework himself, they'd go to his room and listen to music while they studied. Sometimes they'd ride Ethan's cycle up and down the country roads of Faulkner County, aimless, feeling the wind in their faces, feeling themselves pleasantly vibrating together on the seat.

Ethan's manner underwent a slight transformation. He was less sullen, more optimistic. He acted more composed.

There was a home down the road, around a bend, and down another road, where Ethan spent his nights. He shared this home with a man he hated, the pastor of the Holiness Church. The pastor spent a lot of his time these days on his back, complaining of pains, complaining about his son. He no longer made mention of his wife or his youngest son, Daniel. Always a clandestine drinker, he drank a little more often now, though the liquor was harder to get. He was living in a dry county. However, he had never bought his liquor locally wherever he lived. He was driving about the same distance to get it that he always had driven, but now the act of driving was painful. His health was bad, and he couldn’t send Ethan to the next county to buy alcohol for him the way he sent Ethan to Griffith’s store or Vilonia for everything else. There were times when Ethan considered putting a lock on the outside of the pastor's bedroom, locking it, and letting him die.

Ben had asked about certain scars he had seen on Ethan's back and arms, and Ethan had made up stories about childhood fights and accidents. It was the only time he lied to Ben, even though lying had become his second nature over the years. He despised this man for making him lie, for making him the person he was trying hard not to be. Ethan wanted to be like Ben.

Ethan wanted to be good.

Sitting under the walnut tree, as Ben played guitar and occasionally sang, Ethan was apt to be humming along, or using his knee for a drum, especially on the tunes Ben made up himself, sang once, and never remembered again. There were times when Ethan, pretending to be doing homework, would secretly scribble down the words Ben sang.

Ben’s voice when singing produced a peculiar feeling in Ethan, as if an angel were visiting briefly, fleetingly, and singing only to him before disappearing into heaven until the next time. It would have been too much beauty for Ethan to bear were it not for his knowledge that there would be a next time.

He was not terribly optimistic about the human condition, but he saw no purpose in communicating his dismal outlook to his fellow creatures. Besides, except for fiercely missing his mother and brother, his life had never been better than now. He was glad when Ben finished the little he could remember of a blues number that repeated every line twice and slipped into Donovan's "The Alamo," which, for Ben, was easier to sing than Marty Robbins' song about the massacre.

"An amazing display of courage," Ethan mused, when Ben had finished. "A hundred and seventy-nine men, and not one of them refused to cross the line."

"Peer pressure," said Ben, beginning his version of Jefferson Starship's "Hijack the Starship."

Ethan sat back and listened, twirling a stem of grass between his teeth. He couldn't imagine the most recent incarnations of the Starship posing any threat to space travel.

The second location Ethan was likely to visualize when recalling that school year was Ben's roof, where the two boys often retreated to watch the stars. This was usually reserved for weekends when they could stay up late and talk. They would make instant coffee, heating the water on Ben's hot plate. The first time, Ethan had spooned the coffee and sugar into his cup while waiting for the water to boil and was about to add a spoonful of nondairy creamer when Ben said, "Add the water first."

"What difference does it make?" Ethan asked.

"Read the side of the jar.” Ben picked up the jar himself to read. “Look, it says, `For best results in instant coffee, prepare coffee before adding creamer’."

"I've always done it this way."

"Well, then, you obviously haven't been getting best results."

"That's frightening, to think the chemicals in this stuff could be that conscious of their surroundings."

Next, the trick was getting on the roof without spilling the coffee. Usually, Ben carried a radio up first, and a blanket if the night was nippy, then they would make their way to the window with cups in hand. Avoiding the stacks of books and music in various formats, Ethan often tripped over Po'boy, who liked Ethan but was always sniffing at his pants legs as if Ethan carried the scent of some unknown, foreign animal. It drove Ethan nuts, but he didn't let on; Po'boy was in such pitiful shape that one couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. He had developed canine dysplasia, an abnormal fit of the ball and socket in the hip joint, which made him walk with a sort of bunny hop and caused him difficulty getting up and down the stairs to Ben's room—or getting up at all from a lying position.

Ben had nailed boards to the side of the shed from window to roof, forming a primitive ladder. More accustomed to the task, Ben would go up first, without the coffee. Once on top, he would lie on his stomach and hang over the edge of the roof as Ethan handed the cups up to him. It wasn't easy, but they both considered the payback worth the trouble.

"Of the earth and stars. Into music. Without words. Within reach."

"What are you doing?" asked Ben.

"I'm trying to describe you using only prepositional phrases."

"Well stop it."

"Beyond reason."

"Stop it."

"Out of his mind."

"Stop it!"

"Over the edge."

"You're going to be over the edge of this roof in a minute."

"Hey! Quit it! You're spilling my coffee!"

The universe revealed itself wonderfully from the roof. Ben knew many stars and constellations; Ethan learned many from Ben. The roof sloped gently on two sides, giving them a panoramic view of both the northern and southern sky. The view from the south slope was dimmed only by a few house lights and occasional headlights on the highway through Road Forks. Lying on the north slope, they could enjoy star-speckled sky with no interference at all. Ben showed Ethan how to find the Great Square, which was almost directly over their heads in September and October but at the same time of evening in December was far to the west, replaced directly overhead by Perseus. After finding the Great Square, Ethan learned how easy it was to use the Square to locate Pegasus, the winged horse; Pisces, the fishes; Lacerta, the lizard; Aries, the ram; and Andromeda, the chained lady. Ben pointed out the Andromeda Nebula, the most distant object one can see with the naked eye. He showed Ethan how to locate Cassiopeia, Cepheus, Perseus, and Cetus (the whale), then explained the Andromeda myth.

"King Cepheus of Ethiopia and his queen, Cassiopeia, had a beautiful daughter named Andromeda. Cassiopeia boasted so much of her daughter's beauty that the sea nymphs became angry and talked Poseidon, the sea god, into sending a sea monster to ravage the Ethiopian coast. Cetus was the sea monster.”

“Let me give you my card,” Ethan interrupted. “Poseidon, sea god.”

“Yeah, that would be cool. Anyhow, Cepheus got news of it all and became frightened, so he had Andromeda chained to the rock by the sea so that Cetus could devour her and be appeased. Perseus, however, just happened to be in the neighborhood, and he killed Cetus then set Andromeda free. They made off on his winged horse, Pegasus. So, you see, there's a whole drama unfolding every night just in that one part of the sky."

Ethan was impressed but didn’t know what to say. He let Ben continue to explain the skies to him, finding comfort in it. Ben showed him how to find Ophiuchus, the Serpent-bearer; Serpens, the serpent; and Scorpio, the scorpion. They could only see Scorpio in September and October, for an hour or so just after dark. Ben explained the story of how the Serpent-bearer represented Askelpios, the Greek god of medicine. In Greek mythology, this physician never lost a patient, which worried Hades, god of the Dead, so much that when Askelpios tried to revive Orion, who had been killed by a scorpion, Hades persuaded Zeus to kill Askelpios with a thunderbolt. The gods honored his work, however, by putting him in the sky as a constellation. Orion and Scorpio were put there, too, but Orion was placed far from the Serpent-bearer, to avoid trouble, and totally opposite Scorpio, so they would never cross paths again. Ben explained to Ethan that one could never see both at once. In October, they would watch Scorpio disappear into the western horizon, then watch Orion rising in the east about ten o'clock. Ethan often thought of himself and Daniel as he watched this drama unfold.

“When will I see you again?” he said out loud one night.

“Tomorrow, if you want,” Ben answered, surprised at the question and Ethan’s melancholy tone. “You know you can see me any time you want.”

But Ethan had been thinking of Daniel.

Ben and Ethan shared a love of geography and would sit on the roof for hours naming state and national capitals, all nations beginning with a certain letter of the alphabet, and any other game they could think of that forced them to use their brains and list things.

"Norway," said Ben.

"Nicaragua," said Ethan.

"Netherlands," said Ben.

"Nepal," added Ethan.

"Nigeria," said Ben.

"Niger!" they said together.

"New Zealand," Ethan began, with Ben joining in.

There was a long pause, then Ben shouted, "Nauru!"

"That's a good one," Ethan congratulated.

They thought for several minutes, mentally combing the globe, continent by continent. When he got to Africa, Ben said "Namibia," but Ethan wouldn't let him count it.

"Colonialist," said Ben.

"Nyasaland," said Ethan.

Ben laughed and said, "New Guinea."

They agreed the situation was deteriorating and moved on to another letter.

"Let's do the U's," said Ethan.

"Uganda, Uruguay," said Ben.

"Hey! Not so fast!"

"United States."

"United Kingdom," they said, together.

"U.S.S.R.," said Ben.

"No initials. You've got to say the name."

"Union of Soviet Socialist Republics," Ben said. 

"Any others?"

"United Arab Emirates."

"Good!"

They thought for a while, then Ben said, "Upper Volta!"

"No! It's not Upper Volta anymore."

"Since when?"

"Since August."

"What is it, then?"

"Burkina Faso."

"What'd they do? Have a coup, go socialist, or go Muslim?"

"I'm not sure. There was a coup a couple of years ago, I think."

"Hmmm," said Ben. "Maybe it’s the original name, before colonialism."

“That’s probably it.”

One night they managed to go through the entire alphabet, in order, omitting only Kiribati and Saint Lucia.

Some nights, especially when it was cold or raining, they stayed inside and watched films on TV. Their choice of movies heavily favored British productions when they could find one.

"Oh, look," Ethan said one night. "It's another pouty-faced girl."

"It wouldn't be an English film without a pouty-faced girl," said Ben.

The film was A Taste of Honey.

Rita Tushingham was the pouty-faced girl.
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Chapter 3

Coffee
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"Where did you ever see anyone doing that?" Uncle Buck asked Ben, who had just poured a bit of his too-hot coffee into the saucer to cool.

Ben thought for a moment. He had seen someone do it before. Was it in a movie?

"Dad!" he remembered, surprised. He and Uncle Buck both laughed. "I'd forgotten all about that. Dad always drank his coffee from the saucer."

"Any time he could, he did," Uncle Buck agreed. "Of course, I drank coffee many times with your dad when he didn't have no saucer around, and he could drink it from a cup, too, if he had to."

They laughed again.

"That Dwight never was good for nothing till after he had his coffee. He would find some way to drink it."

Ben sipped the coffee from his saucer, detached, for a moment, from his lips, imagining himself as someone else.

"I still remember the day you were born," said Uncle Buck. "Nadelle, your grandma and I had stayed up at the hospital all night with your dad. I guess Mary went into labor about two o'clock in the morning or something like that, and we all got in the car, all five of us—no, there were six of us, because we had Caleb with us, too, until we left him with Nadelle's folks in Vilonia. Then we all went to the hospital and watched Dwight pace all night, or all morning. He must've drank ten or fifteen of those awful vending-machine coffees. I kept having to run out and get change for him, and I'd tell him he was going to be so nervous he was gonna have a kid or two himself if he didn't watch it."

Ben was quiet, reflecting. He knew Uncle Buck missed his mom and dad almost as much as he did. Caleb, too.

“That was one long night,” Uncle Buck said. “But you were worth it.”

Ben didn’t know what to say, but no response was expected.

“Of course, Caleb doted on you, once he got to see you. Wouldn’t hardly leave you alone. You would just stare at him and laugh.”

“Don’t you think that’s enough, Buck?” Aunt Nadelle said quietly. 

“I’m okay,” Ben said. “I like to hear it.”

He took another sip of coffee, thinking about his dad.

"When are you going to make Mr. Barker put you in first chair where you belong?" Ben asked Ethan later that evening, referring to Ethan’s rank among the band's tenor sax players.

"He'll do it when he wants to," said Ethan. "I think he's got the hots for Paul or something. Even Todd's better than Paul."

Paul was first chair tenor sax and Todd was third, following Ethan.

"Well, I don't know about that," said Ben. "But I know you are better than Paul. Everyone knows it. Everyone’s always known it."

"I'm serious," said Ethan. "I really think Barker's got something for Pauli Boy. Haven't you noticed he's always looking at him when he's directing?"

"No. Not really."

"Of course, I've seen him giving you the once over before, too."

"Aw, come on! Now I know that's not true. Besides, the guy's married."

"When did that ever make a difference? Sometimes, Ben, I think you're a little too naive. I mean, I've seen him giving you the twice over. It's pretty obvious."

Ben blushed and said nothing.

Ethan leaned over and grabbed his shoulders. "Hey, don't worry about me. I don't mind being second chair. There's a lot less pressure when you're number two."

Ethan could smell a soft scent coming from Ben. He liked it.

"But you're the best," Ben said, shrugging.

"No," Ethan said. "You're the best. Anyway, it doesn't matter."

Ben glanced at him with a question in his eyes. "Doesn't it?"

They could hear a distant thunder, unseasonal and cocky. The wind had picked up considerably during the last half hour. It blew things about in the night, including the boys' loose shirts and hair. The approaching storm was obscuring their stars; when the rain began to fall heavy, they retreated to Ben's room.

Ethan shucked off his jeans. "Where am I sleeping?"

"You've got two choices," Ben answered. "In that bed with me or on the floor by yourself."

"It's not a very big bed," Ethan observed.

Ben shrugged and climbed in the bed. "It's all I got. This isn't a Holiday Inn."

"True," said Ethan. "There's not an object in
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