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  Money is in some respects life’s fire: it is a very
excellent servant, but a terrible master.P. T. Barnum

The price of anything is the amount of life you
exchange for it.Henry David Thoreau

The road to hell is paved with good intentions.Proverb








  
  PROLOGUE


“Follow me.” 
I do as he says. 
“Take your place.”
I step onto the platform, standing with my back against the wooden pole as he wraps the heavy rope around my arms, chest, and belly, cinching it into a knot so uncomfortably tight that I know, even without having to try, I can’t break free. It’s a strange feeling to cooperate so freely in my own execution. For what it’s worth, I don’t want you to think I’ve lost my will to live. Like somebody stranded in the middle of the ocean, staring into the wide-open jaws of a great white shark, I want to live. Like somebody heaved over the highest ledge of the Empire State Building, gazing at the clouds as they move further and further away, I want to live. But, regardless of my desperate want to live, I know that boxing a row of razor-sharp teeth is every bit as futile as screaming at the sky to reason with gravity. 
The inevitable is undefeated.
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  Chapter one
IGNITION SOURCE


Fire. 
Right this very moment, I’m alone and covered head to toe in fire. As certainly as I know you can hear these words, I know this is how I’m going to die—thrashing about my kitchen floor, systematically swallowed up by flames, my final breath filled with hot, black smoke—and it’s all my fault because I didn’t make myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. I can only hope that whoever finds me will assume this was all the result of spontaneous human combustion, because the truth is much more embarrassing. For what it’s worth, even before my unfortunate fiery mishap, my life prospects weren’t looking very good.
To begin with, I live in a tiny studio apartment (for the time being, anyway, since that bit of truth will be past tense once I’m burned to a crisp), and, logistically speaking, the minuscule square footage of my humble abode helps tell the tale of my flaming epic fail. Picture this: one corner of my apartment is designated as both the kitchen and the dining room; in the middle of the kitchen/dining room, just a few feet away from my stove, is a table with a heavy wooden top that is big enough for two grown adults to enjoy a meal together (but, since I have no roommates, close friends, or romantic prospects to speak of, I’ve never had the opportunity to put its capacity to the test). Now, imagine this heavy wooden table standing directly behind me as I, in turn, stand over the stove, reheating yesterday’s Chinese food. 
Because I’m an adjunct English professor with a thirty-minute window between classes, I was short on time and definitely should’ve thought twice about preparing any sort of meal that involved fire and haste. But just so you don’t think I’m a total dunce, I’d like to point out that, while racing home for my ill-fated lunch, the thought did occur to me—however fleeting—to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Unfortunately, the peanut butter and jelly sandwich idea had barely taken shape in my frenzied brain when my appetite convinced me to squeeze in a much more satisfying lunch involving grilled shrimp marinated in a mysterious brown sauce. 
I mean, what could go wrong?
Given that my plan was to eat leftover seafood, I assumed the biggest potential catastrophe might be an upset stomach or, at worst, a bout of emergency diarrhea during my lecture on inductive and deductive reasoning. But the fear of food poisoning didn’t scare me away from my plan, nor did it curb my hubris when, after realizing leftover shrimp wasn’t going to be enough, I decided I would also grill some peppers and onions with my meal. Even now, writhing around the kitchen floor in a fiery cocoon, I can’t stop thinking about how, if I’d just skipped the peppers and onions and nuked the shrimp in the microwave, none of this would be happening.
After hastily parking in the filthy, unkempt lot of my complex, I dashed from my car to my tiny studio apartment. Bursting through the front door, I checked the time on my phone—which was firmly grasped in my clammy fist—and saw that I had roughly seventeen minutes to prepare my lunch and scarf it down before racing back to Chandler College for my next class. If traffic were to be in my favor and the God of Greenlights smiled down upon me, I figured I could make it back in approximately seven minutes, leaving me with ten minutes to do both the cooking and the eating. 
While checking the time, I happened to notice my phone charge was dangerously low, so I plugged it into the charger beside the couch before rushing into the kitchen, where I clicked the stove burner onto the highest possible flame. Now, while I’m not a master chef, I do recognize that cooking on a high flame is poor culinary technique—not to mention it’s very unsafe—but I was desperate, hungry, and short on time, so danger was the least of my concerns. At worst, I figured I might cause a grease fire, which I delusionally assumed I could handle because my dad’s a firefighter and he taught me all about them when I was a kid.

      [image: ]Dad’s lesson took place at our favorite diner as we sat at the counter waiting for lunch. I was watching the burgers cook in the open kitchen when a large flame blossomed on the grill, causing me to jump from my stool.
“It’s okay, bud,” Dad said, resting his hand on my shoulder. “It’s just a grease fire.”
“How’d that happen?”
“Well,” he said, “the hamburger grease reached its flashpoint.”
Now, Dad knew full well that I didn’t know what a flashpoint was, but, as was his way—in lieu of giving me an outright dissertation—he preferred planting little seeds of curiosity.
“What’s a flashpoint?”
“It’s a term in chemistry that describes the lowest temperature at which a volatile material, like hamburger grease, can release enough vapors to ignite into a flame,” he said. “Make sense?”
“Kind of,” I shrugged. “What’s a volatile material?”
“Good question,” he said. “A volatile material is anything that can catch fire when exposed to heat or a spark.” He pointed to the grill. “Take those hamburgers, for example. As they cook, they release grease, which is volatile. This means it can catch fire, but only when it gets hot enough.”
“And the minimum temperature is the flashpoint?”
“Exactly.”
“So, if the hamburger grease gets hot enough, it turns into fire?”
“You got it.” 
“Okay, but what ignites it?” I asked. “Doesn’t the hamburger grease have to touch fire or something before it blows up?”
“Yes and no,” he said. “What you’re referring to is called an ignition source.”
“What’s that?”
“An ignition source is anything that provides enough heat or energy to create a combustion.”
“What’s a combustion?”
“Combustion is the process by which something catches fire,” he said. “It happens when an ignition source meets a volatile material and then reacts with the oxygen in the air to create fire.” He grabbed a napkin from the metal box on the counter, letting it hang between us. “For example, imagine lighting a match and then touching it to this napkin. What would happen?”
“The napkin would catch fire.”
“Exactly,” he said. “So, which is the ignition source? The match or the napkin?”
“The match?”
“You got it, bud,” he said. “And that means the napkin is the volatile material.”
“Okay, I think I get it,” I said, turning my eyes back to the grill. “So, does that mean the hamburger grease is like the napkin?”
“Precisely.”
“I guess that makes sense,” I said, “but there’s no fire on the grill.”
“Good observation,” he said. “That’s what’s called a flattop grill. It uses a gas burner below, which is why you don’t see any fire.”
“If there’s no fire,” I said, “then what was the ignition source that made the hamburger grease combust?”
This made Dad smile.
“Sometimes,” he said, “under the right circumstances, combustion can happen without an ignition source.”
“It can?”
“Yes,” he said, “we call that autoignition.”
“Autoignition?”
“Yup,” Dad nodded. “It means the grease got so hot on its own that it burst into flames without needing a match or a spark.”
“Wait a minute,” I said, my mind fully blown, “you mean fire can just happen out of nowhere?”
“Under the right circumstances, yes.”
“Like magic?”
“Yes,” he said, ruffling my hair, “very much like magic.”

      [image: ]A few minutes before engulfing myself in flames, I’d poured a few splashes of vegetable oil into the skillet, and, in my haste, I spilled some on my linoleum floor. Because I was in a rush, I decided not to clean the oil up right away, choosing instead to step over and around it while preparing my lunch. As the peppers and onions sizzled and smoked alongside yesterday’s shrimp, I searched around the kitchen for a spatula. Stepping away from the hot skillet—careful to avoid the vegetable oil on the floor—I rifled through my kitchen drawers to no avail, before eventually finding the spatula in the kitchen sink hiding beneath several dirty plates and utensils. 
Turning on the faucet, I let the water run for a minute so it could get hot, as I loathe washing dishes with cold water. Once the water was hot enough, I soaped up a sponge and began giving the spatula a thorough scrubbing. I was mid-scrub when the piercing squeal of the smoke alarm sounded overhead. Luckily, there was no fire yet to speak of—just an aggressive column of smoke barreling into the ceiling. Dropping the spatula back into the sink, I grabbed a dish towel and hurried into the corner of my tiny apartment designated as the living room, where the smoke alarm is located. Because I was operating in panic mode, I neglected to turn the stove off, which was still burning on the highest possible flame as it aggressively grilled my ill-fated lunch. 
Standing beneath the smoke alarm—which actually looks more like a tiny UFO stuck to the ceiling—my arms burned with fatigue as I wildly waved the dish towel in an effort to clear the smoke away and stop the high-pitched squeal from its assault on my ears. When that didn’t immediately work, I stepped up onto my coffee table to wave the dish towel in closer proximity to the tiny UFO. I’d barely settled my feet atop the coffee table when the familiar whoosh of combustion sounded behind me. Turning my head, I saw a raging grease fire erupting in the skillet.
Jumping from the coffee table, I ran back into the kitchen and, using the dish towel to protect my hand, lifted the dangerously hot skillet from the stove. I’d hoped to drop the flaming skillet into the sink, but the vegetable oil on the floor conspired against me. I managed to take only one step when the heel of my shoe landed flush on the oil, causing my foot to slide with such force that it swung up and over my head like a pendulum. As I fell ass-backward towards the linoleum, I was already anticipating the pain of my inevitable rough landing, but what I wasn’t counting on was cracking the back of my head on the heavy wooden table on the way down. 
At some point during my flailing descent, I lost my grip on the flaming skillet, allowing it to land squarely between my legs on the linoleum floor. Generally speaking, under most any other circumstance, I would’ve been acutely aware of a flaming skillet between my legs, but on account of the concussive blow to my head, I didn’t immediately notice it. On the bright side, the flaming skillet wasn’t actually touching me—but, on the not-so-bright side, it was touching the dish towel, creating a perfect conduit for the fire to travel from the skillet to my very flammable business slacks. By the time I made this critical observation, not only were my slacks engulfed in flames, but so was my equally flammable shirt. 
And this brings us back to the moment of now: me all alone, covered head to toe in fire. 
I begin rolling on the floor, harkening back to my grade school lessons of stop, drop, and roll—minus the stopping and the dropping—but my fiery cocoon is much too stubborn to give up without a fight, so I tear my shirt open like Clark Kent transforming into Superman, popping buttons all over the kitchen floor, before frantically working to unzip my pants. The primary struggle with my pants is trying to locate the zipper beneath the aggressive flames; this takes me several terrifying seconds, but once I successfully manage to unzip, I push my pants down to my ankles, where—son of a bitch!—they get stuck atop my shoes. I dig my toes into the back of one shoe and then the other, quickly prying them off before fully evacuating my flaming business slacks. Scooping up my charred slacks and shirt, I heave them into the sink under the running faucet before tossing the skillet in after them.
The piercing screech of the tiny UFO continues to assault my ears, so, in hopes of expediting its silence, I open the front door to let the smoke out. I also take this opportunity to step outside for some fresh air, standing on the porch with my quivering hands planted against my hips. As I take in several deep breaths, my mind racing around the reality of just how bad this all could’ve been, a couple of schoolgirls in plaid skirts giggle at me as they walk past. Looking down, I realize that—with the exception of my underwear and socks—I’m completely naked, so I hurry back into my apartment, where the tiny UFO has mercifully gone silent.
Plopping down on my couch, I lay my head back and close my eyes. It’s not until this exact moment that it occurs to me to check for injuries. Even before I look, I know there’s no way I got out of this fiasco without at least a few third-degree burns. I assume the reason I’m not currently in excruciating pain is that my body’s in shock, which is just as well since I’m not in any hurry to experience whatever torture is coming my way. 
I examine my arms first. 
Nothing.
I look down at my chest and belly.
Nothing.
Legs and feet?
Nothing. 
Not a single burn or blemish to be found.
Before I can properly process this inexplicable development, my phone rings.
It’s my mother. 
She’s crying, barely able to talk. 
“Mom,” I say, “what’s going on?”
“Oh, Grover,” she says, “I don’t know what’s happening.”
“Is everything okay?”
“It’s your father,” she says. “There’s something wrong with your father.”






  
  Chapter two
SCHRÖDINGER’S CAT


“Is God real?” 
I was twelve years old when I first presented this question to my parents. We were driving to Disneyland for our annual Easter visit—Mom and Dad in front, me in the back with a Batman comic book.
“That’s a big question, bud,” Dad said. “What made you think of that?”
“I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “I guess because I’ve never seen him before?”
We weren’t a religious family, so I didn’t spend a whole lot of time thinking about God or the Devil, Heaven or Hell. I was aware of the concept of God, and I suppose he existed in the same part of my brain as Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny. However, when I was old enough to learn that Dad ate the cookies and Mom hid the eggs, I naturally started to wonder what else wasn’t true.
This particular Disneyland trip was delayed by a few hours as Dad wanted to attend Easter Mass at the local Catholic church. We weren’t normally a church family, but my grandpa—Dad’s dad—had passed away a few months prior, and Easter was the first holiday on the calendar since his passing. Unlike me, Dad did grow up religious—Catholic, to be specific—as my grandpa was a devoutly religious man. I think going to church that particular Easter was Dad’s way of feeling connected to him. The only thing I remember about that Easter Mass was sitting on a wooden pew for three hours, bored out of my mind, wishing desperately for the man in the fancy robe to wrap things up so I could ride Space Mountain.
“For people who believe in God,” Dad said, “part of their faith is based on not being able to see him.”
“So, God exists, but we just can’t see him?”
I watched Dad’s eyes in the rearview mirror; they didn’t have the all-knowing confidence I was accustomed to seeing.
“I’ll be honest with you, bud,” Dad said. “I don’t know if God is real.”
“Do you know, Mom?”
Mom closed the book she was reading, leaving her thumb inside as a placeholder. 
“Well,” she said, pausing for a few brief moments, “I know that nature is real. The moon, the sun, the stars. The air we breathe, the grass in our yard, the ocean, the ozone layer, dinosaur fossils. And I also know these are all big mysteries because nobody knows for sure where they all came from. Maybe there’s a God who created it all, or maybe there’s some other explanation that we’re simply not aware of.”
“Does that mean God is real?”
She smiled at Dad before looking back at me. 
“I don’t know either, sweetheart.”
“You know, when I was in college,” Dad said, “I learned about Schrödinger’s cat.”
“Who’s cat?”
Dad laughed.
“Schrödinger’s,” he said, “but the cat wasn’t real. It’s what you would call a thought experiment.”
“What’s that?”
“A thought experiment is basically a made-up scenario,” he said, “something that challenges your brain when you think about it. Make sense?”
“I think so.”
“To begin the Schrödinger’s cat thought experiment, you first need to imagine putting a cat into a box,” he said. “Tell me when you see it.”
I closed my eyes, picturing a black cat in a cardboard box.
“I see it.”
“Now, imagine putting a piece of poisoned cat food in the box with it.”
I opened my eyes, looking at Dad in the rearview mirror.
“That doesn’t sound very nice.”
“No, it’s not nice at all,” Dad said, “but it’s part of the thought experiment. So, go ahead and put a piece of poisoned cat food in the box. Tell me when you see it.”
I closed my eyes and gently laid down a piece of poisoned cat food inside the cardboard box. 
“I see it.”
“Now,” Dad said, “close the box so the cat is sealed inside with the poisoned cat food. Tell me when you see it.”
I took a deep breath before closing the box.
“I see it.”
“Now, here’s where the thought experiment begins,” Dad said. “Is the cat dead or alive?”
“He’s alive.”
“Are you sure?” Dad said, smiling. “Can you see it?”
“No,” I said, “but he was alive the last time I looked.”
Dad laughed. 
“That’s true,” he said, “but you also put a piece of poisoned cat food in the box with it.”
“Yeah, but only because you told me to.”
“That’s also true,” Dad said. “Nonetheless, the poisoned cat food is in the box with the cat. If the cat eats the poison, it’ll die, right?”
“Yes.”
“So, is it dead or alive?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Can I open the box to check?”
“Nope,” he said, smiling. “Part of the thought experiment is that you can’t open the box.”
“If I can’t look inside the box, how do I know if the cat is dead or alive?”
“Ah-ha,” he said, “you’ve just discovered the point of this thought experiment.”
“I did?”
“You sure did, bud,” he said. “Since you can’t look inside the box, both possibilities are true simultaneously.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that Schrödinger’s cat is both alive and dead at the same time.”
“That’s impossible, isn’t it?”
“You’re right,” Dad said. “The cat can only be dead or alive, but not both. But the idea is that until you open the box and see for yourself, both possibilities are true.”
“Okay, I think I get it.”
“Good,” Dad said. “For me, I sort of think of God as Schrödinger’s cat. Because we can’t see God, he both does and does not exist at the same time. Make sense?”
“Kind of.”
In the rearview mirror, I saw Dad’s mind searching for something more. 
“Your grandfather was a very religious man,” he said. “Right up until the day he died, he believed all of it was real. Heaven, Hell, the Devil, and especially God. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t see him. For my dad, God was every bit as real as you and me. So, while I don’t know if God is real, I do know that my dad was real. And he was a good man who worked hard, took care of his family, and helped his neighbors. All my life, I could see my dad. I could touch him. I could observe his good deeds with my very own eyes. I know for certain that, because my dad believed in God, the world is a better place. Make sense?”
“Yeah, I think so.”
“So, whether it’s God or Schrödinger’s cat,” Dad said, “you get to decide what you want to believe.”
“But what if what I decide to believe isn’t true?”
“It doesn’t matter if it’s true,” Dad said. “It only matters that you believe it.”

      [image: ]Right now, as I race down Interstate 10 to Loma Linda University Medical Center, Dad is Schrödinger’s cat. Mom said he had come home from the fire station for lunch, which was a nice surprise. She gave him a kiss in front of the TV, then went to the kitchen to make him a sandwich. Mom was barely gone a minute when she heard the crash. Hurrying back to the living room, she found Dad face down on the floor. She dropped to her knees, screaming for him to wake up, but his eyes wouldn’t open. That’s when she called 911. Then she called me. We were still on the phone when the paramedics arrived, so, before hanging up, she told me to meet her at the hospital. 
I park my car in the first open spot I see, then run through the parking lot as fast as I can. With every labored stride, I resent how unathletic I am, childishly wishing I could run with super speed like the Flash. The next several minutes unfold in a blur, from raising my voice at the kind receptionist to finding Dad’s room in the ICU. 
He’s alive.
Thank God. 
“Oh, Grover,” Mom says, sobbing against my shoulder, “I’m so glad you’re here.”
“He’s going to be okay,” I say, looking over her shoulder at Dad. There are several wires and tubes attached to him, each leading to machines and gizmos that I’ve never seen in real life. “What’s wrong with him?”
“I don’t know.”
“What did the doctors say?”
“They don’t know anything yet,” she says. “They’re going to do tests.”
“What kind of tests?”
“I don’t know, sweetheart.”
I’ve seen Mom cry before, but this feels different, like she knows something she’s not telling me.
“I just can’t imagine a world without your father in it.”
Me neither.
Dad is like the love child of Paul Bunyan and Wonder Woman. He’s been a firefighter for the Rancho Cucamonga Fire Protection District since before I was born, moving steadily through the ranks from Engineer to Captain to Deputy Chief and eventually Fire Chief. He’s something of a manly man, brawny and tough, always with a crewcut and freshly shaved face. Every time he hugs me, he kisses my cheek. When he speaks, he looks you in the eye, and he’s never exchanged a cross word with anyone who didn’t deserve it. He always says please and thank you, and you can never beat him to a handshake.
When I was a kid, nobody ever confused me with being cool or popular in school—I’ve always been pretty shy and introverted—but being the son of Chief Wilcox came with enough cachet that the kids who might otherwise have picked on me left me alone, while other kids who might not have given me a second thought embraced me as an acquaintance. All of my teachers loved me even before they got a chance to know me because they already knew my dad. 
He routinely made appearances throughout the school district, so it was always a special treat when he visited my school, pulling up in his big red fire truck. A couple of his firefighters, whichever ones were lucky enough to tag along, would pull up behind him in the fire engine. Dad would stand beside his truck, helmet atop his head, looking out over an audience of at least a hundred kids. Everybody in the school—students and teachers alike—wanted an opportunity to listen to Chief Wilcox speak, so they’d have to bring the students out in groups. He spoke to each group without a microphone, his booming voice carrying effortlessly over the entire audience.
“What’s this behind me?” he’d ask. “A fire truck or a fire engine?”
He’d smile as the kids shouted out their conflicting answers over one another.
“How about that one?” he’d say, pointing to the second vehicle. “Fire truck or a fire engine?”
More conflicting shouts and guesses.
“The vehicle behind me is a fire truck,” Dad would say, “and that one there is a fire engine. Fire trucks are equipped with very tall ladders that extend up and up so we can reach tall buildings or save kittens from trees.” That always made the kids laugh. “Fire engines have hoses, so we can spray water. Each vehicle is different, but they work perfectly together. When there’s an emergency, each one does what the other cannot.”
I’d heard him give the same talk many, many times, and I never tired of it. I loved being lost in the crowd of kids, admiring Chief Wilcox right along with them, overflowing with pride that he was my dad. Mrs. Levon, a second-grade teacher, always stood near me when Dad came to visit. I was never in her class, but she treated me like her favorite student. If I happened to be passing by her classroom at lunchtime, she’d offer me chips and a juice box, and if her class was having a movie day, she’d always leave some licorice and popcorn aside for me. Mrs. Levon did these things because, before I was born, Dad saved her son’s life. 
Mrs. Levon was divorced and had primary custody of her son, Clive. Before he was old enough to attend school, Mrs. Levon put Clive in daycare with a kind old woman who took care of kids in her home. One day, there was a short circuit in the front room that started a fire. Clive and the kind old woman were the only people inside the house. The fire moved fast, blocking the front entrance; by the time the kind old woman realized what was happening, the flames had already spread to the back door as well. She stood in the middle of the entryway, screaming for help, with Clive in her arms. Dad wasn’t even working when he happened to see the house on fire. Charging inside without hesitation, Dad saved both Clive and the kind old woman. 
I’ve heard stories like this about Dad my whole life—sometimes from neighbors and friends, sometimes from complete strangers.
So, is this how it ends for great men?
Unconscious in an oxygen mask?
Hooked up to strange machines?
Barefoot in a hospital gown?
It’s not fair.
I want him to see me.
I want him to open his eyes.
I want to tell him how much I love him.
I want to tell him I’m scared and confused.
I want him to comfort me and make it better.
I want to ask him what happened to me in my apartment. 
I want him to explain how I walked away without a single burn.
Without my dad’s expertise, I can only come up with one explanation.
I’m fireproof.
But that’s impossible.
Right?






  
  Chapter three
HERO’S JOURNEY


Leaving the hospital and driving back to my tiny studio apartment, I pass through Rancho Cucamonga—the city where I grew up and where my parents still live—and in an empty dirt lot behind a high-end shopping center, I see a classic big top circus tent with red and white stripes and several vines of swooping string lights. A series of small tents and midway booths lead up to the big top, but interestingly enough, there is no Ferris wheel, which seems like a missed opportunity (but who am I to say?). Hanging above the entrance is a banner that reads,  “The Grambling Brothers Traveling Circus Show.”
I honestly had no idea traveling circuses like this even existed anymore. I’d assumed Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey had swallowed the industry whole, but clearly, as evidenced by the dormant promise of joy to my left, I was wrong. The sight of it puts a smile on my face for the first time today. As a kid, I was enamored with the circus from my first introduction to it in movies like Dumbo and Big Top Pee-wee. A couple of decades ago, my parents took me to my very first circus, and I was over the moon with excitement. I couldn’t believe I was actually going to see the whole amazing spectacle live and in person; they may as well have been taking me to Gotham City or the planet Krypton, fantastical worlds of make-believe that only existed on the pages of my favorite comic books. 
The occasion was a private charity event at the Los Angeles Sports Arena featuring the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus. Dad had gotten us tickets, which was one of the perks of being Chief Wilcox. There was a red carpet at the arena entrance, with several news outlets covering the event. I saw that one kid from Who’s the Boss talking to Entertainment Tonight, as well as several players from the Los Angeles Clippers posing for pictures and signing autographs. Mom held my hand as we entered the arena, and at every turn, we saw celebrities like the old lady from the “Where’s the beef?” commercials and the fat guy from Saturday Night Live. I wish I could remember everything about the circus performance that night, but I can only manage a few fleeting details, such as the ringmaster’s booming voice, the trapeze artists’ gravity-defying flips, and the clowns’ hilarious interludes. 
For several months following that charity event, I became obsessed with building myself into a future circus performer, but because I had no applicable skills, there was a lot of building to do. First, I practiced my tightrope skills by walking along the grout lines of our tiled kitchen floor. With my arms out for balance, I’d step one foot in front of the other, heel to toe, moving methodically forward until I reached the pantry. Once I mastered the kitchen floor, I went outside and practiced on the curb in our front yard, walking from the mailbox to the fire hydrant. The curb was only six inches or so off the asphalt, so losing my balance had very low stakes. After mastering the curb, I progressed to the cinderblock fence that separated our backyard from the neighbor’s. I lasted all of three steps before falling to the grass and breaking my arm.
My mom’s sister, Aunt Ruthie, happened to be staying with us for a few days when I broke my arm. Aunt Ruthie’s visits always felt like a party, even when I had to go to the emergency room to get my arm in a cast. Mom always called Aunt Ruthie a dreamer because she had such a big imagination. Aunt Ruthie believed in my circus dream the moment I told her about it, so with my arm in a cast, she took me to the library, where we checked out a book on juggling. We read about the drop, the toss, the exchange, the jug, the overhand grab, outside juggling, and on and on. Aunt Ruthie practiced the techniques for me, but we quickly learned she couldn’t juggle any better than I could walk a tightrope. With tennis balls rolling around the floor, Aunt Ruthie and I laughed until we could hardly breathe. Mom came around to see what all the fuss was about, only to get swept up in our hurricane of laughter.
“Make me a promise,” Aunt Ruthie said. “Don’t ever stop dreaming.”
After Aunt Ruthie’s visit was over, I continued going to the library in pursuit of my circus dream. With each book I checked out, it became more and more clear that being a terrible athlete with no discernible hand-eye coordination was not going to get me to the Promised Land. But I wasn’t ready to give up on my dream just yet, so I thought perhaps being a clown was the way to go. I went into Mom’s makeup and decorated my face with white powder and red lipstick before standing in front of the bathroom mirror and attempting to be silly—but it turns out I was no better at being a clown than I was at walking a tightrope.
In a last-ditch effort to bring my circus dreams to life, I spent several fruitless hours trying to become a contortionist. When, after much effort, I couldn’t even manage to touch my fingers to my toes, I decided it was time to give up on the dream. My obsession with the circus waned over time until it became a dusty memory sealed away in the attic of my mind with other childish fantasies such as growing up to become Batman or climbing walls like Spider-Man. In fact, I’d all but forgotten about my circus dream until I saw the big top of the Grambling Brothers Traveling Circus Show, and all those wonderful childhood memories bubbled right up to the surface.

      [image: ]I wake up bright and early, and for the first several minutes of my morning, it’s as if yesterday never happened. I roll out of bed, and within a few short steps, I’m in the kitchen, where I see my charred clothes in the sink, and—in a flash—it all comes back to me.
Grease fire.
Hospital.
Dad.
Speaking of yesterday…
Am I fireproof?
I suppose since I’m in the kitchen beside the stove, there’s an easy way to find out. So, I click the stove burner on to the highest flame, staring at the circle of fire as I contemplate the consequences of touching it with my hand. There’s a big part of me that’s afraid of burning myself—but then, there’s an even bigger part of me that’s afraid of not burning myself. If, by some wacky miracle, it turns out I am fireproof (which I can all but assure you I’m not), what would that even mean? It’s not like I’m going to go off and become a superhero…unless that’s exactly what it means! 
What if the crazy events of yesterday were the ignition source of my hero’s journey? For a guy who’s spent his whole life with his nose buried in comic books, I know an origin story when I see one. There was the wild accident in the kitchen, the discovery of my superpower, and the tragic events surrounding my dad. That last bit is crucial because all the best superheroes suffered a personal tragedy on their way to fulfilling their destinies. 
Bruce Wayne became Batman after watching his parents murdered. 
Clark Kent became Superman after his father died of a heart attack.
Peter Parker became Spider-Man after his uncle was killed by a mugger.
Now, before you start worrying about my mental stability, I fully recognize that fixating on an adolescent fantasy is my way of coping with the terrifying reality that my dad may very well be on his deathbed. I know I’ll never be ready to lose my dad, but I’m especially not ready now. It’s too early in our story for this sort of ending. I always assumed that when the time came to say goodbye, it would be at the end of a long, satisfying life, each of us old men with white hair, me at his bedside, telling him how grateful I am that the universe chose Rex Wilcox to be my dad. Then, I’d let him drift peacefully off to whatever comes next after this life. 
I turn off the burner without ever touching the fire. I don’t need to burn my hand to find out what I already know to be true: I’m not fireproof. Plus, even if I were, I don’t see a whole lot of agency in being a fireproof superhero, since the only way I’d be able to use my superpower is by letting things happen to me. Not to mention the whole problem with my aggressively unimpressive physique, which, on my best days, is soft and pasty—what you might call skinny fat. Let’s just say there’s nothing about my physical form that needs to be accentuated by superhero tights. Speaking of which, I’d have to find a fireproof costume; otherwise, my clothes would burn off every time I used my superpower. 
Can’t you just see it? 
Me carrying a damsel in distress from a burning building, only I’m completely naked. That’s a Human Resources nightmare the Avengers would want nothing to do with.
Frankly, I’m relieved not to be fireproof.

      [image: ]I grab breakfast from McDonald’s for Mom and me on my way back to the hospital. Under normal circumstances, a fast-food breakfast wouldn’t be Mom’s first choice, as creating culinary miracles from scratch is sort of her thing. As much as she enjoys cooking, she also enjoys sharing her knowledge, so when I took an interest in learning how to cook as a kid, she was more than happy to indulge me. 
One particular Saturday morning, I decided to make scrambled eggs all by myself while my parents were asleep. I was about seven years old at the time, so cooking was still very new to me, but I was confident I could handle scrambling eggs. The only problem was my favorite Saturday morning cartoon, Super Friends, was about to start, and I never missed a minute of it. So, in an effort to cook my eggs as fast as possible, I turned the stove burner up to its highest flame. With Super Friends just moments from starting, I left my eggs unattended and went to the living room to turn on the TV, making it just in time to watch the opening credits, which was my favorite part. 
Once the credits were over, I figured I could watch the opening scene before checking on my eggs during the first commercial break, but before I knew it, a dark haze drifted into the living room, and the smoke alarm began squealing overhead. I raced back into the kitchen with the hot sting of panic zipping across my chest as I found my eggs curdling into something dark and unrecognizable. I stood frozen amongst the black smoke, tears streaming down my cheeks, until Dad burst into the kitchen. After first turning the burner off, he used a dish towel to wave the smoke away from the tiny UFO in the ceiling until the squealing alarm went silent.
“Let me guess,” he said, wrapping me up in a hug. “You tried cooking your eggs on a high flame?”
“I’m sorry,” I said, crying into his belly.
“It’s alright, bud.”
He slipped on an oven mitt, lifting the skillet from the stove.
“Now, I’m not the cook that your mother is,” he said, setting the skillet in the sink, “but I happen to know that cooking over a high flame doesn’t actually cook your food faster.”
Turning on the faucet, he ran cold water over the sizzling skillet.
“But I’m guessing you probably figured that out, huh?”
I nodded, yes.
The memory of that morning winds through my mind like a grainy VHS tape as I make my way back to the ICU, where I find Mom standing at Dad’s bedside, holding his hand. Her eyes are heavy, and she looks more exhausted than I can ever remember seeing her before. 
“Morning, Mom.”
She smiles when she sees me.
“Hi, sweetie.”
“Hungry?”
“Not really.”
“Too bad,” I say, handing her an egg and cheese biscuit sandwich. “You need to eat, young lady.”
This gets a chuckle out of her.
“I forgot to get coffee.”
“They have coffee in the cafeteria.”
“Perfect,” I say, “let’s eat in the cafeteria.”
She’s reluctant to leave, but eventually relents. We go down to the cafeteria, where Mom grabs us a table, and I buy a couple of black coffees from the nice lady at the register. 
“Do the doctors know anything yet?” I ask, setting our coffees down.
“Nothing more than they knew yesterday,” she says. “He has brain activity, so that’s good, but otherwise the doctors have no idea what happened to him or why he won’t wake up.”
“There’s no sign of a heart attack or a stroke?” 
“No,” she says. “Every test they’ve done so far says your father is a perfectly healthy man.”
“How’s that possible?”
“That’s what they’re trying to figure out, sweetheart.”
We eat in silence for a few minutes.
“I drove by a circus last night,” I say. “It made me think of Aunt Ruthie.”
This puts a smile on Mom’s face.
“When’s the last time you saw her?” I ask.
“Last week,” she says. “I should really visit more than I do, but it’s hard.”
Aunt Ruthie lives in an assisted living home these days, following a stretch of time in a mental institution. Mom had her committed some years ago, which tore her up inside. I know Aunt Ruthie’s mental illness has something to do with hallucinations or delusions or something of the sort, but I can never quite remember the details—or maybe I simply don’t want to. All things considered, I decide that now probably isn’t the best time to ask Mom to refresh my memory. 
We finish our breakfast and go back to Dad’s room, where we mostly sit in silence (save for a few bits of small talk in between whatever TV shows we’re only half-watching). Nurses come and go, exchanging pleasantries with Mom and me as they check on Dad. Finally, after a few hours, Mom tells me to go home.
“It’s okay,” I say. “I’m not tired.”
“Too bad,” she says. “Go home.”
“But I want to stay.”
“Grover,” she says, “this isn’t how I want you to spend your life.”
“Honestly, I want to be here.”
“Oh, sweetie,” she says, touching her fingers to my cheek, “none of us want to be here.” 
She stands up from her chair and pulls me out to the hallway. 
“Drive safe.”
“Mom.”
“I’m serious,” she says, kissing my cheek.
“I don’t even know what to do with myself.”
“Do something fun,” she says. “Maybe go to that circus you saw. I’m sure there’s a nice girl you can take with you.”
“I’m sure there is,” I say, “but I haven’t met her yet.”
“Want me to set you up with one of the nurses?”
“Would you look at that?” I say, looking at my watchless wrist. “I’ve got to go!”
This makes Mom laugh.
“Call me if you need anything.”
“I will,” she says, hugging me. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”






  
  Chapter four
MILESTONES


I’d like to think I might one day have the sort of romance that my parents have enjoyed for the last several decades, but I’ve never had much luck with girls. Aside from being painfully shy and socially awkward, I just don’t know how to talk to them. Remember that joke I made about having to leave when Mom offered to set me up with one of the nurses? Well, it wasn’t really a joke. Just the thought of it filled me with anxiety. As much as I’d love to find myself entwined in an epic romance, my pathetic dating history is not a promising precursor of things to come. If you were to comb through my past, you’d find three milestone experiences with the opposite sex that, for better or worse, have come to define my life as a bachelor. 
MILESTONE #1

I was fourteen years old.
A carnival popped up overnight in the parking lot of the local Catholic church—the sort of carnival that features rusty equipment and dubious employees. On the first night of the carnival, which was a Friday, I went with some friends to check it out, and, in surprisingly short order, a group of girls started talking to us. While my friends took to flirting with ease, I was too nervous to engage with the girls, so I stood by silently and watched. One of the girls had the idea that we should all go on the Ferris wheel, heavily implying that there was romance to be found in those wobbly carriages. So, everyone paired off, and before I knew it, I was sitting in a Ferris wheel carriage beside a pretty girl who I’d known for less than ten minutes. 
We sat quietly as the Ferris wheel took us high up into the sky, the sound of its rusty gears filling the air as the precarious carriage rocked us back and forth. I occupied myself by marveling at the infinite landscape of city lights when, without warning, the pretty girl’s lips were attached to mine. 
This was my first kiss.
She and I spent the next couple of hours holding hands and stealing kisses, while our friends playfully teased us. I pretended to be embarrassed, but I enjoyed the attention. After that night, we talked on the phone a few times, but because we lived several cities apart, it was all but impossible to see each other again; this was a time before smartphones and social media, so keeping in touch with anybody was significantly more challenging than it is today. With each passing week, the phone calls became fewer and fewer, until, soon enough, it was as if we’d never met at all.
And I never saw her again.
MILESTONE #2

I was seventeen years old.
During my senior year of high school, one of my buddies asked me to be his wingman for a hot date he had with his dream girl. I wasn’t so sure being his wingman was a good idea and told him as much because I had no idea what being a wingman entailed. 
“It’s easy,” he said, “you just have to keep her cousin busy while I try to get laid.”  
“Busy how?”
“Just talk to her,” he said. “Who knows, you might get lucky, too.”
We ate dinner at Denny’s and then went to the movies. We stayed in the theater for about an hour before my buddy got antsy to leave, which I suspect had something to do with his date losing her hand down his pants. We drove out to Beryl Park, which was dark and empty. My buddy parked in front of the playground before disappearing with his date somewhere under the jungle gym, leaving the cousin and me alone together for the first time that night.
“Do you have a girlfriend?”
“No,” I said. “Do you?”
“Do I have a girlfriend?”
My cheeks grew hot.
“I mean, do you have a boyfriend?”
She giggled, pushing her seat back flat.
“Nope.”
She put her bare feet on the dashboard, letting her dress slide down toward her hips. Stretching her arms over her head, she arched her back, moaning softly under her breath. Now, as I unfold this story for you, it’s probably becoming progressively obvious that the cousin wanted to steam up the windows with some amorous activity, but, because I was so inexperienced with girls, I simply assumed she wanted to take a nap. So, being the gentleman that I am, I got out of the car and left her alone to sleep.
Given my aforementioned inexperience, it won’t surprise you to learn that sex was a pretty infrequent occurrence in my high school years—and by “infrequent,” I mean it never happened—so, despite not getting laid that night, my evening with the cousin stands as the closest I ever came to having sex in high school.
And I never saw her again.  
MILESTONE #3

I was twenty years old.
During my second year of college, I finally lost my virginity. It happened in a seedy motel parking lot after once again being recruited to play wingman, this time for a guy I barely knew. He was charismatic, funny, and talked to everybody—especially girls—with an ease that I could only dream of. We met in one of my English classes, and I remember he had a girl’s name (Tracy? Ashley?). He was several years older than me and, for reasons I never understood, wanted to be my friend. We’d often hang out after class, grabbing food in the cafeteria or studying in the library—by studying, I mean I would do our homework and he would tell me how much he appreciated it.
One day after class, Tracy (Ashley? Bailey?) invited me to hang out with a couple of girls he met at the mall earlier in the week.
“These girls are down to party,” he said. “You in?”
“Sure.”
Tracy (Ashely? Bailey? Sloane?) bought some beers and drove us in his windowless van to a motel in one of the less appealing corners of the Inland Empire. We spent a few hours drinking and laughing until Tracy/Ashley/Bailey/Sloane started making out with his chosen girl on the only bed in our motel room. I stood against the wall with a half-empty bottle of beer I’d been nursing all night; the second girl stood beside me as we watched like a couple of giggly voyeurs right up until their clothes started coming off.
Without a word, she took my hand and walked me outside.
“Those two are crazy,” she said, laughing.
“I know, right?”
“I think they would’ve fucked right in front of us if we hadn’t left.”
“You think?”
She led me to Tracy/Ashley/Bailey/Sloane’s van and got inside. The van had only two seats—driver and passenger—so she and I sat in the back on the floor. 
“Wanna fuck?” she asked. 
It was a very startling question, and not just because she presented her query as casually as one might offer their grandmother a cup of coffee, but primarily because we’d barely just met and we hadn’t even kissed yet. Despite the immediate anxiety that wet my palms, I recognized that opportunities like this came along very rarely—or, in my experience, just this one time—so I didn’t want to blow it.
“Sure,” I said.
She leaned in and started kissing me, which was great because I sort of knew how to do that, but, when it came to sex, I’d never seen or touched a naked girl, so I had no real idea of what I was supposed to do. I mean, I’d seen plenty of porn, so I knew more or less where all the parts went, but I didn’t know if there was a particular order of when things were supposed to happen or if there were rules about where my hands were or weren’t supposed to go. While I was busy worrying about all the things I didn’t know about sex, she slid her hand down my pants and started stroking my…um…
Sorry.
I don’t mean to be coy, but I’m not sure there’s a polite way to describe what happened next.  Or maybe you’re not worried about me being polite. 
I don’t know. 
I suppose it’s easier to just tell you what happened.
I kept my hands to myself for fear of accidentally doing anything I wasn’t allowed to, until she grabbed my right hand and slipped it under her dress, placing my fingers perfectly between her legs. She was very wet, which was news to me because I had no idea that’s how girl parts operated. I slipped my middle finger inside, causing her to moan, and at that moment I knew precisely how Neil Armstrong felt when he landed on the Moon. In very quick and impressive fashion, she took my erection out of my pants; dipping her head into my lap, she proceeded to give me the first—and quite possibly best—blowjob of my life. It’s a minor miracle that I didn’t finish in a matter of seconds, but in retrospect, I think the whole situation was so overwhelming that my body didn’t know how to react. Following my inaugural blowjob, she hiked up her dress and straddled my lap, sliding me inside of her. I’ve never in my life—not before nor since—orgasmed with such speed or voracity. 
“Oh,” she said, “did you finish?”
I nodded, yes.
“That was fast.”
“Sorry.”
She climbed off of me and exited the van while I pulled my pants up. I stayed back for a minute, mostly out of embarrassment, before eventually going back to the motel room, where I found her getting fucked doggy style by Tracy/Ashley/Bailey/Sloane while the first girl masturbated with an empty beer bottle. I didn’t get the impression I was invited to this portion of the party, so I slipped out of the room and took a seat on the pavement, resting my back against the brick wall.
Even though things ended poorly for me with the second girl, I thought we might have a future together. But, as it turned out, she was holding a flame for her ex-boyfriend and was only looking to make him jealous by fucking somebody else.
And I never saw her again.  

      [image: ]I’m thirty-five years old now.
I wish I could tell you that my love life has improved since those three milestones, but, if anything, it’s regressed quite considerably. Thanks to dating apps and Craigslist, I’ve managed a few unremarkable dates here and there, but most days my life is an endless cycle of teaching classes, reading comic books, and surfing internet porn. If I can squeeze in a hot meal and a decent TV show, then that’s what passes for a good day anymore. I don’t want to believe that this is what the rest of my life will be, but I have no idea how to change course.
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