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            Epigraph

         
         
            Parenthood offers many lessons in patience and sacrifice. But ultimately, it is a lesson in humility. The very best thing
               about your life is a short stage in someone else’s story. And it is enough.
            

            —Michael Gerson

             

            I never saw any of them again—except the cops. No way has yet been invented to say goodbye to them.

            —Raymond Chandler, The Long Goodbye
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            1.

         
         My God. It really is so beautiful.

         
         How have I never noticed how beautiful this is? How have I never even looked?
         

         
         I had to stop. It bowled me over. I had pulled my cruiser over on the side of the freeway, right on I-85, one of the busiest
            interstates in the country, with pickup trucks and Teslas and big loud Harleys zipping by, all missing me by just a few feet.
            I didn’t put my lights on. I didn’t stop a motorist. I really hadn’t planned on doing anything at all. I was just looking
            up, like it was a normal day, and then I saw it, right there in front of me, and it was so beautiful that I had no choice
            but to swerve to the side of the road and stop.
         

         
         I mean, look at it.

         
         Millions of years ago, there was a cell, and that cell turned into a bacteria, and that bacteria became a fish, or something
            like that, I think I remember it being a fish, and then the fish pulled itself out of the sea and started walking on two legs,
            and then after a while it became a monkey, and, well, fine, so maybe I don’t have all the exact details of human evolution
            right, what do you want from me, I grew up in the American public school system in the 1980s, you’re lucky I can put my finger
            on our country on a map. I’m doing my best.
         

         
         The point is that billions and billions of things had to happen over the scope of space and time for human beings to even exist in the first place. And then human beings had to be different from animals, smarter, or at least more inventive, they needed to be able to reason and use logic and understand object permanence and learn that they will someday die and invent tools and make machines—machines like wheels. Then they had to turn those wheels into moving vehicles, and then they had to create engines, and then they had to harness energy to power those engines, and all that led to cars. Cars! When they had cars, they needed roads for those cars to drive on, because now people could go from their homes to their jobs from many miles away, but only if they could create a complex series of roads, and exits, and side streets, and ramps, and everything they might need to allow people to get from one place to another. They needed materials, they needed asphalt, and concrete, and metal, they needed all of that to make those roads, and then they needed scientists and geologists and architects to tell them where to build the roads and how to keep them from falling apart. And they needed to do this in every single place on the planet—everywhere, all of the time. They spent thousands upon thousands of work hours, millions upon millions of dollars, huge swaths
            of their entire lives, figuring out a way to help humans move themselves around. We have built roads that rise hundreds of
            feet into the air to carry dozens of machines that are heavier than any animal on earth.
         

         
         We were once fish! And now we can make this!

         
         It’s incredible, right? Look at it. They call it Spaghetti Junction. Its official name is the Tom Moreland Exchange, where
            I-85 meets I-285 in Atlanta, a spiraling, labyrinthine octopus of highways and on-ramps and off-ramps and speed limit signs
            and exit only this lane that will take you anywhere you want to go. Want to go to downtown Atlanta, or through, all the way to Selma and Montgomery, Alabama? I-85 South will take you right there. I-285 will take you to Truist Park so you can go see a Braves game in the suburbs, or you can keep going to get on I-20, which goes as far west as Scroggins Draw, Texas, if you’ve got a hankering for Scroggins Draw. I-85 North gets you all the way to Virginia. From those places you can just keep driving, as long as you want, until you hit water. Or you can stop at an airport, oh yes, that’s another thing we humans have done, we’ve created machines that soar through the sky. You can go to Paris, or China, or Antarctica, or Timbuktu, shoot, someday we’re all going to go to Mars. This road will take you
            anywhere.
         

         
         And we made it. Some guy drew a picture of it, and a bunch of other guys found all the other parts to put it together, and
            a whole different group of guys got hammers and screwdrivers and cranes (cranes! Machines that lift the heaviest things miles
            into the sky that you can control with a joystick!) to build it, and they did, they built it, and anyone who has ever been
            in this city, this crazy gorgeous city, Atlanta, my Atlanta, anyone who has been here has used it, and they’ve never once
            stopped to think about it, how it’s a miracle that it exists, how it’s a miracle that any of this, that any of us, is here
            at all—you, me, the president, the guy on television dancing while trying to sell you all these sandwiches he made just for
            you, just for all of us.
         

         
         It’s a road in the sky that will take you anywhere. It’s a miracle.

         
         And we made it.

         
         My God, look at it. How have I never looked at it before?

         
         Why aren’t you here with me looking? Why isn’t everyone? Why don’t we just look?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2.

         
         Dr. Lipsey was asking me about Georgia football. That’s the last thing I remember from before. I’d known about Dr. Lipsey’s
            personal, uh, issues for a while—the women, the drugs, the “investment opportunities”—but so much of it always came down to
            the gambling. Dr. Lipsey was, to put it mildly, a degenerate gambler.
         

         
         “Big game for the Dawgs this weekend,” he said from across the desk, sweating a little. He was always sweating a little. “That
            line hasn’t budged a bit. I thought there’d be a little late money in on the Rebs, but it’s holding steady. You heard anything?
            Isn’t your ex from up there in Athens? She’s heard anything?” He was always sweating a little and he was always looking for
            information that might make him whole again.
         

         
         “I don’t think Jessica is scouting any practices, sorry,” I said. Jessica hated football, always had, which is why Bishop
            hated it too.
         

         
         Dr. Lipsey had called me that afternoon, on my off day, on his off day, which he made a whole deal of telling me was something he never does, and he said he wanted me to come in immediately. I’d thought it was something bad—why would he call if it weren’t something
            bad?—but starting our appointment with another gambling question had eased the weight on my chest a bit. Maybe he really did
            just want some info on the Georgia–Ole Miss game? He was forever in the hole.
         

         
         “Just bet on Kirby, I guess,” I said. “You know I don’t watch much football.”

         
         “Right, you’re more into that Euro football,” he said, tapping his fingers on his ornate marble desk. I’d always thought his desk was too fancy for a doctor. That was much more of a hedge fund guy’s desk. “Well, if you hear anything, lemme know. That line is super fishy.” 

         
         I looked at him. The maw in my stomach growled and stretched. “So, uh, what’s up?”

         
         I hadn’t told anyone I was here. I hadn’t told anyone, about any of it.

         
         The headaches. The headaches had been coming for a couple of months, but they’d gotten bad in the last few weeks. At first
            I thought they were just typical hangovers, maybe just a little bit worse because I’m old now and everything’s a little bit
            worse. But then they were still there even when I didn’t drink, and then these little spasms started happening, these sharp
            lightning bolts, first behind my right eye, then my left, and then they were just firing all over the place. I tried to ignore
            it.
         

         
         But the bolts got stronger, and larger, and they were happening more often, so often that even my partner had noticed. We
            were making a coffee run when one of the bolts fired so hard that I nearly drove the car off the road—he’d had to grab the
            steering wheel so I didn’t plow over a stroller on the sidewalk.
         

         
         “You should, like, call a doctor or something,” he’d said. We’ve only been partners for a few months—Officer Anderson is his
            name, nice kid, earnest, even knew some of Jessica’s family up in Athens—but I did think it was a tad too early in our relationship
            for him to be giving me medical advice. But that night, I fell asleep on the couch watching an old soccer replay and woke
            up with the room vibrating blinding white light as someone tried to carve a hole in my eye socket with a coping saw.
         

         
         So that was when I called my old friend Dr. Lipsey. And after a day in a long white tube, there I was, in his office, at his
            desk, with the marble top, and a real-time crypto stock ticker, and a signed photo of him and some tattooed UFC fighter.
         

         
         Dr. Lipsey gave me a very serious look—a serious look I’d never seen from him before, a serious look I hadn’t thought him capable of making. He licked his lips and took some papers out of his desk drawer. He clicked his tongue. He was sweating more now. 

         
         “Well, Lloyd, I gotta tell you . . . it ain’t good,” he said.

         
         The maw twisted and snarled. I felt a hot sensation at the back of my throat.

         
         “Well, that’s straightforward,” I said, and I was impressed I was able to sound out a word with so many letters in it.

         
         Dr. Lipsey shuffled the papers around, collated them a bit in his hands, and then took out an X-ray. I thought he might have
            one of those light fixtures on his wall, the ones you can turn on so you can see the X-rays more clearly, but he didn’t. It
            was just a printout of an X-ray. It looked like some kid photocopied his butt.
         

         
         “Well, Lloyd, this,” he said, pointing with his pen to a dark blob that looked like every other dark blob on the paper, “is
            exactly what we were hoping not to see. And the tests, well, they brought back exactly what we were hoping they wouldn’t.”
            He popped a Nicorette in his mouth. It’s strange to be told you’re dying by someone who’s chewing gum.
         

         
         But that’s what he told me.

         
          

         The word was glioblastoma. It was an oddly rhythmic word when I heard it aloud. It sounded like some ’70s concept album from Pink Floyd or something,
            or the Who maybe—Roger Daltrey presents “Glioblastoma!”

         
         Glioblastoma, Dr. Lipsey would explain, is a brain tumor. “But that doesn’t quite do it justice,” he said. Here I had been
            my whole life thinking that the worst thing that could happen to you would be that you’d get a brain tumor. Apparently there
            was a word that rendered the term brain tumor insufficient.
         

         
         Dr. Lipsey explained that a brain tumor is scary, obviously, but that we know what to do with tumors. Tumors even have their
            own verb: Excise. You excise a tumor.
         

         
         “Don’t think of it like that,” Dr. Lipsey said, chewing his gum like a cow, or more like Burt Reynolds, actually. You cannot excise glioblastoma. It is, as Dr. Lipsey said while clenching both his fists and pushing them into the air, aggressive. He said it with a little more relish than I would have liked. He put some real mustard on it.
         

         
         “Aggressive,” he said. “Think of it like a superaggressive weed. No, no, more like a tree . . . hey, did you ever see the movie Evil Dead?”
         

         
         “I have not,” I said, and still he chewed.

         
         “Well, there’s this tree in Evil Dead, and it’s an evil tree, which makes sense, it’s a tree in a movie called Evil Dead. It’s not a nice tree. And it has these branches, you know, like trees do. Well, these branches expand, like they’re fingers
            that just keep growing. That’s what glioblastoma is. It’s like the root of a tree, with branches that grow really fucking
            fast.”
         

         
         He extended his fingers when he said this and made this weird rictus grin, and for a moment I thought he was going to shake
            them and yell “Jazz hands!”
         

         
         Dr. Lipsey picked up the photocopy that he called an X-ray and pointed to what was apparently the front of my skull.

         
         “So right now, the glioblastoma is right here,” he said, poking the spot with his pen again. “But because it doesn’t grow
            like a normal tumor, we can’t just cut it out and plop it in a pan.”
         

         
         “Do you really plop those in a pan?” I don’t know why I asked that.

         
         “Well, maybe plop isn’t the right word, but point is, you can’t just scoop it out,” he said, putting his hand over my photocopied skull and
            spreading out his fingers. “It grows too fast, and it gets all over everywhere. By the time we’d get in there, it would already
            be over in this part of your brain, and then this one. And even if we could get in there in time, the thing about glioblastoma
            is that it has all different kinds of cells, which means whatever we’d zap it with would work on some kinds of cells but not
            other kinds.”
         

         
         He wiggled his fingers over the paper, and then put his other hand behind the paper and wiggled those fingers.
         

         
         “So it just grows and grows and grows, Lloyd, really fast, stupid fast.” He flattened his palms on each side of the paper and slammed it down violently on the marble table. “And then it’s everywhere.” 

         
         I stared at the paper. Dr. Lipsey had ink all over his fingers. Everything he was telling me made sense, and it certainly
            seemed very bad, but it still felt like he was talking about someone else—like the photocopied skull he was pointing to was
            a theoretical photocopied skull. It wasn’t my photocopied skull.
         

         
         “So, uh,” I said, and I realized that though there were surely a million questions I should be asking, I couldn’t think of
            one. I had this odd urge to just respond with nonsense words. Banana. Aardvark. Nittany. Corset. Gerrymander.

         
         Dr. Lipsey took his hands off the paper, swiveled his chair back to face me, and leaned forward.

         
         He was no longer chewing. He loved all his job gave him—the money, the huge condo in Buckhead, the Jag, the pretty young girlfriends,
            the membership at the River Club in Sewanee, the ability to fund what I was pretty sure was a rather serious cocaine problem.
            He was a doctor—a neurologist! Being a neurologist is a pretty goddamn good life. You get whatever you want in this world
            when you’re a neurologist.
         

         
         But this was the shitty part of the job. You could see it in the little fret line in the middle of his forehead. This is why
            his hair was already so gray.
         

         
         “You . . .” He paused. “Well, Lloyd, you really should know that if this is a glioblastoma, and I believe that it is, you . . .
            you don’t have much time.”
         

         
         Just over his left shoulder there was a picture of him on a golf course somewhere with the governor of Georgia, both wearing
            baggy golf shirts that were still too small for them. They looked like goobers. I stared right at it, as if, if I looked close
            enough, I would be somewhere else, someone else.
         

         
         “How much time?” I heard myself say, still staring at Gov. Kemp’s nipple protruding through his sheer lime-green shirt.

         
         Dr. Lipsey coughed into his hand.

         
         “How much time?” I repeated.
         

         
         “Honestly . . . three months? Maybe four?” he said. “Four might be pushing it.”

         
         “Oh,” I said. I decided I was glad we were talking about someone else.

         
         He stood up.

         
         “Listen, Lloyd, I know this is hard to hear, and we have counselors who can help you, and of course we’ll run some more tests,
            but this is the situation we’re facing here,” he said. “And we need to be, er, a bit proactive about this. A glioblastoma
            as fast-moving as yours, well, we’re going to run into some cognitive issues sooner than you might be expecting.”
         

         
         My eyes finally shifted from the picture to him. “Cognitive issues?”

         
         “Uh, you know, we can talk about that later.”

         
         “But not too much later,” I said. My legs were getting back under me again.

         
         He put his hand out to shake mine. It was time for me to leave, for him to let me do the next part on my own. “No,” he said.
            “Not too much later.”
         

         
         I stood up. My vision focused. My head cleared, or at least it felt like it did.

         
         I looked down at the floor. My feet were still there. I was a little surprised.

         
         “So basically what you’re telling me,” I said, “is that I’m fucked.”

         
         Dr. Lipsey chuckled. I didn’t mind. I was not against a chuckle right there.

         
         “Yeah,” he said. “You’re fucked.”

         
         I shook his hand again, and then I left. I didn’t call anyone. I just drove to the precinct, sat at my desk for about twenty
            minutes, then got in my cruiser and decided to drive. I came to the intersection of I-85 and I-285. I looked up. And then
            I pulled over. And now here I am.
         

         
         Are you looking? Do you really see?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3.

         
         The hood of the cruiser is still warm. The fan’s still running, trying to cool the engine down. It’s hot out. I’d say it’s
            unseasonably hot for September, but this is just how hot Georgia is in September now, and will surely remain for the rest
            of my life, and my son’s life, and his son’s life. Every year’s just gonna get a little bit worse.
         

         
         How many times have I looked at Spaghetti Junction? Thousands—has to be. I used to sit traffic duty out here when I first
            joined the force. It’s always bumper-to-bumper here, especially if you’re trying to get on I-285. The McNeil family house
            is in the Old Fourth Ward, so I’m not usually up this far north, but Jessica grew up in Athens, so every time we’d go see
            her family, we’d get stuck right here trying to get back to the city.
         

         
         How many times did I sit in Bertha, my beloved Big Bertha, my light-blue 1992 Chevrolet Caprice, the indestructible monster
            I still drive today, right here at this interchange, with Jessica and Bishop sitting silently, waiting out the traffic while
            not really seeing a thing around me? How much did I miss? How much energy—how much time!—did I waste here? For nothing. I did not appreciate the family in my car, and I did not think about how someday we would be a family no more. I did not think about time on this earth and how fleeting it is. I did not think about how it looks up there, the stunning beauty of all that concrete and asphalt and human ingenuity, how truly beautiful it is, how truly beautiful it all is and, I realize now, always has been. I just sat there, caught up in dumb bullshit, paying attention only to things that do not matter, as life and hope—and beauty!—glided right past me. 

         
         And now, idiot, it’s too late.

         
         “Hey, Lloyd, that you?”

         
         A cop, one who apparently knows me by name, has pulled up behind me, which is probably what I would have done had I come across
            a man in khakis and a short-sleeved button-up sitting on top of a police car alongside the freeway in the middle of rush-hour
            traffic.
         

         
         He peers at me behind his Oakley sunglasses and cocks his head slightly to the left.

         
         “You all right, man? Uh, what you up to out here?”

         
         I’ve met Morgan a couple of times, Chris is his name, I think, and he is a friendly enough fellow, but it’s fair to say if
            you were to rank all the people in my life that I’d want to be the first person I saw after I found out I’m going to be dead
            in three months, he’d be unlikely to top the list.
         

         
         I turn to him.

         
         “I . . . I . . .” The words will not come. Have I even spoken before? Did I ever know how? I suddenly am not sure.

         
         Morgan lowers his Oakleys. His eyes are kind.

         
         “Ah, Lloyd,” he says, and he extends his hand to me. I take it, and he eases me off the hood. “Let’s get you out of this heat.”

         
         My feet hit the asphalt, which cracks a bit as two pebbles stick to the bottom of my shoe. I look at him.

         
         “Look at it, Morgan,” I say, pointing to that maze of roads in the sky. “Isn’t it incredible? Isn’t it just the most amazing
            thing you’ve ever seen?”
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            The Ten Gentle Edicts of Lloyd McNeil
Edict No. 1: This is going to happen to everyone. It’s OK.

         
         Bishop. Bish. Hey. It’s Dad.

         
         Remember when you asked me to help you with that paper about World War II in the fifth grade? When we did such a bad job that
            your teacher called me to make sure you weren’t a Nazi sympathizer? Yikes. That was my fault. You had a “not” in there, and
            I think I accidentally took it out, or maybe I put one in there that wasn’t supposed to be there, I really don’t remember,
            but whatever it was, we really messed it up. That’s your dad for you. Definitely a guy you should listen to for life advice,
            a guy whose words should be left for you as the lasting testament for you to remember him.
         

         
         So yeah: we’re not working in your old man’s comfort zone here. But, well, I got some pretty disturbing news yesterday, and I’m trying to work through it, and this might be the only way to do it. By the time you read this, whenever that is, you’ll already know what happened, so there’s no need to get into the details of it here. It doesn’t really matter anyway. I’m gone. I suppose it’s a good thing you won’t see me at the very end. It can get bad. Your grandfather told me how his dad, a proud man who’d rather you see him naked than scared, was a shell of himself at the end, how, right before the lung cancer got him, when it was all pain and rattles, he would get so terrified that he’d start shaking and crying and couldn’t even complete a sentence. Him and your grandpa didn’t talk much about real-life stuff, weren’t close like that, not the way you and I are. He figured it would be dignified at the end, that his dad would be on his deathbed, and he’d look at his son, your grandpa, and say, “Son, you’ve been a good son,” and Grandpa would say “Dad, you’ve been a good dad,” and they’d give each other a flinty nod and then he’d die and that would be that. But that’s not how it was. There was the horror of staring into the void—and a guy Grandpa had never seen before, shitting himself, all alone. 

         
         I won’t let you see me like that. You’re gonna have to remember me from this.

         
         I’m going to miss a lot. No prom. No graduation. No college—I wonder where you will go. Wherever you want, I bet. I won’t
            get to give you job advice, help you negotiate with your boss, how to let them know what your value is, how to let YOURSELF
            know what your value is. I’ll never see you bring home a girl, or a boy, I guess it could be a boy—my guess is it’d be a girl,
            but what do I know, it doesn’t matter anyway. I won’t see you get married. I won’t meet your kids. I won’t get to be a grandpa.
            It’s all going to happen without me.
         

         
         But that’s not why I want to write to you. This isn’t about me. This is about you. This is about you, losing a dad, losing
            someone who loves you more than he would have thought anyone could ever love anything. Your grandpa and I didn’t always get
            along, and one of the main reasons I’ve tried so hard to be the best dad I could to you was because it was so hard for him
            to do the same for me. He couldn’t get out of his own way—I know that now. But he was still there. He screwed up a lot. He
            wasn’t the best dad. But he WAS there. I have to give him that. He didn’t leave. He always showed up. He was always there.
         

         
         But I can’t even do that for you.

         
         So I thought I might just sit down and write down what I can, while I can, the things that might help you, things you can
            turn to because you won’t be able to turn to me. That’s what this is. I don’t know if it will help. I don’t know if any of
            this will even be good advice. But I know I need to do it. I’ve got to be for you as long as I’m able—even after I’m gone.
         

         
         Feel free to reject all of this. It might just be the rants and ramblings of a scared, sad middle-aged man. It probably is.

         
         But I think I need to do it.

         
         My first gentle edict is a simple one: This is going to happen to everyone. It’s OK.

         
         Do not let my death be bigger for you than it should be. I am going when you are still too young. Thirteen might be the worst
            possible age for a child to lose a parent. I am sorry about that.
         

         
         But it shouldn’t sink you. Everybody loses their parents eventually. That’s a good thing. That’s all any parent could hope
            for—to go before their kids. This is the natural order of things. Parents die. All your friends’ parents are going to die,
            just like their parents are going to die, if they haven’t already.
         

         
         The timing stinks, I won’t deny that. But what you’re going through, it’s not unique to you. It’s just happening to you first.
            This can make you useful. You can help people, when they go through it, because you will already have. They’ll turn to you,
            because you will understand.
         

         
         You have so much life ahead of you, and that life won’t stop because of this. It’s gonna hurt. It’s gonna hurt a lot. It makes
            me want to scream, it’s going to hurt so much. But it’s not the end. It’s not even unusual.
         

         
         You’re going to be OK.

         
         All right. That’s the first one of these. I don’t know if this helped you. But it did help me.

         
         So thank you.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            4.

         
         “This shit is so good, Dad,” Bishop says as he slurps down a piece of tuna sashimi, a piece of seaweed dangling off his left
            lip. I don’t dare tell him to brush it off. He is so happy, here, perhaps never more purely a blissful kid than he is when
            he is eating sushi. I want him to savor every second without me hectoring him about something. “Can you imagine what this
            tastes like in Japan?”
         

         
         I sit across from him at MF Sushi in Inman Park, pouring more sake into the little ceramic cup thing they give you. I never
            understand why they make those so small. Do they not have glasses in Japan? Are their hands unusually small or something?
         

         
         Bishop, who always loves to make fun of me for not liking sushi, like I’m a ’60s dad who thinks Paul McCartney’s hair is too
            long, tells me that there’s a certain kind of sushi that will kill you if it is prepared improperly. “They have it at this
            restaurant, I think,” he says. “Want to order it, Dad? Let’s roll the dice.” Can you imagine dying in between an Orange Theory
            and a CVS? Because you ate the wrong piece of fish?
         

         
         But I’m here, just like I’m here every Wednesday night, because this is the night every week I get with Bishop, and this is where he always wants to go. His stepdad Gary got him into sushi, always raved about how he fell in love with the great sushi restaurants of New York City back when he lived there in his twenties, when he was trying to make it as a writer before he moved back to Atlanta and took a job working for the parks department. Gary went on and on about this when I first met him a few years ago, that night at the Mexican restaurant around the corner from where Jessica was living back then, the night she told me that she’d met someone. She said we both knew this day was going to come, that I really should start dating, c’mon, Lloyd, it has been a few years, and then all of a sudden he was there, introducing himself, complaining about the Silicon Alley media economy of the early aughts and letting me know he still thinks he’s got a book in him someday, telling me he had been intimidated to meet the cop ex-husband but this has all been great, hasn’t it? I shook his hand and nodded along to his stories and said good night and told Jessica it was fine, nice guy, I’m happy for you, and then I walked them out to their car, waited until they drove away, and then went back inside and drank until the guy who runs the place asked me if it was OK if they closed up for the evening. Nobody ever tells a cop to leave. 

         
         At a certain point, Bishop knocks over the plastic container that says bishop on the side, holding the Invisalign he took out of his mouth to eat.
         

         
         “Don’t lose that thing,” I say. “Your mom is still mad at me for last time.”

         
         “She wasn’t mad at you, she was mad at me,” he says, holding an industrial-size glass of Sprite with both hands. “You always
            think she’s mad at you. You always think everyone’s mad at you.”
         

         
         I stare at him. A thirteen-year-old boy is quite a creature, a lunatic mix of total lack of self-awareness and an extreme,
            almost crippling self-consciousness; it’s an age where you react to everything you do about ten, fifteen seconds after you
            do it. He is growing fast, almost too fast for his body to catch up, with his legs and hands now far too big for his torso,
            like he’s constantly bumping into himself.
         

         
         Yesterday, it was yesterday, this was a scared boy in the crowd after a United game, grabbing and holding my left leg like the wind would lift him up and
            float him away if he were to let go.
         

         
         He still knows nothing, but now at some level he knows he knows nothing, and thus he assumes the pose of knowing everything. But then there are moments when he is still a child, and he will see something that delights him, and his face will light up and he will bounce around the room like he is Daffy Duck. He is thirteen years old. 

         
         “I don’t think your mom is always mad at me,” I tell him. “I think your mom has enough on her plate without worrying about
            me.”
         

         
         “You’re kinda weird tonight, Dad,” he tells me, literally picking up the little bowl of soy sauce and drinking it straight,
            like a psychopath.
         

         
         “How’s that?” I say. I am trying really, really hard not to be weird.

         
         “You keep looking at my shirt, or something a few inches below my face,” he says. “I keep thinking I spilled something on
            myself.”
         

         
         “You did,” I say, looking at the growing pile of stray fish corpses scattered around his side of the table. Teenagers are
            so disgusting. “I’m starting to think you’re only so hungry because you keep missing your mouth.”
         

         
         “It’s sushi, Dad, it’s supposed to be messy,” he says, waving me off, along with the burgeoning toxic event he keeps dipping
            his sleeves into. “I don’t know, you’re just . . . weird. It’s like you’re off in your own little world.”
         

         
         “Sorry about that,” I say.

         
         He pops an edamame in his mouth, doesn’t even take it out of its pod, just tosses it in there and chews, then spits it into
            the wicker bowl. Also I think he’s chewing gum while he’s eating. So gross.
         

         
         Then he burps. “Whoa, excuse me,” he says, and then high-fives me.

         
         “Nice one,” I say.

         
         “Thanks, Dad,” he says, gives a little fist pump, and stands up. “I gotta pee!”

         
         He sprints past the sushi bar toward the bathroom like he’s the only person in the restaurant. Every time a kid pees, it’s
            a sudden, out-of-nowhere emergency.
         

         
         I watch him prance through and around the tables, his hair bouncing left and right. He hops down the hall, turns around a corner, and steps out of the way as a woman comes out of the bathroom. Bishop makes a big theatrical here-madam-let-me-lay-my-jacket-over-this-puddle-for-you gesture as he steps backward, and she laughs. He makes eye contact with me, shrugs like a silent movie actor, turns around the corner, and disappears as he closes the door behind him. I love him so goddamn much. 

         
         I sit and I stare, still seeing his outline, his eyes, his hair, his grin, still there. I sit and I stare. I know where he
            is. But it still feels like I cannot find him. It feels like he is gone.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            5.

         
         Jessica knew we weren’t supposed to be married earlier than I did. She helped me deal with it.

         
         We’d met on a dating app, a librarian from Athens and a cop from Atlanta, two normal lonely people with two normal lonely
            jobs. She was quieter when we first met, more recessive, more likely to keep dating a guy because he had a steady job and
            a full head of hair and was kind to her. I didn’t really know much about who she really was back then, and she didn’t either—neither
            one of us were thinking much about that. We were both in our late twenties. I loved her, and I think she loved me. I was nice
            to her, and she was nice to me, and it’s hard to find people who are just nice to each other. We felt grateful we’d found
            each other, which at the time we thought was enough but was never going to be—at least not for her.
         

         
         I just wasn’t enough for her. I know that now. We’ve talked about it. It’s fine.

         
         Jessica had a steady family life and a happy childhood in Athens, and I, uh, didn’t always, which made the two of us stick
            together almost for theoretical reasons: we wanted not to be the sort of people who split up more than we actually wanted
            to be together. We didn’t have knock-down, drag-out fights, because knock-down, drag-out fights required more passion than
            either of us could muster. Every day we were together was a rational decision for her: Will today be better if I just stay with him? That question kept ending with a yes, but eventually, she realized that the problem was, she kept asking it. She wanted more out of the world—expected more out of the world—than I did. 

         
         It’s all right. I’m really OK with it. I couldn’t admit it to myself then, but I knew it, really, the whole time.

         
         But we had him, Bishop, and that kept it going longer than it probably should have. Even as we grew further apart, as her
            world expanded and mine contracted, we always had Bishop. “You’re such a good dad,” she would always tell me, and she always
            said it in a way that sounded like she was saying it to herself more than she was saying it to me.
         

         
         Even now, when we have nothing else in common, Jessica and I can talk for hours about Bishop.

         
         I hadn’t known if I’d be a good father or not. I had certainly vowed to be, like so many other sons like me, sons who had
            tough demanding fathers, sons who would sit in their room and hide, trying to be quiet, to disappear, promising themselves
            that when they have a son, when they are a dad, they’ll treat them right—they’ll be a good dad. I won’t scream, I won’t drink, I won’t call my son a pussy all the time.
         

         
         That was the word Major Lawrence McNeil would use: pussy. He didn’t use pussy as a term of direct address; it wasn’t, like, on our Christmas card. It’s just what he was forever imploring me not to be.
         

         
         Oh, don’t be a pussy, it’s just a spider.

         
         Christ, kids crash their bikes all the time, why are you being such a pussy about this?

         
         Those kids are always going to be targeting you because you’re the son of the chief of police. You have to show them you’re
               not a pussy! They’ll never respect you until you do.

         
         But I dunno. I guess I was a pussy? I might have just been a pussy.

         
         Bish never knew his grandfather. I suppose I am grateful? But I am not sure.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            6.

         
         I stare at the television. There is an ad for another pharmaceutical product. I take another sip of bourbon, Buffalo Trace.
            I drink my bourbon on the rocks, sometimes even with some Diet Coke, I don’t need to impress anybody.
         

         
         The actors in these pharmaceutical commercials all look happy. They make you want to be happy. To be healthy. To be well.
         

         
         I see all these people, and all these commercials, and all these drugs. All this effort! All this money! Scientists working
            in big labs, wearing the goggles and lab coats, pouring things into beakers, lighting Bunsen burners, wearing big green plastic
            gloves, working jobs they spent years in college studying for, amassing unfathomable student debt, building their whole lives,
            a family, a new car, a big house, finally getting those loans paid off, around the construction of these little pills. Then
            they spend years testing these little pills, trying to see if they work, making sure there’s nothing in them that will kill
            you, and then when they’re satisfied that they’ll work and that they won’t kill you, they give them a name and they go out
            to sell them, and then they hire actors, some of those actors are British, and they make commercials, and they tell the actors
            to smile, above all smile, let everybody know that someday, if you take this pill, you will not suffer, you will not hurt
            so much, that maybe, just maybe, you will not die. All this brainpower, all this time, all this money, all these drugs, all
            this effort, all done in the name of making you believe that you will be better, that everything you feel, the weariness in your bones, the pull of gravity on your skin, the erosion of your body, the decline of your spirit, it can be reversed, or at least stalled. You can look like these people! They look so beautiful! They look so happy! That could be you! 

         
         All this effort. All this effort. And it all ends the same.
         

         
         We are all going to die, no matter how much Rinvoq we take. It’s happening. Maybe you go peacefully in your bed at the age
            of ninety-eight. Maybe you get cancer. Maybe you fall down the stairs and break your neck. Maybe the UFOs come and wipe us
            all out. Maybe it’s an Evil Dead tree in your brain. It’s happening. I’ve always known this. We all have.
         

         
         The lightning bolts have been bad tonight.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            7.

         
         “So lemme get this straight, Lloyd . . .”

         
         Officer Perkins is a thick-necked squat who’s been down south for about a year now after being run out of his Jersey precinct
            for what he ominously described as “an unfortunate rest stop incident.” Perkins is one of those mouthy young cops who hasn’t
            gotten his nose broken by somebody here yet but is gonna. He, and the rest of us, and really the city of Atlanta, will all
            be a lot better off when he does.
         

         
         “Lloyd here, after working here for, shit, fifty years now, however old he is, how the fuck old are you by the way, just decides yesterday that he’s gonna go just sit on his squad car and stare at 285,” Perkins says. He is
            standing in the middle of our office, raising his voice and gesturing like he has everybody’s full attention, though none
            of the guys are looking at him, which is only making him raise his voice more. “Motherfucker just gets out of his squad car
            and squats down on the hood! To look at the freeway! You go blank on us? We need to get you into a home?” He has a wide, meaty
            nose. It would crack and flatten in a most satisfying manner.
         

         
         I wondered if anyone would even know, or care, what happened with Morgan yesterday. I should have known: police precincts
            are like high school locker rooms, we’re all catty little bitches, nothing stays quiet around here. I don’t look up from the
            reports I’ve been mindlessly filling out. I stopped a guy for speeding a few days back, before I saw Dr. Lipsey, a million
            years ago.
         

         
         “He’s not the one beating it to Grindr all day like you.” The room erupts. Perkins smirks, but he also shrinks and walks away. From behind me, my partner emerges, Senior Officer Wynn Anderson. He’s a young guy, transferred here a couple of years ago from Athens, a real up-and-comer in the force who’s nevertheless currently stuck with a middle-aged legacy cop who hasn’t sought a promotion in fifteen years as a partner. Anderson sits at his desk, across from mine. He’s a massive kid, with a big thick beard and a broad chest, and the hours he has been putting in at the gym since moving to Atlanta are paying off: there’s no baby fat on him anymore. He is, as Bishop said when Anderson came with us to sushi one time, “swole.” He looks like an upside-down Trivial Pursuit wedge. But there is a kindness to him that everyone picks up on immediately. I’ve always found that the biggest, burliest, most intimidating cops are the nicest, calmest ones, like they’ve learned how to control their anger their whole life because if they hadn’t, they’d have snapped some guy’s neck years ago. It’s the little ones you gotta worry about. 

         
         Anderson’s big break came a couple of years back, when he was the responding officer to a scary hostage event in Athens. Anderson
            got in there, subdued the crazy woman who had pulled a gun in a pharmacy, and got everybody out of there in one piece. Made
            him a bit of a celebrity cop for a while, which got our people up to Athens trying to recruit him and bring him down here—lot
            of good press to be had for hiring a high-profile white cop everybody likes, here in the big city. Joke was on him, though.
            Atlanta’s a lot less exciting than he imagined, particularly in one of the city’s safest neighborhoods. He thought he’d be
            out keeping the streets clean. Instead he’s busting speeders, responding to noise complaints, writing tickets for underage
            drinking, and listening to me talk about my kid.
         

         
         Anderson opens up a Tupperware container and takes out two sad, wet pieces of what might have once been grilled chicken. He
            sees my revulsion. “Gotta keep it lean today,” he says. “It’s leg day.”
         

         
         “You know me, I consider every day leg day,” I say.

         
         He takes his chicken-type substance over to the microwave, starts it up, and walks back over.

         
         “So,” he says, “you all right? What was yesterday about? Morgan said you were pretty out of it out there.”
         

         
         I like my partner, I admire my partner, he may well be running this place someday, but I am not ready to talk about this with
            him.
         

         
         “Yeah, uh, the AC in the cruiser conked out on me, and I got a little sweaty in there,” I say. “Just pulled over to get a
            little bit of air. Morgan just happened to pass by when I was outside the car. I had been just about to leave.”
         

         
         Anderson looks at me skeptically. I’m a shitty liar, always have been. The hard part of lying is remembering all the lies you told to get you to the current one. It’s more work to keep all the lies straight than it is just to tell
            the truth in the first place. I’m honestly surprised people do it so often. It’s exhausting.
         

         
         “Uh-huh,” he says. “I hadn’t noticed any issues with the AC.”

         
         “Yeah . . .” I say. “Must have been a battery thing or something. I’ll take it into the shop this week to make sure. Gonna
            be hot out there next week.”
         

         
         The microwave beeps, and Anderson gives me a you’re-full-of-shit-but-whatever head shake as he gets up and walks into the
            kitchen. “To be continued, Lloyd,” he says.
         

         
         I’m sure that chicken is going to smell like boiled piss when he gets back, so I finish up my paper on the speeder and walk
            it over to put it in the plastic folder outside my CO’s office.
         

         
         She’s in there, watching Braves highlights on her phone. She does love her Braves. She sees me through the window, nods, and
            waves me over. She doesn’t look up as I walk in and sit down at her desk.
         

         
         “Did you see that game last night?” Ellis says, still staring at her phone. “Them boys are rolling right now.”

         
         Sergeant Desiree Ellis, or “Ellis,” as she has always demanded we all call her, is the only person in this precinct who has been here as long as I have. She’s also the only one, other than me of course, who was here when my dad was still in charge. We were briefly partners back then, back before she zoomed past me and everybody else up the ranks, and she had a way of doing everything in a way that made her look great and made me look bad, at least in Dad’s eyes. She wasn’t doing it on purpose, or at least I don’t think so. The job just meant more to her, more than it ever could to someone like me, who was born into it, who never had a choice. She told me once, back when we talked about things like this, that she was watching the news as a teenager and saw that the chief of police was a Black woman. Her name was Beverly Harvard, she was the first Black woman to ever be the chief of police of a major American city, she was in charge when the bomb went off during the Olympics. “I saw her and thought, ‘I want to be her, I want to be the boss,’” Ellis told me. Dad, shortly after taking over for Beverly Harvard himself, saw that ambition instantly. He recognized it as yet another thing his son lacked. 

         
         Which is one of the many reasons she’s sitting at that desk right now, and I’m sitting across from her.

         
         “I didn’t, no,” I say. “I guess they won?”

         
         “Right,” she says, putting the phone down, glancing at me, then looking at her computer screen. “I forgot, soccer guy. How’s
            the boy?”
         

         
         “Huge,” I say. “Gonna eat me out of house and home. I think he literally grew out of his shoes while we were having dinner
            last night.”
         

         
         “That happens,” she says. She just sent her second son off to college. Her kids are too smart to become cops.

         
         “Don’t sweat that report, it’s some speeder off McClendon I tagged a few days ago, I just forgot to log it,” I say.

         
         “You know I’m just gonna have the GSU intern plug it into the computer anyway,” she says, sipping coffee from a mug that says
            “Stupid People Keep Me Employed,” with a picture of handcuffs on it. “Though the little shit’s so lazy I’m going to have to
            remind him twenty times. None of these kids want to work.”
         

         
         “We didn’t either,” I say.

         
         “Well, you didn’t.” She briefly peers down her glasses at me before going
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