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			Advance Praise for A Jacket Off the Gorge

			“Fascinating and brilliantly written, A Jacket Off the Gorge invites readers in for an intimate view of a seductive sociopath’s dangerous mind and his wicked deceptions that lead to catastrophic events.”

			—Leslie Rule, author of A Tangled Web

			“Compelling! Part fascinating true crime story and part soul-baring memoir. Susan Ashline’s A Jacket Off the Gorge is redolent of Norman Mailer’s classic Pulitzer Prize–winning book, The Executioner’s Song. I was hooked from beginning to end. Loved it!”

			—Jim Tracy, author of Sworn to Silence
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			Introduction

			This is the story of my life where it intersects with the life of Jon Fontaine, a man who was hiding stolen treasure and a severe criminal past. Why did I get involved with someone with such a reprehensible background? The answer is simple: I didn’t know about it. I was already hooked by Jon when he gave me a watered-down version of his criminal history. It seemed so out of character, which led me to believe he was a changed man…so his past didn’t matter. I didn’t ask much about it at the time. I wanted to believe the bond I felt with Jon was real; I wanted it to be lasting. No one wants to think someone will break their heart or steal their $50,000.

			I learned the crime details only when I set out to write this book, traveling to multiple jurisdictions, talking to people, and collecting thousands of pages of court documents. This book is written from interviews with Jon; police statements by witnesses, victims, co-defendants, and co-conspirators; parole, criminal, and civil court documents and transcripts; personal and police video and audio recordings, letters, texts, and emails; and my own journal entries. Most of the conversations depicted are taken from these sources word-for-word. Some are near-accurate, taken from my notes and Jon’s recollection. To enhance scene building, some conversations that were originally carried out in texts or emails are portrayed as happening in person. I did not take fact-checking lightly and did my best to verify every piece of information. As a broadcast journalist for more than twenty-five years and an author of a true crime book, verifying information was natural for me. Plus, courts and crime had been my beat for a while. I’d spent nearly every day at the Hall of Justice covering hearings and trials, thinking I’d learned just about everything there is to know about the criminal justice process. While living this tale with Jon Fontaine, I became surprised at how much I didn’t know. Those in the legal community repeat the cavalier response: “The criminal justice system isn’t perfect.” That’s true, but to a far greater degree. I believe the criminal justice system is a systemic failure at every level.

			Why did I remain in a relationship with Jon? That answer isn’t as easy. I don’t have one, but I bounce around several theories. The one that makes the most sense is that I believed most of what Jon was showing me and setting me up to believe, even though I could identify isolated pieces that didn’t fit. I was a goldfish living in a fishbowl. All I knew was what Jon put in my bowl: a bridge, colored gravel, some plastic trees, and a live Java fern—just enough of something real to make me believe my surroundings. But unfortunately, my life with him was whatever he designed my experience to be. One day, the fishbowl shattered. As I flopped on the floor, among shards of glass, I was stunned to see there’d been all sorts of things happening around me, of which I’d been utterly unaware: a kitchen counter, cupboards, people, a cat, a toaster, windows with trees beyond them…

			I beat myself up over being fooled by him, until I realized that police had also been fooled. Police, parole, corrections officers, attorneys, and judges—those whose job it is to study and understand the criminal mind, who worked with criminals every day of their career, were easily taken in by Jon’s lies. He fooled virtually everyone who crossed his path.

			Jon boasted he was “baaaad, like Jesse James.”

			Things didn’t end well for Jesse James, either.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Ghost

			True Crime

			AUGUST 28, 2000

			Jon locked eyes on the border crossing and took off sprinting, a Canadian Mountie screaming, “Stop!” in the distance. His buddy Eddie* raced alongside him—flap flap flap flap—the sound of baggy denim pant cuffs slapping against each other. All Jon could focus on was getting past the border—his thoughts drowned out by the whipping of pant legs and his own huffing breath. The teens had done all they could do to outrun Canadian police, knowing the boundary could mean freedom or imprisonment in a foreign country. Jon Fontaine had violated probation by leaving the United States and was about to get caught in another country, with a backpack stuffed with cash for a major drug buy.
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			At seventeen, Jon had a robust weed-selling business, moving more than $30,000 worth of marijuana monthly. He went to high school sometimes, but the school desk was something to rattle his leg under while his mind drifted to more rousing matters. Logistically planning his drug trafficking provided the intellectual stimulation he craved. It also paid rolls of cash and bought a twisted sort of respect.

			Jon grew up in an area so sparsely populated that it could be a long walk to the nearest neighbor’s house—rural Wayne County in Upstate New York. While it had pockets of commerce—novelty shops, fast food fare, gas stations—there were vast stretches of nothing but apple orchards, farm markets, and roadside stands. People who lived in Wayne County were commonly picked on for being country folk and mocked as “315ers,” referring to the county’s area code. The derision came mostly from those living in neighboring Monroe County, in the crowded city of Rochester and its suburbs. Yet many of those same people made Wayne County their day-trip getaway for a walk through a pumpkin patch or corn maze or a ride down the Erie Canal bike path. The county’s northern border of Lake Ontario was a big draw, offering views of what looked like an ocean stretching to infinity.

			Living in Wayne County bored Jon—as did most things—so it wasn’t difficult for two older boys to lure him into the drug trade in eighth grade, wowing him by fast financial gains and activating his intellectual acuity.

			Jon was more knowledgeable about marijuana than most thanks to an unlikely tutor. He called his friend’s father by his last name, Mr. Racey*, the formality belying a deeper bond, more of a father and son. Racey was a laid back hippie throwback. After coming home from the Vietnam War, he’d started stowing weed in truck wheels, making thirty-six-hour, nonstop, piss-in-a-jug trips to El Paso. He was moving so much of the stuff that he had to get a partner, a commercial driver’s license, and two semitrucks, selling about a hundred pounds of marijuana per weekend to bikers, lawyers, doctors—and, eventually, to Jon.

			In the spring of 2000, Jon lost interest in selling Racey’s cheap, low-grade Mexican brick weed. Seeking ways to free the bottlenecking of ideas and plans in his mind, he decided to change up his marijuana business by securing higher quality product. He got himself a storage unit a few miles from where he lived with his dad and younger brother, Pax*. The units were protected by a main gate passcode and barbed wire. He put a safe in the unit to secure his cash, weed, scales, and pipes. It eliminated worries of Dad finding drug paraphernalia in the house. Just a few months earlier, Jon had gotten busted after cutting a slit in the box spring of his bed and stuffed in marijuana, hand-blown pipes, a cigar box full of cash, and two digital scales he’d stolen from biology class.

			Unit 41 soon doubled as a party shack with a rug, tie-dye décor, pinup girl posters, a table and chairs, a television, a video game system, and a pricey stereo to play ska punk—an alternative rock blend of ska and punk music. Jon modified the unit by unscrewing its only light bulb and rigging an adapter for plugging in a myriad of electronics. Unable to figure a way to override the timer connected to the main light, he would have to turn the knob every thirty minutes to keep the power from going out.

			Unit 41 was a way for Jon to attract and keep friends, but the only ones it drew were the boys who distributed weed for him. They’d go to the unit to smoke, weigh and bag, and hang out.

			Jon pursued a connection to higher quality bud (also called “nugs”). The boys who’d gotten Jon into dealing weed were buying their stuff from a supplier in a nearby village. Mateo* would take bus trips to Texas and tote back weed in duffel bags. Jon heard Mateo had found a Canadian connection and started bringing back nugs from Canada that were rock hard and looked like acorns. The denser the nugs, the better the quality. It was just what he needed.

			Mateo was a fair-skinned Hispanic. A short guy, what he lacked in height he made up for in ornamentation. He was a peacock—a flashy dealer who wore heavy, thick gold chains and medallions. Mateo had multiple homes and vehicles, including a car with color-changing paint. He was arrogant and intimidating. And Jon had designs on him as a partner.

			Hoping to impress Mateo, Jon went to the dealer’s house, presented a brick of cash in a see-through storage bag, and slapped it on the kitchen table. “I’ll take whatever you got.”

			It wasn’t that simple. It was a struggle, a dance—a drug-peddler two-step of wits. And it worked. It made Jon look serious. Not only did he walk away with all the weed he could afford, but soon the two were collaborating. They worked out an agreement: Jon would get a better rate if he helped Mateo bring weed from Canada. Mateo presented it as an opportunity, and Jon took the bait, not grasping he would be an international drug smuggler—an extremely risky crime with serious consequences. Jon would have little to gain, but for Mateo, it would cut out almost all the risk.

			In May 2000, Mateo and Jon took their first trip together to the border, driving about four hours north. They spent the night at a hotel in Massena, New York, the northernmost part of the state.

			Mateo went over how everything would go down. They would drive to the Indian Reservation and call the Canadian connection. Once they got the green light, they’d drive up a dirt road and Mateo would drop off Jon. Jon would then follow what looked like an ATV trail through the woods until he reached a clear-cut and a pile of rocks, like a blockade in the middle of the trail. Once he crossed the rocks, he would be in Canada. He would follow a trail through a hayfield, and where it curved, there would be a car. Jon would hand the guy in the car a bag of cash and get a bag of weed in return.

			Morning came fast and without much sleep. Excited and full of adrenaline, Jon rode with Mateo to the St. Regis Mohawk Reservation where they ate breakfast at a Native American–themed restaurant complete with a stuffed black bear. Though he was one year shy of being able to gamble legally, Jon played electronic gaming machines at the restaurant’s casino until Mateo got word the Canadian connection was a go.

			Mateo drove up the dirt road and Jon got out. The sun almost directly overhead, he walked along, eyes wide at an impressive clear-cut that looked like a massive bulldozer had cut an endless gash across the land. On the US side was forest; on the Canadian side, hayfield and woods. The rock pile border was literally that—a load of melon-sized rocks dead center of the trail. He could’ve walked around either side. It was only as wide as a car. Instead, he climbed the rocks, stopping on top to look around. Jon was in the middle of nowhere—one foot in Canada, one in the US.

			As he followed the road into a hayfield that stretched to the horizon, he was self-assured and felt powerful, on the cusp of something important. The path curved, and on the bend, parked in the shade of the trees wasn’t a car—but a newer model, four-door pickup truck. He saw not one, but two people in the front seat, one a woman. Uncertainty crept into his head as she rolled down the window and said all of two words: “Get in.”

			Jon reluctantly opened the back door. He was shoving aside mounds of clutter to create room to sit, when he overheard the man behind the wheel talking on the phone: “He’s here.” That’s when he realized how alone he really was. Wide-eyed and silent, he experienced the first hint of worry that this might not go as planned. He swallowed his anxiety every time it crept up. Only one person knew he was there.

			The couple looked like modern-day hippies in their late twenties. The woman had jet-black hair while the man had a full head of red hair and a goatee, glasses, and a hat, looking like a music festival freak who’d done too much acid. He extended his arm into the back seat. “I’m Ghost.”

			They made small talk about Jon’s new role of drug mule, and it became clear the woman wasn’t just along for the ride. She was an equal partner. Ghost told Jon the bag was in the trunk, and then wrenched his head around, twisting his body in the seat to look Jon in the eye. “If anyone on the Canadian side rolls up on you, drop the bag and run to the US. Do not let anyone catch you on the Canadian side with weed.”

			Jon nodded slowly a couple of times, heeding the seriousness of the warning. He didn’t know if it meant being caught with weed on the Canadian side would result in a legal nightmare, or if it would be putting Ghost at risk. He walked around back and saw a black and white hockey bag that had to be five-feet long. You could stuff a body into it. Mateo had told Jon he didn’t have to check the bag; it was always good. When these suppliers bagged the weed, they’d stuff in extra grams. Mateo had said the suppliers had so much weed to move, he’d call Ghost and get $75,000 worth of marijuana, no problem. That was about fifty pounds. The most they could stuff into a hockey bag was twenty pounds.

			As soon as Jon lifted the bag, the truck disappeared.

			This time when Jon got to the rock pile border, he walked around it. At seventeen, he’d just pulled off his first international drug run, which amounted to little more than an hour walk in the woods. He enjoyed the rush he got. It was a high he’d be chasing for years.

			The pair drove straight back home, where they split up the load. Jon got five pounds for just shy of ten grand, which amounted to about a $6,000 discount. It meant he could undercut the other dealers, supplying his guys weed at a better price than anyone else.

			He started making more money than he could spend. He never ate at home anymore—not when there was cash to burn. He’d spend the night at friends’ houses and, instead of packing a night bag, simply buy new clothes the next day. He’d get the latest CD player for his car every couple of months and buy thousand-dollar gold chains. He went on a radio-controlled car kick, buying high-end, professional-quality RC cars. One day, he stopped in a hobby shop and the owner was showing video games to a couple of teenagers. Shelving wrapped around the room near the ceiling, displaying RC cars already assembled and painted, some with custom chrome rims. One caught Jon’s attention: a gas truck, chrome rims with street tires, and a rainbow metallic paint job like Mateo’s car.

			“How much?” he asked.

			It wasn’t for sale.

			“Name a price,” said Jon, whose windfall bought him extra confidence.

			The owner threw out a price tag that was easily a couple hundred dollars more than the car’s value. Jon pulled out a wad of cash. He wouldn’t forget the head-snapping of the kids at the counter.

			Spending money recklessly, he bought two new dirt bikes for just less than $14,000. He didn’t have anywhere to ride them, but the price tags came with bragging rights. He kept them in the storage unit. Jon threw parties at friends’ houses and paid for kegs of beer. He’d go on shopping sprees for his sixteen-year-old girlfriend, Hannah*, buying her clothes, cell phones, and jewelry, and sometimes leaving money on her fridge for the rest of her family.

			He’d smoke mountains of weed, smoke up friends, and carry bags of cash. As it became harder to hide his spending, Jon feared his dad would find out. Plus he had to hide the miles he was putting on the car. After studying the car manual and learning the speedometer cable plugged into the transmission and controlled the odometer, Jon unplugged the speedometer. No speedometer, no odometer. No more crazy miles.

			He ended up going over the border legally a few times to meet Ghost and his girlfriend for dinner and drinks. The couple clicked more with Jon than Mateo because Mateo came across as a cocky, wanna-be gangster—whereas Jon, with his sustained quiet demeanor, was more unassuming. Ghost and his girl spoke French. They lived in a French-named town of four or five words—Something-de-Something La Ville. Ghost hung out with bikers—not big, burly bikers, but skinny, slicked-back hair, tattooed, wifebeater-wearing bikers. As for drug runs, Jon made a few more with Mateo, paying a slight markup, doing all of the work, and assuming the most risk.

			Then everything fell apart.

			Mateo got arrested for carrying an unlicensed gun and went to jail. Jon began making solo trips to Canada, dealing with Ghost and the girlfriend on his own. Volume dropped sharply, because he was only picking up product for himself. Ghost offered to get him more drugs, but Jon had no way to distribute it. He was supplying almost a dozen lower-level dealers in eight communities. His markets were maxed out.

			Jon asked his friend Eddie to do a team trip with him. Eddie was about the same age as Jon. Jet-black hair, he was like a crow—dark and mysterious. And when he talked, it was as though he was carefully thinking out each word before speaking it.

			On August 28, Eddie was behind the wheel. They had camping gear in the back as a decoy, in case they were questioned by cops. They smoked weed on the drive, and then hid it under the floor mat. The boys headed north and did breakfast at the stuffed-bear Native American place. Jon showed off the casino, and they tried their luck at the slot machines until Ghost gave the go-ahead.

			The boys drove almost to the rock pile, mere feet from the Canadian border. Mateo would never have driven that far, but Jon was getting careless. The teens headed up the dirt trail, open land and blue sky overhead. On a normal day, Jon would walk until the path hooked slightly to the right, and Ghost would be waiting for him at the bend. But this would not be a normal day. Jon eyed something that hadn’t been there before: hay wagons. The boys were halfway up the road when, suddenly, pickup trucks drove out from behind the wagons, cutting across the fields and coming straight at them.

			“Turn around,” he instructed Eddie.

			Before long, the trucks caught up. One rode alongside the boys, keeping pace. “You boys American?” asked the driver, dressed casually in a T-shirt.

			“Yeah,” answered Jon. Playing dumb, he added, “Aren’t you?”

			“Nope. This is Canada.”

			“What do you mean? We’re in Canada?” Jon kept walking.

			The man pointed to the rock pile and told him that was the demarcation.

			“Really?” said Jon. “I thought there would be a fence or something.”

			Eddie never said a word. The teens walked with their eyes trained on their car, parked several hundred yards away. The man made small talk, pulled a funny-looking, flat pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, and steered the truck with his elbow while trying to open it. He offered them a smoke.

			“No, we’re good,” Jon replied. “We don’t smoke.” He picked up his pace, all the while trying to figure out how to buy time to get close enough to the border to dash across it. He could never outrun a truck.

			The driver commanded, “Stop,” and then got out of his truck. The vehicles following behind also stopped, and two men emerged. Jon and Eddie did an about-face and stood frozen when they saw that all three men had guns on their hips.

			“What are you? Cops?” asked Jon.

			That’s when they identified themselves as Royal Canadian Mounted Police. Jon started walking again and flippantly asked, “Where’s your hat and horse?”

			“They’re only for ceremonies. You need to stop walking.”

			The agent warned that he’d already called US Border Patrol, but Jon stepped it up, his heart beating as fast as his pace, and he could hear Ghost in his head telling him not to get caught on the Canadian side. He gave Eddie a stern command—“Run!”—and took off as fast as he could. Once they made it past the rock pile, they’d be on American soil and the Canadian police couldn’t touch them. Freedom was there, within reach. It was only about a football field away.

			They ran to the sound of Eddie’s pant cuffs whipping against each other, interrupted by shouts from the Canadian police. Jon didn’t know if they were still in pursuit. He wouldn’t look behind; it was all he could do to sprint with a bulky bag slung over his shoulder. A few feet from the pile, the boys didn’t hesitate. They scrambled atop errant boulders blown around the rock pile, lurching backward, and then forward, almost to the ground. They made it.

			Jon slung his backpack to the ground with a thud. Eddie bent over and rested his hands on his thighs. Jon stood tall, wiping sweat from his hair, waiting for his breathing to slow. Startled, he heard a noise. A pair of Border Patrol vehicles raced toward them. Jon looked behind and saw the Canadian police standing at the rock pile. Neither direction was safe.

			A New York State police vehicle joined the others, and soon troopers and Border Patrol agents were approaching on foot. One started in on them. “What are you boys doing here?”

			Despite struggling to catch his breath, Jon sounded remarkably calm. “We were just out for a hike, sir.”

			“Mind if we take a look in your car?”

			“Go ahead,” said Jon, with strategic confidence that made people think he had nothing to hide.

			Camping gear landed on the ground after the agent tossed it from the back seat.

			“Spur of the moment, we decided to go camping in the Adiron­dacks,” said Jon.

			“Long ways from the Adirondacks!” shouted the agent from the car.

			“We just kept driving. We thought the Adirondacks came up this far. It looked like it did on the map.”

			Tearing through the car, the agent held up a bong and hollered, “Whose is this?”

			It took a pregnant pause for Eddie to respond, “It’s…mine.”

			The boys watched nervously as the agent checked the cup holders, and then began going through the glove box. The officer arched his back as though ready to exit the passenger side, but instead took a step back and bent farther into the car, placing his torso on the floor. He pulled up the floor mat. “And this?” he asked, holding up the bag of weed they’d brought to smoke on the way. Without taking his eyes off him, the agent walked over to Jon. “Let’s take a look at what you’ve got in that bag.”

			Jon was too anxious to move, almost too anxious to breathe while watching the agent’s hand navigate the zipper, exposing the edges of green paper, then wads of bills.

			“What’s all the money for?”

			Jon had his story. “I brought it for Eddie to gamble at the casino.”

			“No, you didn’t,” said the agent. “I know exactly what you were doing. We’ve been watching that spot for a long time now. We know someone’s been crossing there. We got ya.”

			They didn’t get me—Jon had to force down his thoughts to keep them from busting out his mouth. They got nothing. They got weed, and they got a bong. Some cash. That’s nothing. Cash isn’t illegal.

			“Get in your car and follow me,” ordered the agent, pointing at Eddie. He tossed up his head at Jon. “Not you. You’re ridin’ with me.” From his waistband, he drew handcuffs and secured Jon’s wrists.

			A five-vehicle law enforcement convoy made its way back down the dirt track, out to the road, through the reservation. Jon took a last look at the stuffed-bear Native American place from handcuffs.

			At the Fort Covington Border Station, agents converged on Eddie’s car, pulling everything out, scanning the tires and checking under the hood. The kids sat in the station with a trooper who typed a report while asking questions. “Why didn’t you cross at the border station?”

			Another trooper was testing the bag of weed and weighed it: half ounce.

			“We…” Jon was distracted watching the agent tag the bag. “We didn’t know we crossed the border, ma’am,” he said in his cop-calming voice, which was always sweeter for the females. “I never would’ve left the country intentionally. I’m on probation.” He looked around the open room of desks and busy people, and craned his neck to see if the cops who’d been searching Eddie’s car were headed inside.

			“What are you on probation for?” she asked.

			“Unauthorized use of a motor vehicle.”

			“You stole a car?”

			“No,” said Jon, shaking his head. “It wasn’t like that. My uncle gave my dad a car to give me when I got my license. I took the car, but I didn’t have my license yet. This was last year. My dad called the cops and told ’em I didn’t have permission to drive the car and had me arrested.” He threw up two fingers. “Twice.”

			That was the story he’d tell for years. He left out the part that he’d broken into another car and stole a CB radio and cell phone, and then stole the license plate and put it on his dad’s car. And it wasn’t his dad who’d blown him in. Police had pulled Jon over for a traffic violation and ran the stolen plate.

			The trooper charged Jon with unlawful possession of marijuana and for illegally entering the country, because he came back into the US without going through a border station. Troopers hauled the pair away in a patrol car, heading to a judge for arraignment. A few miles down the road, the car slowed, and Jon was puzzled at the sight of a yard with nearly every inch taken up by lawn ornaments: weathered, cheap pink flamingos; gnomes and trolls; plastic lawn jockeys; colorful pinwheels and spinners; and life-sized wooden yard silhouettes. The scene got more peculiar when they pulled in and parked there.

			A trooper led the boys through a maze of clutter to what appeared to be an old bedroom transformed into an office, with books and papers piled high. An older man in plain clothes walked through what appeared to be his living room and sat at the desk, his eyes barely visible over messy piles of documents. Presumably the judge, he rattled off charges.

			Jon asked if he could simply plead guilty, pay the fines, and be done with it. He opened his backpack, counted the cash, and paid his and Eddie’s fines on the spot. He felt smug. He’d outwitted them all.

			Later, Jon tried calling Ghost to find out what happened, but never heard from him.
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			Back at home, there was a rap on the door. Jon wasn’t surprised to see his probation officer, who’d made regular stops to check on him. But this time, Jon’s “hello” was met with a surly look. The officer knew what had happened at Fort Covington. The guilty plea to possessing marijuana made for a probation violation, as did skipping the country without permission. Jon was already facing a charge of selling marijuana from earlier in the year. Now, he faced a court date for his probation violations.

			In court the next month, Jon pleaded guilty to a single, reduced charge of possessing marijuana, and was sentenced to six months in jail. Had he been taken to serve his sentence at that time, the next series of events would not have occurred. But the judge made an unusual decision. He gave Jon until October 2 to get himself booked into jail to start the sentence.

			It was a decision that began the unraveling of Jon’s future.

		

	
		
			You Never Know Where You’re Going to Wind Up

			SPRING 2011

			I’d barely sat in what had become my designated weather-beaten lawn chair in her yard, when Lynn*, carrying an open laptop, leaped from the porch, catching her sandal in a wooden plank and taking a rag-doll flop to the ground. Straightening herself, she announced, “He’s at the corner store all the time.”

			Lynn worked at the store in Marion, about a fifteen-minute drive from where I lived in Ontario. Both were in Wayne County. Marion had fewer than five thousand residents. It was a lot of farm land, along with a main road sprinkled with houses and a school. Ontario wasn’t much bigger—about ten thousand citizens, one almost fully abandoned shopping plaza, and a single grocery store.

			“I’ve been watching him,” said Lynn, plunking the laptop onto the patio table. “His last girlfriend was in her forties. They broke up. He’s a businessman…owns rental properties…” She tapped the keyboard with intensity that shook her hair into her face and kept trying to stuff the loose hair behind her ear. “Damn it! This picture won’t go any bigger.”

			I peered over the laptop. She’d brought up the businessman’s social media page. He looked young, standing on a cliff with his shirt off, head down, bad posture bowing out his abdomen. “How old is he?” I asked, trying to interpret her frenzy.

			“Probably late twenties,” she said, fishing around his profile.

			“So…you’re doing business with him? You’re trying to set him up with someone?”

			“For you,” she replied with an unshakable smile. “I think he’d be good for you, Susan.”

			I felt a little annoyed that she would consider someone this young as a potential match for me. “Could he be in his thirties?”

			“No.”

			“No way. I can’t do twenties. Are you crazy? Is he even good looking? I can’t tell what he looks like.”

			“He is good looking,” she replied enthusiastically. “I promise.”

			“Absolutely not. He’s way too young.”

			My words slapped the smile off her face. Lynn closed the laptop and didn’t bring up the subject again.

			The next afternoon, after forcing myself to get up and dress, I logged into my social media account and saw a message from the stranger she’d been pushing on me less than twenty-four hours earlier: JT Fontaine, who I’d later learn was named Jon. His message came with a request to add him as a friend to my social media page. My list of friends was just that, friends, but simple curiosity prevented me from deleting his request. I clicked “confirm” and began viewing his profile. Lynn swore he was clean shaven, yet there were pictures of him with a beard and mustache, a deal-breaker for me. My guy friend, a serial dater, labeled it “crooked eyelash,” an insignificant characteristic you can’t get past. Facial hair was my crooked eyelash, and Lynn knew it. My idea of “good looking” was clean shaven. I didn’t know what to believe: photo evidence or a woman grown tired of babysitting my grief marathon, anxious to turn it into a relay and pass off the baton.
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			I didn’t understand why I was suffering so soundly from my breakup. I wasn’t in love with Drew*. In our three years together, we never fought, and I knew that wasn’t a good sign. I wasn’t comfortable enough in our relationship to open my mouth about anything. Yet, I was known for holding back nothing.

			Drew had dumped me on a Tuesday at 11:13 a.m. by email. Subject line: I’m sorry. It was all drippy and full of protestations of deep love, but love of another kind. He said he felt about me more as a “sister.” That part could’ve been left out. He wanted me in his life forever, the email read. He hoped we’d stay friends and support each other [and share a drink from two straws, and skip through fields of daises together, all platonic, of course]. But he didn’t get to pick and choose the pieces of me that best served him. I would only have him all in or all out, and since I wanted a boyfriend and not a sibling, he was out. I wouldn’t have contact with him ever again, and he was not to contact me. I made that clear in a phone message when he didn’t pick up when I called.

			On the evening Drew digitally dumped me, and with my two kids gone for the night, I found myself alone and lost. With his exit went my routine. He’d robbed me of his kids and friends, too. A prisoner of my own thoughts, I flip-flopped on whether I loved or loathed him. All around were painful reminders of us that I couldn’t escape. Even my couch taunted me of nights we’d curl together, and I’d end up so warm and cozy that I’d next remember him shaking me awake by gently whispering the nickname he’d given me that I so despised, “Peanut… Peanut…”

			Soon after the breakup, I got hit with a double whammy. I was laid off from the newspaper where I worked as a columnist. My grief compounded, and it was showing on me physically. I became downright skinny. I knew I had to eat. I wanted to want to eat, but there was a persistent feeling of fullness in my stomach and a relentless emptiness in my heart. Like a security guard making rounds, I’d go to the refrigerator throughout the day, look fixedly inside, and then walk away empty handed. I made a conscious effort to plan every moment, only to learn I could leave my house but couldn’t leave my own head. I was held hostage to the torturous cycle of ruminating.

			I tried startling my brain back to life. I piloted a single engine plane, went white water rafting, zip lining, body surfing—anything to cause me to feel…anything. I was numb. I bought a ticket to hurl myself out of an airplane. Being hooked to a hottie at thirteen thousand feet was sure to do it. But it didn’t. The only emotion-jarring the skydive provided was one minute of freefall when my joyless brain was launched into a cosmic state of euphoria, and I yelled, “I love you, Chris!” to the instructor, only to be embarrassed and regretful once our feet hit dirt.

			I tried to date. If I went about life as normal, it would become normal, I reasoned. A paramedic piqued my interest on our first date, but Lynn looked him up online and found he’d been convicted of harassment two years earlier. I wouldn’t have a boyfriend with a criminal record. I cut him off.

			I did accept a second date with another guy and had every intention of keeping it, but in an about-face that surprised even me, I made up an excuse in the eleventh hour, and instead took my somber self to Lynn’s house, where I’d become a semipermanent fixture. During this time, my kids had been away for a couple of weeks. I didn’t want to be alone, so each day, I’d drive to Lynn’s house and sit. And while I sat, her life would go on around me, her boyfriend in and out, and her young son, Hunter*, at our feet. Lynn didn’t seem to mind my dispirited ever-presence.

			After weeks of mixed messages from the ex-boyfriend, including a text that he’d started counseling and flowers he handed my daughter at a track meet to deliver me, my forty-fifth birthday came, and with it a card from the ex containing lottery tickets: six dollar retail. Our relationship was boiled down to a value of three two-dollar scratch-offs, a consolation prize of sorts, one lottery ticket for each year as a couple. All three tickets were losers. It was an indisputable signal of the end.

			With intrigue, I skimmed Jon’s social media page. The most recent comments chronicled a back-and-forth dispute in punk lingo. As I read, I felt like an audience member embarrassed for the actors in a bad play unfolding on stage. And it was hard to miss the picture of the stripper pole in a living room of red leather furniture. This was shaping up to be not a crooked eyelash, but a face sprouting porcupine quills. It was too late to hide and play dead. He’d sent a message: Do you know Lynn Welch from Marion? She told me I was suppose to message you for some reason.

			I wasn’t suffering nearly as much. The layoff proved to be a needed break, and an opportunity to explore new career paths. The extreme sports opened a world of adventure. And Drew hadn’t been on my mind in a while. Well, I still thought of him, but in revenge fantasies: I would envision seeing him out at a bar with a group of people, smiling and acting like he was the most fascinating person alive, and then I’d walk up and stand there glaring him down. Maybe I’d spit on him.

			I replied to Jon’s message: Ah, Lynn. She is being a good friend and trying to find a nice guy for me, since I’ve been having a tough time with my breakup. Emotional pain, also bitter that I blew money on birthday gifts for my ex before he unceremoniously dumped me. The stuff great songs and poems are made of.

			JT: Lynn said, “i have a friend whos interested in you.” I told her i seem to hear that a lot from the market ladies. Im just a laid back guy trying to mind his own business. I have a remodeling company, some rental properties, my play time fruit farm, i plow snow in the winter, and i live with my two dogs. Occasionally use my social networking page to entice people i know to react…but right now im sitting out in my truck, at my podunk fruit farm, up on a clearing on a huge hill. Just let my dogs run wild. I am also a few weeks out of a crazy relationship. I used to write a newspaper column. Lynn told me you write a newspaper column and are taking flying lessons.

			Susan: She told you I was interested in you? How can I be interested in someone I don’t know and have never seen or met? She is trying to be helpful, but…oh my.

			I flew today.

			I was a newspaper columnist but I got laid off a few weeks ago. Lots of free time to think up and go on stupid and reckless adventures.

			Sitting in a truck on a fruit farm on a hill with dogs romping…and a lap top or phone with internet or apps. So…rustic. :)

			JT: Ah….I looked at a few of your pics. Saw the sky diving pics too. You’re doing all the things I always wished I had time to do. Excluding sailing a catamaran around the Caribbean. Skydiving? Looked into that. Out of Genesee County right? Been looking for time to go for a chopper ride out of Williamson Airport for over a year. Last month helped with a story about the airport and got a private tour.

			I wrote an opinion column for a year covering government ops and the oppressing disease of taxation. Now I just help occasionally. Went to work doing contract/consultant business, property and rail development work for about 6 or 8 months. Needed to shake things up in my life. Decided to go back to working for myself being a sawdust breathing, hammer swinging, estimate writing remodeler. Joined a gym again and have been going daily at 6 am. Enrolled in MCC to take some classes for the fun of it. One day I’d like to combine my development, construction and leasing knowledge to form a development company. Had the fruit farm 3, 4 years now. Its just my play thing though. Where I can go be a big boy playing with tractors in the dirt. I think that one day I’d like to grow Hops. Maybe have a micro brewery and a tasting room. I bought a camper two weeks ago and hauled it up on a hill out there. I talk about being rustic, using my phone as a hot spot to watch TV shows on my laptop next to a fire with a glass of some good red wine. Really roughing it with a dozen citronella candles, battery powered lights, and a bathroom.

			I live in Marion (bedroom community), and since there are no stores here, and I drive a massive diesel truck, I’m at the corner store 3 - 6 times a day. I see all the clerks daily. They’re always messing with me though.

			Where did you go to school, and when did you actually graduate?

			Susan: I’m 45. Based on your grad date that makes you about….way too young to be emailing me.

			Oh, I did the skydiving in Weedsport, if you wanted to look into it. You have to make time to do things. There’s always opportunity to carve some time for things you enjoy.

			JT: 45? Wow. Lynn didnt tell me that. Im 28. The woman i dated for nearly two yrs is in her forties. And no, no mommy issues. Just you never know where youre going to wind up.

			I can usually carve out time for dinner and drinks. Just short on time for jumping from planes.

			Susan: Freefall only lasts one minute.

			I sent Lynn a text that her matchmaking had gone horribly sour with confirmation the guy was sixteen years my junior. My phone rang immediately.

			“What’s going on?” her words jumped all over me.

			“I’m not dating someone in nappies.”

			“But you said you can talk to anyone for an hour.” Through her voice, I could see her pouting lips. “Just meet him. Please. Just for an hour.”

			How do you repay someone for renting you space in their mind and on their lawn chair for weeks? One favor wasn’t asking too much.

			I checked out Jon’s social media page again. His latest status update showed a picture of his phone in pieces, with a note about how he’d hammered it when it wasn’t getting reception, and rewarded himself with a new $600 phone.

			My second online impression of him was no better than the first—less so after reading what he’d written for his bio: It’s amazing how little people really know about each other. I’m baaaad, like Jesse James.
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			As I jumped off the front of a friend’s boat into a glistening path of sunlight on Lake Ontario, I couldn’t have imagined the bizarre, beautiful, tragic, and horrifying directions my life was about to take.

			While hoisting myself back onto the boat, my phone’s text notification sounded. It was Jon. We’d been having small talk through text and email. To me, he was mindless entertainment—a cheap diversion.

			Hey do u you want to hang out Friday? he asked.

			I was appalled and mystified. What did “hang out” mean? Had this become the standard way of asking someone on a date, or was it dating protocol for twentysomethings? Having been in long-term relationships and once married, I’d never been part of the dating scene.

			I agreed to “hang out.” Your young age being a consideration, we could maybe take revenge pics to spur jealousy from our exes. Pics of us looking all cutesy and coupley and post them on our web pages, linking us as being in a relationship. I’m not above that.

			Wow what a devious mind, he responded. Im all for cutesy cuddly pics.

			Do you have guns? I asked. Target shooting was popular in the rural county where we lived.

			Guns. Yes. You wanna shoot?

			Without having had a real-time or in-person conversation, we agreed I’d drive to his house the following evening, and we’d both wear camouflage pants to suit the activities: firing weapons at Jon’s farm, followed by pizza and beer at his firepit.
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			True Crime

			OCTOBER 1, 2000

			Shouts from teenage boys pierced the silence of the rural highway dotted by houses. Jon slammed the brakes and his passenger swung a rod, taking out the window of a parked station wagon. Like the blanket of ominous October clouds, the glass break was remarkably quiet. It was just before 10:00. Under an angry autumn sky, lit by a waxing crescent moon, the only sounds were of three teenagers boisterous off orange juice with vodka—and adrenaline.

			“Oh shit!” Wyatt* easily got excited, and when he did, you could hear it in his voice. At times he laughed so hard he was doubled over, and all you could hear was forced air as he struggled to catch his breath. “Nailed it!”

			Eighteen-year-old Ryan* had found the metal rod in the back of Jon’s car. He and Wyatt were swinging it at cars as they rode. The boys were smoking weed as they went to pick up another friend, Nick*, at a nearby high school.

			Jon wouldn’t turn eighteen for another month and didn’t have a license to drive after dark. But that infraction was low in this night’s long list of defiant acts. At the wheel of his blue, four-door sedan, Jon took another hit off a joint and called Nick from his cell phone to let him know they were about to pull into the school’s bus loop. Few kids had mobile phones because at that time, they were a pricey novelty, but for Jon, it was just another expensive toy courtesy of illegal activity.

			He drove onto campus with a bumper sticker declaring, “Legalize Freedom.” Ironic, because Jon was about to lose his. The next day, he would be booked into the Ontario County Jail to start his sentence for marijuana possession and for the probation violations related to his glorified stint as an international drug mule. Now, as a last hurrah, he was getting together with friends to head over to the storage unit and party. They parked in the bus loop, waiting for Nick, a single street lamp glowing about a hundred yards away. They were alone and hidden. Boredom breeding mischief, the boys jumped out of the car, rod in hand.

			Ryan pulled the hood of his sweatshirt over the knit cap he wore year round. Goose bumps rose on the arms of lanky Wyatt, wearing a short-sleeved shirt and a wide grin. On the flip side was Jon with his perpetual glower, hands tucked inside the front pouch of his hoodie. Chilled air met with moist breath, producing mist that floated upward slightly before leaving a trail as they jogged to the parking lot designated for school-owned vehicles.

			Wyatt flicked the rod at a couple of car windows, but it kept bouncing off. Jon snatched it and gave a forceful rap to the window of a school security car, spraying the ground with glass. The group rushed an extended cargo van, pounding on the windows. Jon wrangled with the rearview mirror and Wyatt ripped it free, cheering and holding it over his head like a trophy.

			“Yeah? Watch this!” Jon bragged. He grabbed a hunting knife from his cargo pants and cut the van’s seats from side to side. He moved on to the rear tire, deflating it.

			Abruptly, and without explanation, Wyatt took off in a slow jog toward Jon’s car, and then drove to pick up Nick, who was walking just a few feet away. Nick took in a baffling scene of Jon and Ryan practically skipping back to the car, playing with the retractable rod like little kids fascinated with a new toy. He asked what they had done.

			Back in the car, bass thumping in tune with their elevated heart rates, marijuana smoke wafting, the boys passed around a bowl and washed down the smoke with mixed drinks.

			“I wonder if it’s better to flick the baton straight through a window instead of opening it and then swinging it,” theorized Wyatt.

			Jon offered to test it out. Wyatt had a good spot in mind, a car dealership down the road. Before them lay a playground of vehicles. Invincible punks, their chilled breaths were like vapor-spitting dragons as they converged on the lot. Nick stayed in the car waiting for the collective destruction to end. He had no idea it was just beginning.

			Jon scouted the place for surveillance cameras. Seeing one on a construction trailer in the far corner, he grabbed a plank from a stack of lumber and used it to nudge the camera in another direction. With only a couple of feet between the trailer and the dealership office, Jon hugged the wall and dragged the plank behind him, crouching and snaking his way to avoid capture on video, so he could turn the other camera.

			Wyatt was testing his theory of flicking the baton through a window. Jon ran over to help. Ryan was smashing windows with a large rock. The boys were in demolition frenzy, shattered glass falling everywhere. The void that was created when the sound of breaking glass ended was quickly replaced by the fast-slapping of running feet, slamming of car doors, and uncontrollable snickering, fast-talking, and hushed voices.

			“Flicking the baton,” concluded Wyatt, as if they’d performed a service to society through research, “is better than swinging it. A lot less noise.”

			The car pulled out slowly, headlights off until it reached the road, and the boys’ devilish laughter could be heard over the ska music blaring from the speakers.

			“Last night before you go to the slammer,” said Ryan.

			“Don’t remind me,” Jon sulked. Having found marijuana to be a great coping aid, he took another hit off a joint.

			Just as they arrived at the storage unit, Jon noticed a car suspiciously parked across the street with only its daytime running lights on, so instead of going through the security gate, he drove past it.

			Nick panicked and suggested someone had called the cops after seeing them smash the cars.

			Jon rolled his eyes. “How would they know where we were going?”

			He drove a few miles down the road, and then made a U-turn back toward the storage lot. About a block from the entrance, headlights from another car flooded theirs. That car turned onto another road, followed by a dirt bike that seemed like it was traveling with the car. Jon thought the rider looked like his long-time friend Tim Vandelier*, and after watching the dirt bike trail off down the road, he convinced himself of something else: “That’s my fuckin’ dirt bike!” The one he kept in the storage unit. He shifted gears and gave chase, tires screeching. Up they flew to the crest of a hill, but looking down, they could see nothing. They pulled to the side of the road, windows down, listening for a rumble—but the only sound was their own car engine idling.

			“They’re gone,” whispered Ryan.

			A red fox wailed a vixen scream in the distance. “Let’s get out of here,” said Nick, eyes darting.

			Jon tightened his grip on the steering wheel and held an icy stare. When he rounded the corner to his storage unit, he saw the door was closed, but the lock had been cut. Inside the unit was an empty gas can, and next to it was an empty spot where his dirt bike used to be. He would exact revenge through very destructive means. Jon picked up the gas can. “Let’s go burn his shit!”

			Jon knew Tim’s dad owned nearby property. There was a camper on the lot, and Tim might be headed there now.

			“What if he’s there?” cried Nick. “Someone could get hurt!”

			“Yeah,” said Jon. “Him.”

			Just as Jon was closing the storage unit door, Ryan squeezed back in and grabbed a bow and arrow propped against the wall. They piled into the car, chanting, “Can’t wait to get heat from that fire!”

			Jon drove to a convenience store and filled the gas can while the other boys loaded up on food and drinks. On the way to the Vandelier property, Jon stopped at his girlfriend’s house. It was just before midnight. He picked up pebbles and tossed them, one at a time, making barely audible pecks at her upstairs bedroom window until she opened it. “Can you come out?”

			“No,” Hannah whispered. “My mom’s still up.”

			“What about later?”

			“Try at like…two.”

			They drove about twenty minutes before reaching the property, acres of land surrounded by woods. Joe* Vandelier had planned to build a house there, but the ground didn’t drain well, so he’d put up a recreational camper. There were two entrances to the property. The one from the main road was obscure enough, since the nearest neighbors were a car ride away. But Jon further cut the risk of being seen by taking the back entrance: a mud-soaked gravel driveway with its own set of hazards. Because the car almost got stuck, Jon didn’t drive all the way to the camper. He parked just before a narrow wooden bridge that went over a creek.

			“Dibs on the baseball bat,” called Wyatt.

			Ryan snatched up the bow and arrow. Jon grabbed the metal rod. In front of them was a firepit, to the left a shed, and to the right a fully extended pop-up camper.

			While the other boys looked inside the camper for Tim, Jon wrestled with the padlock on the shed. Unable to pry it off, he went back to his car and got the gas can and bolt cutters. Despite squeezing as hard as he could, the tool wouldn’t cut the lock.

			The bow and arrow hit the ground. Wyatt flung aside the baseball bat. All four boys grabbed onto the cutters and pressed and squeezed. The lock wouldn’t snap off, and the cutters started to bend. But they kept going, eventually wrenching it off.

			The shed was filled with bales of something Jon couldn’t identify, but he poured gas on them anyway. He made sure to douse the lawn mower. Then selectivity went out the window, and he bathed everything inside with gasoline. Jon faced the crew, held up the can, and shook it from side to side. “I’ve got half left.” He told Ryan and Nick to take the bow and arrows, go back to the car, and be on the lookout.

			Jon poured gasoline all around the inside of the camper and, after he stepped out, sent the empty can spiraling through the open door. Out on the barren ground, in the desolation of the night, Wyatt and Jon stood side-by-side while Jon whipped a burning tissue through the camper door.

			Whoosh! A huge explosion blew the camper off the ground, knocking Jon and Wyatt on their backs, momentarily immobilizing them. As they lay in straw-colored patches of grass, fire rained down, flaming balls shooting everywhere. Suddenly, over ear-piercing pops and crackles, came screams of agony. “Fuck! Aw fuck! Shit! Goddam!”

			Jon and Wyatt got up and ran toward the cries. There was Ryan, lying in the creek with blood dripping down his leg. When the camper had exploded, he’d turned so quickly to run from it that he tripped and fell off the bridge and into the creek, stabbing himself with the arrow.

			Their getaway was something out of a B movie, with Ryan limping, the car engine revving, and tires spinning, drilling deeper into the ground. The antagonist was an amorphous fireball, eating a path straight to them.

			“Go! Go! Go!” yelled Wyatt.

			“It’s stuck!” screamed Jon.

			Flames were racing across the ground, consuming brittle leaves in their path. Two of the boys got out to push the front bumper, rocking the car as Jon shifted into reverse.

			“Hurry!” squealed Nick.

			The accelerating tempo and crescendo of the engine revving was the film score to items exploding out of the camper. Suddenly, the car sprang out of the ditch. They peeled out, tires spitting back mud. About a mile down the road, they parked and watched. It was lighting up the whole sky. Jon was wearing a wry smile, and Nick a furrowed brow.

			Jon hadn’t abandoned his mission to find Tim. Ryan thought he’d recognized the car that was idling by the storage unit, the one that sped off with the dirt bike. If they found the car, they might also find Tim. They drove to a house in a nearby village, where they’d seen a similar car, but the driveway was empty. Jon parked at a church, got out, and hopped a fence, landing in the home’s backyard. He peered in the windows, trying to see if Tim was inside. He found nothing, but by sneaking around, he was drawing attention to himself.

			Something found him instead.

			Just after he pulled out of the lot, Jon’s radar detector began beeping, indicating police were nearby. A car turned onto the road behind him. Jon turned onto another street, but the car followed. When the moon hit the car behind him, his suspicions were realized. He saw the outline of a light bar with a big, bell-like siren attached to it. Red and blue lights began flashing.

			“Oh no!” exclaimed Nick.

			“Just stay calm,” cautioned Jon. “Don’t say anything.”

			They always deferred to Jon when it came to talking to cops, because he’d go from teenage drug dealer to articulate teen. One trooper missed the biggest bust of his career because Jon was working his linguistic magic while his trunk was hiding pounds of marijuana, a handgun, and cases of beer.

			These kids weren’t ruthless thugs—more like lonely souls teamed up. Nick was a happy-go-lucky sixteen-year-old. Wyatt, seventeen, was a math whiz—serious math, like calculus in seventh grade. Ryan was a guy of few words, a deep thinker preoccupied with silently analyzing things.

			Tim Vandelier wasn’t part of their group. His friendship with Jon had started back in eighth grade, which was a pivotal year for Jon. Leading up to his last middle-school days, Jon had been picked on in school. “Shy and pale” were characteristics for fodder among classmates. Girls would entertain themselves daily by coming up with cruel nicknames for Jon, like “Muffin Man.” He never knew what it meant, but it crushed him. A big kid named Danny* was a bully cliché, dirt poor, living in a trailer, and stealing Jon’s money and baseball cards. Jon often found himself on the receiving end of Danny’s aggression: upside down in a garbage can, or the occasional punch in the gut. Trouble was finding Jon, but he was also looking for it. He once brought antacids to school and told kids it was PCP, a hallucinogenic drug, only to watch them eat tab after tab. Another time, he stole a tube of paint from art class and stomped on it, spraying paint all over the walls, and onto some girls who always picked on him. They seemed to have endless reasons to pick on him, right down to his hand-me-down clothes.

			He felt he was a target because he was seen as poor, though his father was gone all week working, gone weekends working, too, and gone many evenings. Virtually any hours leftover in the day, his father dedicated to taking college classes to get advanced degrees. This left Jon home with his brother, who was four years younger. Jon’s mother had been a teenage mom, so by the time his parents had divorced, his two older sisters were already out of the house. The boys stayed with Dad and sometimes visited Mom on the weekends. When he was home, his father’s role was as a strict disciplinarian. Oftentimes, Racey, the father of Jon’s friend, would take Jon for weekends. Jon relished the days Racey would take time out to teach him things.

			Along with Tim, a kid named Owen* rounded out Jon’s eighth-grade trio, and causing trouble was the string that held them together. The boys would egg houses and set off shaving cream bombs and fireworks in the road. They were probably Jon’s most destructive relationships. With this clique, he began smoking weed, drinking, and cutting class. It was the first time he felt he accepted. Eventually, they began hanging out with marijuana traffickers who were in their twenties. Jon saw that selling weed brought friends, money, girls, and company. That’s when he began dealing drugs. Though the people he surrounded himself had shallow wants, he was no longer picked on because he had moved up to being a drug dealer.

			For a while, Jon had no real friends outside of Tim, Owen, and weed. Often, the boys would tell their parents they were spending the night at each other’s houses but would ride their bikes to the land that Tim’s father owned and sleep in the camper, the one that was now likely smoldering embers and ashes.
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			A police officer walked up to the window saying they’d received a complaint of suspicious activity.

			Ryan was trying to stash his bowl and bag of weed in a crack in the seat. Seeing him inching around, the cop reached through the open window and pulled out an orange juice jug, thinking that’s what he was trying to hide. The officer and his partner took the teens out of the car, patted them down, and had them sit on the curb. Jon noticed Ryan sitting with a bloody pant leg. Police never asked about it.

			Within minutes, more patrol cars arrived, including a Wayne County sheriff’s deputy and a New York State trooper. One officer passed the orange juice container to the other cops, and each took a sniff. One drank from it. “Yeah, that’s got vodka in there.”

			Police descended on the car. In the cup holder were handfuls of roaches—remaining bits of marijuana smoked from rolled paper—and the boys braced themselves, waiting for police to find them. From the trunk, the officer found a bottle of vodka and an empty bottle of a retail beverage made with 40 percent alcohol. The officer found the bolt cutters and asked, “Why do you have these?”

			Jon denied they were his. The cop called them “burglar tools” and confiscated them. The two-way radio crackled: “Report of a camper fire at the corner of Silver Hill and Marbletown roads.”

			The cop radioed back. “Is that in progress, or did it already occur?”

			“Caller reports all that’s left are burning tires.”

			Seated at the end of the row of boys, Jon looked to his right and, trying to keep a straight face, saw in his friends an array of self-silencing tactics—pursed lips, darting eyes, and abdominal contractions. He turned and looked straight ahead, sharing a stifled laugh with the others.

			The cop handed out tickets for underage consumption of alcohol, gave Jon a ticket for driving after dark without a license, and told them, “Get out of town.”

			When they got back to the car, Jon noticed something crunching under his feet. It was the roaches. In their search, police had scattered them all over the driver’s side floor mat.

			The troublemakers again made their way to Jon’s girlfriend’s house. Moods
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