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[image: ]elly held the kid’s arms fast from behind the flagpole, didn’t have to tell the rest what to do. Zack, Cody, and a few of the other players were ready with the duct tape. Starting at the shins, they made their way up past his crotch, large hands surprisingly nimble as they wove Edmund into a gray, opaque cocoon. Edmund’s piercing cries were greeted with laughter and hefty catchphrases, lifted live and direct from any given football practice:


Go, man, go!
That’s it, hustle!
Let’s move it!
Come on, one, two, you got it!



And above that, the rip of duct tape unfurling. Soulless and dry, it seemed to fill every inch of the stadium. Empty bleachers, finely shorn blades of grass, all of them echoing with that same, rasping familiarity; even as Edmund’s screams lost traction, turned to meaningless, choking pleas for mercy.

High above them, the Stars and Stripes whipped soundly along with the wind.

It was late spring, and Patrick stood to the side, laughing along. Not from any substantial delight in the situation, but more out of an unspoken duty toward it. High school had its rules, laws, hierarchy, and food chain. Absolute, and nonnegotiable, Edmund was simply part of what was and always would be.

And Kelly was on top of it all.

It took less than a minute and a half. Kelly’s teeth bit down, severing the roll of tape from its winding tail. Edmund was now strapped, immobile against the iron pipe. Patches of rust rubbed off on his neatly ironed white button-down shirt. Tears ran down his eyes, eliciting further peals of derision.

And Patrick was more than happy to join in.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Kelly announced, arms folded across his chest. From beneath well-toned muscles, the number 13 peeked out, green numbers against the white football jersey. He tilted his head, addressing Edmund directly now. “You can cry all you want, Eddie,” Kelly informed him. A frenzy of similar statements arose from his teammates as they fed off each other. “Believe it or not, we’re about to do you a real favor.”

The sprinkler system came to life, a resonance of soprano helicopters accompanying the spray of water.

Each one of Kelly’s teammates flinched.

Patrick did his best to take it like a man, but only Kelly truly stood fast against the drizzle. Dirty blond hair catching a bit of the water, letting it fall against his lightly sunburned face; blue eyes unconcerned. Steadfast; letting the water do what it had to do, splashing both him and Edmund; it was as close as they would come to being equals.

“We know what you saw,” Kelly informed him with calm, easy words. “In case you were wondering what this was all about.”

Edmund must have guessed as much, launching into his defense: “I didn’t see anything! Believe me, I didn’t! Nothing!”

“Well, that’s just not true.”

“It is!” Edmund’s voice wheezed out, already sensing the futility. “It’s true, Kelly, I swear.”

“Hey!” Cody barked, stepping out just a bit from the rest of the group. His body was all muscle, almost incompatible with his short stature at a mere sixteen years of age. Detonation eyes under a mop-top haircut. “You keep lying, Kelly’s going to skin you alive, got that?”

“OK, thanks, Cody,” Kelly sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, squeezing his eyes tight while shaking his head. “I’m not going to skin you alive, Edmund. And sorry to insist that we do know what you saw, though I like what you’re trying to say. It’s a good step. I also figure you haven’t told Principal Sedgwick yet—”

“I haven’t!” Edmund insisted. Grinned manically, frantic hopes surfacing. “I haven’t!”

“Because if you had, we probably wouldn’t be having this conversation. Which is also good.” Kelly gave Edmund a strangely reassuring smile coupled with eyes that didn’t quite agree. “Still, though, I’m afraid that’s not good enough…. We could really use your help here.”

A knowing chuckle was shared by all.

“Boys …”

Kelly didn’t have to say another word.

The rest got to work, though the next part wasn’t as easy as planned. Their tape job had been a solid one, efficiency exemplified, and getting to Edmund’s belt called for an almost brutal display of force. He was wearing shorts, and as they reached under the web of duct tape, some leg hair had to go, brutally torn from its roots. Edmund screamed as Cody and Zack reached under, crawling upward, working against the adhesive. They unbuttoned his shorts, at which point Edmund must have realized what was about to happen, as he let go of all punctuation. Each shriek became a natural extension of the one before, not a breath taken anywhere between.

Patrick was struck with a sudden awe, his first time witnessing circular breathing.

Charlie Parker in his nightmares, his angels whispered.

Edmund’s shorts were yanked down around his ankles. The white briefs beneath would have been enough to embarrass anyone, but this situation required something beyond the whole nine yards.

Something damaging.

They sent his underwear down to join his shorts, and Edmund’s screams cut out all at once. One last dying echo was heard by the in-zone and then the helicopter sounds took over once again. Edmund was exposed. No way around it, though the rest did all they could to make sure he knew it. Pointing and laughing, doubled over in exaggerated delight, it was open house on Edmund’s private parts.

Splash, splash, Edmund shut his eyes tight as the sprinklers continued to make rainbows in the afternoon sun. His breath began to slow, jaw working, as though trying to summon an invisible, ultimately imaginary force within himself; a desperate comic-book wish gone unanswered.

Kelly extended his arm toward Patrick.

Patrick complied instantly, moved with swift motions to ensure the camera’s safety.

“We’re going to take a little picture now, Edmund.” Kelly took a few steps back, positioned himself … no chance of the camera getting wet, screwing up this priceless moment. “You don’t have to smile or anything, just be yourself.”

Edmund’s eyes snapped open, and Patrick almost took a cautious step back. The fear was still there, the terror. But upon this traumatic foundation, something unexpected had taken hold: a pitch-perfect rage that seemed to radiate from Edmund in toxic waves. It was pure hatred. A dark plague that couldn’t possibly be coming from the same pathetic creature who moments ago could barely find it in him to scream at his own captors. And now his voice barely trembled under the weight of his own fury.

“I’ll kill you,” Edmund told them, Adam’s apple working. Grinding out the threat with little compunction. “I swear to God, I’ll kill you all.”

All at once, Patrick felt his resolve weaken. And, somehow, he could sense this same uneasy relapse poisoning the rest.

All except Kelly, of course.

“I wouldn’t blame you if you did,” Kelly replied, improvising gracefully through this unscripted moment. “Do what you’re told, Edmund, and none of us has to die.”

He held the LCD screen up to his eye, and the deal was sealed with a click.

Edmund’s face regressed into its previous incarnation as the others returned to the fundamentals. Cocky smirks, unchecked swagger. Hyperactive taunts bringing comatose tears to Edmund’s eyes, allowing Patrick’s angels to bless him with their reassurance:

Everything as it always was and should always be.

“Cody!” Kelly called over his shoulder.

Cody ran over, grin painted with a fresh coat of excitement. He watched with wet lips as Kelly removed the memory card from the camera and handed it to him.

“Keep it secret, keep it safe,” Kelly ordered. “Like we discussed. No uploading, no test runs, even between us.”

Cody’s eyes narrowed. “Kelly, this is the only copy we have.”

“That’s just the point,” Kelly said, half turning to address Edmund, encapsulating all of them into the pact he’d forged. “It’s a matter of good faith.”

“Kelly …”

“He has to trust us, Junior,” Kelly insisted.

A sour expression flickered across Cody’s eyes at the word Junior.

Kelly gave him an apologetic look, a compensatory slug on the shoulder. “Run home now, Mad Dog.”

A spoonful of sugar, and once the medicine went down, Cody did as he was told. Ran across the field, did a few rapid hops, spins, all the while clutching at an imaginary football. He charged past the in-zone, bleachers, and over the chain-link fence, taking a shortcut to the parking lot.

Kelly turned back to Edmund.

He extended his hand toward Patrick, who quickly reclaimed his camera.

“There you have it,” Kelly said. “Cody’s gone. That picture belongs to him now; you’re never going to see it again. And neither will anyone else….”

Edmund began to struggle madly against his bonds. From fear to anger to pure, unhinged denial. With each fresh turn, the sprinklers offered just enough lubrication to aid in his final struggle. A few of the others allowed for worry, but as far as Kelly was concerned, it was all over.

“Tell Sedgwick what you saw, Edmund”—Kelly spelled it out with terrifying ease—“and that picture gets posted online faster than you can blink. We find out you told anyone else … you even tell me what you saw, and it turns up in everybody’s mailbox yesterday, understand?”

Kelly didn’t wait for the OK.

Edmund’s thrashing had done its job. The water had sufficiently weakened the adhesive, and he broke free with a pathetic sob. Ripped through the duct tape and ran across the field, barely managing to hold up his shorts and white cotton briefs.

“Leave it,” Kelly said, raising his arm in response to his followers, assuring them there was no need to give chase. He watched as Edmund stumbled his way toward a caged freedom, strands of duct tape streaming from him like an unraveling matinee mummy. “It’s all right … now he knows it.”

High fives and congratulations all around.

Kelly turned to Patrick and gave him an approving smile.

Patrick grinned in return, everybody’s watches set to the afternoon sunlight.

Kelly slipped out his fifty cents.

One quarter, then another, a ceremonious moment amid the swath of afternoon shoppers. Patrick stood to the side, watching with parallel reverence. Taking care not to stand too close, to give Kelly his moment with the fountain.

Kelly’s eyes narrowed, stared across the wet expanse dotted by jets of cascading water. Alongside the miniature geysers stood statues of frolicking children: pure bronze, elated expressions frozen in time. Scores of submerged wishes, quarters, nickels, dimes, surrounded their russet brown sneakers. Arms extended; chasing after each other, or perhaps an unseen bronze puppy that lay just beyond the boundaries of their wondrous bronze world.

All along the outdoor promenade of South Point Mall, people continued to stroll by, oblivious.

A conclusion was reached, and Kelly slipped one of the quarters over his thumb with rehearsed dexterity. He flicked his thumb in an extension of that same movement. The twenty-five-cent piece was sent through the air, glinting head over tails, a perfect arc resulting in a satisfying, isolated splash.

Patrick waited for a moment, then launched into their traditional follow-up: “What’d you wish for, Kelly?”

Kelly smiled slightly. “What would you have wished for?”

“I don’t know.”

Kelly pretended to consider this, then handed Patrick his second quarter. “How about you give it a shot?”

Patrick turned the coin over in his hand, regarded Washington’s head with suspicion. “What do you think I should wish for?”

“How about getting your ass off that wait list, and into Ohio State?”

Patrick paused. He knew the drill, what was expected of him. Even in his own head, he could see it playing out: him nodding, concentrating, and casting the suggested wish onto the waters. Just as they always had, since they were young enough to sacrifice penny bubble gum for the sake of a wish.

Instead, he found the quarter glued to his palm.

“Patrick?”

“I don’t know …” Patrick coughed. “I mean, you know…”

“No, I don’t,” Kelly replied, annoyed. “You want to come with me to Ohio State or not?”

“Of course …”

“So?”

“I’m just saying.” Patrick shrugged, then began to negotiate. “How about the game? State championship on Friday, we’ve been waiting all year for this moment. How about I wish for—”

“Look, maybe if the season had actually happened when it was supposed to. Back in the fall, when a loss might have actually swayed a scout or two. But the season was postponed, I got into Ohio State, and you got wait-listed. Now which one of us needs a favor from God? You or me?”

“Well …” Patrick tried to match Kelly’s irritated tone. It came out sounding meek, almost wounded: “Maybe I don’t want any divine intervention in my life.”

“You don’t really get to choose that kind of thing.”

“Then what’s the point of the wish?”

“There is no point. It’s just something we do, something we’ve always done.”

“Then you do it,” Patrick told Kelly, holding out the coin with a conciliatory raise of his eyebrows. “OK? Will that—if you do it, make the wish for me, can we just drop it?”

Kelly took the coin, muttering: “Consider it dropped.”

“I’m sorry.”

“One wish coming up,” Kelly mumbled again, voice already losing its edge. Slipping back into the well of concentration, focusing. “This one’s for Pat.”

Patrick gave a relieved hum of approval. He kept his hands folded in front of him, a diminutive five-eight bodyguard to Kelly’s six-one stature. Watched as Kelly prepared himself; going through the motions as though he’d lived it all before, seen it all before. A tradition stretching so far back, Patrick didn’t even know if it had ever meant anything. Didn’t even know why they had come so close to fighting over a world neither of them even believed in.

Patrick was still wondering, so lost in the fountain’s rush of water that he didn’t notice Jenna approaching.

Neither of them did, probably the only two who hadn’t seen her exit from the main shopping mall at their backs. It was a rare occasion when Jenna didn’t manage to turn every head within sight. Attention wandering, necks craning from text messages and iPods, it was the moon and the tides with her. Even after a full day of school and work, hair tied up in a simple ponytail, black-and-white Foot Locker shirt doing all it could to ignore the subject of her breasts, she could still make the air-conditioning sweat.

Round lips, almond-shaped eyes shimmering despite the lengthy shadows of surrounding buildings, she made her way over the red tile sidewalk and snuck up behind Kelly McDermott.

Patrick caught her in the act, unnecessarily tiptoeing as she inched her hands around Kelly’s head.

Too late, no time to react, and Jenna’s palms swept in, locked themselves over Kelly’s eyes.

Kelly’s mouth turned to a nauseated grimace of astonishment, his arm jerking up in a spastic salute to nothingness. It was a mere split-second reaction, but just enough to send the spirits scampering as the coin went flying, ricocheting with little grace off the bronze eye of a capricious child-statue.

The quarter landed with an unceremonious plunk in a nearby garbage can.

“Damn it!” Kelly barked. He reached up, clamped down hard on Jenna’s wrists, and spun around. “Jenna, what the hell? I was in the middle of something, you couldn’t see I was doing something?”

Jenna backed up two steps, alarmed. “Kelly, what’s wrong with you?”

“I just lost my quarter there.”

“Hell, I’ll get you another one, here—”

“It doesn’t matter!” Kelly yelled, exasperated. The stares that had followed Jenna over there now promptly retreated to their own business. “It was that one, that’s the one that mattered.”

“What difference does it make?” Jenna sniped, tearing herself from Kelly’s grip.

“It’s never going to be the same,” Kelly insisted. “Goddamn it, Jenna.”

“Kelly …”

“Never mind,” Kelly said. He leaned back against the rim of the fountain, pinched the bridge of his nose, and shook his head clear. “Just, never mind … You done with work, baby?”

Jenna blinked, unsure if this was the same conversation. “Yeah.”

“Tell you what, we’ll grab a bite to eat, how’s that sound?”

“Yeah, sounds good.”

Kelly turned to his wingman, smiling now. Almost encouraging … “Patrick, you in? Know you love that double cheeseburger, onion, pickles, mayo … 57 Sauce, amigo.”

Patrick hadn’t caught up quite yet, managed a pert nod. “Gotta get my stuff first.”

“Gonna get some money from the ATM.” Kelly bounced himself off the fountain and swooped in to give Jenna a quick kiss on the lips. “It’s good to see you, honey.”

And Kelly was headed across the promenade, stopping only to pick up a doll for a clumsy five-year-old, who then went on her way without a single thank-you.

Patrick saw Jenna looking after Kelly. Her face was awash with the honest confusion of a misfired prank, unable to give in to her livid instincts. She turned to Patrick, as though expecting an answer from him. Patrick shook his head, as he frequently did when apologizing for Kelly.

These were times Patrick wished he had it in him to act.

Put Kelly in his place.

But neither Patrick nor Jenna was entirely certain where that place was.

There were times, it seemed, when Kelly McDermott was simply eternal.

They left Jenna in the car, out on the street.

The pair trotted across the front yard, stepping nimbly from stone to imbedded stone, the uneven path leading up to Patrick’s house. It was evening now. Just the smallest suggestion of daylight smudged the clouds, purple hues preparing for black skies and starlight. Crickets singing in the bushes, even the occasional bat flapping overhead, punching its time card and getting to work.

Illuminated windows were sent along the house like shrieking eyes.

A quick squint, and Patrick could see his parents in the kitchen.

“You always do this,” Kelly casually informed Patrick.

“Yeah, Kelly, I know.”

“Nobody else in this neighborhood comes in the front way except you,” Kelly marveled. “Hell, nobody in suburbia comes in through the front door—not what it’s there for.”

Patrick yanked on the glass storm door, glanced back into the thick twilight.

Up and down the street similar houses all stared each other down. Two-story, slanted roof, aluminum siding colored an off-white in accordance with standard community code. Lawns rolled out like carpeting, all the way to the curb, engulfing what space should have been left for sidewalks. Driveways stretched all the way back to hungry garages and back-porch doorways.

Kelly was right.

Cookie-cutter houses, and everyone made the same cookie-cutter entrances.

Patrick dug into his pocket, procured his keys, and went in.

His parents called him into the kitchen.

All current endeavors ceased as soon as the two of them stepped in. Patrick’s mother, seated at an overused wooden breakfast nook, stacked and filed papers from her office in one fluid motion. She brought her hands up to her mouth, large brown eyes blinking behind ringlets of graying hair. Patrick’s father set down his bottle of Bass Ale and tossed the opener on the counter. His red cheeks, two plum-shaped islands on a round white face, seemed to lift off as a smile turned to a grin, and that grin turned into a laugh….

“Hey-hey-hey!” he announced, pointing with pride. “Mr. Starting Quarterback!”

“We just heard yesterday …” Patrick’s mother pushed out from the table, almost knocking her chair onto the brown linoleum. Her voice wavered like notes from a musical saw: “ConGRAtuLAtions!”

Patrick’s parents descended on Kelly. Rough hugs, pinches, handshakes, and firm, friendly caresses, it was just the cover their real son was looking for.

“I’m just going to get my stuff,” Patrick said, not expecting an answer.

All expectations proved correct, and he slipped out of the kitchen, upstairs. His bag was already packed, a red and white duffel lying on the bed. He slung it over his shoulder. Took a look around his room, all the years gone by since childhood without a single adjustment to show for it. A white dresser with a couple of plastic toys, pictures of himself and his parents. A couple of just-for-trying trophies, cheap plastic all painted gold. White wallpaper, multicolored animal shapes floating about in confused positions. Even his bookshelves had remained as always, crammed to capacity with the Hardy Boys, Betsy Byars, C. S. Lewis, R. L. Stine, and Beverly Cleary.

Even the bunk beds, still waiting for a second body to come home.

The only thing new under the sun was a poster of Miles Davis at Birdland—half cast in shadows, smoke blurring in a black-and-white backlight. That unique pose, body leaning forward in a slanting stoop, lips lowered to meet the trumpet’s mouthpiece. A foreground table full of empty glasses, and a lone woman, watching, hand pressed close to her neck, because who could ever believe being that close to Miles Davis.

“And we don’t even play the same instrument,” Patrick murmured, turning to the closet.

He opened the door, reached in, and pulled out his saxophone case.

Took another last look around the room that time forgot, a little displeased with himself.

Patrick took the stairs two at a time, relieved to be on the move. His momentum carried him into the kitchen, where he slid to a stop. No need to stop the presses, his parents were still playing bumper pool with Kelly’s attention. Patrick’s father had opened a fresh beer for Kelly while his mother proudly showed off a framed photograph of their first date together at an OSU pep rally. The three of them had already performed this song and dance a few months before, but there seemed to be no end to the cards up Kelly’s sleeve, always something new worth celebrating.

“How many freshmen can say the same thing?” Patrick’s father boomed rhetorically. “How many freshmen can say, Oh well, I’m not technically at college yet, but I’m already the starting quarterback for a Big Ten school!”

“Just got lucky,” Kelly assured them. Perhaps believing it, perhaps not.

Patrick’s father waved his hand dismissively. “Ah, so the Buckeyes had a little shakedown.”

“It was you they chose,” Patrick’s mother insisted. “Your talent, so nuts to luck.”

Patrick’s father looked up from the festivities, tilted the bottle in his son’s direction. “You heard anything yet?”

“I’m at school when the mail comes,” Patrick replied, brushing his shirt absently.

“Sometimes they call,” Patrick’s father insisted.

“They do call, sometimes,” Patrick’s mother echoed, making it law.

Patrick knew better than to argue. “Nothing yet.”

His father turned back to Kelly. “You going to take care of our boy next semester?”

“You bet …” Kelly pretended to take a swig of his beer, nodded to accentuate the point.

“Jenna’s in the car,” Patrick announced, wrapping his thumb under the bag strap, as though shouldering it for the first time.

Kelly got the hint, set his beer down. Macheteing his way through continued compliments and congratulations, he made it to Patrick’s side. Said his farewells and began to follow Patrick out of the kitchen.

“Where are you going, Patrick?” his mother asked.

Patrick frowned. “Over to Kelly’s for the week. His parents—”

“I mean, why are you going out the front door?”

Patrick’s father nodded. “Everyone else goes out the back.”

Kelly gave Patrick a quiet smirk, pat on the shoulder.

And in the end, Patrick did as he was told.

Kelly finished off his patty melt on Texas toast.

Patrick took his last morsel of burger, dipped it into a blob of Heinz 57, and followed suit.

“Patrick …”

His head shot up, a common side effect brought on by the sound of Jenna’s voice.

From her seat across the booth, Jenna smiled slightly, head tilted to the side. Only halfway through her waffle, a small triangular piece still stuck on her fork, resting on her plate. Jenna was a slow eater, a slave to her good manners. Never talk with your mouth full, don’t focus on your next bite until you’re all done with what came before.

Chew slowly, and Patrick found himself doing just that, right cheek bulging slightly.

“You’ve got something,” Jenna told him, finger brushing lightly against her chin.

Patrick’s eyes widened, and he resumed his chewing, double time. No longer able to relish the last of his mayonnaise-soaked burger, he reached for the napkin dispenser. Pinched a little too tight, came out with twelve or so more napkins than he had intended. Swallowed hard, despite not being done chewing, and haphazardly dragged the napkins across his chin.

“Thanks, Jenna,” Patrick croaked, taking a few more blind swipes. He felt the partly chewed burger making its way haltingly down his esophagus. He lowered his hands slightly, examined the handiwork. “Christ.”

Jenna laughed. “I’ll say.”

Patrick felt himself turn red. “There was, like … onion and half a pickle slice on my chin.”

“Yeah,” Jenna giggled, picking up her fork.

“You want a take-out box for that, Patrick?” Kelly offered, prompting Jenna to drop the fork back onto her plate with a loud clatter and throw her head back, laughing. Kelly raised his knee, resting his foot on the edge of the seat, arm snaking effortlessly around Jenna’s shoulders.

Patrick watched Jenna lean into him, resting her head against Kelly’s chest.

Laughter ebbing, fine brown hair spilling down the front of his shirt.

They had to be the best-looking couple in that whole joint, no question. Not to say that Waffle House was where supermodels came to hibernate between runway gigs. The majority of regulars, older locals for the most part, would be the first to admit time hadn’t treated them too kindly. Younger clientele might not be ready to admit as much, but their eyes didn’t carry enough interest, anyway. Red and bloodshot, wandering empty stares, either stoned or drunk.

Newports and Pall Malls burning through all hours of the morning.

Patrick hurriedly folded the contents of his napkin, tossed it aside.

Jenna rolled her eyes up at her boyfriend. “I’m going to try and finish my waffle now. That OK with you, Mr. Ohio State?”

“Go right ahead, Mrs. Ohio State….”

“Hey now, they still got me wait-listed,” Jenna insisted, picking up her fork. Dipped the waffle piece in some syrup and pointed across the table. “You, Patrick? Anything from the Buckeye State?”

“Nah, nothing,” Patrick said, quickly reaching for his Sprite.

“Mmm …” Jenna was obviously planning to say something else, but there was a mouthful of waffle and proper etiquette to navigate past.

While she chewed, Kelly jumped in: “They accepted me and my SAT. They’ve got to accept you, Pat.”

“You’re going to be their star quarterback.”

Kelly thought about it, blue eyes admitting an easy defeat. “Yeah, that’s also true.”

“Did you check?” Jenna finally swallowed. Reached for her water, left lipstick stains on the straw and tried again. “Did you check the mail today, Patrick?”

“Parents did.”

“How about yesterday, did you check yesterday?”

“Two cheeseburgers!” came the cry from behind the counter. “Double hash browns, smothered, covered, diced, and peppered!”

Patrick glanced over at the sudden rise in activity and grill-top sizzle. “No. Nothing yesterday.”

“Quit bothering Patrick,” Kelly told Jenna.

“I’m not bothering.”

“You are.”

“ You just don’t want to think of a game without Patrick in that horn section.”

“Don’t have to,” Kelly stated. “Patrick’s going to get in.”

“You know the future all of a sudden?”

“Yes.”

“Neat.” Jenna resumed slicing up her waffle.

Patrick had retreated from the conversation. Turned his head toward the curved floor-to-ceiling windows. There wasn’t a hell of a lot to see out there. Ten p.m. traffic lights along the Scarborough Road overpass, changing their colors more out of principle than anything else. An occasional taxi pulling into the parking lot. Cabdriver raking his fingers through a salt-and-pepper beard, waiting for the witching-hour calls of drunken barflies unable to get home on their own. Gas station across the road, another farther down the way. Shopping outlets mingling with pawnshops, Mexican-owned convenience stores, fast-food marquees dropping low as ninety-nine cents, burger outlets outbidding each other in the race to see whose egg-and-cheese biscuit was the most worthless. Far in the distance, the crimson sign shining high and bright just beyond the railroad tracks-white letters reading BOXXX CAR VIDEO.

Verona was a town both alive and dead in many ways, but outside wasn’t what concerned Patrick. Simple focus, ignoring the orange streetlights and simply staring at the window. Watching the secret reflections of Kelly and Jenna. Narrowing his sights even further, Patrick locked out all that lay beyond and around Jenna’s face, hair, body. He watched her smile, chew, never let on when she caught herself talking with her mouth full, hand shooting up to cover her mouth, eyes wide, mortified that someone might have noticed. The window was Patrick’s sanctuary, a bunker for nuclear testing. It was a looking-glass world where Patrick could give his eyes the liberty of gazing, even as he saw Jenna look across the table and ask someone a question.

That someone was Patrick, and reality came complete with two quarters sliding across the table.

“You want to put on some tunes?” Jenna asked.

Patrick glanced down at the change resting by his arm, an eagle and founding father awaiting their fate.

“Pat’s just going to put on the same two songs he always does,” Kelly announced.

“That’s what I like about Patrick.” Jenna smiled reassuringly across the table.

Kelly shrugged. “I just don’t see why all the suspense.”

“I don’t, either,” Jenna informed him. She gave Patrick another smile, head jerking once in the direction of the jukebox. “Another thing I like about Patrick.”

“Whatever,” Kelly said playfully. “I liked him before you did.”

“Can’t change history,” Jenna lamented.

“Or the future,” Kelly added, turning to Patrick. “Go on and play your songs, Patrick. I can dig it.”

Patrick picked the two quarters up off the table, scooted his way out of the wooden booth.

Kelly handed him twenty bucks and a yellow slip of paper, grease stain on the top left corner. “And get that for us while you’re up, will you, Pat?”

Patrick nodded, walked across the black and gray tiles. There wasn’t a soul around, it seemed sometimes, who could make it across that floor without shuffling. Something about the noise, the white fluorescent weight from above. The secret knowledge that it didn’t matter how many times a day they mopped up, or how high the sanitation grade got with every inspection, nobody truly believed that floor was or ever would be truly free from that invisible layer of grit.

And the jukebox was no exception to an unchanging world. Pale pink and yellow track labels faded by the shine of 24/7 service. No MP3s or Internet connections; and although old-timers might laugh at the thought, the CDs stacked within were Patrick’s old-school. They were the happy constants, the familiar threads woven into the fabric of the security blanket, keeping the world at bay.

Patrick slipped in his fifty cents.

One quarter, then another.

Glanced over to the table, saw Kelly whispering something in Jenna’s ear.

Patrick shifted his focus, out to the window. Caught Jenna’s reflection.

Eyes lowered with a demure beauty, unable to stop herself from smiling.

Patrick absently placed a hand over his abdomen, turning to the jukebox.

Punched out the numbers from memory, and turned to pay the check.

Patrick had parked his ass out on the back deck. Sitting on a green iron-crafted chair, legs stretched out, listening to 90.7 FM, a couple of cuts from Lester Bowie and the Brass Fantasy. Behind him, kitchen windows joined forces with outdoor floodlights, cast long shadows on the deck, past the deck. Out into the backyard, where shadows grew thin and disappeared, darkness stretching out into a singularity.

Patrick tapped his pen against the sheet music in his lap, blank lines awaiting his touch.

He closed his eyes, searching for it. Listening for the sound of crickets, the only evidence that there even were such things. Listening for their message, feeling his hand move across the page, a slow-motion printer. Filling in notes without thinking, without looking. Rescuing all that was lost in translation.

The sound of crickets, mercifully commonplace, and Patrick felt his face flush. He opened his eyes, glanced back to the brick façade of Kelly’s house, up to a dimly lit second-story window. No way to tell if they were still going at it, Patrick’s ears had found their sanctuary. Guilt-ridden thoughts, wondering if he’d left the house because the sound of Kelly and Jenna was too much to bear, or if maybe the sound of Jenna’s cries was simply too good not to listen to.

“You’re a disgusting person,” Patrick muttered, trying to countermand images of Jenna’s eyes and lips, both half closed, hair sprawled over Kelly’s pillow.

That’s right, came the voice of his angels…. Kelly’s pillow.

Patrick sighed, lulled into a melancholy state. He sank uncomfortably into his chair, craned his neck back, and strained his eyes for some small hint of starlight. Each distant dot originating years before he could witness it, nothing more than what was once upon a time.

“That one dot,” Patrick murmured, unconsciously transcribing its position along with the others’, “that one dot could be seven years ago. Seven years ago is right now, so we’ve all gone back.”

“And they say we all come from starlight,” Jenna added, her face now floating over him, eclipsing Patrick’s entire vista. He might have jumped, startled, might have found it in his heart to cry out. But there was too much to like about this one interruption. Jenna’s upside-down face grinning an upside-down smile. Tousled hair reaching down to tickle his face, mascara smudged into tiny raccoon ringlets. The faint understanding that she was wearing one of Kelly’s button-down shirts, still open and revealing a black underwire bra. “So truly, seeing that we all come from starlight, where have we finally gone?”

Patrick smiled stupidly, a common side effect brought about by the sight of Jenna’s face. “I don’t know.”

“Good night, Patrick …,” Jenna whispered.

She darted down the wooden stairs, toward the driveway.

“You going home?” Patrick called after her.

“I don’t want my dad to worry….” Jenna turned, hands clenching both sides of the shirt together. Black work pants and bare feet skipping backward. “I’ll see you, Patrick.”

“Tomorrow!” Patrick managed to call out.

Jenna waved and disappeared around a corner.

Patrick looked down to find every line filled with the notes of starlight and Jenna’s voice.

It wasn’t more than four seconds after her car started up when Kelly stepped out onto the deck. He stood behind Patrick, allowing his shadow to join ranks with the rest for just a second. Not a lot said, and for that one second, the Brass Fantasy continued with their rendition of “I Only Have Eyes for You.”

Then Kelly took a few steps, reached down, and snapped the radio off.

Waited for the whirr of the CD player and pressed Play.

The latest from 50 Cent belched out into the night, crickets gone silent, unhappy.

“Sorry, Pat.” Kelly lowered the volume to adjust for the music. “Just not in the mood for jazz.”

He sat down amid the beats and single-track sample. Took a sip of water, biceps bulging reflexively as he brought the bottle to his waiting lips. He kicked his legs up onto another chair, adjusted his boxer shorts, and raised his eyes to the sky.

“Jenna took off,” Patrick offered.

“Yeah, her father’s car …”

“Her pop’s a good guy.”

Kelly nodded. “Sure is.”

“What time is it, anyway?”

“ Eleven-forty, last I checked.”

Patrick nodded. Not that he really cared. The day had been a long one, with or without the aid of Father Time. And here he was, sitting with Kelly McDermott, watching the stars while 50 Cent let them have a tiny taste of the thug life.

“Kelly?”

Kelly kept his eyes skyward. “Yeah?”

“Have I congratulated you yet?”

“Huh?”

“On OSU? Have I said, you know, actually said, congratulations?”

Kelly thought about it. “Don’t bother … not till you get your letter.”

Patrick didn’t budge one way or another. Decided maybe a different approach would serve them best, and asked: “Were you this certain you’d get your letter?”

“Well, no sense in pretending anymore …” Kelly rocked his head left and right, cracked his neck, and straightened out. “I was accepted to OSU way back in the fall.”

Patrick didn’t say anything.

“I mean, you knew, Patrick,” Kelly insisted. “When we went to visit and they had me work out with their team. Didn’t have another way to make the final check, what with the NC season pushed back to spring…. So yeah, they offered it to me. So did Florida State, Michigan, a couple others. Had to keep it quiet, of course, but … I mean, who do you really think got me that new car?”

Patrick felt a twinge of jealousy. “I guess I knew you knew. I just didn’t realize just how you knew it was all going to work out.”

“Well …” Kelly shrugged, though not in any dismissive way. He took another swig of water, relishing the purity. “The world was made for people like me. It doesn’t matter what I do, what I say. Why do I get a car, while you get wait-listed? Nobody gets extra credit for guessing the sun’s going to come up tomorrow, that’s just how things have been fashioned. There’s a Kelly-shaped hole in the universe that needs to be filled, that’s been hollowed out specifically for me to fill…. It’s like floating on an inner tube down the rapids, I am already there. It’s just plain old run-of-the-mill destiny.”

Patrick reached out and grabbed Kelly’s water from the table. “Sounds nice.”

“It’s not as though I like it, Pat. It is what it is.”

“Destiny.”

“And you’re coming with,” Kelly insisted. “It may not be fair, the way the world bends toward certain people. But as long as it does, there’s no sense in letting the opportunities slip by. I’m going places, and I want you there with me. You’re going to be there with me, Pat. We’ll make headlines.”

“Has Jenna gotten her letter yet?”

Kelly didn’t answer.

“You going to marry her, someday?” Patrick asked.

Kelly waved his hand before his face. “You sound like an old bitch nagging.”

“I’d marry her if I were you,” Patrick said. He stood up, tried to take a pull of water. Found less than a drop left in Kelly’s bottle, and that was that. “I’d wise up and marry her fast.”

“Before what?” Kelly asked.

“Before she wises up and realizes she just might have a choice.”

It was close as Patrick ever came to cracking on Kelly.

Kelly’s reaction was a quick laugh as he stood up. Turned his chair around to better face the backyard, catch sight of all that was waiting in the dark. “We’re all going to be just fine, Patrick…. You’ll see.”

Patrick didn’t answer.

He turned, opened the back door, and paused.

Patrick took a look back, one of those moments. Maybe it was that these days were numbered, moments where it felt as though life was quietly stalking them one by one. Moments Kelly would dismiss as weakness, and so Patrick kept his mouth shut.

Though he did look back, maybe because it was one of those moments. He took a look back at Kelly, sitting with his back to the floodlights, awaiting his destiny.

One last look before closing the door on tonight.

That last look, last glimpse of the young Kelly McDermott before tonight became yesterday, and tomorrow turned to today.
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[image: ]is eyes opened, and for a moment, Patrick didn’t know where he was.

He blinked his way out of sleep, let reality tighten its grip as the guest room came into focus. Antiquated floral patterns along the walls, framed paintings that hadn’t made the cut for any of the important rooms. White lace curtains, complete with delicate patterns sewn into the near-translucent material. A desk, easy chair, dresser, miniature bookcase; all of which had lost their jobs around the house to updated versions of themselves.

From somewhere nearby, Patrick heard a door slam.

He grunted and stretched his toes, heard them crack under the stiff sheets.

Felt as though he should piss.

Patrick stepped out of the guest bedroom and into the hallway, down to the end, only to find light emanating from beneath the closed bathroom door. He changed his bearing toward the adjacent doorway, poking his head into Kelly’s room.

Lil’ Kim, 50 Cent, T.I., Eminem, and an oversized Jimi Hendrix stared down at Kelly’s bed from the rectangle walls of their poster prisons. The purple/blue comforter lay in the middle of the room, crumpled and confused on the off-white carpet. A pair of black panties hung from a nearby chair, awaiting Jenna’s long overdue return.

Patrick glanced back to the bathroom, saw a pair of stilted shadows from under the crack.

“Getting some juice,” Patrick announced, words aimed through the door.

“Patrick?” Kelly’s muffled voice sounded oddly cautious.

“Yeah. Getting some OJ. You want anything? I could cook up some eggs.”

No answer.

Patrick shrugged.

He took slow steps down the stairs, bare feet making sticky, smacking sounds on the polished wood beneath. Down another hallway and into the kitchen, where gray morning light robbed the room of depth, shone dully off the white counter-tops.

Glancing out the windows, Patrick saw the stereo stuck on the deck. He scampered out onto the damp wood, already hot in anticipation of another broiling day. Collected the radio and returned it to the kitchen, wiping the soles of his feet clean on the indoor mat.

Patrick opened the door to the fridge, procured some Tropicana Pure Premium. Poured a hefty helping and guzzled it down, all the while staring blankly out the window. A jazz bass line, compliments of Paul Chambers, did loops through his head. He hummed along through his nose, paying close attention to how the notes changed as his stomach grew in circumference.

Patrick set the empty glass down, smacking his lips.

He wiped some crud from the corner of his eye, blinked.

OK, now he definitely had to piss.

Patrick jogged up the stairs and was once again confronted with a closed door between him and much-needed relief. He didn’t want to bother, but his options were few; the downstairs was broken, and Kelly’s parents never left town without locking their room.

Good times all around.

He sighed, fist raised and at the ready for a little knock-knock action, when the door opened. Opened hard, practically swinging off its hinges, enough force to make Patrick jump at the sight of Kelly’s body filling the entrance.

In the ensuing silence, Patrick went from believing he’d done something wrong to simply wondering what could possibly be wrong. Kelly’s eyes were wide. Wide with what, exactly—surprise, amazement, bewildered fear, perhaps all of the above—that would have to wait. Patrick was more alarmed that Kelly should be in the grip of any of those emotions. It was the unspoken urgency of it all, the way Kelly stood poised with one hand on the door frame, the other fast on the knob. There was also the glaring detail that Kelly, fond of sleeping in the buff, hadn’t bothered to cover up before heading to the bathroom.

Letting it all hang out, just standing there in his birthday suit.

Patrick found his voice, coughed. “Everything all right, Kelly?”

Kelly looked as though he was actually considering the question. Not so much considering, it was more than that. He narrowed his stare, leaned close toward his best friend’s mouth, as though wondering if Patrick had even asked the question.

And Patrick thought maybe it was worth repeating: “Everything all right—”

“Patrick?”

A fairly simple question, although the uncertainty in Kelly’s eyes, the honesty of the inquiry, left Patrick at a loss. Unable to answer, and for a moment, it seemed as though nothing would happen unless
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