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    For
    Martin, my favorite flavor of everything


    In memory
    of my sister Laurie Elizabeth Vasiga, my heart is blue for you


    
      
    


    One, one, one, oneyou go up and down your note like a pup up and down a
    dune, until you dont feel your festering bites or your oozy eyes or sun-scoured neck, until youre not one moment empty, nor one bit lost or one breath scared. Youre so damn
    far into ones youre not one anything. Youre a resonating multiplication. Youre a crowd.


    Tim Winton, Dirt
    Music
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    The first time it happened, I was bullshitting. At least, I thought I was
    bullshitting. I had no idea I was about to knock my world on its ass when I opened my mouth that night in Delaneys basement. It was October 7, 2002, and like most days in Stokum, the rank
    little pinprick of a town where I was born and raised, the seventh of October unraveled in a completely unmemorable way. Yeah, as I recall, it was a pretty Stokum kind of day. It wasnt
    until that night that things got weird.


    Id headed over to Todd Delaneys after dinner, was hanging with the usual crowd, smoking
    up and listening to the mindless techno shit Todd likes. Im not going to say too much about Delaney except that his mother was never home, so by the time we were seventeen his basement
    pretty much reeked. (When I say his mother was never home, I mean she was never home. Last time I saw her, she was headed to a millennium bash with a
    magnum of wine tucked under her scrawny arm.) Another thingso I dont go mental calling him Todd, hes been Fang since grade one when his adult incisors arrived extra-early and
    extra-large, leaving the baby teeth up front cowering like mini-marshmallows between two he-man tusks. It was a look that caused Fang a fair amount of grief during his formative years. And he
    still has a pretty lacerating smile, so the nickname has some staying power even if he doesnt.


    Anyway, the night of the seventh, we were in Fangs basement and the air was thick, but we werent all chilled out and laughing at nothing like usual. The weed had a nasty edge and the mood was sort
    of grim. I was sitting on the crap plaid couch Delaneys mom had rescued from some landfill, being violated by the techno throb, agonizing over just how trying it was to be friends with a guy who had such shitty taste in music, which should give you a bit of insight into where my head was at in those days. Another
    impediment to me getting anywhere near a comfortable high was Dwight Slater, the skank parked beside me on the couch.


    I realized the cushions were soft. I realized they tended to roll toward the low-slung center. Still,
    I thought my buddy Dwight could have made a bit more of an effort to stay on his side of the furniture. But he just kept sloshing into me, his knee, his shoulder, bumping against mine. Instead of
    moving over, hed just give me a real loose smile, pretending he didnt know he was pissing me off, pretending he didnt know that the only reason he was even permitted in the
    basement was that he always brought the weed. (Id pretty much hated Dwight since the day he tried to strangle me. It was back in grade three and Mrs. McNulty, our teacher, had stepped out
    of the class for a smoke or something and bam! Slaters hands were around my neck. I dont remember if Id been hassling him before she
    left the room or what. I do remember Dwight looking completely psycho and his grip being superman tight and my face getting really, really hot and thinking I was going to die I mean, for
    the first time in my life truly believing I was going to dieand how, even with Slater squeezing the last breath from my body, Id been worried there was something wrong with me
    because I was way more stunned than scared, which I was sure wasnt normal. Anyway, no big deal. Dwight didnt kill me. What he did was drop his hands real fast when
    Mrs. McNulty got back. And as the blood pounded its way into my head and I gasped for air, hed acted like wed just been fooling around, like the whole thing was all a big joke. Ha,
    ha. Slap me on the back. Very funny. Asshole.)


    So Dwight. Yeah. He was definitely part of the lethal brew of bad dope, bad company and even worse
    music that got me going in Delaneys basement. Normally I lay pretty low and let conversations roll around me, occasionally tossing in a sarcastic comment or two just so people dont
    think Im too slow to keep up. But that night I was fucking Chatty Cathy, man, and I started telling the whole room this dark tale about how one of us was going to bite it on the way to
    school tomorrow, get creamed by a van and be dead before they knew what hit them. The more I talked, the more details I spewed and my voice got all authoritative and shit and pretty soon everyone
    just sat back and let me roll.


    Red van, out-of-state plates, license number BLU 369. Thered be a busted-up skateboard in the
    middle of the road and a dead kid on the sidewalk, head split open, eyes way wide, staring at the blue, blue sky from a puddle of red, red blood.


    I made a show of looking around, let my eyes land on every sorry piece of gristle in the room, but the
    name had already settled into me, so I left the best for last. First I checked out Fang, standing in the bathroom doorway, one arm resting on the chin-up bar wed mounted there a few years
    back to keep his pipes steely. Even stoned, Fang seemed nervous, panicked almost, like hed just been nailed by the phantom spotlight hed been running from all his
    life. In that light, exposed in a druggy moment of reckoning, we all considered him for the role of dead man.


    Fang looked like a younger, more battered version of Steven Tylerthe fem lead singer of
    Aerosmithbut minus the strut. Totally minus the strut. Fang was all lips and teeth and long hair, all muscle and sinew and bone. I stared at him, slouched in the doorway, backlit by the
    glare of the bathroom light. I didnt get his retro rock star look. I didnt get his music. I didnt get him anymore.


    Fang shook his head, bouncing the hair from his eyes, and for just a second we managed to connect. I
    could see him pushing the others out, holding them back, so there was just enough room for us to make contact. Fuck off, Luke, he said. I gave him a knowing smile, a little nod of
    approval, before moving on to my next target.


    I lingered on Chad Turner, Phil Stroper and a couple of the other guys, stretching the moment as far
    as the tension would take it. I skipped Dwight altogether because a) I couldnt be bothered cranking around on the couch to look at him, and b) I didnt want to stare into his gob
    anyway, because every time I did Id find myself searching his face, trying to figure out why people, new to town and whatnot, always got around to asking us the same moronic question:
    Hey, are you two brothers? Jesus Christ. Me and Dwight? Retarded second cousins, maybe. But brothers? Jesus.


    Stan, who looked nothing like either me or Dwight and was nowhere near retarded, was sitting in the
    corner opposite the computer, having claimed the basements only decent chair. He was playing with the handle on the side of the La-Z-Boy, flipping the footrest up and
    down, apparently barely tuned in.


    Stan, I said, and I said it kind of loud so of course he had to look up. Tomorrow
    morning. Eight thirty-seven. The red van with the out-of-state plates? You go head to head. You lose. You die. I looked him straight on, with my face all serious, and I may have even
    jabbed a finger in his direction, but he wasnt having any of my nonsense, Stan being Stan and all.


    First he said something like, Oooh, youre really freaking me out, Luke, and he gave the lever a final push. The La-Z-Boy springs snapped to attention. Feet up, fingers laced together behind his head, he assumed this
    completely relaxed posture. Real cool. Real Stan. You want to know how I know your story is completely full of shit, Luke? 


    I just shrugged and we locked eyes and had a bit of a smirk-off while he let his question hang out
    there. When hed given everyone a chance to mull it over, he laid out his theory. Your story is full of shit because no one from out of state ever comes to butt-fuck Stokum.
    Especially in October.


    We all got a good laugh out of that and everyone called me on my bogus tale and fucking Slater punched
    me in the arm a little harder than necessary and then, thankfully, someone sane turned the music off and the TV on and we watched videos on MTV2 for a while before heading out.


    On my way home from Fangs that night, I thought about why Id stuck Stan in the middle of
    my man-versus-van scenario. I figured it was because I knew he would have a good comeback, or maybe it was because he wasnt a regular in the cast of misfits who hung out
    at Fangs. I think we all liked to see him squirm once in a while, just so he wouldnt get too comfortable thinking he was King Shit or something, who could drop by whenever he felt
    like getting high or hanging with the low-lying fruit or whatever it was that drew him in.


    I will take a minute here to talk about Stan, because after what happened I think he deserves his
    dues, especially since the local media turned the whole thing into a two-minute community freak-of-the-week gig, aired in between cheesy car commercials at the end of the six oclock news.
    The slick reporter with his great hair and white teeth practically forgot Stan altogether, clamoring to turn me into something Im not. That definitely wasnt cool, but to him I was
    the kicker, the twist, the hype, but Im telling you, Stan was the real deal.


    He was one of those rare kids who could move in pretty much any crowd, a regular teenage chameleon who
    in theory everyone should have hated. But really, the only person I can even think of who wasnt big on Stan was Fang, which was weird seeing how Delaney wasnt all that picky when it
    came to friends. I mean, Id been his best one for, like, ten years, which is a pretty good indicator of just how low his standards were. But whenever Stan was around, Fang was even quieter
    than usual, slung way back, arms folded across his chest, looking all pouty and unimpressed. Still, we both knew Fang would rather gnaw off his own knob than get into it, so if he had a problem
    with Stan he kept it to himself, which was fine by me.


    When I consider just the basement dwellers, Id have to say Stan was mostly my friend.
    Wed hooked up at school before he started showing up at Delaneys or spending his lunch hours with us stoners, cluttering up the schools back parking lot,
    passing around a spliff and doing sketchy tricks on his board to make us laugh. I have to admit, he was funny as hell, which was probably why so many kids liked him in the first place, although
    he was a lot more than just another pothead clown.


    I remember this one time after lunch, when Stan and I went to class and Mr. Thorp, our math teacher
    with the huge head, sprang this surprise quiz on us. Id sat there trying to make sense of the mess floating around on the page in front of meyou know, trying not to laugh about how
    unimaginative it was that a six was just a tipped-over nine or something equally brilliantand I glanced over and Stans like totally bent over the page, all intense and concentrated.
    I mean, he was just flying. He must have sharpened his pencil fifteen times during that test. Afterwards he chatted it up with the brains in the corridor, a big grin on his face. He ended up
    getting something like 95, only about 80 more than me.


    After school, Stan usually shot hoops with the jocks, all buffed and shit, no shirt and his jeans just
    barely hanging on, boxers poking out the top the way the chicks dig it. He was a great ball player, but everyone knew he was just passing time, waiting for the drama group to wrap up whatever
    piece o crap they were practicing so he could walk Faith Taylor, as in the Faith Taylor, home. Faiths one of the beautiful people at
    Jefferson, and even though shes in drama, shes also really cool, although I wouldnt have known it back then; back then Id never been close enough to even get a whiff
    of what she was all about.


    But Stan had been going out with Faith since freshman year, and from what I heard
    hed definitely been on the inside. Man! Like most guys at Jefferson, I would have given my right nut to get anywhere with a girl like her, and fucking Stan was shagging her on a regular
    basis and she was probably loving the whole thing. I mean, they went out for like a year and a half, so you figure it out.


    Anyway, not only was Stan dude enough to be with Faith, he was also smart and funny and athletic, just
    an excellent person from pretty much every angle, and unless youre a total brick, youve probably guessed that he died at 8:37 A.M., October 8,
    2002, on his way to school. He was hit by a red van turning into the parking lot of the 7-Eleven he was ripping by at the time. He died of head injuries and was pronounced dead at the scene.
    (Later on, I overheard this kid at school whose dad is a cop telling some of his friends that the people in the van were from Windsor, Canada. Theyd been tooling through Michigan, headed
    for New York City, got off the turnpike for gas, got lost on their way back to the highway and had headed into the 7-Eleven for directions. I thought Stan would have appreciated this bit of
    information, which proves he was right on. No one ever comes to butt-fuck Stokum, especially in October.)


    Now, this isnt something I really like to rehash, but its important and I have to lay it
    down once, so maybe people might understand a little better what was going on, I mean really going on, instead of buying the garbage they spewed on TV. The morning Stan died started out pretty
    much the same as every other day. I got up around seven-thirty, completely groggy from the weed the night before, grabbed a shower and some cereal and was on my way to school
    when I got this really weird feeling. I kept riding for a while, but I couldnt shake the weirdness, so I skidded out and picked up my skateboard. By that time the chatter of wheels on
    rutted pavement had moved past my feet, crawled up my legs, to settle in my belly. I actually went and leaned up against a tree, but it didnt help. The sun just kept getting brighter, and
    everything but the tremble in my gut got quiet, until all I could hear was playing on the insidevibrations shifting and spinning, growing into something big and beautiful, something built
    on waves of sonic light. It was like feeling the bass moving through you when your favorite song is cranked and the music is right there inside you, threatening wonder, only it was so much
    cleaner and purer and it only lasted for a second.


    I wasnt wearing a watch at the time, but it didnt matter. I was positive it was 8:37. I
    was positive Stan was dead. And I knew what a good, solid guy hed been, an incredible guy, and what a loss it was that he was gone. I also knew that the life Id lived until that
    moment was as dead as my friend.
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    Im not sure how long it was before Fang came by and found me clinging to the
    tree, my forehead pressed up hard against the bark. He asked if I was humping the fucking thing or what, and when I didnt answer, he swung around the trunk, trying to get a look at me,
    asking whats wrong, dude, whats wrong, until I finally had to stand up and act like everything was cool. I dont know how I hopped on my board, how my foot found the pavement
    again and again, how I wheeled right up to the death scene with Fang, pretending I didnt have a clue.


    The 7-Eleven is pretty much directly across from our school, and by the time we arrived, quite a crowd
    had gathered. Fang weaseled his way to the front, dragging me with him. The body was already covered up, but the puddle of blood around what was left of Stans head kept growing. Staining
    the white sheet, running off the sidewalk, spilling over the curb, screaming its redness into the street. As if a little thing like being dead was going to stop Stan from making sure that anyone
    whod been in the basement the night before and was staring down at his body just then would never forget my prophetic little tale. And the guys whod been at Fangs were all
    over it. They looked at the puddle of blood and they looked at me, jaws slack, bodies tense. They dragged their gaping eyes from my face to the skateboard cracked in two in the middle of the street. The red van with the unforgettable Canadian plates? They practically nailed me to its bashed-in grille with their silent, stupefied accusations.


    Fangs fingers bit into my upper arm. He yanked me toward him, into the heat of his breath and
    body, and never mind the crowd, never mind we were two inches apart, he started yelling, shaking me and yelling, You knew. You fucking knew. I told him to shut up, just shut the
    fuck up, I knocked his hand from my arm, but by that time it wasnt only Fang. Chad Turner and Dwight Slater and a few of the other guys had broken through the shock and were jabbering
    about what Id said, and pretty soon everyone was swinging from Stans body to me and back again, like spectators at some slo-mo tennis match. The horrified crowd eventually set their
    sights on me. Silent. Waiting. Eyeing me like Id just leapt the net and beaten the favorite to death with my racket. In the hush, even the ambulance guys paused to check out the blasted
    kid up front, the one everyone was gawking at. If people were expecting an explanation, I sure as shit didnt have one. If it was an apology they wanted, I knew there was nothing anyone
    could say that would make this right. Stan was dead. I had to bail.


    I went to push my way out, but there was no need. Everyone took a neat step back, line dancers in
    retreat, and I sashayed up the lane they cleared for me and hopped on my board and I split, a thousand pairs of eyes pressing on my back.


    I rounded the corner, was halfway up the block when I saw Faith. Stans Faith. Riding her bike
    along the opposite side of the street, chin lifted just a little toward the sun, hair flowing in a wind of her own creation. Something gorgeous slicing through the madness.
    Someone innocent of the mess on the sidewalk ahead. She raised her hand to wave, she smiled, but I dropped my head and pushed even harder for home, my board wobbling underfoot. Still, the
    snapshot of the girl on the bike followed me, a haunting thing of beauty I knew would break around the next bend, sure as a glass slipping from my hand.


    At my neat little house on Clive Avenue, I barricaded myself inside. I locked the doors, yanked the
    curtains closed, shuttered the blinds, constructed a modern-day fortress before crashing in my room. Im not going to bore you with all the crap that went through my mind while I was lying
    there, but I will tell you that after a couple of hours I got up and went to the bathroom to fondle a few razor blades and check out our pill supply. (My mom was pretty anti-meds, I wasnt
    holding out much hope. Inside the medicine cabinet, three Extra Strength Tylenol, a box of Imodium, some Midol, and an old bottle of penicillin, which Im mildly allergic to. I took the
    Tylenol but left the rest because I had no desire to break out in a rash and not shit for a week, and although I was suffering, it wasnt from cramps.)


    I was on my way back from the can when I heard the noise outside. I pulled the blind on the hall
    window back a bit, and fuck, the WDFD van and its crew were setting up out front. The roving-eye guy, the one with the long shaggy blond hair who likes to
    pretend hes some surferesque dude (yeah, right, in Stokum), came and pounded on the door. He waited awhile, staring straight ahead while the cameraman hung over his shoulder, all ready in
    case anyone was stupid enough to open up. After a while of filming my front doorbrown, wooden, three rectangular windows at the top, nothing special, reallythey
    went and did their spiel on the sidewalk. One of the neighbors probably figured Id finally committed the grisly felony theyd always known I was capable of, and they must have called
    my mom at the Michigan Savings and Loan where she works as a teller, because she pulled into the driveway about ten minutes later.


    By that time I was back in my room, but I was still peeking out, so I saw her arrive. It made me sick
    the way the reporter and his cameraman crowded around so that my mom, who is really small, had to fight her way out of the car. Surfer boy pushed his microphone in her face, which was so
    bewildered and scared I could tell she didnt have a clue what he was even saying. She made it onto the front stoop, but her hand must have been shaking really badly, because it took her a
    long while to get in. Once she did, though, she kicked it into high gear. Flying around the ground floor, screaming my name, before pounding up the stairs two at a time.


    My bedroom door ripped open and my mom staggered blind and breathless into the room. It took a few
    seconds for her to find me, crouching by the window in the half-light of an afternoon behind drapes. And man, she went all shattered pixie on me then, fingers fluttering to her throat, staggering
    backwards, sagging against the door frame, all the energy that usually holds her up gone. And she kind of choked up her next couple of lines.


    The radio said a boy had been killed, on a skateboard, then I got a call and  and
     She covered her face and her chest started heaving and I realized shed driven all the way home thinking I was dead. God, seeing my mom hiding out in her hands, watching her
    slide down the door frame until she was at my level, well, lets just say I was pretty happy I hadnt followed through on the Midol overdose or anything equally
    retarded.


    When she did finally lift her head, it was to quietly ask, Who?


    I couldnt even look at her. Stan, I said to the dark blue carpet between my
    feet.


    Oh, Luke. My name quivered into the room on a
    soft push of breath. Oh no. Not Stan. I dared to glance up. From across the room, from fifteen feet away, I could see her eyes were already glistening. Me, I wouldnt cry for
    days. And even then, it wouldnt have all that much to do with Stan.


    
      MY MOM DIDNT ASK ME about the camera
      crew outside right away. Even if I wasnt bawling, she could tell how shaky I was. She took me downstairs and made us both a cup of chocolate milk, although I was definitely in need of
      something a tad stronger, and she probably was too. Then she sat across from me at the kitchen table and carefully asked about the van out front. It took me a couple tries to get going, but I
      finally gagged up my tale. I told her what had happened in Fangs basement the night before, although I bypassed the bit about the skank weed short-circuiting my brain and channeling me
      into some psychic freak-show wavelength, which was my only theory at the time. I blamed the dope, always an easy target.


      My mom didnt say much. She just fiddled with her glass while I talked, and when I was done
      she gave this long, kind of whistling sigh and got up to phone my dad. She ran her fingertips along the wall as she made her way to the hall, where the phone sat on a little table by the front
      door. I stayed in the kitchen. Normally I like the kitchen. The 1950s Westinghouse Frigidaire with rounded edges and a silver pull handle in one corner. The metal-edged
      Formica table with matching red leatherette chairs in the other. Last summer my mom and I tarted up the old cupboards with a coat of high-gloss white and threw down some chunky black and white
      checked lino. So now the kitchen has a real cookies-and-milk kind of vibe, and usually its an awesome place to hang. But that day I just laid my head on the table and wrapped my fingers
      around its cold edge and held on until I heard the squeal of tires on pavement and the slam of a car door.


      After my dad pushed through the media scrum outside, he and my mom whispered in the hallway for a
      bit. Then he called me into his office at the back of the house and closed the door. I basically went through the same drill I had with my mom, but it took a lot longer. My dad is fairly detail
      oriented, being the head honcho supply chain guy at the Kalbro plant where, like, everybody in Stokum works if they arent employed by CME, Central Michigan Electric, the big coal-burning
      power plant south of town. (At Kalbro my dad makes sure things are lined up so that Ford and GM always get the auto fabrics of their dreams, just-in-time. You know that slick blue nubbly crap
      you drive around on? The tawny faux Naugahyde? The burgundy velveteen? Thats Stokum, man.)


      My dad badgered me all through the story, like he was going to personally present my case to the big
      guys in Detroit or something, and I had to tell him exactly what happened at Fangs, couldnt skate around anything, including the bad weed.
      (I admitted wed tried pot, but I made it sound like it was one of the first times so he wouldnt think I was a complete stoner and get all
      disappointed and shit.) Still, even with him, I didnt bother mentioning anything about the weird musical shiver under the tree that morning. Even if Id wanted to, I couldnt
      have found the words to explain that freakiness.


      We ate leftover tuna casserole in front of the TV that night (normally forbidden given that
      dinnertime is sacred), tuned in to WDFDs six oclock report. I was seriously hoping Stan and I hadnt become, well, big news, and we werent the lead
      story, which was a happy one. Evidently the terrorists were all talked out, chatter was on the decline. John Ashcroft, our homeland security hombre with the heavy brow and the oh-so-serious,
      tuned-into-all-things-terrorist face, actually offered America a steady, if guarded, smile. He announced that the national threat level, which had been jacked up to orange around the joyless
      first anniversary of the World Trade Center attacks, was being dropped. We were now to live careful, yellow lives rather than the high-octane orange ones wed been leading. Unfortunately,
      this American didnt find the news as comforting as Ashcroft had probably hoped, and I was definitely still in an orange funk when the roving-eye guy came on with the real news at the end
      of the hour.


      He was standing in the 7-Eleven parking lot with the van behind him. Thankfully, Stans body
      had been removed, but still, I felt sick just looking at the whole scene. The reporter pushed his hair out of his eyes and started in with all the usual crap. A minor, whose name is
      being withheld pending notification of family members, was killed this morning when he was struck by a van turning into the 7-Eleven parking lot across from Jefferson High. The young man had been skateboarding along the sidewalk on his way to school when he was hit. After about two seconds of this, the dickweed cameraman zoomed in on the bloody
      sidewalk while the reporter blabbed offscreen, building up the suspense as to why this wasnt just another tragic traffic accident. Then the camera pulls back from the
      bloodstain and theres fucking Slater standing next to surfer guy, his hair all combed and his zits battered over by pancake makeup. Dwights trying to look all broken up about
      Stan, but when he starts in with the story its obvious hes totally getting off on being behind the mike, I mean, you can just sense his hard-on excitement. I will say, he stuck
      pretty much to the facts, but I didnt think his big dramatic pause before he got to the part about the license plate was really necessary.


      BLU 369, he said, and then he repeated it just so everyone would know it had really
      stuck with him. Its easy to remember, because its the color blue, like without the e, and then three, six, nine, like, you know,
      you just keep adding three. When he turned and pointed at the van and the camera panned to the plate, well, both my parents started shifting around in their seats like their gitch had
      just jumped a mile up their asses or something. Then, catch this, my buddy Fang climbs out of the soundproof van where hed been waiting like some cloistered game show
      contestant. He repeated the story, only he was all nervous and everything and he messed up the license number, got the BLU wrong, which made Dwightstill standing on-camera, thrilling at
      the airtime, playing at sadlook like a real wizard.


      I was shaking my head at the lame antics when they cut over to my place and gave what little
      background they could on me. I came off as just an average kid, which I thought was pretty decent because, seriously, Id been expecting worse. But then
      the reporter raised an eyebrow and said that I had refused all requests for interviews, and they flashed a close-up of my freshman yearbook photo and let the picture do their
      fucking dirty work. God! There I was with hat head (the photographer had insisted I take off my cap) and my eyes half closed and this
      pained grimace on my face because I still had braces and refused to open the lid on all that metal. Their average-teen crap was laughable next to the picture that told the real story, the story
      of a loser with bad skin and so little self-confidence he couldnt even face a camera head-on, whose main hobbies include skateboarding, smoking illegal substances, predicting the deaths
      of close friends and, oh yeah, whacking off. Then they zoom in on my window and there I am, all hunched up and peering out like some
      child molester or something, and Lance lays out his last line.


      While we were hoping that the teen at the center of this story, Luke Hunter, would come
      forward and talk to the roving-eye team, for now Stokums own Prophet of Death is keeping all predictions to himself. Lance Winters, on the scene, for WDFD.


      My dad turned off the television then, and my mom put her hand on my knee and said, Well,
      there you go. Thats over now, a couple dozen times to try to make herself believe it. We were still sitting there, in a stunned sort of silence, when the phone started ringing.
      Loud and aggressive, like some mighty intruder charging in and out of our living room. No one moved. The phone kept squealing. Finally my mom got up to grab it. My dad and I listened to her murmuring in the hallway for a few minutes before she appeared in the doorway.


      Its for you, she said, holding the receiver out as far as its spiral tether
      would allow.


      Who is it? I asked.


      Mick. My absent uncle. Her missing brother. My mom kept her face blank and her voice
      steady. He wants to talk to you.


      Where is he?


      Mexico.


      I dropped my head and found a super-interesting spot on the carpet. No one said a word, but we all
      knew that WDFDs signal barely reached across the state, let alone the continent. And we all knew that Mick never called.


      For just an instant my eyes flickered up. Whats he doing down there?


      Helping some farm co-op locate well sites.


      Witching for water, you mean. Lots of sneer to the words.


      Yeah, witching for water. Her voice was hard now. She pointed the receiver in my
      direction. Luke?


      I got up, but I pushed right past my mother, and my uncle in Mexico, on my way to my room.


      But Id only made it halfway up the stairs when it happened again.

    


    
      (A heads-up here: Any misrepresentation of conversations or characters is entirely
      the fault of the author, who, seriously, did his best to get things right.)

    


    
      Setting: A table in a nondescript high school library.

    


    
      The
      Players


      Faith: extremely beautiful, racially mixed, 17-year-old girl who Luke dreams of
      nailing (lets be honest) despite the inappropriateness of such, given the recent passing of Stan, a good friend to Luke and, more importantly, a boyfriend to Faith


      Luke: a bit of a loser teen; for specifics, see above. Close to six feet
      tallokay, five ten and a halfwith good, straight teeth thanks to some expensive dental work. Luke has longish, wavy blond hair that curls out from beneath his
      baseball cap, which is always worn backwards. Faith, conflicted by the death of her boyfriend, has confused Luke for someone special.

    


    
      Act 1


      At the rise of the curtain, Faith and Luke are onstage, seated across from each
      other at a book-stacked table.


      Faith: Hey, did you ever see that movie Stigmata?


      Luke: Yeah, a couple years ago. I loved the part on the subway. The whipping
      scene.


      Faith (shaking her head): Really? I liked the part right at the end of the movie.
      That quote from the Gospel of Thomas. I checked it out on the Web afterwardsthis at the height of my spiritual conflict with Stans parents. Apparently Thomas had some really
      twisted ideas, but I did like the quote from the movie: The Kingdom of God is within you, not in temples of wood and stone. Touch a piece of wood: I am there. Turn a stone, and you will
      find me.


      Luke: Oh, yeah. That part. That part was good too. Definitely a close second to the
      whipping scene.


      (Faith laughs.)


      Luke (smiles, doing his best impression of charming): Actually, it reminds me of
      this thing Steinbeck wrote.


      Faith (obviously impressed): Really?


      Luke (cool, but secretly pleased with himself): From Cannery Row. He revised the first bit of the Lords Prayer to Our Father, who art in nature 


      (Faith beams, no doubt weighing the probability of ever being lucky enough to bed
      the genius across the table.)

    


    
      SHOCK AND AWE were already playing on the
      night skies over Baghdad by the time my mom unplugged the television. In fact, she not only unplugged the set, she rearranged the entire living room, pushing all the furniture into the center
      of the room, covering it with old blankets and bedsheets, so that from a certain angle it looked kind of fort-ish and fun, really, like the whole space had been taken over by some sturdy,
      industrious kid. When confronted, my mother claimed she was planning on repainting and, while she was at it, having the couch recovered as well. She said she wanted my help picking out the
      color for the walls and doing the work. I said sure, but I never saw any paint chips, let alone a can or a brush. The living room sat empty, with a big ghost of furniture crowded in the middle,
      and whenever I passed by, I imagined the severed television huddled somewhere in the scrum.


      We have a little set in the office at the back of the house, and if Id been really eager I
      could have gone in there to claim my front-row seat for the war. Instead, I gave up watching altogether, which was a bit of a relief really. When I had been partaking of the action, it had been
      sort of difficult for me to pretend there werent any musical people underneath those smart, falling bombs, and Id had trouble convincing myself all the exploding buildings were
      vacant. I couldnt even imagine how the rickety insulin bucket might be faring.


      My dad was still tuned in, however, playing sofa soldier from the pullout in the
      office, the one with the metal bar underneath the seat cushions, specially designed to ensure maximum discomfort. Hed limp out of the office, rubbing his ass, to provide updates on the
      507th Maintenance Company mishap or the new POWs or the unorthodox guerrilla tactics being used by Iraqs Elite Republican Guard. My dad fed me all the highlights, really, so I figured I
      wasnt missing anything but the pain.


      Act 2


      Faith (looking particularly gorgeous, but slightly melancholy): You know, until
      Stan died, nothing really bad had ever happened to me. I had this perfect life. Nice family, nice boyfriend, nice life. I really believed the world was good, people were good. But after Stan
      died, I sort of lost sight of that. Everything got very dark and confusing. For a while I hardly stepped out of my room. I had, like, zero energy. But now (pauses to give Luke a smile, although
      later Luke thinks he may have imagined it) I can kind of see the goodness again. I think I have to. Its who I am.


      Luke: Its who you are? Youre goodness?


      Faith (taken aback): I didnt mean it like that, I mean I see the


      Luke (interrupting): Its okay. You dont have to be embarrassed.
      (Joking, to mask his seriousness) Its okay to be good. Personally, I think Im something a lot closer to indifference or ineptitude or, I dont know
       slime mold.


      Faith (raises her eyebrows): Youre slime mold?


      Luke: Yeah. But the good kind. The kind they make penicillin from.


      Faith (laughs): Well, at least youre useful.


      Luke: I dont know. I think the antibiotics are all synthetic these days.
      Im probably obsolete.


      Faith: Well, cant you be synthetic slime mold?


      Luke (considering): I dont know. It feels kind of cheap.


      Faith: How about botulism, then?


      Luke (feigning shock): Botulism? Man, you really have a low opinion of me,
      dont you? Botulism. Now theres a force to be reckoned with. Perhaps I should switch tables.


      Faith (teasing, hopefully): I dont think anyone else would have you.


      Luke (quickly shaking off the truth behind Faiths last statement): And
      youre not worried about the possibility of contamination, O Goddess of Goodness?


      Faith (laughs): I think Im immune, Botulism Boy.


      Luke: I hope so. For your sake (makes eye contact with Faith, face softens up,
      honesty reigns)  and mine, I truly hope so.

    


    
      TAKING A LEAD from me, which is almost always
      a bad idea, my mother was now spending a fair amount of time holed up in her room. I knew it was probably because of the war and the
      lake and a whole host of other catastrophic shit I didnt want to know about, and really, I probably shouldnt have cared. Still, with my mom flattened upstairs and my dad working
      all the time, the house did feel a tad quiet and the fridge a wee bit empty. It gave me some appreciation for what my parents might have been going through back in the fall when Id spent
      a majority of my time in private retreat.


      I tried my best to coax my mom back into our lopsided family circle. My efforts at ferreting her out
      involved pounding on the door, yelling that there was no milk for my cereal and that Id appreciate her getting her ass out here so she could start worrying about me again, thank you very
      much. It was no big surprise when my father, having the dough to throw at the problem, came up with a far superior strategy for getting some food back in the fridge.


      He arrived home one night, late again, but armed with plane tickets. He came and got me so I could
      watch him march into their room and drop those babies into my moms lap. She gave my nervous father, then me, a suspicious look before setting her book on the bed beside her. I
      didnt even want to know what depressing thing she was reading, so I kept my eyes on my next vacation. She picked the tickets off the comforter and fanned them across one hand. My dad,
      doing his best imitation of firm and in control, stood beside the bed and said he didnt want any arguments, didnt want to know how many tanker trucks of fuel a plane burned during
      a transatlantic flight, they were going to Paris.


      My mom slapped the tickets against her palm. I could see there were only two. When
      she looked at my dad, a slow smile crept across her face. Well, its not the hottest destination at the moment, she said, no doubt referring to Frances poor showing
      in the recent Friends of America poll, which had resulted in the drastic renaming of the french fry here at home. Still, she said, her smile growing, Ive always
      wanted to go to Paris.


      My dad huffed out a big sigh and pursed his lips. And God, for a second there I thought he was going
      to cry or something. He managed to get a grip, but still, he sounded pretty choked up when he started talking. I know you have. Theyre for your birthday. In April, he
      added, in case shed forgotten when she was born.


      Ive always wanted to go to Paris too, I said hopefully, from my third-wheel
      position just inside the door.


      My mom dropped her chin and raised her eyebrows. Not everythings about you,
      Luke.


      Apparently not, I thought, but, remembering the Erie-inspired bawling scene Id witnessed a
      few weeks previous, I stayed cool, didnt say a word. I told them to have a great time and headed down the hall, thinking about the unsupervised opportunity coming my way. It was almost
      enough to block out the obscenely soft sound of my parents bedroom door closing behind me.


      And a week or so later, I wasnt actually eavesdropping or anything, I was just passing by,
      really, when I heard my parents talking in their room. My mom sounded upset, again, which was a drag, because ever since the plane tickets arrived
      shed been behaving so well. She wasnt 100 percent or anything, I mean the TV was still buried in the fort, but at least shed been keeping my cereal wet,
      going to work, preparing dinner, attending Friends of Lake Erie meetings without ensuing emotional collapse. So, it was really just concern for her that made me stop on the other side of her
      closed door.


      The first thing I clearly overheard was something about canceling the trip to Paris. That freaked
      me. Given my recent studdish streak between the book stacks, I was ready to take things up a notch and had been fantasizing about having Faith over while my parents were away. I figured once we
      were alone on my turf, shed probably be all over me. To be honest, Id sort of pictured us going at it in various locations in and around and on top of the house, and the fact that
      the imagined sex settings might not be available was very bad news. I pressed my ear to the door.


      Everyone at work says we shouldnt go. This from my mom.


      Why? My dad, sounding tired, frustrated.


      Why? Its unpatriotic. French hostility toward Americans. Too many people taking time
      off in April. Our plane will be blown up by terrorists. I could go on.


      So  what do you want to do?


      Long pause.


      I say fuck it. Lets go. It shocked me to hear my mother use the word.


      So  were going, then? My father sounded unsure but not at all surprised
      by his wifes foul mouth.


      Absolutely. Were going. Were fucking going. She laughed.


      I laughed. They were fucking going.


      Act 3

    


    
      Luke rushes into the library, then slows to a swagger and slides into his regular
      chair across the table from Faith, who is looking extremely happy and excited by his mere presence.


      Faith (as soon as Luke is settled): So, did you get it?


      Luke (confused, thenrealizing what shes askingmimics the
      opening guitar riff of Seven Nation Army, the first single on the freshly released White Stripes album): Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba  (Faith smiles, then does a version which is
      way better than Lukes.)


      Faith (laughing): Isnt it great?


      Luke: Awesome. And Meg sings.


      Faith: Yes! Isnt it sweet?


      Luke: Very.


      Faith: And you saw the video?


      Luke (nods): So cool. So red and white triangles.


      Faith (laughs): Thats whats great about the White Stripes
      theyre cool and sweet. Definitely not an easy combo. Especially when the flavor of the month is shock and awe.


      Luke: Yeah, no kidding. (Long pause. Luke and Faith look at each other intently.
      Smiles creep across both their faces. Luke is first to look away.)


      Faith: So, where were you, anyway? Lunch is almost over.


      Luke: Mrs. Hayward kept me after class.


      Faith: What have you done now? Made some crack about her rubber boots?


      Luke: Nooo. For your information, she gave me a present.


      Faith: A present? Really!


      Luke (pauses, then reaches for his backpack): Want to see it?


      Faith: Of course.


      Luke (pulls a leather-bound book from his bag and pushes it across the table):
      Its nothing much, just a journal sort of thing. (Faith runs her hand over the cover, admiring the book.) You know  to write in.


      Faith: Yes, I know what its for. Its really nice.


      Luke: So, ahh, Mrs. Hayward thought it might be good for me to write down some
      stuff.


      Faith (quietly, sincerely): People can be so nice, cant they?


      Luke: Yeah, once a year or so. And only if theyre Seuss fans.


      Faith (pushes the book back): Come on. Just admit it, without any qualifiers:
      People can be nice.


      Luke: Okay, okay. People can be nice. There, are you happy now?


      Faith: Very. Very happy. (Gives him a sexy, satisfied smile. A bell rings. Luke and
      Faith stand to collect their things.)


      Faith (glancing at Luke): So  are you going to the dance?


      Luke (freezes): The dance?


      Faith: Yeah. Theres a dance this Friday.


      Luke (forcing himself to move again, he sticks a book in his backpack): I heard the
      dances are completely lame. The music totally sucks.


      Faith: Im thinking about going.


      Luke: Yeah, well, I was thinking about, maybe, going. Too. Maybe. You know. For
      something to do. Maybe. (Faith and Luke move to the exit, rear center stage.)


      Faith: So, I might see you there?


      Luke: Maybe. Possibly. Probably.


      Faith: Good. Then you might, maybe, possibly, probably, see me there, too.


      Luke holds the door for Faith then follows her, heart tripping, offstage. Scene
      fades to black.


      THE END
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    My hand was on the banister, I was mid-step, and this flash hit me, clear as the
    newscast wed just been watching. By the time I put my foot down, I knew that Mr. Bernoffski, the old Polish guy who lived two doors down, was going to get crushed under his John Deere
    riding mower when it rolled on the steep part of his backyard, where the lawn slopes down to the cedar hedge. His chest would be crushed by the weight of the mower, a broken rib would puncture
    his left lung. He would be unable to breathe or call for help and would die from lack of oxygen at 3:18 P.M., October 9, 2002.


    I think I went into some sort of preprogrammed self-survival mode right then. I made it to my room and
    collapsed on the bed. I stared at the ceilingmind gone, body wipedbefore fading out completely. I woke up around four A.M., still fully clothed,
    drenched with sweat, gasping for air, basically scared completely shitless. It took a long while for me to even get my breathing under control, and even then I could feel the vapors of terror
    pumping through my veins, refueling, getting ready to spin me out around the next corner if I didnt hold tight.


    As I lay there trying to stay sane, I saw my running shoes sitting neatly beside my bed. Toes lined up
    with the edge of the carpet, laces worked loose. I knew that one of my parentsmy dad probably, he was the neat freakhad come in and, seeing me crashed, had bent
    down and slipped off my shoes, carefully, so he wouldnt wake me up. Like I was still just a little kid hed carried in from the car after some late night drive home. I stared at
    those shoes and my heart slowed beat by beat by beat until I was finally able to think about Stan and Mr. Bernoffski and what the hell was going on. The only thing I really came up with was the
    importance of preventing the close encounter between my Polish neighbor and his John Deere from happening. I figured if I saved Mr. Bernoffski, if he just didnt die, then maybe my life
    wouldnt completely derail. The glowing green numbers of my alarm clock crawled toward seven oclock, by which time I couldnt take it anymore. I got up, snuck out the kitchen
    door and headed for the house two doors down.


    I cut through the Connellys backyard before the Bernoffskis fence pushed me out front
    onto the street. It was a bit of a mind melt to see the roving-eye van still parked in front of my place, a nasty reminder that this nightmare was way real. I pulled my hood down as far as
    possible, hopped the porch railing and rang the bell, one eye on the van, one eye on the door. When the old guy finally opened up, he looked crabby as hell and I could tell he was all suspicious
    and shit. He was tugging at this ratty blue bathrobe, trying to cover his gut, but I was so revved up I just started rambling.


    Hi, sorry to bother you. I dont know if you recognize me, Im Luke Hunter, I live
    just up


    Jesus Chrrist, you tink Im stupid? I know you. You Dougs boy. Of course I know.
    Jesus Chrrist, what time is it?


    Ahh, yeah, its early, sorry, but I go to Jefferson High and I have to do community
    service work, you know, like help out an old person or a kids soccer team or something like that. Its mandatory for my civics class, and I was wondering if I
    could cut your lawn for a couple of months, for free of course, and I could come whenever you want me to, but Ive gotta start right away, and


    What you be say? His voice was loud. He looked confused. So I repeated the whole thing,
    really slowly, which practically killed me, what with the van on my ass and everything. Still, I could see that, second time around, Mr. Bernoffski was catching my drift, because his face sort of
    relaxed and he started nodding, following along.


    So you want to cut my grazz, he said when Id finished, and by this time we were
    both bobbing our heads at each other like two of those bobble-head, spring-necked dolls, and I was thinking Id just saved this guys life when he says, No one touches my
    tractor. No one. I cut my own grazz. I no need no help, and he starts to shut the door.


    I just about went crazy then, threw myself inside and insisted he let me cut the grass today. Id bring my own mower, Id hand-trim his monster of a lawn, edge the fucking sidewalk, whatever, but he had to let me do it. I think I scared him
    a bit, because he was clutching at his robe like he thought I might try to rip it off, and he started pushing me toward the door and saying something like, Okay, okay, you crazy keed. You
    cut the grazz, but I watch you. And not today. I cut it yesterday.


    You cut the grass yesterday? My mouth a mile wide.


    Yes. Yes. You blind or what? Look, look. He pointed out the front door and I turned
    around and, sure enough, the lawn was completely shorn. I could have laughed out loud. You come next week, okay? You come Tuesday. Always Tuesday, I cut the grazz. Today
    Wed-nes-day.


    I jumped off the porch, landed right on the grass, the beautiful, pubic-short grass. I flipped the
    bird at the van as I went by, didnt give a shit if the roving-eye team got a good look at The Prophet, because it was Wednesday, and Tuesday was the day, man, Tuesday was the day.


    My parents let me stay home, although they both headed to work. I basically hung out in my room,
    listening to tunes and trying to catch some zees after the four A.M. wake-up call. I finally drifted off after lunch, woke up around three oclock
    feeling like shit. I headed to the bathroom, started getting dizzy in the shower.


    I rested my cheek against the wet tile, fiddled with the tap to cool down the water. From that weird
    angle, through the gap between the wall and the shower curtain, I could see a slice of our backyard out the little window over the toilet. The sky was gray and I could tell the wind had picked up
    by the way the branches of the oak tree next door were jumping. Then I saw the wheel. Hanging dark and steady against the green of the Bernoffskis cedar hedge. An evil black moon rising
    from the undercarriage of a toppled riding mower.


    I was still pressed against the wall, staring out the window, when I felt him pass through me. It was
    different than it had been with Stan; it wasnt as clean somehow, and it lasted longer. I closed my eyes and felt the hardness and the happiness of my neighbor shivering through me. Power
    chords of love dropped me to my knees, spiraled into rhythm and melody, exploded in a fearless white crescendo. Then it was all over for Mr. Bernoffski, and I was left
    kneeling, naked, under a stream of water that was slowly running cold.


    
      BACK IN MY ROOM, it went something like this.
      I couldnt sit down. I couldnt relax. My fists were rock. I picked up my toes-to-the-carpet shoes and hurled them at the window. A crack split the glass. I tossed my chair across
      the room, took a swing at my fern. I ripped the concert posters off the wall, kicked the bedside table over, trampled the light, smashed the shade, pulverized the bulb pretending it was Mr.
      Bernoffskis headMr. Bernoffski the fucking liar who didnt cut his whole lawn on Tuesday, oh no, he liked to cut the steep part at the back on Wednesday. The fucking stupid
      immigrant fucking liar. Now he was dead and I was fucked because Id been too stupid, too lazy, to take a look over his fucking back fence. What the fuck was he thinking with his
      only-Tuesday bullshit? FUCK. I jammed my face into my pillow and screamed and screamed and screamed.

    


    
      IT STARTED GETTING DARK around 4:30, started
      to frigging pour at 4:45, and I just lay there in my warm, dry room trying to ignore the glass in my feet and the thunder outside and the images flashing through my brain. Mr. Bernoffski, his
      lungs flattened, his cold white body pinned to his freshly cut lawn. Mr. Bernoffski in his shabby bathrobe. Jesus Chrrist, you tink Im stupid? Stan, head split wide, puddle
      of red, sky of blue. Stan in the La-Z-Boy. Oooh, youre really freaking me out, Luke.


      Yeah. Freaking me out. Really.

    

  

html/docimages/page001img001.png
ANTHEM

RELUCTANT
PROPHET





html/docimages/page018img001.png
WO





html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
‘If great it o0 Luke Hunter.

Thi elation’






html/docimages/page009img001.png
ONE





html/docimages/page003img001.png
ANTHEM

RELLCTANT
PROFHET





html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





html/docimages/page028img001.png
THREE





html/docimages/page004img001.png





