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This book is dedicated, with deep gratitude,  
to two loyal friends, who insisted, for years,  
that I ought to write it,  
and then that I could write it,  
until finally I did write it:  
Ashley Grayson and Jes Tate.




. . . and he was so grateful, and said I was the best friend old Jim had ever had in the world, and the only one he’s got now; and then I happened to look around and see that paper.

It was a close place. I took it up, and held it in my hand. I was a-trembling, because I’d got to decide, forever, between two things, and I knowed it. I studied a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then says to myself:

“All right, then, I’ll go to hell”—and tore it up.

It was awful thoughts, and awful words, but they was said. And I let them stay said; and never thought no more about reforming. I shoved the whole thing out of my head, and said I would take up wickedness again, which was in my line, being brung up to it, and the other warn’t.

 

—Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn

 

 

“God, you don’t want to stay with me,” he said to the girl. “Someday you’ll be in difficulty and need my help and I’d do to you exactly what I did to Leo; I’d let you sink without moving my right arm.”

“But your own life was at—”

“It always is,” he pointed out. “When you do anything. That’s the name of the comedy we’re stuck in.”

 

—Philip K. Dick, The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch




PART ONE

(Wednesday, September 5, 1973)




1

The Year of Being Normal

I HAD DEVELOPED this theory all summer: if I could be perfectly, ideally, totally normal for the first day of my senior year, which was today, then I could do it for the first week, which was only Wednesday through Friday. And if I could be normal for that first short week, I could do it for the next long week. After that I’d just have to repeat the have-a-normal-week process seven more times. I’d worked that out on a calendar.

Far as I could remember, nobody ever got their ticket after about Halloween, unless they spazattacked in class.

My alarm went off at 7:15, and my eyes opened on the sun smearing across the yellowing roughcoat of my ceiling. Get up and be normal. Just for today.

It was kind of like an idea that I’d gotten from my dad back when he was alive—“one day at a time.” Just this past summer I’d found out it wasn’t his idea, he got it from AA. Anyway, good idea or not, it was my theory, which was about to become my plan, and I was going to stick to it. Like a coat of paint—for Dad, everything that stuck, stuck to everything like a coat of paint.

Thinking about Dad was a bad way to start the plan, because it could make me blow acting normal all to hell, and nobody would understand, since he’d been dead for almost four years—four years exactly on October 17. Which I had noted would fall on Week Six of Operation Be Fucking Normal.

Don’t think about that. I shoved that whole thought away like I shoved away the two hungry cats that jumped up onto the dining room table and headed for my bowl of raisin bran. Since I could tell Mom was still passed out solid, I didn’t worry about looking like I was being all gentle and caring with those nasty hairy fuckers; I just pushed them off the table.

No matter what you heard, they don’t always land on their four feet. Starlight did and stalked away with most of his dignity, but Prettyangel flopped on her back, and came up snarling.

“You’re supposed to be graceful, asshole,” I said, but the cat was already gone, charging into the living room. There was considerable yowling and screaming; with  cats everywhere and all perpetually hungry and pissed off, any cat that moved fast was gonna get jumped.

I finished my cereal, dumped the milk down the sink to keep it away from the cats, and rinsed the bowl. They always fought over any food that was left out, even if it was just something to lick, and made an even bigger mess than Mom’s kitchen was naturally.

I spritzed my pits, splashed my hair, combed it out, and checked myself in the hallway mirror. T-shirt: red and gray, not white like a farm boy. Jeans: faded, moderate flare, Levi’s, not dirty and written on like a stoner, not chinos like a nerd, not polyester or big flared groovy-boy cords like a Christian jock. Tennis shoes: low-tops, scuffed but not too scuffed. Look groomed without looking like I had groomed. Normal normal normal.

I combed the hair out again, riffled it with my fingers. Straight, fine, mudcolored—it clung blandly to my skull like chocolate pudding running down a bowling ball.

Probably I was worrying way too much. Nobody normal was always trying to figure out the rules.

I shut the door to my room good and tight; I had my time planned kind of tight for that evening and didn’t want unexpected cat messes in my room. Sometimes when I came in late I didn’t have time to do cat turd patrol in the whole house, and just had to catch it the next morning, but I drew the line at cat shit in my room.

Especially ’cause one of those evil furry bastards  liked to shit on my bed, and even Hairball, the big orange one that was kind of mine, would pee on my throw rugs if he could. I had the only room in the house where you didn’t need an ax to cut through the cat stench, and I was gonna keep it that way. The doorknob held when I tugged. Okay, if Mom didn’t open the door and forget to close it, I was catproof for the day.

I picked up the old coal shovel I had for the purpose and ran through; I’d gotten so good I could do this in less than five minutes, like the world champion Easter egg hunter except of course it was for cat turds. More piles than I could count, as always—I was never completely sure how many cats we had at any given second—because no matter how many litter pans I set out, the big cats always guarded them and the little cats ended up crapping in the corners.

Most of the cat pile was wormy; I didn’t look too close because I hated to see. Mom didn’t believe in fascist things like veterinarians, vaccinations, or spaying. When SkyMusic had gotten clawed up by a raccoon and been in godawful pain from his infected wounds, I’d broken down—I had sworn I’d never spend a dime on those cats but he was suffering so bad—and taken him to the vet myself, and Mom had screamed at me all that night about it, and taken SkyMusic’s painkillers for herself, and flushed his antibiotics down the toilet because all he needed were herbs and love. He went into a coma or something and died a couple days later; I remember crying the whole time I was burying SkyMusic (I gave him the spot by the lilac bush near where he used to hang out). Usually burying cats was just a job, something I did a couple times a month, but I could still get sad and pissed off and near tears when I thought about SkyMusic.

I was gripping that shovel so hard you’d think I’d bend it in half, and I made myself relax before I spilled any. I opened the back door and slung the shovelful under the trellis. People always wondered why our morning glories were so impressive.

At least there weren’t any dead cats this morning, and it didn’t look like anybody had lost a fight with a raccoon, skunk, or owl. I hadn’t seen BeautySong in a while, though, so maybe she’d run out of luck.

Ocean, Starlight, LoveJoy, and Tundra all padded past me, off to kill birds and raid garbage cans in the neighborhood, as I closed and locked the back door. I’d lost two minutes to getting into a rage about cats. Fuck. Normal guys did not do that.

One last check in the mirror. It was still me, Karl Shoemaker, Prospective Normal Guy. Normal normal normal. One like him on every street corner. Think normal thoughts, stop being a chickenshit, get moving.

Check on Mom, like always; you never knew what might be breaking and shaking, because she broke things and shook things the way cats have kittens. So I quietly  opened the door to her room, slipped inside, and looked around. Trouble, definitely—Neil was there.

Shit. Real trouble. Whenever Mom went out at night she dressed like she’d gone to a costume party as a gypsy—big clunky black boots, baggy skirt in about twenty colors that looked like an old quilt, lots of fake gold and silver chains and loops, baggy shirt, bright head scarf. But this morning the junk jewelry lying on the nightstand and the clothes thrown around the room were new, and in the ashtray beside all the Kent butts, there were a couple roach clips with a not-smoked-down joint in each one.

Fuck.

This close to her paycheck, she could only have gotten the money one way.

I slipped back out, down the hall, glanced around, opened the closet door, lifted the carpet, flipped up the little take-out piece I’d made in the floor there, and sure fucking enough. The big Ragú jar there was empty except for a note that said “Tue. Sept. 4 1973. I.O.U. $226.00. Put it on my tab, Beth Shoemaker.”

I had a familiar numb, sick feeling as I pocketed the IOU. I’d paste it in my account book later. She’d just wiped out what I’d made last week selling radio ads, or what I’d made gardening in a month, or three McDonald’s paychecks. Figure it any way you liked, there were some days of my life I had worked for nothing, and sure  as shit I was never getting them back, because Mom’s IOU wasn’t worth wiping your butt with.

“I had to do that, sweetie,” she said, behind me. I turned around. Her jaw was set forward; she was pout ing. In the early morning light her skin was pale and ashy, showing every fine wrinkle. She really needed to learn to wash her face before going to bed. The heavy electric-blue eye makeup looked like some kind of a disease, and her lips, crusted with pink lipstick, looked kind of sick and dead. She was wearing a Lightsburg Wildcats T-shirt, probably Neil’s, since it hit her about midthigh. “I really needed some freedom last night.” She looked away, her face disappearing behind her loose hanging hair. “I’ll pay you back when I get my real estate license, it’ll all come out of the first sale to pay you.”

Her thick, long, dyed-yellow hair was wet on one side where she’d drooled into it. “You slobbered on your hair again, Mom.”

She touched it, yelled, “Ucky ucky!” and ran into the bathroom to splash water into it and brush it out. Good. That would give me my minute to get out the door.

She was still yelling “Ucky ucky ucky!” in the bathroom as I grabbed up my books. She got that from back when she used to be a substitute teacher; she liked really little kids and kind of naturally got down on their level. I guess doing that “ucky ucky” thing every time she got spit all over her hair was cute, maybe the first few times  she did that, back when I was in eighth grade, right after she started to grow it out and dye it. Most of the guys who came through seemed to think it was cute, anyway.

Dashing for the door, I plowed right into Neil, who was naked. His shoulder-length brown hair smelled like a fire in a rope factory, his rumpled beard brushed over his mound of chest hair, and he was kind of waddling toward the bathroom, looking like Primitive Man in the diorama at the Toledo museum; slumped like an ape, big jaw hanging half open, peering around like he was afraid someone would hit him but hoped someone would feed him.

He reached out and rubbed my head with his hand, which was probably as much cleaning as that hand would get today. “Hey, little dude. You oughta stick around. Your mommy got some money. Betcha she takes us to breakfast.”

He’d thought that was fucking hilarious for years, pretending like he didn’t know where she got it. Sometimes he’d helped her look for my stashes.

“I gotta get to school, Neil.” I slapped his hand up off my head.

“School’s bullshit,” he said as I opened the door, and “Hey, what’s with the little dude?” as I closed it behind me.

I was almost as tall as he was, and in better shape from work (something he wouldn’t know much about), but I was sure as shit not as heavy.

Off my schedule. Shit, right in the first twenty minutes. Now I’d have to hurry, no slack in my timing.

It was a nice, bright summer day, no trace of fall yet. I had to catch the early bus, and make it look like an accident, so I could just accidentally miss seeing Paul Knauss.

Paul and me had been best friends since we shared a playpen—our dads had been best friends for like five years before we were born. We were like two pieces of the same guy; I got the muscles and the common sense, he got the talent and the face. I told Paul that once, and like right then, not even a second for a breath, he said, “How do you know we’re not two parts of the same ugly, puny, untalented dork?”

See, he could always crack me up. And we’d been through more shit together than an old plumber’s snake. So I wasn’t mad at him or anything—I just needed to duck him for a few weeks, and get people to stop saying KarlandPaul like it was one word, and disconnect myself from his weirdness, since being unweird was critical for Operation Be Fucking Normal.

Paul and me had always been on the same bus since the first day of kindergarten, so to make ducking him look like an accident was going to be tricky. Usually we’d be at the stop just after the early bus, on purpose, to goof some till the on-time bus came. Today I needed it to look like I accidentally took the early bus.

I glanced down at my watch—I had been walking slower than I meant to. Three blocks to cover, now. I ran down the street, sunlight flashing in and out of my eyes as I passed through the deep morning shadows of the big old trees. The early bus was at my stop, the last kid just getting on, so I started a serious kick, finishing in a blaze along its bright yellow side and jumping up onto the black rubber steps, landing tiptoe and rocked forward.

So much for looking like I caught it by accident.

Jolene Weber, the driver, was one of the ladies that got drunk with my mom. She grinned at me. “Made it, kiddo,” she said. “Two more steps and you’d’ve been hanging from the back windows on the way to school.”

“Yeah, well.” That’s what you said, in Lightsburg, when you were supposed to say something and couldn’t think of anything.

She swung the steel handle that thumped the door closed and hollered, “Everybody hang on, I’m peelin’ out.”

In the aisle, the guy in front of me turned partway around.

It was Paul. I was surprised to see him but I figured, oh, well, hitches in the plan were bound to happen, I couldn’t very well dodge him clear till Halloween, and come to admit it, I didn’t really want to. I’d have to sit with him.

But Paul stared at me like I’d just gotten off a flying  saucer, and sat in the first open seat, next to one of those invisible sophomore girls that fill up the halls in school.

Plenty of double seats open, just a couple steps further back. I went and sat in the nearest open double, two rows behind Paul, watching the back of his head.

Paul and me’d been friends since before we could talk. We’d been in the Madman Underground ever since we’d gotten our first tickets in the first week of fourth grade.

I guess up until just a few years before Paul and me went into it, there wasn’t much mental health care in schools, which explained everything about the older generation, if you asked me, which is probably why nobody asked me.

When I asked Dad why I had to go to a shrink, back in fourth grade, he told me Mr. Knauss, Paul’s dad, had worked really hard to get school psychologists into the budget, which was good enough for me right there. Then he leaned forward and looked me right in the eye and added, “Karl, we are finally advanced enough to admit some kids need help, and provide it for them.” (Which told me I was one of those kids.)

But like Paul’s dad always added, this was still Ohio, the Cheap Bastard State, so they got the cheapest shrinks they could get—either fresh out of grad school or just up from a first job at a prison. First thing shrinks did when they got into the Lightsburg schools was start mailing out résumés to bigger school systems or real clinics, and  they’d get hired away from Lightsburg pretty fast. Our therapy group went through like three to seven of them a year.

The school system didn’t exactly know what to do with the shrinks, either. Teachers had a list of who got out of class to go to group therapy, and you got sent off to it on the same period and day every other week, the same way the kids who talked funny went to speech.

Now here’s what was plain old wall-to-wall stupid: the teachers—not a shrink, not the kids, nobody who knew jack shit—the teachers decided who went to group therapy. Or sometimes the guidance counselors, which was not any better, since all our guidance counselors were coaches who were too stupid to teach. Which meant you got your ticket either because they knew your life was full of real bad shit, like Paul, or because the teacher caught you doing something weird, like me. And once you were in, they put a note in your file that said you were in therapy, and all your teachers saw that file.

They might as well have tattooed CRAZY on your forehead. The next year every teacher would be watching you for the first weird thing you did—and has there ever been a kid who never does anything an adult considers weird?

First thing you did, bing-o, back into therapy. They kept our same therapy groups together year after year, so almost always the newest person in the room was the shrink. Get one ticket once and it was good for free tickets every year afterwards.

Teachers have no sense of perspective. The first time I got a ticket it was in fourth grade, because Mrs. Daggett was reading a story and I got a crying jag like I did sometimes.

Stories nailed me. I was one of those kids that has to know how a movie comes out before I could see it. I couldn’t handle suspense, not even a little. And if I did  know how it came out, and it wasn’t happy, that was even worse.

Mrs. Daggett was reading us “The Steadfast Tin Soldier,” the part right before the end when the paper doll blows into the fire. I started to cry because I knew we were coming up on the part where they would find the tin heart in the ashes, and just knowing that was coming was too much for me.

When that happened at home, Mom or Dad would just go out to the kitchen, fix themselves a drink, and wait till I’d stop. Then if they remembered, they’d come back and finish the story. No big deal. But Mrs. Daggett didn’t know me, and she was one of those pushy people that just have to try and help, so she put her arm around me.

That got me crying so hard I couldn’t breathe, let alone explain. So I was making these weird hiccup noises and my face got all purple. Daggett called in the school nurse.

That was that, I got my ticket. The next week I was excused from class and started going with Paul to group therapy.

Paul had been going since the start of school that year. He got his ticket because everybody in Lightsburg knew about what had happened over the summer. His mom was going to take a picture of the kids just before going to church, so she had Paul and his big brother Dennis and little sister Kimmie lined up in front of the house. She had one of those old kind of cameras where you look down into it instead of through it, and you walk back and forth to get things right in the picture.

So she was down at the foot of the front yard, in the grass between the sidewalk and the street, trying to get it perfect, and she stepped one more step back without looking, and her high heel slipped over the curb and she fell over backwards in front of a speeding car.

The driver was some high school girl. Her family only lived in town that one year. People said they just weren’t Lightsburg people; I guess it was a shame that Mrs. Knauss didn’t get killed by a real local.

The tire went right over her neck, and she died that second. For years people in town said she didn’t have time to suffer. I think everyone always has time to suffer.

So I got my first ticket because I did something crazy, and Paul’s first ticket was because something awful happened so he was supposed to be crazy. Same story with all the other Madmen—once we got our first ones, from then on we got them because we’d had them before. We were gonna be in the Madman Underground till death or graduation.

But it couldn’t be absofuckinglutely impossible to not get the ticket, because now and then a kid was only there for a year and then left the group.

I was going to try being normal, starting today. Who knew what might follow? A social life. People off my case. A non-Madman girlfriend. The road was wide open, so I was pedal-to-the-metal-and-let-her-roar flooring it towards being more normal than anybody.

Still, I wondered what Paul’s problem was. Okay, so I wanted to avoid him. That didn’t mean I wanted to be avoided.

The bus pulled up at another crowded stop and a bunch of kids piled in. Some rabbity-nervous freshman girl, carrying a big heavy pack for some reason, stood next to my seat. “I’m harmless,” I said to her.

“Excuse me?”

“I’m harmless,” I said. “That looks heavy. Sit down.”

She blushed but she sat.

I kept staring at the back of Paul’s head. Of all the group, Paul was the one I most needed to avoid hanging out with, because he was the heart and soul of the Madman Underground, the one who had named it.

For some reason, back when we were all in eighth grade, Paul had gotten hung up on reading The Catcher in the Rye and On the Road and he’d just kept reading them over and over all year, first one then the other, about one week per book. They sounded real boring, so I never read either. From what Paul said, they had three things  in common: One, they were both classics, ten or twenty years old. Two, they were about young guys that didn’t give a shit what people thought. Three, both books used “madman” as a compliment.

So Paul started calling the therapy group the “Madman Underground,” and everyone else picked it up. The name stuck like a coat of paint, at least inside the group.

And supposedly nobody outside the group knew there  was a group. Of course we all knew that wasn’t true. High school was like the little clear plastic tunnels that Paul’s hamsters lived in: you could run a long way but never get out, and always, everyone could see you.

So I was going to change tunnels. This year, no ticket for me. No Madman Underground. Normal normal normal.

Fuck. I wondered what Paul’s trip was.

The bus bottomed its shocks on the turn into Oakbrook, the closest thing that Lightsburg had to a suburb: a tangle of winding streets just outside the city limits, with houses that started looking fake the day they were put up, lawns that had no sidewalks or fences, station wagons or pony cars parked out on the street, and wide driveways full of the toys you saw on TV.

Oakbrook houses had “rec rooms” and “dens” and “foyers” and all kinds of pretentious shit like that, but what they were was plywood and Z-Brick boxes with plastic  “ironwork” and pot-metal “brass” and hollow chipboard columns on the front. The last couple years, I’d made some money sticking all that frouf back on with Liquid Nails.

Everybody out there talked about their houses like they were always for sale, calling them “homes” and saying they lived in “a three-bedroom New England saltbox home” instead of “a big white house with siding and a sloped flat roof.”

But no matter how much molded plastic and pot metal you stuck on those cheap-bastard houses, the cheap-bastard just came bleeding through. They were on septic tanks so the yards stank all summer, especially after the low spots flooded. Because they only had county street maintenance, they had potholes the size of townships. And the kids from there were always in town anyway, paying a quarter to use the library, the pool, and the skating rink, because Dad and Mr. Knauss had fought to put in nonresident fees (and been called cheap bastards themselves for that).

Back when Dad was mayor, they’d tried to annex that land and the developers had put up a big fight and the city had lost. Later, while Oakbrook was being built, Paul’s father, on City Council, had tried to annex them and make them pay property taxes. Nobody else on the council wanted to do anything that would actually make the Oakbrookers pay their fair share,  but sticking their kids up for candy money was pretty popular.

“Lightsburg politics in a nutshell,” Dad used to say. “A perfect balance between spiteful and ineffective.” That was one of a million things I missed, and Paul missed, too—we could still crack each other up talking about the way our dads would get rolling on the subject when the families’d do cookouts together. “Maybe they should just incorporate and get their own school district,” Dad would say. “Put in some used singlewides for the town hall and school if they can get them cheap enough.” And Mr. Knauss would add, “They could be our cross-town rivals. Come on out Friday night and see the Lightsburg Wildcats versus the Oakbrook Fighting Cheap Bastards.”

The school bus bucked and slammed along through Cheap Bastard Acres, picking up more people, and Jolene hollered and made everyone find a seat.

At school, I was one of the last people off because I’d sat so far towards the back, and I wanted to give Paul a head start.

Jolene gave my arm a squeeze. I don’t know why all of Mom’s friends were always touching me, but I didn’t mind much when it was Jolene. “Have a great year, kiddo.”

“Thanks, but I have other plans.”
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How the Most Expensive Pizza of My Life Resulted in Delayed Gratzification

MY FIRST CLASS was college-track senior lit, taught by Coach Gratz. It bit the big hairy bag. I’d had Gratz before, twice, and that was like about four times too many.

How I happened to be taking this class from Gratz kind of happened in two stages. The first stage, last spring, was God’s punishment for my taking my mother out for her birthday.

I knew it was dangerous to get all dumb and sentimental. And yet all the same, right when I was about to sign up for my senior year classes, I tried to really celebrate Mom’s birthday, instead of just giving her the money to get drunk, high, and laid, like I had the year before. This time, I told her, she was going to be just slightly spoiled,  and I was going to take her to Pietro’s, the semidecent pizza place in town. It had red-checked tablecloths, if you didn’t mind that they were fake plastic-coated canvas, and slightly better than decent pizza, if you were flexible about what you called decent.

“Are you sure you can afford this?” Mom asked, as soon as we’d already ordered.

“It’s your birthday, Mom, and I don’t spend money I can’t afford.” I wasn’t sure whether she was trying to be my loyal protective concerned mother, which would be nice for her to at least try for a change, or if she was setting me up for one of her sermons about “ucky ucky money,” so I played it neutral. “You know I have a bunch of jobs and I’m a miser, Mom. It’s just that last night I was visited by these three ghosts, the Ghost of Mom’s Birthday Past, the Ghost of Mom’s Birthday Present, and the Ghost of Mom’s Birthday Yet to Come, and they all showed me the true meaning of Mom’s Birthday, so I ran out into the street in my nightgown and started giving money to urchins and stuff. That’s why I ordered us the El Supremo Dreamo Extra Large. It’s twice the size of Tiny Tim. Of course we’re gonna both be twice our size by the time we finish—”

She was giggling pretty good by then, so even if she had been setting me up for a sermon, I’d managed to step out of that bear trap pretty neat and clean. “So what’s new at work?” I asked. She could always crack  me up by saying mean shit about her coworkers.

She took a moment to light one of her Kents, take a deep drag, and pose with it; Mom used her cigs to wave around at least as much as she smoked them, so she probably only got like half the cancer she paid for. “Dull as shit  all day, Tiger.” She always kind of emphasized the swear words when she was talking to me, I guess to remind me I had a cool mom that would say fuck and shit in front of me. “So I did one whole chapter of my real estate course, and filled out the answer sheet, and mailed that in. If the school is even still in business, now I’ve done eight chapters, with seventeen to go. So there’s some progress in my personal world, anyway.”

She’d started that correspondence course three years ago. Every couple-few months she’d do another chapter, mail it in, and get a grade back a couple weeks later, always an A because the assignments were retarded-chimp easy, and open-book besides. Supposedly once she finished the correspondence course she’d be all set to take the exam for her real estate license, but she could have just walked in and taken the exam; the course wasn’t like a requirement or anything. I’d speed-read the whole book in one long weekend last year, but then I’d been real disappointed when it turned out that in Ohio you had to be eighteen to sell real estate (I figured it couldn’t be any harder than selling radio ads, and it paid a lot better).

Come to admit it, I knew good and well that Mom was  taking the course so slow not because she wanted to get her license but because she wanted to avoid it. I had no idea why she’d want to stay a secretary/receptionist, but that was what she wanted.

Meanwhile, though, she could sure tell a story. She took another drag, then posed again, one arm across her chest to shove her boobs up, the other holding her cigarette vertical, head cocked to the side, the basic clever-and-flirty she did all the time when she was pretending to listen to Neil and the other losers.

She talked quite a bit of dirt about Mary, the part-time office help, who was a couple years older than me and screwing two of the married sales agents, which was why she never actually did anything “except her nails and hair,” Mom said, “which she does at her desk for hours. And whatever she does to her nipples to get them to stick through her blouse like that all the time,” Mom said. “That doesn’t happen naturally till you’ve had like ten babies. Oh, and she does talk to her girlfriends on the phone, but since we have to keep the line open she only does that maybe half the working time in the day. I just think of her as not really an employee, more like a benefit, we supply the sales guys with hot and cold running slut.”

Then she got going on all the weird gross stuff they found out at the Merton house when old Pearl Merton finally died. There were all these cat skeletons, boiled and  cleaned like for a science fair project, with tags on them naming which cat they’d been (I almost asked Mom if she’d like me to start doing that for her cats instead of maintaining the cat cemetery in the backyard, but it was her birthday so I was being nice). Old Pearl also had a stack of Bibles all the way up to the ceiling at the north-east and southwest corners of every room, and three waist-high pyramids of carefully washed beer bottles in her attic. It didn’t seem to me like it meant much more than that old Pearl was crazy.

After that, Mom got into how she thought her friend Judy might lend her some money to write and publish a book about the connection between Nixon and flying saucers.

I knew that wasn’t going to happen. I mean Judy wasn’t going to give her the loan—Judy was lucky to keep the doors of her little head shop/record store, Officer McDoodle’s, open.

Come to admit it, I figured Nixon would leave on a flying saucer well before Judy would loan Mom money or Mom would get her real estate license.

So she rambled back and forth between her jokes about Mary the Slutlette, which I wished she hadn’t been quite so loud about because like everyfuckingbody in town went to Pietro’s, and Pearl Merton’s whole closet full of unopened tins of Christmas cookies, and how Daniel Ellsberg used to work for national security and must  have had the secret codes for contacting the good saucer people (“elves”), and Nixon and his bunch must have been trying to steal the codes to give them to the bad saucer people (“grays”).

I don’t know what got into me to ask her, “So why would Ellsberg leave the codes in his psychiatrist’s office? Instead of in a safety-deposit box or something, I mean.”

“Because a psychiatrist is like a priest or a lawyer, baby, they can’t divulge your secrets. And he’d never put it into a safety-deposit box at a bank—they’re all in it.”

“In what, Mom? I’m falling behind here.”

“Yes, you are, sweetie.” She leaned forward, holding her cigarette down low so that smoke went up past her face. I think she was trying to look extra mysterious. The candlelight caught her face on the underside, which made her makeup look like she was telling stories at a Halloween bonfire. “I’ll show you. Show me a dollar bill. Actually we just need the back of a dollar bill.”

“The front comes with it,” I said, fumbling in my wallet.

“Oh, you.” She giggled, so she was still cool—good. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re very literal, Tiger?”

“You, just now.”

“Hah hah. Now look here at the back. What does this say and what is that?” Her fingers rested on two spots.

“This says ‘Federal Reserve Note,’ and that is an eye in a triangle floating over a pyramid, Mom,” I said.  “You went all through this a couple times last winter, so I looked it up. The Federal Reserve is the bank that all the other banks use to clear checks, and the eye over the pyramid is supposed to be the eye of God, or a Masonic symbol because a lot of the Founding Fathers were into Freemason stuff, and nobody really knows whether the Masons on the committee that created the seal put it on there, or if people just liked the idea of God watching over us all. Personally I like the idea of God watching over my money.” Not a real subtle hint.

She dragged my dollar bill toward her with the two fingers she’d been pointing with, daring me to point out that it was mine, and I felt like it, but I also decided it was her goddam birthday and she wasn’t getting this easy an excuse to spoil it.

With the dollar bill safely in her purse, she glared at me, puffing out smoke fiercely. I could tell she was having an idea, which was always scary.

Just then Lyle, the waiter, showed up with our pizza. Mom sat back and turned her radiant-happy love-you-sweetie smile on him. Lyle had been a senior when I’d been a freshman; he was a shy, gawky guy with shoulder-length gray-blond hair, and always seemed pretty startled that anyone noticed he was there. Mom cranked the wattage, asking him how he was, remembering things about him, and getting him all stammery.

Once she had him flustered, she said, “Well, I guess  we have to let you get back to work. Oh, and Lyle, please get us a bottle of your house red wine, and two glasses.”

“Um, I’ll need to see some I.D. for him. Um.”

That was what she’d been waiting for; she opened up her could-cut-glass stand-up-for-your-rights-voice to half-scream. “No you sure as hell don’t need to see any I.D. for him. I’m his mother! I say it’s fine for him to have wine, and who the hell’s business is it besides mine?”

Everybody stared at us.

“Those are the rules,” Lyle said, hitting Mom’s overdrive button with a hammer.

“The rules! The rules are why soldiers are killing babies in Vietnam! The rules are why we don’t have a woman president! Why don’t you think a little more about freedom and a little less about the rules?”

I was hungry. I wanted to eat some of that pizza, which I’d be paying for whether she calmed down and we ate, or we got thrown out, or she sailed it into the kitchen like a Frisbee, and with Mom any of those might happen.

I needed to say something, but the truth—that I didn’t want any wine, I just wanted to eat—would really  get Mom up on her hind legs, mad at me for not standing up for my freedom.

Then I thought of the winning strategy. “Mom, I want you to have a good birthday.” I kept my voice very soft.

She got that crazy scared look in her eye, and she leaned across the table and hissed at me. “Karl, controlling  people’s access to altered consciousness is the first thing the oppressors do.”

“Lyle, just for today, so my mom can have a nice birthday, you go right ahead and oppress me. Bring a bottle of wine and one glass. And watch me like a hawk to make sure I don’t alter my consciousness. But I warn you right now, buddy, when the Revolution comes, I’m putting you up against the wall personally.”

Lyle laughed, thank God, and looked relieved, so Mom decided to laugh, too, and just like that it was cool again. Everyone at the other tables saw the show was over; I got the root beer I actually wanted; Mom got a bottle of wine all for herself; and Lyle got a safe escape and a big boost in the tip. Mom and I settled in to eat, and as the wine hit her, she got all silly and girly and funny. Damn if it didn’t look like the best Mom’s birthday I’d seen since about sixth grade, before Dad got sick.

She was eating more than usual, and drinking to keep up, and she got funnier and funnier, rambling on about her girlfriends, the “super super ladies.” To be a “super super lady” you had to be a middle-aged lady that wished she was a twenty-year-old hippie, with extra points if you were divorced, did witchcraft or astrology or other weird shit, and smoked pot. Whenever that crowd acquired a new member, and Mom would tell me about her, she’d finish up by saying “She’s a super super lady.”

Lots of times she’d say that after talking nasty about  one of them, too; “so she’s blowing the mailman and she sold her kids for medical experiments and she’s eating Dex like it’s Milk Duds. She doesn’t take shit from anybody. She’s a super super lady.” Like that.

As she went on, I realized that she thought I was also going to give her night-out money like I had last year, in addition to the dinner and the wine.

That was pretty fucking pushy, come to admit it, but this is what I had money for, to keep Mom happy so bad shit wouldn’t happen. She was going to have a happy birthday if it fucking killed both of us and the whole town of Lightsburg. Actually, killing the whole town of Lightsburg might make it a happy birthday for both of us, but since that was out, I was ready; I’d brought along an emergency wad. “So,” I said, “about how much is it going to cost for you and the super super ladies to go terrorize the town?”

Mom brushed her hooker-blonde hair back, wrapped one arm across her chest, held her cigarette upright, and looked at me across a sip of her glass of wine. “Me and  the super super ladies? So, Tiger, are you implying that your old mother is not a super super lady?”

“You’re in your own category, Mom. A super super super lady. One full super ahead of the rest.”

“And you’re a big phony super suck up.”

“Why do you think I’m such a good salesman? All right, you’re a half-super super super lady. Only half a  super above the rest. But that’s my final offer, and if you don’t like it I’m getting a new Mom, which I hate to do for a steady customer like you but—”

She was laughing real hard again. “Oh, Tiger, when you flatter your old mother like that, I ask myself, ‘Beth, how long is it before there’s a whole squad of pregnant cheerleaders on the front porch?’” This would usually have been her cue to try to piss me off by loudly asking me if I’d fucked Bonny, the girl I took to the prom. But apparently I’d mellowed her so much that she just topped up her glass and reached for more pizza.

So I had another piece of pizza myself—I had an infinite capacity—and right as I was figuring I could probably hand her two twenties and a ten, the price of a good tear through the bars back then, and make her birthday perfect for both of us, she pulled out a real mood-killer. “So what are you signing up for, for your senior year? Gary O’Grary in the office was bitching about Larry signing up for a lot of puff courses.”

I tried to deflect her. “What can you expect from a whole family that rhymes?” That was our standing joke, since Larry’s grandfather was Harry, his mother was Mary, and his sister was Terri. We had no idea why they hadn’t gone on to have two more kids, Barry and Sherry, but maybe they were trying to leave room for future generations.

She laughed but she said, “All right, Karl, I’m drunk  but I’m smarter than that, sweetie, and I know this is the week you sign up. Now what are you planning to take next year?”

I shrugged. Maybe she wasn’t really interested. “Gov, gym, Mod Lit, probably French, and then either Wildlife Ecology or wood shop.”

Mom was looking way too focused. “Correct me if I’m wrong. None of that is college prep track.”

“French is,” I said, “third-year languages all are. And I only need a semester of science, the government class, and six units overall to graduate, so I’m taking more than I need to—”

“Unh-hunh.” Mom could always just drop the drunk when she wanted to, maybe not enough to drive, but more than enough to talk. “Let me tell you what worries me here. You’re not lazy, Tiger, and sweetie, your mother may be an old bimbo and a fake hippie and a drunk—I know what people say—but I do know you, and know how you think. So when you don’t take college prep, it means you are not planning on going to college.”

Like a moron—maybe I used up all my strategy earlier or something—I sat there and nodded, instead of making something up quick.

“You couldn’t be dumb enough to be thinking of staying here in Lightsburg,” she said, not making it a question. “You know this whole stupid little armpit of a town is dying, the jobs are going, the people are going, all  that’s going to be left is ucky ucky old turds that don’t want anything to change ever and hate everyone’s freedom, this town will look like the Ohio State Rest Home for the Elderly Stupid in another twenty years. You need to get out, Karl, I’d be getting out if I had a way and something to do. So if you’re not going to college, what  are you doing?”

The whole time she’d been jabbering I’d been shoving pizza into my face. I figured I was about to lose my shot at it if I didn’t get it inside me soon, and it was good and I’d paid for it. So when she suddenly asked that question, I had a great big mouthful, and the perfect excuse of having to chew and swallow, to give me time to think. Unfortunately, even when I’d finished, I still had no idea what to say.

I guess the Brain Fairy had visited but forgotten to leave a quarter. I just blurted, “I’m planning to go into the army.”

Dad had done that when he was eighteen—joined the army to leave Lightsburg—like he said, they were definitely hiring in 1942. He was no hero type or anything, he jumped for every clerking job he could find, said he’d personally fought the Japs all the way back to Tokyo with his adding machine and four tablets of graph paper, and like that. It would crack me up.

“Oh, for the love of God,” she said. She looked at me like I’d blown my nose on her shirt. “At least give yourself  a chance, Karl, it’s the least you can do. All right, we’re poor and things aren’t going very well, but it’s not like we live in the projects and you’re going to be hanging out on street corners.”

I shrugged. “It’ll get me out of Lightsburg, and after a few years they’ll pay for my college. And Vietnam’s over, Mom—”

“Oh, fuck, fuck, you stupid fuck, you don’t mean you believe the shit they put in the newspapers? They’re still over there burning villages and spraying chemicals, it’s just secret since Kissinger came back and lied about having a peace treaty so McGovern would lose the election. That’s part of what Watergate is supposed to cover up for. Get real. They’ll put you under some big black sergeant and he’ll beat the shit out of you all the time.”

“I don’t believe any of that,” I said. “It won’t be all that bad.”

She gulped her glass of wine and poured another. “Christ, I can’t believe I have to argue with you about this at all. Sometimes you’re so much like your father I could just slit your throat, you know?” She heaved a sigh. “Karl, my father and both my parents went to college. Even Doug managed to make it through night college after we got married, though it wasn’t easy . . . I mean, his  grades . . . and all right, so I only did one semester, and I didn’t like it, but I tried, and I found out I could have done it, that’s how I know I have the brains to do my  projects now . . . it’s just—you know?—important?” Her sharp focus of a minute ago was fading.

“And I know maybe you’re thinking about Doug . . . aw, shit, Karl, I didn’t get along with your dad and all but I did love him and I miss him, too . . . shit. What I was going to say is he was the mayor here, they elected him three times, and Shoemaker Avenue is named after his great-grandpa, and the whole fuckin’ ceme-trare—cemetarary—cemetery, cemetery, cemetery, your old mom isn’t as peep as some thinkle drunk, Tiger!” She flashed her God I’m cute little-girl smile at me. “The ce me-te-ry is full of his people and my people and we all go to college.”

“And then to the cemetery.”

“Getting cute will not get you off the hook this time. Why would you want to go into the ucky ucky army, anyway, sweetie? Right now the college campuses are just . . . they’re places of peace and love, Karl, I wish I was your age and going to college . . . can’t you feel all that harmony and peace settling in? I know you don’t like my astrology stuff but it’s the age, Karl, it really is the age of Aquarius, and you want to put on a uniform and go be all Piscean . . . I mean, don’t you even want to smoke a little grass and get laid while you’re young?”

From what I’d heard from guys I knew that were in the army, that wasn’t going to be a problem.

“Karl, all I’m saying—I don’t want to be all fascist  and controlling with you, Tiger Sweetie—is give yourself the courses so that even if you do go into that ucky ucky army, at least you can go to college after.”

Well, she kept getting louder. Finally, so I could get her quiet, give her a nice birthday—and okay, eat the rest of the pizza in relative peace—I had said, yeah, I’d take the college prep classes my senior year. Hell, I’d even take the SAT, it was just one more test. After all, I reminded myself, soon as I turned eighteen, on June 29 after I graduated, I’d be pounding down the door at the recruitment office, and get on that bus to freedom.

But to get a shot at the last of that pizza, I had promised I’d take the college prep classes, trig and senior lit and honors gov.

At the time I agreed to it, it hadn’t seemed so bad. I was okay at math, and I knew I could get through trig. Honors gov was the class everyone called “Agreeing With Harry,” because a third of your grade was participation, and Harry Weaver did these humongous long riffs about how Castro was going to invade, the Supreme Court had made praying illegal, and Martin Luther King was a Communist. He also insisted that we call the Civil War the War Between the States, because he was from some hillbilly state and couldn’t get over being forced to wear shoes and share drinking fountains. As long as you nodded, and woofed all that back to him on the work sheets and tests, Harry gave you your A.

But the best deal of all had been taking senior lit from Mrs. Kliburn. In fact five of us Madmen had signed up for that first period college-track lit class. Our therapist last spring had been a young-looking eager guy named Vic Marston, who thought stress made people crazy and the thing you had to do was avoid it and get rid of it and never let stress into your life, which it seemed to me would be okay if you were a cow, but I think old Vic wanted everyone to mellow out and coast, I guess like he did when he would get high with students at parties sometimes.

Vic had set up a list of all the “low-stress” and “high-stress” teachers, gone to the principal, and insisted us Madmen only take classes from low-stress teachers. And Mrs. Kliburn had been Low-Stress Teacher Number One, because she was into this thing called “full-success learning” where supposedly her objective was to always have a hundred percent of the class score a hundred percent on every assignment. Paul’s dad said he didn’t know what it did for the students, but it was great for football and basketball, and that was good for bond issues.

So I didn’t think I was giving up all that much by agreeing to do college prep. It was like giving Mom her going out money—more than I expected but not impossible.

Anyway, it didn’t really matter right away. Mom got into getting drunk and overeating, and by the time we got home, it was a little late for her to call Jolene, who  still lived with her husband, or Judy, who had to open up her record shop in the morning, so Mom decided to delay going off to Mister Peepers to pick up sales guys and lawn maintenance workers for another night. By then she was all sloppy and sentimental and hugging me and calling me Tiger Sweetie, and messing up my hair, and I more or less dumped her onto her bed, facedown so as not to choke on her puke.

By the time I got her tucked in, and my McDorksuit on, the clock said 9:48, and I had to practically run all the way, a good mile and a half, to be on time for my job cleaning out McDonald’s. I punched the clock at 9:57—three minutes to spare. That queered my mood bad. I liked being a guy who was always way early.

So I was whizzing around, burning off energy scrubbing counters and wiping down tables and all that, and since none of my friends had shown up to watch me clean, I pulled out the bottle of Rosie O’Grady that I kept in my school bag.

I was thinking about what Mom had said. Even though she was weird about it, I did need to get out of that little dying town.

Something or other made me think for just a sec, maybe, too, about Dad having gone through AA.

I looked at that bottle of cheap fake wine and saw things real clear, the way you see them just before you start to drink to get drunk: I would drink away my  money and time and energy, and be a fucked-up failure all through my twenties, probably hanging around the high school looking for loser chicks I could fuck. Then I’d dry out and get Jesus when I got old.

It wouldn’t take long. Thirty is old in drunk years—this was Mom’s thirty-ninth birthday and she was definitely an old, old drunk.

I realized after I got Jesus, I’d marry “that good woman who put me right with the Lord, got me away from the bottle, and taught me what life is really all about.” Which was to say, some church girl that resembles a pile of loose fat upholstered with pale goopy skin, and whose whole life is chocolate cake and visiting her sister.

Then we’d have kids—two or three whiny little failures who never succeeded at anything, or maybe a smart one who went off to college and never came home and despised his old man as much as his old man despised himself.

All of a sudden, with that vision of my future, I just said to myself, fuck it. If I kept drinking I’d never leave Lightsburg. If I stopped right now I could not only skip Jesus, I could skip the church girl. It was like, right there, with that cool smooth bottle clenched in my fist, the screw cap still in my other hand, I could smell cheap scent not quite masking fat-girl sweat, and hear her war bly voice singing country music and gospel hymns beside me in our broken-down fourth-hand pickup.

I screwed the cap back on the bottle and went out to the Dumpster. I thought about having one last drink.

Decided that would mean there’d never be a last one. Threw it hard against the back of the Dumpster. Great little smash.

I went inside and cried because Dad was dead, and I wanted, so bad, to tell him about it. At the same time, I was so grateful that I felt like thanking Jesus for not existing.

Next day I went to my first meeting. By the end of school two weeks later, my life was noticeably better, so I stuck to AA like a coat of paint.

It wasn’t all happy. Bonny dumped me because she wanted a guy who would drink with her. Paul still drank but never around me, and hung out with me night after night, talking and goofing and just being there with me at McDonald’s, making me pour Sprite and Coke down myself till I washed the poison out. Mom decided that since I was broken up with Bonny and constantly with Paul, I’d turned queer, and screamed at me till I admitted I’d just stopped drinking, which offended her even more. Every time we ate together she’d be trying to get me to take a drink.

Still, by the end of June, I was busier than ever but getting more sleep, and a lot of times Paul and me would be up till three or four in the morning talking about life and stuff; I remembered more of the day-to-day stuff. The  blur was sharpening, and I was getting to like things better with hard edges.

I kept right on going to AA, and got a sponsor, Dick Larren, the cook at Philbin’s where I was hopping the counter for the summer.

By July, Mom stopped hassling me about being a fag, and then about being an “ucky ucky Puritan,” and went back to hassling me about going to college. Since I’d already agreed to do college prep, and application deadlines were a long way away, it just wasn’t that big a deal.

Then less than a week before school started, Kliburn’s husband suddenly got a job in Boise. The class was going to be taught by Gratz. I about shat my shorts.

Gratz was an asshole Vietnam vet. I know they didn’t  all bayonet babies and set villages on fire and shit, despite what Mom said. I bet most of them just followed orders, and were just real glad to be back, and their friends got killed and stuff, so we should respect them or feel sorry for them or something nice like that. I shouldn’t be all down on every whacked-out flag-waving hates-everybody psycho that came back from Vietnam.

Just the bad whacked-out flag-waving hates-everybody psychos, the ones that machine-gunned old farmers and bombed grade schools and got the clap from twelve-year-old hookers and didn’t have any sensitivity to the culture and all.

Gratz carried Vietnam like this twenty-ton chip on  his shoulder, and we all had to admire his chip. He wanted everyone to hear how sincere he was every time he said “God bless America,” and notice how often he stood up and told everyone exactly what the facts were. When he lost it in class, which was often, he would slice some poor kids to the bone, humiliating them until they half-drowned in tears and snot. Then Gratz would get all apologetic and I-care-so-much-about-you.

I think that’s why us Madmen loathed him. Switching back and forth between this-is-the-way-the-world-is, my-way-or-the-highway tough, and remorseful big-wuvvy- teddy-bear sweet, was what a lot of us saw at home—the behavior of a father that beats his kids or fucks them.

Rude hollering asshole teachers always get way too much respect from adults, so lots of people in Lightsburg were Gratz fans. When I hopped Philbin’s lunch counter, every old fart with too much mouth and not enough brains blabbed about how Gratz was a great wrestling coach, and how much he cared, and what a great teacher Gratz was, and it was so good for the kids to be taught by a real man, a guy who had been a Green Beret and still got choked up at the national anthem and always sang real loud in church and knew there was one right way and would keep the kids on it. The old gomer would take a big drag on one of those nasty unfiltered cigarettes, and like, arf up half a lung, and thump the counter and glare at me. “He keeps those kids in line and he really cares about them.”

Unh fucking hunh.

Literature, in the Gratz universe, was good for us because it would make us manly. (Especially the girls.) Every single book or story you read in one of his classes, every line of poetry, every paragraph of every essay, you were supposed to get all these lessons about being manly men. I guess all the great authors really just wanted to write pep talks for the Fellowship of Christian Athletes.

I tried to get out of it. I told Mom, “Hey, I’m trying to avoid a screaming hollering Vietnam vet fascist asshole.”

It didn’t work. Instead, Mom had looked up from her almanacs and flying saucer books and all that, and set down her glass of white wine, and thought seriously, or at least looked serious, and said, “Well, I know you don’t like him. I don’t like him either. But he really does make kids learn things, and he was one of your father’s very best friends, even went into that awful AA program with him, and I think you should probably take that class, Karl, I’m sorry you don’t want to, but I think you should.”

For just a second she sounded just like the Mom I remembered from before Dad died. I don’t know why, but that really got to me, and I didn’t ask again while there was time to switch classes.

So, anyway, that’s how my deal with having to take Gratz happened, that’s who Gratz was, that’s how Mom’s  birthday pizza turned into some of the most expensive pizza I ever ate, so here I was. Like the army except with an extra-abusive sergeant, no pay, no free stuff, and no promotions.

Gratz for breakfast, and no alcohol. My senior year was shaping up fucking great.
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