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Chapter 1

 “Hey! Hey! Get back here you sneaky little…!” 
 I look up, startled at the language, you know the kind. The cashier, exasperated and a bit heavy, a big zit on her sunburned nose, calls uselessly after a nervous boy. The blonde kid has just bolted out the door with his five-finger discounted Pepsi. The kid’s got some guts. Just took it and ran, and she, this cashier, just couldn’t go rushing after him; she has more customers, and she’s simply way too, well, fat. 
 “Damn kids,” she mumbles, clearly not too devastated by this incident, “school needs to be year- round, already. Sheesh! Where are the parents?” She continues, shaking her head, then gets back to her short line of customers, also shaking their heads, likely wondering who raised such mites. Well, people just like them did, really. The town is truly not all that big. 
 I browse the standard selection of candy bars down the aisle, in no hurry to find one and escape the comfort of the air conditioning. I can’t blame the kid for the pop pilfering. For real, a one-hundred plus degree day, summer vacation, and much roaming around town in search of something to bust the boredom make a kid thirsty. We’re all too young for jobs, and we don’t have much cash; thus, we’re in need of liquid refreshment! Plus, to be cool, not nerds, at our age it’s much more acceptable to pass the hot days hanging in gas stations and wherever than at home with the parents or annoying siblings. 
 Typically, we laze away our days at the public swimming pool, the air conditioned gas stations like the one I’m in right now, and the library. Those are about the only choices in this hick town. No mall, no McDonald’s, no movie theater, nothing. Around here, we’re limited. But hopefully, even if next summer is this hot, we will by then have finished our sophomore year. Spud and I will have both have a driver’s license and be cruising to Ottawa to see some movies, grab a Big Mac, snag a girlfriend, whatever. Anything that gets us out of Seneca. 
 As I said, this is the hottest summer ever, and I’ve been here all my life, so I know. This one, we’re indoors a lot, where the air conditioning is, and this week, even swimming at the public pool is out of the question. Preposterous, this deal. I have spent all my previous summers either at the pool or playing in the town baseball league. I’m too old for ball now, thank God, because wearing that gear in this heat? Just thinking of sweatpants and thick socks makes me nauseous. 
 School’s been out for a month or so, and while June was great for the pool, pick-up baseball games in the field by my house, walking around town or shooting some basketball, July has been a whole new story. These last couple of days, well weeks, have been scorchers, as if we’ve drifted into Hell. I mean, we’re hit with hundred-plus degree days that just won’t let up. It sucks to never be comfortable, to sweat all night when you’re trying to sleep like you peed the bed, but worse. Also, what fun is a summer break when you can’t go outside? If we are out too long, there’s the fear of becoming sick, the body shutting down from heat and getting all dehydrated. Not a fun time. 
 Then, people like Candi the cashier are moodier than usual, uncomfortable and mad, swearing too much, clothes all sticky. In addition, who wants to hang around their boring house with even more boring parents after us to clean our rooms, wash our dirty cups and plates? So, we hit places outside the house that have AC, until we get kicked out, hence the afternoon here in this gas station. 
 At this moment, how on this great earth does a starving fourteen-year-old guy, um, me, choose between the Twix or the Snickers… or the Milky Way? Kit Kat? I’m kinda partial to caramel… not really in the mood for peanuts, or wafers. Hmmm. 
 I rub my hand over my freshly shaved head, which resembles a sweaty bowling ball today. Lots of the guys are sporting the shaggy look, and I did try for a bit, but I gave up this summer. Too icky. Maybe I’m a wuss, but I decided the matted, sweaty mess wasn’t worth it. The poor girls. How do they handle those mops on their heads? My mousy-brown hair never looks good when it is long anyway. Spud, though, refuses to chop his hair like mine. His brown hair is long and messy and floppy, and he likes it that way. The girls do, too! Guess some suffering does pay off! 
 “Jeez, I’ll never make up my mind,” I mumble to Spud, my best buddy who’s transfixed by the magazine stand, gazing at the cover of Sports Animated, his eyes bulging at the sexy pictures of the never-aging Madonna in a red bikini. Well, it is summer. 
 Yup, Spud is lost in his fantasies. He gets that way. He will get all interested in something and tune out the rest of the world. 
 Surprisingly, he pops out of his deep thoughts and mumbles, “It ain’t no life er death situation, Jackson. It’s all just a buncha chocolate. But whatever, take yer time; it’s too freaking hot to go back outside for a little while. Whatever you buy, we’re staying in here to eat. That way I can flip through this mag. Of course, if the cashier bitch doesn’t shoo us out first.” He glances at her and makes a nasty face. 
 Obviously, she ain’t his favorite person. She accused his little sister of stealing a bag of gummy worms last winter. For all I know, Rhia did steal, but whatever. That kid’s not the most trustworthy, and at eleven years old, she’s a brat. 
 This Candi chic is short-tempered, about a hundred pounds too heavy, and her teeth are so yellow she looks like she munches Cheetos all day. She’s something like thirty, and she’s rude. But instead of those aforementioned Cheetos, she spends her shift gobbling Ranch Doritos (that she probably steals), grumbling and getting fatter. The only reason she’s still employed, obviously, is because nobody else wants the job. I mean, who wants to spend their adult years in a hick-town gas station waiting on rude customers, annoying kids, and making coffee for the stuck up doctors, bankers, insurance reps and shop owners who pass through all day? 
 Everyone knows everyone, and it’s best not to be the lowly gas station worker. No wonder she’s a bitch. 
 “Grab a seat;” I sigh, nodding my head toward the booth and playing eenie, meenie, minie, moe, and having to settle on a Twix. I grab it and merge toward the counter before I have second thoughts. Sheesh! Decisions! “You want anything?” 
 “Yeah, ice cream. Grab me a Nutty Cone, and I’ll be at a booth.” Sure thing, boss, I think as I make my way to the counter. Let me pay for it, too! And I will. Spud doesn’t get much help from home, especially in the form of cash to hang with friends and buy stuff. No biggie… he is my best pal. 
 The gas station, Casey’s, has a little kitchen that makes pizzas and sandwiches, so there are two small red-leather booths near the back of the store for anyone who wants to sit and eat. Nobody really does, unless they have no agenda, no lives, no place else to go, but me and Spud have no desire to tread back into the sweltering sun and decide to milk our time in the AC. 
 As I join Spud at the booth, he looks up and around cautiously, after he snags his ice cream from me, then asks, “Did you hear about the latest heat death? Guess some old couple had no AC in their ratty apartment and couldn’t take it. My pops said they died naked, in half a tub of cool water, sitting there trying to cool down. It was like in Chicago or something. What a way to croak. Think of it; their old wrinkled bods extra shriveled with the water and all.” He cringes, frowns, and shakes his head, then licks his ice cream cone thoughtfully. 
 He continues, “How freaking sad. Like lately all these old people and all these poor people who can’t afford more than a dumb fan. I mean, what help is it anyway for a fan to just blow around this suffocating stuff we call air?” He gestures to what we are, obviously, forced to breathe in. “It’s gotta be rough, you know, to have no means of air conditioning and no water. Damn, how could they live? Telling ya, Cooper, this here,” he waves his arms more wildly about this time, but careful not to drip his treat, “this July ‘95, here, it’s gonna go down in the record books.” Nodding that he knows he is right, Spud then cringes his friendly face once more and shivers, despite the heat, as he returns back to flipping through the magazine. 
 As he licks his cone again, his floppy brown hair bobs into his innocent looking face. He’s not a bad guy, just got it rough, you know, at home? He has some poor language, but he’s sincere. 
 “I just hate this heat,” I moan as I chew, not intending to sound like a baby. I guess it’s just something to say, cuz who likes it? Yup, I’m changing the subject, as each day we hear of more heat deaths, and I don’t feel like getting all depressed. I mean, my Twix is even already half-melted! God! Even though there’s AC in here, it’s still a damn sauna. 
 “When do we get a break from this? I totally think we need to get back to the pool where all the girls are, or we’re gonna lose our touch.” But since the weather forecasts don’t really look promising, I doubt that we’ll head there soon. It’s a block from my house, but it often gets crowded by little kids and their floaty rings and their overprotective moms or ugly babysitters, so it kinda isn’t much fun for soon-to-be sophomores like us. 
 “Haha. You mean my touch. You got no game, Cooper,” Spud teases. “But keep dreamin’.” 
 “Funny. You’ll see,” I defend, then occupy myself with making an airplane out of a napkin. 
 Anyway, sometimes when we’re really brave and can sneak away from the parents for a few hours, we head down the local I and M Canal road that connects to the next town, about six miles, and we hang out at this park where we can access the Illinois river, swim near the shore, and stay cool that way. Some of Spud’s braver, less bright friends jump from the town’s bridge there and then swim to shore, as a way to prove they’re cool or something, and to keep cool, too, but I’m not gonna try that. With my luck, I’d get hit by a car, or once I hit the river, I’d end up getting sucked under by the current. Shivers!

 However, hanging at the park and the river is much cooler than spending the day knocking into Barbie floating toy things (whatever they are called) and worrying if some little Billy or Tommy is gonna pee in the pool. Plus, the lifeguards are high school stuck-ups who make us get out for breaks every hour or so, and the place always gets more populated with little tykes than teens like us. Even more importantly, at least to Spud, there ain’t a chance of sneaking a six pack into the public pool. Not that I’m a drinker really, but it can be fun to hang with pals on a hot day, take a dip in the river, and kick back a Miller Lite while puffing a Marlboro. The light kind only! Relax. And with filters! That stuff is not for me, though, and more on that later. In town, we’d never get away with that. Absolutely out of the question. But the pool does offer the chatting up of the girls in bikinis. High school chicks who really rock out. You win some, you lose some. 
 The only thing is the parents don’t know we sneak off to the next town to swim or hang out, and we’d surely face serious heat from them if they knew! It’s not that we don’t respect them or whatever, it’s just, well, the peer pressure. 
 Wiping melted ice cream from his chin, Spud says, grinning and showing that dimple in his left cheek that the girls seem to simply gush over, “Hey, what ya say we hit up your place tonight? I don’t wanna spend a hot uncomfy eve with ma and the Jerry dude.” He tosses his wrapper into the ash tray on the table and continues to glance at his Sports Animated, still grinning, pointing to the hot picture of another almost-naked chic in front of him. 
 He lives about three miles north of town with his mom and her boyfriend, Jerry, and he is not real crazy about the farm life up there. Spud’s actually my cousin, as his real dad has been married to my dad’s cousin. His real dad lives in Marseilles, where we go to the park with the river and all. Spud pretty much grew up with his dad and this step-mom, only recently going to live with his real mom because the schools here are better. You know, one of those adult decision things. It sounds confusing, but all that matters is we view each other as cousins and best friends. 
 So, Spud gets away from his lonely farm-ish house by riding his bike the three miles into town to my place, especially in the summer, and my parents treat him like their second son. My ma absolutely loves him; the pop’s a little weary, though, and my little sister, Zoë, a year younger than us, doesn’t seem to always care much for him. She knows he drinks and smokes, and she’s such a goody-two-shoes, it drives her wacky that he hangs with me. I think. I could be wrong. 
 Plus, Zoë and I used to play Nintendo, Monopoly, basketball and such, and since Spud and I have gotten closer, I don’t hang with Zoë as much. I feel bad that I don’t give her as much attention, but I gotta branch out. She’s got friends; she can do girly things with them, right? She’ll just deal, as far as I’m concerned. Truly, the more she bashes Spud, the more I want to avoid her anyway. Sometimes, she’ll do a 180 and be all nice and giggly. Fickle. Girls. 
 “Cool,” I reply to Spud’s comment. “Ma will likely grill out, and we can maybe hit up the video store for a flick or a Nintendo game.” Yep, I’ve still got the old, original system. You know, with the first Super Mario Brothers. The original Zelda. Gotta love it. Hours of old-school fun. 
 “When we get back to yer place, I’ll call my ma and tell her I’m staying with ya. I think Uncle Ned’s having a party tomorrow night, so maybe I can stay until yer pops takes us there, then I’ll crash at Ned’s for a night or so.” His grin is gone, and he’s looking for more hot pictures. Candi keeps glaring at us, surely ready for us to leave. 
 This is where I should explain Spud’s name. Uncle Ned is my dad’s brother, and his wife is the sister of Spud’s step-mom. Ned’s the one responsible for nicknames for all the nieces and nephews in the clan. I really don’t know why he insisted on embarrassing us from birth. Anyway, Spud is the name Dan got at birth because he looked like a potato, I guess, and the name stuck. Zoë’s nickname is Halfpint, because she’s a tiny thing and reminded my uncle of the little daughter from Little House on the Prairie, and mine is Buck. I don’t know why. There’re more cousins with more nicknames, too. 
 I hate hate hate my nickname, and only Ned uses mine. The rest of the aunts and uncles call all of us by our nicknames, except me. Everyone else calls me Jack or Jackson, but we kids don’t call each other by nicknames; it sounds kinda gay. For some reason, though, Spud’s name stuck, and he’s the only one who is always called by his nickname. Even by teachers! 
 The only time, besides with Ned, that I’m ever called Buck is when Zoë and I are joking around, and she calls me that. I laugh then, because we both think it’s retarded. Buck… it’s like a dog, really, especially if, like me, you are a fan of Married…With Children. The dog’s name is Buck. He is this family pet whose voice you can hear as he mocks his pretty idiotic owners. That’s why it’s so dumb to be called that, but it’s okay for Ned. He’s cool, so I let it slide. 
 “All right, let’s get outa here. Look who just walked in.” Spud’s whispering as he closes his magazine and looks down. I turn around to see a smirking Mike Hanson and his angelic girlfriend, Deena, heading toward the pop coolers at the side of the store, fanning themselves from the heat and breathing in relief at the feel of the AC. 
 I’ve had the biggest crush on the blonde, blue-eyed Deena forever! Star cheerleader, smart, sweet, with one of those dimples in her chin. This is the summer I want to win her over. I’ve known her since kindergarten, but I never ever had the nerve to get on that level with her. We played on the same Pee Wee League ball teams, attended the same Halloween parties and Valentine’s dances, but not together. She’s been in a number of my classes for years, but I could never get the guts to talk anything more than casual. You know, borrow a pencil, joke about a substitute teacher, comment on her wacky Halloween costume the year she dressed as Marge Simpson. That hair! Okay, well! 
 Spud and Mike hate each other, and if we stay, there’s gonna be trouble. If Spud gets in a fight, he won’t get to stay at my place. These two are from completely different worlds. 
 “Yeah, okay,” I agree, not thrilled, as we get up, peeling our sweaty-sticking legs from the leather booth. Mike has seen us and makes his way over, sauntering like some bad-ass in a western film. Damn. 
 “So, it’s the Cooper cousins.” He stares at me, then Spud. “What kind of happy hour are you twerps up to? Where’s yer little guitar, Spud potato? Thought Hell’d freeze over before you’d ever wander about without your cowboy boots and guitar together. Don’t ya wanna croon us all a song?” Laughing at his own dumb comment, he takes a seat and starts flipping through the magazine. Mike’s an ass. Spud is a guitar player, a skill he got from his dad, especially with country songs, and I think Mike’s just jealous. 
 “Flap off, freak,” Spud mumbles and he steps on Mike’s sandal-wearing foot as he heads toward the door. Ouch, with those boots? Had to hurt! Spud’s not a chicken and can kick some ass, but he can’t get in trouble and knows where to draw the line, well, sometimes. But, oh, with just flip flops on Mike’s feet? 
 “Ouch, watch it, ya dumb hillbilly!” He pulls his foot up to the seat to rub it, a grimace on his unfriendly face. “And how bout you, Jackson? Why you hanging in this little dump when you can be playing audience to yer little cousin’s serenade?” Now he laughs at himself again. Seriously, jerk. 
 “Dude, get over it,” I say. “It’s hot, we wanted some AC, and now we’re leaving.” I start toward the door, dropping my Twix wrapper in the garbage. “Damn, what the hell does Deena see in you? Arrogant prick,” I mumble. 
 “Excuse me?” He’s up now and following us, his thin, tanned body used to the summer ways by now. He’s shorter than us, though, which helps. “You didn’t just insult me in my pop’s own town now? Deena, grab me a Coke while you’re over there. I’ll meet ya outside in a minute.” Deena looks at us briefly, gives me a heart-melting, apologetic smile, and makes her way from the coolers to the counter to pay the cashier, who couldn’t care less if we had a royal rumble right here and now. She is too engrossed in her gossip magazine and bag of Doritos. 
 The thing about Deena, it’s like she’s afraid of Mike and won’t butt in. Well, it’s not her fault he’s a jerk. 
 “Um, whatever. We’re out. Go piss off somebody else.” I say, opening the door in my triumph, but feeling the heat rush at us like a bull seeing red. Spud’s already out there, waiting, steaming in more ways than one. 
 Mike’s dad is one of like four cops in town, which makes Mike think he’s also in charge or something, like he owns any place he hangs. And his dad’s a prick. You don’t want to run into him, all burly and a look of malice on his bearded face, if you’re thinking of getting in trouble. Of course, let’s hope that jerk father-cop will pull some strings when it comes time for Mike to become a working man, when school is all over, because with his grades, he’s gonna be stuck in Seneca forever. He’ll sink in college, and his running and football ability, which are decent now, may make him a name and popular here, but it’s a small town and no scouts ever look at players around here. His body is more built for track, not the ball field, but he’s popular, so he gets to play. Like, if he wanted, at his five-foot-four frame, they’d let him be star center on the basketball team, just because of who he is. Colleges would laugh at that, the shorty. Let him enjoy it while it lasts. I just wish he hadn’t won over Deena. God only knows what she sees in him. She’s just probably too sweet to dump his ass. 
 “I ain’t done yet. You all can’t be so disrespectful, yo. You want yer little buddy to keep out of trouble this summer, you’d better show some appreciation. Don’t think I don’t know about Spud taking cigs from the Citgo station last week. Was right there when he did it, was by the chips. But did I tattle? No, because I’m a nice guy. But, if I let my pops know, Spud’s gonna get a rough time ahead. Got it?” 
 Spud has a habit of getting in trouble… beer, cigs, curfew violations. Mike knows all about it with his dad being Mr. Cop. Mike always threatens to cause more trouble. 
 “Look, you don’t know anything, and what’s it to you? Stay out of our way, and we’ll stay out of yours.” By now, we’re standing in the doorway, between the heat and the cold, and it’s obvious Miss Candi is irritated that we’re letting out the cool air. Okay, everyone is irritated. 
 “Well, it ain’t quite so easy, Cooper, because I’ve got a right to wander where I please. How about you all stay outa my way? And don’t think I’m dumb about you wanting my girl. You stay away from Deena, as she don’t need to be hanging with welfare scums like you.” He’s got this smirk on his face. Hit a sore spot and knows it. 
 The ass! My parents don’t make much, and we’ve always lived in the government housing apartments, but that doesn’t make us scum. Man, I could outscore Mike any day on a test in any subject. I know that if I want a future that includes a college degree, I have to be smart, get good grades, and score some scholarships. If my parents taught me anything, it’s hard work. 
 Now I really hate Mike. He’s always looked down on me. One of these days I’m gonna… 
 I stare him hard, deciding he’s not worth the trouble, walk out the door, and meet Spud, my eyes blinded briefly with the brightness. Spud knew better than to test the waters and has been on the sidewalk outside. With those jeans and boots, he must be near death. 
 How can Deena stand that dumbass Mike? She totally must be the most patient, sympathetic… 
 “Finally!” Spud says, taking a deep breath and wiping sweat from his forehead. He starts toward the sidewalk and is drenched in sweat it’s as if he just weathered a real storm. 
 “I’m about to die here, Jackson. And I don’t wanna know what that weasel had to say. Let’s just forget we saw him and get to your place where things are nice, where people are nice.” 
 I keep quiet, and as we walk toward my place, a couple blocks to go, Spud is now engrossed in some wrestling magazine he must have swiped. How the hell does he do that? While he flips through it, I just busy myself staring at the houses I’ve seen hundreds of times, decorated yards with their colorful summer flowers (illegal watering, I’m quite sure, as those flowers should be dead in this hot draught) and dull, thirsty brown grass, with the occasional tykes out in their family pools. How I’ve always wanted to have our own pool! Wouldn’t it rock to swim in my own backyard, away from toddlers and tinkling? How sweet it would be to float on my raft and catch some rays, without being splashed or crashing into some dippy pool toy. Ahhh. 
 In the meantime, my refreshing daydreams cannot last. You know the old saying, that you could fry an egg on the walk? Well, it is so true. Literally, today, it could be done. Imagine that, and how your clothes just stick to you. Daydreaming helps a bit, but you can only pretend so long, until a sweaty wedgie brings you back to reality. A moment, please. 
 “Hey, Jackson,” Spud suddenly says, about five minutes into the solemn journey home, but with a welcome grin on his mischievous face. He’s obviously tired of trying to read a magazine and walk at the same time. “Your shoe’s untied.” 
 Here we go. 




Chapter 2

 Stupid to fall for it, I glance down, on instinct, even though I’m wearing flip flop shoes, and Spud takes off running, despite the heat, despite his sweaty, stuck jeans. 
 “Last one home’s a rotten egg,” he childishly shouts as he has taken off his boots (how did I not see him do that?) and is running barefoot down the sidewalk. Damn! He’s good. 
 Not that I, in any way, think I’ll actually turn into a rotten egg, but it’s a pride thing. I take off my flip flops hurriedly and start to run after him. “You punk,” I teasingly yell ahead of me. Oww! This is much like running on hot coals; the sidewalk is on fire! 
 Racing after him, sweating all the more, I realize this is one of the things, though, that I like about Spud. He’s spontaneous, fun, can change any situation, even a boring or tense one, and make it completely out-of-the-blue enjoyable again. 
 “Hey,” I call, knowing I won’t catch him and desperate to test the rules, “first one home loves Nina Patton!” 
 That stops him. He halts his run and catches his breath for a minute, bent over, hands on his knees. A mop of sweat. 
 Nina is the weirdest, rudest, fattest, meanest girl in our class. She eats her boogers, for real. As a rule, she wears short shirts that show her three rolls of globby fat, farts in class, and has hair that looks like Bozo the Clown’s. Only it’s not orange. It’s purple. The chick is just odd, and not only that, she’s mean. She’ll steal your homework, your lunch, and your money, if she knows it’s in your bag or something. 
 This Nina has no morals, and nobody likes her. Well, most are afraid of her. She’s been the butt of our jokes the last two years. It doesn’t sound nice, but if you met her, you’d get it. One time last year, she scratched her smelly armpit, hand up through her shirt, then proceeded to borrow my pencil in math, with the same hand and without asking, and used it, not to write anything, but to scratch the middle of her back, too big for her to reach, and though her shirt. I was so grossed out. I let her keep the pencil. She didn’t even thank me. 
 So, back in the moment here, it’s rotten egg. The object of this game now, is you can come up with the rules as you play, if you’re quick enough, so you can win. So Spud has caught his breath and now turns around and runs back to me, so he can be behind and not have to love Nina Patton. 
 “Damn you, Cooper. Good one!” 
 Now, we’re walking side by side, but awkwardly, as the ground is fricking hot, and we’re panting from our run, neither of us wanting to be the first home. Who wants to love Nina? 
 “Last one home loves Nina Patton, and it’s ‘dead game’,” he says suddenly, as he depants-es me first, so I’m mooning the whole damn town like some weirdo and can’t run until I pull them up! Well, there’s nobody around that I see, but still. 
 Aw, man! He takes off again, and a rule with “dead game” means you can’t use that one anymore. So I need a new line. No more Nina. 
 Oh well, at least I rested for a minute, but I don’t want to be teased about loving Nina all night either, marrying her and having a house of little ugly Ninas. Yuck. Yikes. And if Zoë hears him say that, I’ll never hear the end of it. She thrives on this game. 
 I race forward, pants pulled up, thinking hard about the next rule I might invent, but it’s no use, as we’re quickly coming up on the door of my place. As Spud cuts through the brown grass in the yard, reaches the porch and turns to face me, only a short distance behind him, I’m rather glad I can stop running, really. 
 “K, Jackson. You…,” but I cut him off before he can gloat that I lost. 
 “Yeah, yeah, you’re invited to the wedding, Spud.” I say, out of breath. “You can be my best man. Me and Nina. And when we have all our little obnoxious Ninas, I’ll let you be their favorite Uncle Spud, and you can baby sit and change all their nasty icky-poo diapers.” I tease, giving him a pat on the back. 
 We’re both laughing and panting at the same time. 
 “Haha. If that happens, I’ll move away and pretend I don’t know you. I could never let you marry that bitch.” He grins and shakes his head. “Watch her have one of those after-high school transformations and become some sexy goddess who lands on the cover of Playboy and makes millions, or goes on Jerry Springer, all sexy and hot and rubs it in our faces.” 
 “Nah… that’d be too freaky. Anyway,” I say, back into the game, “you’re talking about the woman I love, remember? Me and Nina forever. Maybe I’ll change my name to Jack Patton when we’re married to show my devotion!” Teasing Spud like this is a riot. He laughs as we open the door and step into the welcoming air conditioning, the carpet cool on our burning feet. I stop to bend down and scoop up the newspaper off the floor that the paperboy dropped in earlier. 
 “Barf,” he says. “You’d never survive a marriage to Nina. She’d kill you on the honeymoon. Squash you when you’re getting all lovey-dovey.” We’re still laughing, until we take a closer look at the paper. 
 The headline reads: 56 Deaths Here: Toll May Double
and goes on to talk about overheated bodies, heatstroke, old people suffering, poor people with no relief, and the amazing amount that have perished. Wow. The ambulances and hospitals are in full swing, working nonstop, for sure, and that’s just Chicago. Well, that changes the mood like day and night. 
 “See?” Spud says, now serious. “Like I was telling you at Casey’s. Like my pops said. All these people dying.” He gestures at the paper, “Ain’t it sick?” 
 “Man. Yeah,” I agree, shaking my head in disbelief, glancing at the article. 
 It certainly brings us out of our joking mood, and we decide to slow it down and relax a bit. I live in a two story apartment building with three bedrooms, a decent sized living room, and air conditioning! At least, the power is on in our town, for now, and the window air conditioning in the living room is working. 
 We grab a couple cans of Coke from the fridge in the kitchen, then head back into the living room. I grab the remote from the table by Dad’s chair and settle down on the old, beat up couch along the wall. Well, I do, but Spud prefers Dad’s chair, which is directly in front of the television. 
 First, he pulls out the guitar he keeps at my place, behind our couch, and begins to strum a few lines, or whatever you call them. He tried to teach me before, and while I’d like to play, I just can’t get it. Spud plays with our Uncle Troy and his own dad at family get-togethers, sometimes. He really is good. 
 Mom and Dad have left a note on the coffee table that they took a drive to Ned’s, and Zoë is likely at the pool. I decide to pop in a movie. Why not watch A Christmas Story? Seeing some snow might help cool us down a bit. With Spud’s rendition of John Michael Montgomery’s “Life’s a Dance” in the background, along with the hum of the AC and Deena’s beautiful, flawless blonde hair on my mind, I settle into my movie with a slight smile on my face. 
 Let me mention that Spud’s best best best piece on the guitar is this song. He even often says, “Dude, life’s a dance, Cooper,” or challenges me with, “You gonna sink or swim, Cooper?” Always with a testing, challenging tone to his voice. Those phrases from the song have come to mean so much, and the song even fits with Deena, that first verse, as Spud plays… 

When I was fourteen, I was falling fast,
For a blue-eyed girl in my homeroom class.
 Trying to find the courage to ask her out
 Was like trying to get oil from a waterspout.
 What she would’ve said, I can’t say,
 I never did ask when she moved away.
 But I learned something from my blue-eyed girl,
 Sink or swim you ought to give it a whirl…
 Life’s a dance, you learn as you go
 Sometimes you lead, sometimes you follow
 Don’t worry about what you don’t know
 Life’s a dance you learn as you go.
 Perfect. Well, let’s just hope Deena never moves away, but you get the drift. My blue-eyed girl. 
 Anyway, soon Ma and Dad will be home; the grill will sizzle with burgers or brats or whatever Ma and Dad decide, and the house will liven up. Enjoy the peace, the mood, and the movie while it lasts. 




Chapter 3

 “Jack, you home?” Zoë comes barging into the living room like a woman with a mission, waking both me and Spud from our afternoon naps, as she returns from her daily trip to the pool, full of color and energy and cheer. “They’re opening back up from seven to nine tonight, on account of the hot day. We should go. Why’d you miss today? Oh.” Her tone changes to disappointment when she sees Spud half-snoozing in Dad’s brown recliner chair. 
 Nobody gets to really sit there, his beat up prized possession, but Dad wouldn’t even think of asking Spud to move. Spud, his second son. Zoë, however, gets pissy, doesn’t like that I’m hanging with Spud, and will now act a bit immature the rest of the night. 
 “What ya all doing tonight?” she asks, a glimmer of hope in her eyes, running a brush through her short wet hair. 
 “Waiting on Mom and Dad, then have dinner and maybe rent a game or something. Spud’s staying over until Ned’s party tomorrow.” I say, stretching my tight muscles from my heat-induced nap. I’ll need to remind him to call his mom. I don’t think he did, yet. 
 “Oh, yeah, wanted to tell ya. It’s been moved from Ned’s to the park. I guess there will be a bigger turnout than planned, and Ned doesn’t want all those people going in and out of his house and using up the AC. What a tightwad. Anyway, so now everyone is just gonna meet at the park for a cookout and stuff. Boy, but it’s gonna be a roaster out there. I bet it gets moved back to his place.” 
 As she says this, she’s gathering some clothes and towels sprawled around, taking out her swim gear, and getting ready, I’m sure, to do a load of laundry. Zoë is a neat freak, genius, and great help around the house. She doesn’t swear or cheat, and I’m sure she’s perfect. In fact, she’s going to be a freshman next year and was the valedictorian of her eighth grade class. Gave the speech and everything. The only thing that gets me is she is rude to Spud. Sweet as sugar to everyone else but has a definite vendetta against him. I can’t totally comprehend it, which frustrates me. 
 She’s a petite thing, about five-foot tall, has short, shaggy brown hair, intense green eyes, and lots of energy. She’s fun, very conscientious, and always wants to do the right thing. Helps Mom with all the chores and cooking. Surprises us with her soft and chewy chocolate chip cookies or M&M brownies out of the blue. Nobody bakes like that girl. She can be a real sweetie. Or a real pain. 
 Anyhow, I’m liking that we’ll be at the park tomorrow. Illini Park has been the place of many family picnics over the years. Lots of tables, trees, paths into the woods, and has access to the bridge over the Illinois River. We can trot off under the bridge with a few pilfered Miller Lites and chill. Maybe a quick dip in the river. Sweet. 
 “Does Mom know Spud’s here?” asks Zoë, not very nicely. “She never mentioned…” 
 “Doesn’t matter. It’ll be easy just to take him to the park tomorrow,” I say. “Plus, Ma always likes when Spud’s here. She has a fit over her widdle baby Tater!” I’m trying to wake him for good here, teasing. 
 “Dude, shut up,” says Spud sleepily, clearly embarrassed and throwing his pillow at me. Mom treats him like he’s the next king, and he knows it. Sometimes, I think he’d move in if he could. 
 Laughing, I get up to use the restroom. It’s 3:30, so I know the parents will walk in any time. They often take a run to Ned’s to hang out and catch up, when they get a chance in the summer. He has a garden that Ma likes to tend, and he shares the tomatoes and cucumbers from it. Plus he and Dad like to sit and talk about baseball, and the kids (us and Ned’s daughter, Cat, a year behind Zoë and a promiscuous thing, always a new story with her). 
 Mom enjoys it there, since we don’t ever plant a garden here, because the neighborhood heathens like to pick the tomatoes and throw them at cars. It’s too much hassle, quite messy and discouraging. 
 “Hmmph,” mumbles Zoë, and she stomps off to the back room by the kitchen to do laundry. Kinda rude, no? She’s just convinced Spud will get me into drinking, smoking, and the wrong crowd. I know he does it, but just because we hang together doesn’t mean I copy all he does. Sure, I’d love to play guitar like him, have the girls flock to me like they do to him and all, but I don’t think I care for smoking and stuff. 
 My ma and dad have always smoked, and I don’t think it smells all that great. Plus, whenever we visit my Uncle Ned or Dean for indoor shindigs, there’s so much smoke from all the adults, my eyes burn like fire and turn all bloodshot to the color of strawberries. Not too handsome. And the smell. I guess I get used to it at home, but at school, I’m sure others can smell my clothes and hair and know I come from a smoking home. Why pick up that habit and make my kids suffer in the future? 
 As I emerge from the bathroom, I hear the front door open with a whoosh!, and Ma greets Spud happily, bringing some energy into the place, as she steps into the cool, dark room. Our living room is small, but homey, with an old couch, two chairs, including Dad’s, and a medium-sized television set. On the walls are baseball team pictures from every year Zoë and I have played, as well as our recent school pictures. I hate having them on the wall, but I guess lots of families do that. The one thing I really don’t like, though, is our greenish shag carpeting. I mean, are my parents stuck in the seventies? 
 “Hey, Ma,” Spud says, addressing her like she’s his, too. “How’s it goin?” 
 “Fine, dear. And you? You boys hungry? Dad and I picked up some sweet corn at a stand on Route 6 to go with the burgers tonight. Sound good?” She’s carrying a paper bag, tufts of the corn popping out, and heads to the kitchen, a spring in her step, despite the heat. 
 “Sweet!” Spud enthuses. He knows how to make Ma smile. “Thanks.” 
 She stops for a second. “Sure. Just hang in there for a bit, and dinner will be ready soon. Hi, Jack. Zoë home?” 
 “Yeah, laundry room.” I see Ma roll her eyes and head toward the kitchen. She also knows Zoë is likely being rude to Spud, and Zoë does too many unnecessary chores. 
 Dad plops onto the couch and bends down to undo his Velcro sneakers. “See the Sox game today?” he asks us both, yawning. He puts his shoes to the side and grabs the remote. His bald head is red from the sun, and so are his knees. Time for an evening of flipping through sports highlights, an old rerun of Star Trek, or something, and then he’ll gobble his dinner and hit the sack. Typical. 
 He turns to pick up the paper from the coffee table. “Looky here,” he says, shaking his head and pointing to the headline. “What a toll the temps are taken. Nuts. Well, that’s a shame. All these old, poor, and sick folks dying. Even animals, it says.” He’s scanning the article. It’s so unbelievable that weather so calm can be so deadly, and I don’t want to think about it. Dad continues to read. 
 I guess there are poor people, older people, lonely people, who just can’t deal, and have no relief. Buildings made of brick practically bake, like they resemble actual ovens, I’ve heard. Bridges and stuff, I’ve read, need to be hosed by fire departments in order not to buckle. Pets are dying, as the heat hurts them, too. There was this lady in a suburb, can’t remember which one, who died because of a power failure, and the elevator in her old building was not working, and she was handicapped, so she couldn’t get her wheel chair down the stairs to any cooling places. Not that there may have been many, with no electricity, so she stayed in her oven of an apartment and roasted to death like a goddam turkey on Thanksgiving. Sick. One news story talked about how the body can only stand temperatures over like a hundred degrees for forty-eight hours and after that it, like, breaks down, and people get ill. 
 When you’ve had these days, so many all in a row, then that’s a problem. In fact, yesterday, it was 106 degrees and the heat index, what it feels like for the body, was a freaking whopping 126! That’s unreal! And the electricity! That’s a major problem. Maybe because we’re a small town, we haven’t had any bad outages, just a couple very short spurts without power, but the news keeps talking about these huge cities like Chicago going without power because people use so much to stay cool, and it goes out, and the electric company can’t keep up with the demand. Think of no AC or fans, spoiled food in the fridge, no working elevators, no working AC at libraries or anything. How on earth do you survive 126 heat indexes with no electricity? My God! It’s a rough situation. Unfathomable. Completely like being in Hell. 
 After Dad has settled, now fully engrossed in the paper, a look of concern and concentration on his face, forgetting about the Sox game that minutes ago was on his mind, Mom calls us to dinner. I’m almost too sick with these thoughts to eat, but when I see the display, my mood changes to the here and now! I feel a bit guilty, but I am hungry, and she has worked hard, in this heat, to cook outside on the grill. Didn’t want to heat the house up with the stove. So, well, yum! 
 Our mouth-watering dinner of char-grilled burgers, perfectly juicy with a bit of burned crisp on the edges, sliced cucumbers and tomatoes, and that bright, delicious, sweet corn on the cob goes over quite well, so very tasty! Spud even does the dishes, and recruits me, too. He says, “Hey Ma,” when we are finishing dinner, just as he stuffs one last cucumber slice in his mouth and washes it down with a swig of Coke. “That was lovely. You so outdid yourself. You work too hard. How about you go put your feet up, and Jack and I will do cleanup duty?” Thanks for volunteering me, Spud -head.

 Mom beams her petty, yet tired smile and is so pleased she doesn’t argue. I, on the other hand, am not exactly thrilled, but I guess we will survive. Spud really gets me. Sometimes, he steals from a gas station or cheats on his math, smokes the occasional cigarette and drinks liquor, then he’ll knock your socks off by helping out, cheering you up, and being just your typical good kid. Guess that’s why he appeals so much to us. 
 Anyway, easy dishes, since Mom grilled (no tough pots or pans), and it is too hard to talk to each other with my neighbor, Jim, an elderly man, mowing his lawn out the window. Loud, because we have all the windows open so we can try for some breeze in here. The air conditioning is on, but only cools the living room. Dad has put up a sheet to the kitchen entrance so the living room-his television kingdom-can stay ultra-cool. Yep, in this heat. Also, the dishes are quick and easy because we don’t goof around and splash each other or anything because this is for Mom, and we don’t want to make a mess. So all’s good. 
 When we finish, we settle in the cooled living room, Dad now is in his air conditioned bedroom upstairs. It would be a bit better if we would not have to keep fending off the few flies and gnats that are seeking refuge in the air conditioning of the house, but at least we have the air. Nobody, at least tonight, is jumping off bridges, smoking illegally, or stealing. No Jerry the Jerk… 
 Zoë went back to the pool this evening, a bit miffed that we didn’t go along, and Ma is on the phone with my Aunt Sheryl, her sister who lives quite a bit away in South Carolina. They’re talking about the horrid heat and will chat for an hour or two. Dad has hit the hay for good and won’t be back down here until morning, and Spud and I are fiddling with his guitar…nice. 
 While I don’t play, really, Spud is a young guitar genius, at least to me. My favorites are his Montgomery, Garth Brooks and Alan Jackson. I remember when I first experienced Spud’s talent, three years ago… 
 “Hey, wanna try my guitar?” he asked, as we were at his dad’s old house, sitting in Spud’s basement, where there was a pool table, bar, and record player. I stayed the night after a family shindig and we were fiddling around, waiting for my dad to pick me up. Only eleven at the time, we were already best friends. 
 “I don’t know,” I said, somewhat afraid of the thing. Looking huge and expensive, I didn’t want to break it. It was just a basic brown, acoustic guitar. I knew I couldn’t play it. I was taught that big, expensive things were not toys. “What about you?” I asked. “Can you play anything?” 
 “Kinda. I play with my dad when we’re sitting around sometimes. He won’t let me play when they do real sets for business, but just around here, for now. He says once I’m thirteen, he’ll let me play with the band. Wanna hear my version of Hank Williams’ “There’s a Tear in My Beer” ?” 
 “Sure,” I knew the song from all family parties. Uncle Ned was a Hank Williams freak. I could sing it and knew all the notes but didn’t know how that would translate onto the guitar. 
 “K. Here goes.” Spud’s face was serious and full of concentration, as he adjusted the strings and strummed a bit. Then a bit more. He played the song and sang to it like he was born for it, his head bobbing lightly to the beat, occasionally looking at his hands strumming, then looking up, off in his own world, though. He was a natural, lost in the music. Wow. My God. He could actually play the thing! 
 “There’s a tear in my beer, and I’m cryin’ for you, dear… you are on my lonely mind…” he had it going on! 
 Looking around the room, I almost expected the Elvis and Johnny Cash caricatures on the wall posters to start clapping or dancing, expecting the tall wine glasses at the bar to sway and rock out. He was so talented! Eleven! I was so proud to be his buddy! 
 As he finished, I said, shaking my head, “Dang, man! That rocks. I wish I could play like that.” Completely in awe of my best friend. 
 “Yeah, it’s fun. But it’s ‘cuz I have a dad who plays.” 
 “Yeah, my dad doesn’t have a clue.” My dad with a guitar would make me crap! 
 “Hey, I’ll teach ya a couple strings, though. And, take this; it’ll be your lucky pick. My dad gave me one two years ago, and I won’t play with it, but I keep it here on this chain around my neck, so when I play, it brings me luck. You do the same, and when you practice, your lucky pick should help you learn. Of course, you might just suck anyway, but the pick could bring you luck for something else. You know, like with the girls!” 
 We laughed at that, then he gave me a brownish guitar pick, out of a basket on the bar. I never really handled one before, so tiny, but so useful. I knew at that moment it would be my most prized possession, along with my White Sox hat. 
 “Thanks. I’ll get a chain when we go shopping tomorrow for groceries. Or maybe my ma or Zoë has one from an old necklace. This is cool. Yeah, thanks.” 
 At the time, I admired it, then I tucked it into my pocket, but the next day it was on a chain around my neck. I wore it proudly and for show every day, not taking it off, but then I got into high school, when I tucked the string into my shirt, but never took it off. 
 Even though I tried, picking up playing the guitar never was my thing. I didn’t have the patience, or the talent, really, but I sure loved watching Spud and his dad and the country tunes they could belt out! As of yet, the pick hadn’t snagged me a girlfriend, but I’ve had some interest my way, at least! That’s another story. 
 So tonight, Spud tries to show me a few more tunes, strings, whatever you call them, and I’d like to learn, but still, I’m happy just letting him play and watching it all, letting myself get lost in his renditions of my favorites, like Randy Travis’ “Forever and Ever, Amen” and Johnny Cash’s “A Boy Named Sue.” I love those songs. That’s how we pass the time until we both doze off, too hot, too humid, dreaming of snowstorms and swimming pools. 




Chapter 4

 Briiing! Briiing! Huh? Oh no! Fire alarm!? 
 This unwelcome and blasting early morning alarm, and waking back into the realization of the heat wave, only is the phone and my body’s reaction to our stifling July. No fire, though it sure feels like one! Reminds me of the hilarious event last school year when the fire alarm was pulled, and we had to stand in the brrr cold snow during sixth period. I was in gym class, so all I had on was a goofy tee shirt and shorts. Talk about cold; how I wish for that now! I was pissed at the time, freezing my ass off; however, snow sounds real nice today, as I wake to a sweaty forehead, sticky clothes, and this humidity. Ick! 
 After three rings, someone has picked up. Now awake and sweaty, all I can think about is a cool shower, but I won’t get the chance… 
 “Jack? Jack? You up? Spud? His ma’s on the phone! Jack!” Criminy! Relax, Pops. As I step from my bed, I step right on Spud’s foot, as he fell asleep on my floor while playing some football Nintendo game. I forgot he was there, and he grumbles, but just rolls over. How come the damn phone didn’t wake him? Why am I the only one who seems to be on top of things? 
 Stepping into the hallway, I meet Dad, who’s dressed in cutoff jean shorts, a White Sox tee shirt, and his Velcro tennis shoes. He’s holding the cordless phone, a bit winded from climbing the stairs. 
 “Spud’s mom needs him home. She’s pretty mad. He lied, she says, and didn’t tell her he was staying all night here. He’s likely grounded,” he says, eyes squinting like he’s not approving this behavior, handing the phone to me. 
 Geez, it’s not like he was out on the streets. She could have called here last night. 
 Doesn’t matter. Get him up and get moving. 
 With that, Dad turns and heads downstairs, and I’m left to tend to the sleeping Spud. 
 “Hey,” I gently kick his foot. “You gotta get moving. Yer ma is pissed. Why didn’t you tell her you were here? Anyway, here’s the phone.” Spud looks at me, like I’m nuts, as I hand it to him. He wipes his eyes, his long hair a mess. He yawns, taking the phone. 
 “Huh?” he mumbles, clears his throat. “Oh. Sorry. Yeah, Jack’s. Can’t I go to the shindig this afternoon with them? I’ll get home later. Sorry about that. I forgot. I thought you and Jer were out all night. Sorry…. Sorry. So?... Okay…. Yup… bye.” He pushes the “off” button, tosses the phone a few feet from him, pulls the sheet over his head and mumbles, “Jack, you’re a nerd. Lemme sleep.” 
 “Dude, what?” I’m pulling on a tee shirt with my boxers at this point. 
 “Ma’s letting me stay. Just gotta know how to talk to her,” he says, through the sheet as he’s too comfy to pull it off his head. “Anyway, I’m staying here and heading to Uncle Ned’s party later with you all. Go back to bed.” 
 Just as he says it, Ma pops her head in the door. “Hi boys. Spud, everything okay?” She’s always on the go early. Dressed in pink shorts and a white tee shirt that is sprinkled with yellow flowers, she looks energetic and ready to take on the day. It’s kinda funny, she’s so up and at ‘em, a force, yet she’s so tiny and petite at only 4’10” tall. For a while, as I was growing up, I thought I’d always be a shorty, too, and was the smallest in my class until eighth grade, but then I shot up several inches and now am at 5’3”, and still growing, thank you. 
 “Yeah, Ma. I talked to my other mom, and she says it’d be okay if I hung out here until later. Is that all right with you?” Boy, he sure has a way with her. He even uncovered his head to talk. 
 “Of course, hun! By the way,” she beams, “I’m making pancakes and bacon, and Jack’s favorite thick chocolate milk! So, come on down in about five, okay?” She smiles at each of us, picks up the phone to take downstairs, then disappears down the hall and back to her kitchen adventure. Ma always goes overboard when Spud’s here. 
 “Dude, you totally got my Ma wrapped around your finger. You gotta move in.” 
 “Yeah, it’d be much better than days with Jerry the Jerk. Anyway, I’m gonna sleep a bit, be downstairs in a few.” Well, it’s useless to argue, so I go do my duties in the bathroom before I head downstairs. Let Ma deal with getting Spud moving this morning. 
 At our kick-ass sweet breakfast, Spud has kept his word and got his ass downstairs in like ten minutes, and continuously gives Ma compliment after compliment (really, though, it’s just pancakes, not some Food Channel spectacular). He also tries to break Zoë. 
 “So, what ya doing today, Squirt?” he asks, nonchalantly, stuffing bacon in his mouth. 
 He’s caught her off guard, as she was reading yet another of her summer novels and didn’t expect our attention. That girl could read through a tornado, a roller coaster ride, and a heat wave. 
 “Um, I dunno, read, take a walk, go to the pool for a bit maybe, until we go to Uncle Ned’s, or well, the park.” She’s looking up, stopping the chewing of her pancake. Staring at Spud in a weird way. “Why?” 
 “Just thought I’d ask. Hey, want some more syrup? You don’t have much.” He slides the bottle of Mrs. Butterworth’s sweetly across the shiny wood kitchen table, and it glides like a skater on ice until it stops right before Zoe’s plate. She’s seated directly across from him, under the window where she always sits. 
 “Thanks.” She picks up the bottle but is still engrossed in the adventures of whomever in her little book and tips the bottle to pour onto her pancakes, but the cap flops off with syrup gushing onto her plate like a waterfall! Not just her plate, but the table around it and then onto her lap! Freaking hilarious! 
 “Ahh!” she yells, scooting back and quickly putting the bottle upright, while holding the book over her head to protect it. “Spud! You jerk! You so did not!” 
 She’s standing up now, trying to wipe the sticky mess from her shirt and legs, but oh-so-side splittingly funny, everything just sticks more to her! Her paper towel is now stuck to her upper leg, and the table is a mess, syrup starting to drip to the floor. Spud and I are laughing so hard that my eyes are watering! We give each other a high five, and even Mom, who’s been quietly on the sidelines frying up more grub, has milk coming out of her nose! 
 “Um, yeah, I so think he did!” I can’t help but say, taking a big bite of my own pancakes and shaking my head at Spud’s trick. 
 “Real funny, people,” Zoë says, clearly embarrassed and exasperated, but I think trying not to give in and laugh. She’s frantically wiping at her legs with paper towels, which are sticking to her like bits of confetti. She’s such a mess! “God!” 
 “Sorry, Zoë. It was just a little joke. I didn’t think that much would flow out of the bottle. It is funny though, right, little one?” Spud has recovered from the giggle fit and has gotten up to help clean the mess, grabbing a rag from the sink. 
 “Yeah, real funny. Ma, I’m done. Now, I need another shower.” She sighs, deeply annoyed, and starts to storm toward the stairs, still trying to wipe the sticky syrup from her legs. Clearly pissed? Can’t she have a little fun? 
 “Oh, honey, you don’t need a whole shower. Just a wet rag to wipe it off. It’s going to be just fine.” Mom is now wetting another rag in the sink for Zoë. 
 “Sure, you’re not the one covered in this gooey, crappy, dumb syrup. Yeah, Jack, keep laughing. Payback’s a bit--.” She stops because Ma is right there. “What comes around goes around,” she says instead, her eyebrows arched like she might have some plan, as if. Then she stomps up to her shower, leaving Ma to hold the helpful wet dishrag. 
 “Dude, I thought she’d laugh it off,” Spud remarks, now having all the mess cleaned up from the table. “Sorry, Ma, I thought it would be a funny joke.” 
 “Oh,” Mom says, wiping the table and chair once more, “it was funny. Zoë’s just going through a phase. Anyone for more pancakes? Bacon? Milk?” 
 “For sure! You’re the best cook ever, Ma! I’m good on the milk, but I’ll have another pancake.” What a charmer he can be. 
 Mom glows as she pours more batter into the pan. “I can shape these pancakes to look however you want. Name something.” 
 “How about a guitar?” asks Spud, stuffing what’s left on his plate into his mouth and reaching for the syrup, as we’ll need it again. 
 “Of course,” says Ma and starts to carefully pour batter into the pan. “How about you, Jack? What shape pancakes?” 
 “Um, how about an easy one, a baseball, for the White Sox?” 
 “A ball? A round pancake? Oh my! How ever will I do that?” she kids. My mom can be so much fun. Spud’s mom is never like this. She’s always bitching for him to pick this up, clean that, watch his language, take off his shoes, be nice to Jerry, yadda yadda yadda. No wonder he likes it here! 
 All my life, Mom has been there for us, making even the most boring days fun. She’s always up for Scrabble or Monopoly, always used to take us for walks, to the pool, and tossed us the baseball. She’s never missed a school play or conference, a spelling bee, anything. She’s great and has quite a sense of humor. Unfortunately, my dad is so much the opposite. The rain to her sunshine. Usually quiet, he never takes part in anything, never even sits at the kitchen table for a meal together, always watches TV and goes on solo car rides. Or, he listens to the radio and takes long naps in his room. I think I’d be dumbfounded if he sat at the table or showed up to a school event, I’m so used to him not being there. I’d probably get an uncontrollable fit of the giggles. Well, at lest we lucked out with one of our parents. Mom is like two anyway, all the work she does. 
 As I scarf down my baseball pancakes and Spud devours his very cool looking guitar and the music note mom was able to make, I think, this was the best breakfast ever!

 Following, in order to avoid the heat, and to let our stomachs settle, we have a long morning of lying around in the AC and watching Growing Pains episodes (Kirk Cameron is so cool! Who doesn’t want to be like Mike Seaver or his hilarious pal, Boner? I mean, Boner? What a freaking name!) Then I toss into the VCR the prized copy of Ernest Goes to Camp for more laughs. This is my favorite movie, simply because it’s the first one Dad ever rented when we got this VCR. I’ll always remember me and Zoe giggling with excitement when we learned about the purchase and then that we would be a part of the technological world, actually watching a movie in our own home on a VCR! And a funny one! I love Ernest. You so have to rent it if you’ve never seen it! Perfect summer movie. 
 Anyway, this beats the news, as nobody wants to hear more depressing heat and illness stories, and the Sox game was cancelled because it got too hot. I, myself, have always played the infield and usually bitch about the hot sweaty clothing we wear as part of the uniform, but you need sweatpants to slide into bases, and my point is I couldn’t imagine being the catcher on a ball team, all those pads and helmet in this heat? While still trying to play the game? That would really suck! So, I guess I get why the game was called off. 
 “You know,” Spud says from his stiff position in Dad’s chair, massaging his neck to get a kink out, “maybe joining the ball team will be kinda cool. Different for me, but as long as you say so…” 
 We’ve been planning to join the school baseball team together when practices start up next month. My mom thought it would be a great idea for Spud and me to get more involved and keep us busy in a safe place. She could have probably convinced me anyway, as this is my first summer without a town-sponsored team. I’m too old now. So I’ll be itching to play by then, but I think her idea was more geared toward Spud. Keep him active and involved. Safe. Out of trouble. 
 “Sure, well, I’ve played all my life, as you know. Never for a school team, though, just the summer leagues. I just hope we get to play a lot, instead of sitting on the dumb bench, but it will certainly be fun. The road games. The girls from school who come to cheer us on. The bus rides. What’s not to like? We’ll be like jocks!” I tease. Country boy Spud is not a jock. 
 “Haha. A jock. Who would have thought? Does that mean I’ll have to wear a jock strap? Isn’t that what all you big, tough, sports guys brag about?” he teases, and I smirk at him. “Well, whatever wins the ladies, right? I think I’ve got a few homers in the old arm here,” he’s sitting up and takes a pretend swing. “Not too crazy ‘bout them gay looking uniforms, though.” 
 “What?” I ask, shocked. “The uniforms aren’t bad. School colors, green and yellow. I think. Might be green and white, though. At least they ain’t purple or something. Of course, you’d probably be thrilled to wear some pink polka-dotted tutu or what not, show yer feminine side,” I can dish it out to him, too. He gives me a whatever look, rolling his eyes. 
 “But, really,” I continue, “at least it’s pants and jersey shirts, no shorts, and we don’t have to wear those skimpy things the wrestlers wear. Can’t even think about girls when you’re wearing one of those!” We both chuckle. 
 “And we get our names on the backs of the shirts,” Spud’s getting a bit more enthused. “Think they’ll make me get ‘Cooper’, like you? Or will they let me have ‘The Cool Cooper’ and you ‘The Nerdy Cooper’?” 
 “Very funny. If you’re lucky, they’ll let you have ‘The Ugly Cooper’!” 
 We both laugh. Who knows what the names will be. Right now, it’s just fun. 
 Settling back into our chairs, Spud passes me the bag of Doritos he’s been munching from, and I trade him the bag of Oreos I’ve been snacking. This is how we operate. 
 Singing out from the television in front of us is that catchy theme song from Happy Days, and we switch gears to sing along. 
 “Rock around the clock tonight…” Spud croons, and we both glance at the clock behind me on the wall. Three o’clock. We’ve been pretty lazy all day, and it’s only the middle of the afternoon. Zoë actually made us some grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch, as she likes to cook, and is good at it, since Mom works so much, so it’s been all right. But a little bit of a boring afternoon. I was actually surprised Zoë made us lunch, though, since Ma’s home, but I guess she was letting Ma get some things done and have some solo time. Plus, Zoë likes to make appearances when Spud’s over, even if sometimes she gets huffy and aggravated. Typical teen girl, I guess. 
 You would think, as you’ve noticed our grammar slip ups and our use of slang, that maybe we’d pick up a book and read. Take a trip to the air conditioned library, check out some stuff to keep our brains sharp and get ready for next year. I already know I’ll be reading To Kill a Mockingbird for English class, so maybe I should get a first-read in. But no. Spud and I would rather watch TV or goof with music or follow the Sox. But Zoë, she is reading a new book every other day. That girl. No wonder she’s so smart. And starting high school this fall, she’s already read the required To Kill a Mockingbird. She tested out of English 1 and jumps right into the same class I’ll be taking, English 2. Lucky me. Maybe she’ll help a non-reading brother out? Doubt it. 
 Dad finally arrives from who knows where. Great timing, though, because we really should move a bit and quit loafing in front of the screen. We’ve just been trying to pass the time, while waiting for Dad to say we’re heading to Ned’s gathering. Ma has cleaned all day, done the laundry, mopped the kitchen floor, washed windows, as it was her day off from the gas station, and Pops is a trucker, so he’s off for a few days, and finally the moment comes. 
 “Ned decided to keep the cookout at his place. Just too hot for the park. Be ready in five, you all,” Dad says and goes out to the kitchen to ask Ma what they should stop and pick up, while Spud and I head to my room upstairs to gather supplies for the rest of the afternoon and evening. 
 “Ball gloves and cards, too?” he asks, yawning and stretching, eager to wake his sluggish self for the fun evening ahead. “Might need to chill, play a little poker. I’m gonna see if Tyson and Steve are free,” and he is about to jet back downstairs to grab the phone. 
 “Dude, why?” I ask after him, holding my glove. It’s my favorite piece of ball equipment, signed by Carlton Fisk. But, I’m a bit tiffed. I can’t stand those pot-smoking friends of his that live near Ned and the park, the one with the bridge. 
 “Why not? The more the merrier. They ain’t so bad, Jack. Just had some hard times. Give em a chance.” As he heads downstairs to call and invite his pals, I try to shake off the situation and put my glove, hat, and some cards into my old track duffel bag. I just, dunno, don’t really like those guys. Whatever. I have to be around him though, at least I feel I have to, and kind of keep things safe, but I hate that job. Babysitter. I don’t get why he likes them so much. 
 He quickly reappears at my bedroom door, out of breath from running up the stairs. “They’re gonna meet us at the bridge at five-thirty. So we gotta try to sneak a few beverages, wink, wink, too. It’s so gonna rock.” Then he heads to piss, as I am flustered and try not to respond so he doesn’t know I’m annoyed. Oh well, I’ll deal. We’ll take a walk from Ned’s to the park to meet them, I suppose. Once the adults start drinking, playing cards, and talking about the weather, they won’t even notice we’re gone, really. 




Chapter 5

 “It’ll be about seven, kids, when the steaks and brats are done, so go ahead and do whatever. Don’t get over-heated,” Ma says as she gets the grill ready with Aunt Sue, both swigging some fruity-looking wine coolers. There’s plenty of that around, and Spud and I have loaded some Miller Lites into my duffel. 
 Uncle Ned has a huge concrete patio out his back door, where the adults have settled into folding chairs and three picnic tables. My dad has his car pulled up close, playing some oldies tapes from the tape deck for everyone to hear. A little Beach Boys and Herman’s Hermits, anyone? Little cousin kids inside are playing the Nintendo system, after getting banished from outside by the adults when squirt guns got out of hand, and Aunt Hettie got water in her eye. It was just water, but it made her mascara run, and she threw a holy fit, so the young kids are inside now. 
 Some of the ladies are in the kitchen, where the air conditioning is cranked, playing cards and gossiping about whatever aunts and uncles didn’t show. Ned’s got a nice, large yard, but it’s kinda hot for doing much out here. Nobody’s really even taking advantage of the basketball hoop in the driveway. But, besides Mom and Aunt Sue, there’s four other grills full of hamburgers, steaks, and hot dogs manned by a few uncles, and there’s probably about ten adults out here altogether. Usually, the tables would be covered with generic bags of wavy chips and Fritos, Oreos and chocolate chip cookies, and all those fixings for the meat, like buns and ketchup and stuff, but with the heat, the food is inside. I’m thinking that’s why some of my fat aunts are inside, too. Hey, I can say that… I know their ways. 
 “We’re gonna head to the park to play some ball,” I lie to Ma, hating that I have to. “We’ll be back around chow time.” 
 “Well, make sure, and take some water. Please don’t be late,” Ma says. She’s a bit tipsy, must have had more than one wine cooler. With her small size, a little alcohol is all it takes to get her buzzed. 
 “Sure,” I say, and Spud and I grab our bag and head off to the park. It’s like a five minute trek from Ned’s house. Convenient, I guess, but we’re both wearing shorts and light-weight tee shirts, as it’s just too warm, and the town is kinda quiet, everyone soaking in the AC. 
 “There they are!” Spud says, as he jogs to catch his druggie pals, when we’ve walked the few minutes to the park. I can’t run with him or the bottles of beer in my duffel will shake up. It’s cool. I’m in no hurry to hang with his friends. 
 “What the hell is he doing here?” Spud approaches Tyson and Steve and notices the infamous Mike, the idiot cop’s son from home, with them. What the hell? 
 “Relax, we’re all friends,” an already drunk Steve says. “This is Tyson’s cousin, Mike.” 
 “You two are cousins?” Spud is incredulous, almost speechless, looking at them wide-eyed. 
 Tyson, brown hair, choppy and lengthy like Spud’s, has on navy blue swim trunks and a white tee. He looks a little dangerous, a beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other, a straight look on his face. He takes a slow puff of his cigarette, eying me. Sheesh! Steve has a more friendly look in his green eyes, his blond hair cut crew style, and is dressed like Tyson. Not like twins, but the same concept. On the other hand, there is a drunkenness to Mike, odd because he’s supposed to be always playing by the rules, with his dad being the Mr. Cop and all. For some reason, Mike seems a bit off, ready to do anything that’s new, exciting, wild today. He’s all hopping around like he’s real sugared up or something. Got a strange look in his eyes. Makes me nervous. 
 “Well, never thought I’d be hanging with you, country crooner,” Mike slurs and gives Spud a light punch on the arm. Spud, though, recoils, disgusted. “Let’s bury the hatchet for a day and be pals?” Mike tries. 
 “Whatever. Don’t even talk to me, and maybe we’ll be fine. Just shut up now,” Spud warns. He whispers to me, “You believe this sh--?” 
 I’m shocked. I thought for sure he’d avoid Mike at all costs. He must really want to hang at this stupid park with his stupid friends, or maybe he just realized since the boys are already buzzed, there’s no point in trying to argue. Whatever. 
 “Dude, who’s up for a swim?” asks Steve, setting down a bottle of Bud. They had their own stash prior to our addition of Miller. “Let’s walk up the bridge and jump, then swim back here for our final refreshments. I can’t stay too late tonight. Ma wants me home to be sure I get up early for some family funeral thing. Some uncle croaked from heat stroke.” 
 How cold is that? No pun intended, but that’s certainly not so nice. I’ve misjudged him. This heat and the deaths from it are serious, and this idiot is acting like it’s some inconvenience to him. Real swell. 
 “Yep, let’s get moving then,” Mike says, taking off his sweaty plain blue tee shirt. 
 “I’m in!” Spud says, taking a large swig from his bottle. 
 Looks like they’re all game, but I’m not so sure. Steve hasn’t said anything, but it’s like he’s the mastermind here. All is going according to his plan or something. 
 “Yo, Jackson, what’s the hold up?” asks Tyson, getting off his tee, waiting for me to agree to the adventure. 
 “Um, I’m just not sure. You all go ahead. I should probably watch our stuff. Just don’t take forever.” 
 “Come on,” whines Spud, jokingly, kinda. “You don’t wanna miss the rush! Ya gotta take some chances, bud. Sink or swim, you know?” 
 “No, it’s cool. I really don’t care for that, Spud. You know, you shouldn’t do it either. It’s not safe, and it’s illegal. Who knows what’s in the river or what the current will do. And not now. I thought you all weren’t gonna drink until after the swim.” 
 “We were thirsty. In fact, I still am, so I wanna a couple drinks before we do anything,” Mike insists and settles on the ground, cross-legged. He really doesn’t need anymore. “Pop a squat, you all. Plus, we should get rid of some of our evidence here before we go moving.” 
 He’s convinced them, and swigging the alcohol, they sigh, sitting in a circle, which I’m a part of and gripe about the heat. I’ll admit, I drink here, too. Tastes so refreshing in the sun’s heat, but they’re smoking and that I can’t do. Like I have said, I hate that stuff. 
 Imagine being in a deep sleep, and come two or three in the morning, your body is taken from slumber by the horrid, choking smell of smoke. Nothing is worse, when that happens almost every day! It’s frustrating, and tiring, but that is usually when Dad happens to wake for his nicotine fix. Then I can hardly fall back asleep. Hate it. So, no thanks. I can’t even pretend to think smoking is cool. 
 I hate to get all high and mighty here, but we’ve all seen that ugly lung that is pictured in every junior high science and health book. The one that compares a smoker’s lung to a normal one? Who in their right mind wants a charred, gooey, gross lung in their chest, to depend upon when it comes to breathing? Yuck. And bad breath? Cancer? Coughing? Who wants to pay money for that? Cigs are expensive and only cause trouble. Problem is, they’re addictive, and some TV shows make them look like they’re cool. It ain’t cool to see your friends and parents slowly kill themselves and stink in the process. Nope, not cool at all. 
 Well, looking around, the park is like an abandoned desert island, since it’s so hot out, so it’s not like we need to be too careful. The bridge, as I glance, is even quite empty of traffic. It’s about a half-mile away and high above the noisy waters. At least, it’s windy, and the river isn’t just sitting there but is sploshing and wavy and loud in a calm way. It doesn’t look too friendly for swimming. 
 “All right, enough of this sitting around, getting hotter by the minute,” says Mike, getting up and tossing his bottle into the nearby water. “Quit being a wimp, Jackson,” he says, stretches his legs and looks at Spud. “Come on, Spuddy, we’ll race. Winner gets bragging rights.” 
 With that, I knew Spud was a goner. He hates Mike with a passion and won’t pass a challenge. Why does it have to involve jumping from the bridge? It’s so sick to witness this. It’s a traditional car bridge that connects the north and south sides of town, located over the Illinois River, suspended at least a hundred feet over the deep, dirty river, old and dangerous. 
 They try me again, but with my decline, they race off. 
 It will take a good twenty or thirty minutes after their jump to swim to shore, if the current settles, but I’m sure it won’t. With the time it takes to actually walk up the bridge’s walkway, to the middle, to get to their jumping place, I’m sure I’ll be left here a good hour. This sucks. Why didn’t I just go? It’s not too late. Well, no. No. I cannot. I’m a great swimmer, but the river is dirty, and bridge jumping is illegal, and who knows about the current? 
 Why, why, why are they doing this? I’m roasting, too, but this is pure stupidity! Just to impress each other. Thank God for the excuse of watching our stuff and that they were tipsy, otherwise, I’d have to deal with being called a chicken, a pussy, and a Mamma’s boy. Usually Spud defends me, but he didn’t have to today, thank God. 
 Anyway, to pass the time as I wait, as the guys are now out of sight and surely walking the bridge now toward its middle, I decide to try my hand at a second beer before the bottles in my bag get too warm. Nothing else to do. Maybe it’ll calm that uneasy, nervous feeling in my stomach. I feel like I just lied or cheated or stole something. It doesn’t feel right. 
 The shade under the browning tree where we’ve settled is sufficient, so I lean against the trunk, twist open a cold bottle, wet with condensation, talk a long gulp, and stare out at the welcoming water. I finger the guitar pick necklace I always wear, wishing Spud had stayed here. It would have been cool just to sit around and chat. Why’d they have to run off? 
 Looking at the wide span of water can be such a wonderful way to daydream, to lose yourself. It’s not clean, but any water in this heat looks refreshing. Too hot even for boaters or water-skiers. It’s just so empty, but calm in that way. It’s moving with the wind and current, but I’ve always found it relaxing. 
 Illini Park, one of Illinois’ best, is like a second home to my family, and we typically have this feeling like we have ownership of it or something, as we’ve been here so much throughout the summers of our lives. Today, we’re in the camping area, which is closer to the Marseilles bridge. Yet, the other section of the park, with the main parking lot, has a shelter, picnic tables and horseshoe pits, a shoddy playground, and ball diamonds. I grew up on the swings, the slides, and the merry-go-round. We played our yearly family softball games at our reunions on that diamond. I had my eighth grade graduation party out here, a joint one with Spud. It is the only place I’ve ever camped. All the family reunions are held here, always have been, the end of each July. We’ve spent so much time at this park that it should almost be named after our family. Coopertown, haha. 
 Some summers there’s a concession stand, a little battered, white trailer, like something you’d see at one of those shifty carnivals that pull into small towns over the summer for a week or so. Usually the food is at your own risk, as I’ll never forget my ant-infested blueberry snow cone of last summer, but it’s cheap. This park is where my dad spent all his summers growing up, where I learned to catch a baseball and swing a bat, to throw a football, to get used to the sight of cooking on the grill. This is the place of family water balloon fights, reunion raffles, and kid games, and, unfortunately, where I have grown up watching my relatives get drunk. 
 This little park will always be important to the family. Always. We’ve fed the ducks by the shore of the Illinois River, wandered the trails into the woods, played the oldies music too loudly, learned to swing high in the air, go down slides on our own, and tease the girl cousins by pushing the merry-go-round too fast! Illini Park. Home away from home. 
 Drinking my warm Miller Lite and fingering the guitar pick around my neck, I allow myself to settle into a quick nap, try to pass the time. I’m getting hungry and hope we get back to Ned’s for dinner on time. Nothing beats a juicy steak on the grill. A nap, though, is hard to resist with the heat draining my energy. I yawn and close my eyes… 




Chapter 6

 Sirens. Close sirens, and lots of them. Sounds like some high speed chase you’d get with that Cops show. My afternoon siesta under the tree is abruptly interrupted by these menacing, uninvited, too close sirens. What the flipping hell? 
 Disoriented from my heat-induced nap, I slowly gather my surroundings and realize the guys aren’t back yet. I’m still alone, and it’s gotten a little darker. My God, what time is it? Where are the guys? Oh no, this isn’t good! And oh, I realize, as I sit up, I have a headache from the booze. The annoying, incessant wailing of the sirens is not helping. And my left arm has horrible sunburn as it’s the body part that somehow was hit by sun as I slept. Damn tree. Nice job shading me… 
 Two racing ambulances and three police cars arrive up the road not far from me and toward the river. Oh dang! First the officers and paramedics, then Steve, Tyson, and Mike all show, climbing from the different vehicles. They are climbing out slowly, though, stupid-looking. I rush over, now fully awake and a feeling of panic in my chest. 
 “What happened? What’s going on? What did you do? Are you in trouble?” I’m shaking like crazy, frantically asking questions that are not getting answers. The cops are busy with their walkie-talkies, and the paramedics are heading toward shore. It’s all so confusing and mumbled, and I can’t understand what anyone is saying! 
 Did the cops find out we were drinking? Is that what this is about? Did they get in trouble for illegally going off the bridge? Wait.
Just wait. Think, Jack. That wouldn’t bring this many cops and the ambulance for just that. What did they do? Are they going to jail? Am I?

 “Steve?” I plead, trying to get his attention by the cop car. “Talk to me. What is this?” I wave my hands at all the commotion. Steve is crying, hands going through his hair. The others are just standing there, not knowing what to do or say. Looks of complete shock on their red, sunned faces. 
 They are dumb-founded. No one is giving me anything solid to go on, and I know I’m like a broken record with my questions but god dammit, why won’t someone talk to me? I scream, “Tell me, dammit!” 
 “Oh, man, Jackson,” Tyson wails, finally. He’s almost in tears, still running his hands through his sun-lightened hair, then up and down his arms like he could possibly have a shiver in this heat. His head keeps shaking back and forth, like he’s watching a tennis game, but not sure where the players are. 
 “It’s Spud!” he continues. “He was the first to jump, while we were talking, and when he got in the water, he panicked and started shouting that his foot was cramping. Mike and Steve then jumped to help him, but they couldn’t; it was like Spud was possessed, all cussin’ and kickin’ them and fightin’, like he was all cramped up and scared. They tried to hold him, get him to relax, and to pull him toward shore with them, but they weren’t strong enough. He kept going under the water, and they tried to keep him up, keep his head above to get air, and my God…,” he stops for a second. “Then, as they were in the water struggling so much, I flagged a car, got in and we headed for the police station. By the time the cops and me,” he pauses, “and me….” 
 “By the time the cops and you what? Finish, asshole!” Really, the patience is not here. Not for this. 
 “By the time we got back to the shore for them, Mike and Steve reached it, but no Spud.” His voice lowers, “He’s gone, man. Couldn’t make it. Freaking gone. There ain’t anything they could do to keep him up. It was too much in that current, the wind, Spud was fighting them all the time.” Now, his words are quaking so horribly, I can hardly understand him. His head’s down, and he’s shaking, trying not to cry so much. 
 What? Spud. My God. How did I miss that? Those three got out of the car and not Spud. I must have known, have felt it, deep down. That’s why it all made no sense. 
 For real, what is he saying? He’s nuts. Spud is gone? Where the hell did he go? Is he kidding me? My best friend is gone? Where the hell to? 
 “What? I don’t get it! What the hell did you do? Where’s Spud, Tyson? Where? What the hell did you do? You asshole! Why didn’t you save him? Why’d you let him even jump? Why?” I shout, grabbing Tyson by his bare, red shoulders and start shaking him, his head and hair flopping with my efforts. 
 “Gone where? You asshole! What did you freak-ass idiots do? Where the hell is Spud?” Now, I’m crying like a baby, and a cop pulls me away from Tyson, who is not even trying to shake me off, just letting me pummel him further. 
 “Calm down, son,” this tall, muscular cop says, stressed and in a hurry, it seems. “Come on, leave him alone, ain’t his fault,” his voice is loud and stern, but protective toward me. He leads me a bit away from the river to gather my thoughts. 
 I’m still crying, still rambling, asking why? crying why? still shocked as freaking hell. What the hell? What to say? What to do? I let him take control, as I can’t think for myself. 
 His strong, huge hands are on my shoulders, but standing behind me as he explains the same things Tyson just said. I don’t want to look at him. I’m furious and frustrated and heaving tears. All I can do is keep asking “Why?” 
 At this, I hear lots more chaos, more cars arrive. I turn to see my parents through my water-clouded eyes. There’s also Spud’s dad and step-mom, Uncle Ned, and a few from his gathering, all over by the cop cars and ambulances. This is real, I’m thinking, this is real. I can’t fathom all the people, the sound of disbelieving voices, the flashing of the ambulance lights. The damn heat. Something horrible has happened. More cops, lots of official looking stuff. Ma has somehow appeared next to me, and I collapse into her, against her sweet smelling shoulder, my tears keep coming. I have no clue. What has happened? Oh my, I can hardly breathe. Suffocating out here. Things are getting so fuzzy, and everyone seems to be talking at the same time. Just stop! 
 What will happen? Between my disbelief, the river, Mom, my shock, the alcohol, my nap, my tears, my pounding head, this blasting awful news, I faint. 
 “Jack? Jack?” Mom is standing over me, her hand on my forehead, and I’m laying on a couch. With further looking around, I realize it’s in Ned’s family room, the kitchen off to the side where I hear many voices. Please, not more muffled voices. 
 “Oh Jack,” she bends to hug me and I take in her cottony summer perfume. “I’m so sorry.” She’s crying, lightly, but still. Now she sits on the floor next to the couch, hand on my head. 
 “What?” I ask, trying to sit up. I don’t get it. Why’s she sorry? Am I sick? I feel sick, my stomach is nauseous, and my head feels like it’s been pelted with a hammer. 
 “Jack, Spud….” 
 Spud. Oh no, it’s real. I remember. It’s really real. 
 “Spud?” Not great with my words and comprehension, it’s all I can mumble. I still don’t want it to be true. I’m growing increasingly alert now, my chest in panic again, like there’s that Nina Patton girl sitting on me. 
 “Jack…, the river; he had cramps and panicked. He’s,”she can’t finish and doesn’t even have to. 
 “Oh, God. No.” I don’t know what else to say. How can this be true? One minute he was there, and now he’s not? This can’t be. My best friend. My best best buddy. Oh God, his parents…his girls… his guitar playing. What about all that? I can’t look her in the eye, and I am staring at the turned-off television across from the couch. 
 Mom’s saying something, but I can’t comprehend. It’s all like blah, blah, blah. She sounds like the lady, the mom, in the Charlie Brown cartoons. Mwa Mwa Mwa. Can’t make it out. Nonsense. It’s too hot. It’s too fast. The room is taking on a swirling like a carnival ride gone haywire. The white walls are fading into swirls of white and blue and black, swirling like a tie-dyed shirt. Making me dizzy. Why can’t things stay focused. Why do I keep feeling sick? Why can’t I face this? Where is Spud, though? His body. Man, who wants to think about that? But did they find his body? Maybe there’s still hope! I realize I’m not getting these words out; they’re stuck in my head. Mom’s talking, as others have come in the room, and I can’t talk back. I’m a mess, a head pounding, sweat-drenched, blubbering mess, and it’s not gonna get any better. 
 Listen to me, god dammit! If they haven’t found him, if there’s no body, then maybe it isn’t true! Help me! I can’t get the words out, and the struggle is too much. Nina, get off my chest! Stop the pounding in my head, please. My hands are cradling my head, trying to stop the pounding and the loud wailing of the sirens. Why won’t they stop wailing? Are they really wailing? It’s like they’re in the next room! Please, make them shut off. And those stupid walls, who painted them that way, all spinning so fast… All spinning so fast. Oh, Spud. Spud. Spud. 




Chapter 7

 Staring at my own white ceiling. What else is there to do? Nothing. No point. Mom has tried to come in to my room and talk, get me to move from my bed, made offers of ham and cheese omelets. Nope. Tacos. Nope. Oreo cookies with milk. God, no. Spud loved Oreos, drenched in a tall glass of ice cold milk, all soggy. We could eat a bag in a sitting. Yum. 
 Zoë has tried to get me into a Mario Brothers or Monopoly game. Nope. I want them to go away. It’s been two days of this. Leave me the hell alone. 
 Every now and then, I toss a tennis ball against the wall across from my bed and catch it and toss it again, but that’s only until it happens to not bounce back very well and land on the floor, and then I don’t want to get up to get it. Also, I might find myself lost staring at my huge poster of Kelly Kapowski, from Saved By the Bell, that’s been on my wall since last year’s birthday money splurge. She’s pretty cute with her long brown hair and friendly smile. The pink halter and too-short cut-off denim shorts do wonders for her body. She’s hot. Ahh. Another world. I wish I was in fake television land. 
 Why do we get to still be here, still live and breath, watch our favorite shows, eat juicy steaks and burgers and sweet Oreos, play Nintendo and Monopoly and Scrabble, go swimming, watch the White Sox, live life, have laughs, but not Spud? Why is that? 
 And Zoë? She never even liked him! What a hypocrite sister! How can she pretend to care? She probably is glad! I bet they all are just freaking fantastically happy! They all said, so many times, “Spud’s bad news. He drinks, he smokes, he steals, he will get you in trouble, Jack!” What did they know? Screw ‘em all! I don’t want their stupid-ass pity. They all suck! I hate them! 
 Unable and not wanting to move, I’ll keep staring at my ceiling, tossing my ball, talking to Kelly. Staring at pretty Kelly. 
 I know, really, that I should shower, should eat a proper bit of food, should get some movement, but truly, I don’t care what time it is, or what day. Because Spud should still be here, and he’s not. That’s way out of the rules here. So why should I give a flying felony about rules or what’s right? I just don’t want to take part in the dumb, hot, unfair world. Why anyway? It can all end in a minute! And why Spud? Damn damn damn! Talk about July of ’95 going into the record books. Spud was right on the mark with that comment. 
 A light knock on my door. Leave me alone. Now what? I’m not answering. Let them knock. 
 “Jack?” Ma’s soft voice is on the other side. It’s hard to be angry with her, but I’m going to be mad at them all. I ignore her, pretending to sleep. I hate myself. 
 “Jack?” She opens the door and steps into my oven of a room. I’ve got windows closed, blue curtains closed, don’t care that there’s no AC in here. The gray carpeting doesn’t make it any cooler, either. It’s quiet, my television is off, no radio is playing. Just a quiet, stifling oven. Sweating my ass off, but I don’t care. I can lie in my undies with my guitar pick necklace, no shirt, all the rest of my life if I have to. 
 “We really need to talk, honey. I know this is hard, and I’m so sorry. But there’s the wake and funeral, and we need to talk about things and get ready.” She’s on the edge of the bed, stroking my hair that’s wet from sweat, looking at the wall away from me. She knows, like a mom just always knows, that I’m really not asleep. 
 “Why don’t you talk, honey? Tell me how you are. I know it’s hard. Cry. Talk. It might help.” 
 “I,” I pause because I just can’t yet. “No. Please, can’t this wait, just an hour or so? Please?” An hour? How about a lifetime. 
 “Okay, rest. I’ll be back in a while. You want anything?” She gets up. Looking around the dusty, stuffy, lifeless room. You can tell she’s distressed by the crinkle in her forehead. Her startling green eyes are full of concern, not twinkling with laughter like normal. Am I causing this? 
 “No.” I turn over as she leaves and lets me hear her sigh of distress, and I don’t even thank her for trying. I’m being rude now, and I cannot help it. I’m so mad at this whole world. How on earth can life change in just one, carefree moment? 
 And a funeral. How can I face Mike and all of them? They practically killed Spud! How can I carry my best friend’s casket? How can I face everyone? 
 I have to. Damn, I know I have to. 




Chapter 8

 The heat certainly hasn’t let up, suffocating the masses still, as we’re all gathered at the funeral home in Marseilles. Besides all of the family and relatives, there are many friends. Everyone liked Spud. There was even a separate wake last night just for school kids, and then, of course, there’s the usual one for close friends and family. It’s crazy stuff. 
 Somehow, I have managed to get off my bed, put on the required clothing, and do what I’m supposed to do. I’ve moved along like a robot, a puppet doing what I’m told to do, but now around all the people again, I’m feeling a tad more human. 
 The latest I’ve heard, 376 deaths is the newest total. Well, I’m adding Spud. 377. The one- hundred-plus degree day is evident on all the sweating bodies, matted hair, running makeup, and of course, we have to be dressed in black. On the way over, the guy on the radio declared more deaths in the area from the heat. It’s mostly the older people, and there have been drownings, too. It’s awful. 
 The solemn voice on the station relayed news of a group of teenagers in Chicago who got into a scuffle with the police because these kids illegally opened fire hydrants. As they cooled off and splashed around in the spraying, flowing, refreshing burst of water, they also threw rocks at the cops who tried to get them to stop and back away. Obviously, it’s illegal, and also with hydrants flowing, water pressure in the homes suffers, but what else can these kids do, especially in poor areas where they don’t have AC in their homes? I mean, dang, you gotta do something to survive, but that’s such a problem, and they even said that over three thousand hydrants had been opened, so I guess they need to crack down. We don’t even have three hundred of them around here. That’s a crapload of wasted water, but it keeps my mind occupied. 
 Everyone’s suffering. There needs to be a break. A big storm to come through, wet us down, cool it off. In addition to the ridiculous temperatures is the drought, and if people don’t get caught up in heat stroke, exhaustion, or the like, there’s always the fires from the dryness, heat lightning, low water pressure, and on and on. It’s the worst, and the ones dying off are older, lonely, and have nobody to look after them. They just keep finding bodies in these poor neighborhoods. People with not enough money for AC, no way to get to a cooler building, like a library. It’s so sad. And then, then… there’s people who drown. 
 Trying to avoid any sort of conversation, I have gotten by so far by wandering aimlessly, keeping an eye out for when someone is coming too close so I can jet. I know people want to tell me they’re sorry, give me hugs, and too many already have, but what good does that do? So what if they’re sorry? It won’t change anything. 
 So, I figure if I stay too long in one spot, I’ll be approached more and more and have to come up with more than the casual hello that I’ve gotten by with. Of course, when these visitors do come up to tell me they’re so sorry, I do thank them, but then make an excuse to be at another spot, make a restroom run, check on my whatever. You know the drill. I appreciate their concern, but I know I’m going to cry if I try to talk much. I so want to be back in my room with Kelly Kapowski and my safe white walls, away from all this. 
 The funeral home is like an actual home, set to feel comfortable and inviting, but the main viewing room reminds me of a church, and there are all sorts of flowers and posters with pictures of Spud and family and friends from birth to the present. The place looks nice but feels fake to me. I saw a picture of us from last New Year’s Eve at Ned’s party, and I had to take it. I want it framed in my room. Spud, another cousin Jay, and I are standing in our coats by Ned’s front door with our arms across our chests and looking tough. Except Ned’s daughter, Cat, is giving Jay rabbit ears, so he looks dweeby. In the background are all the Christmas cards that Ned hung on the wall around the door. It’s a very cool picture. It’s now in my back pocket. 
 “Jack.” Just great. Mike’s creepy voice approaches behind me, as I’m now leaning against the pillar on the patio outside the funeral home. Sweating my ass off, and it’s only 9:30 in the morning. 
 “Jack, man, I’m sorry. I…,” Mike fades. He looks uncomfortable, of course, in his black suit. His eyes are shifty, and he’s sweating profusely. He looks like he hasn’t slept in days, eyes bloodshot, and pale skin, despite all the sun we’ve had. Good. He deserves to suffer. 
 “You’re sorry? You idiot jerk! You killed my best friend! Why the hell did you let him jump?” I’m not shouting but clenching my teeth, while talking all stern and low and grabbing Mike by the top of his suit jacket. 
 “Jack, I, it’s not my fault. Nobody could have talked him out of it, and it was an accident! Nobody wanted Spud to die! You think I don’t beat myself up every minute of the day over this? Me of all people, Jackson!” His whisper is so intense, the tears he’s fighting back, that I’m in shock. He’s not even trying to free himself, but I let him go. 
 “Jack, it’s well-known that I had it out for Spud, that I gave him trouble! You think people don’t look at me like I wanted this? God, Jack! I hate myself! Why did I have to be Mr. Tough-guy around him and make threats? Cuz, I can’t take them back now! What an ass I was, and I never got a chance to tell Spud I was just being an ass! I mean, he had it all… confidence, guitar skills, cool relatives, girls, freedom! Look at my life… sure I got Deena in it, for now, anyway. And my dad’s an ass! He gets kids in trouble, and I gotta support that. I’m like ‘cop junior’ and the only way to look tough is to eat up the role! I can’t have normal friends, and my parents are so full of themselves, covering up all the crap I get into! I want to be normal and loved hanging with you all at the park the other day! Nobody wanted a tragedy, Jack! Nobody! I’m truly sorry!” He’s crying now, softly, quietly, but I don’t know. He can’t have it that bad! Try losing a best friend, not being there in his moment of tragedy to try and help him! 
 “I have no pity for you, asshole,” I sneer and am ready to punch him when I hear… 
 “Jack.” Deena’s sweet voice as she steps out of the home. I stop myself, slink back, and lean against the pillar, or else I’ll fall. 
 She’s wearing a lovely black skirt and white blouse, her sleek, shiny hair pulled into a messy but elaborate bun in the back of her head. Her gorgeous blue eyes sparkle in the sun and heat. She’s an angel. 
 “Jack, I’m so sorry. I’ve tried to call and stopped by, but your parents always said you weren’t quite up for talking or for company. How are you?” She’s come closer, grabbed my hand. Mike looks sick and about to talk again, but Deena cuts him off. 
 “Oh, I’m sorry. That’s a dumb question. Of course you’re not good. Oh, why? You don’t deserve this. Spud didn’t deserve this. I don’t get it. I’m so sorry.” She kisses my cheek and sees I may cry, so she avoids my eyes by hugging me. She’s so sweet and smells like cotton candy. I want to hug her, hold her forever, let her wipe my tears and tell me everything will be all right. But that can’t happen. 
 “Deena, let him be.” I’m speechless as Mike takes Deena’s hand and pulls her from me, leads her inside and glances at me once more, a look of sorry or something, and a look of sick, on his face. 
 Well! Now I’m really confused. I lose my best friend, who was hanging with my worst enemy. The enemy says sorry and seems to want pity. His gorgeous girlfriend still by his side. How do I sort this out? I don’t have time, as it’s near time to get the ceremony started, and I have a job to do… 
 Last night, at the wake, I told Spud goodbye, kind of. It was so hard, like a movie, or a book. These things are only supposed to happen in movies and books, make-believe. How do you really tell a best friend goodbye? I’m not sure I’m handling all this the right way. Is there a right way? I can’t get into how unreal it was to talk to his dead, stiff, pale body, and he couldn’t even talk back. I just want all this over with. 
 Carrying a casket that holds your closest buddy is not a task I would ever wish upon anyone. It’s all you can do not to want to drop it and run, yet you still want to hold it with all your strength, and make sure it’s safe. Un-freaking-believable. 
 The funeral ceremony is huge, tons of family and close classmates. Hot at the burial site. I can’t even concentrate on the words the preacher guy is saying. My tie is suffocating, too tight. This suit is too black, attracting heat. The shoes are making my feet sweat. This whole deal sucks. It’s all too much. Let’s just get out of here, please! 
 Roasting at the reception, too, as the AC isn’t use to cooling hundreds of people at a time. This is about all I notice, as it’s mostly a blur. Nothing but time, waiting for this all to end. 
 Now that this much is done, how the hell do we deal with what’s to come? 




Chapter 9

 Still, several days later, I bet you won’t be shocked to hear, there’s been no relief in the dumb heat, of course. You knew that. The death totals are growing by the day, people suffering from heat stroke, fires taking houses and apartments and lives, and more kids drowning as they try to stay cool. Of course, too, I’m still trying to wrap my head around the idea that Spud is gone. One minute I can accept it and deal, and the next it makes no sense, and I’m convinced it’s all a dream. I’m going crazy, I decide. I must be. 
 In my mesh track shorts and a random white tee shirt, I take the garbage can out to the end of the walk for pickup in the morning. I figure doing some chores around here again would help Mom out and kind of show it’s not her I’m mad at. If anyone, really. 
 Task accomplished, not without having to fight off the flies and gnats that seem to be so attracted to any garbage in this heat, especially hot stinky garbage. I walk back to the front door and have a seat on our porch, alone, and stare at the dead, brown grass in our front yard. I guess it’s a step up from staring at my white walls. Mom’s out back of the apartment, cooking dinner on the grill. More burgers, I assume, but that’s okay. She grills them perfectly, mouthwatering. Dad’s at Uncle Ned’s, and Zoë’s watching some dumb television crap. Some Full House episode, and I can occasionally hear the laugh track from my spot outside the open screen door here. She hasn’t been to her second home, the pool, at all since Spud’s death. I’m not sure why. 
 Across the street, some kids are fiddling with the fire hydrant. I should tell them that’ll get them in some serious trouble, but I don’t. I just watch. Two boys, about eleven-ish, in swim trunks. The fire hydrant is actually a little off down the road, but still across. One of the boys finally gets it open, and the water starts to spurt all over the place. 
 “Freakin, eh! Sweet!” They yell and dance and splash around, just as three more boys and two girls, nearly the same age and dressed for this, arrive on their bikes. They are splashing, dancing, looking up at the sky in relief. Having fun. What’s that like? But, no doubt this little adventure is killing the water pressure in the houses here, and somebody’s gonna start yelling. Yep. 
 “You kids! What are you doing?” Helen, an older lady three apartments down, starts shouting, her head out her front door. “Stop that! That’s it!” 
 They just crudely laugh at her, and one shouts, “Old lady, come show us yer stuff!” 
 Another teases, “Her in a swimsuit…eeewww! The wrinkles!” 
 How mean. I hope she does call the cops. I keep watching. One boy is chasing the girls around and around, and it’s getting muddy. They’re going to start slipping and someone will likely get hurt. These are kids I haven’t seen before, so they must have been smart enough to choose a hydrant that was away from where they lived so their parents couldn’t yell at them. 
 “Ahhh!” One boy shouts, as he has slipped into the hydrant, toes first. “My fricking toe!” 
 “Come on, sissy. Get up,” another says, plopping the boy gently across his wet head of black hair, but the injured boy scoots back out of the way, rubbing his foot. 
 “Damn!” the mouthy girl says, starting to redo her brown, wet ponytail. “The cops.” 
 Down the dusty road there is a cop car, just turned onto the street. Thank you, Helen. We can usually count on her to get the cops out here when there’s something going bad. She seems to have eyes everywhere. People tease that she has cameras in her yard. Who knows? But the way she seems to always take care of any disturbances, I tell you. We think she has one of those cop radars pointed out her front window and knows all speeding cars. She also is thought to have eyes in the back of her head, for real, and sometimes we even tease she might be a spy. For whom or what? I don’t know, but it makes good conversation. 
 However, my parents get along real well with her and Kenny, her husband. In fact, they’ve been like grandparents to me and Zoë since I can remember. Taking pictures of us on Halloween and in front of Helen’s Easter egg tree every Easter Sunday. Surprising us with little gifts here and there. Baking banana nut bread. Hugs and small talk. Kind of nice. I like them, usually. Plus, Ma often has coffee or tea with Helen, to be nice, give her some company, and I think Helen comes across sort of like a mom to my mom. Especially since my grandma died when I was in second grade, and Ma misses her family for sure, as all of them are still in South Carolina. 
 Then, Helen and Kenny have no family around here, as all their kids are grown and live far away, though some rumors say the kids hated how picky and strict Helen and Kenny were and wanted to get as far away as possible. Honestly though, all people, even Helen and Kenny, still need caring, closeness, and friends, right? I’m glad my parents get along with them instead of cause any problems like some adults do around here just to make Helen and Kenny mad. Plus, Helen makes the best fudge ever and gives us a yummy plate every Christmas. She’s not so bad, if you’re on her good side. I guess Ma and Dad know that’s important in this small town. Keep things civil and nice, and don’t cause trouble, and life will be much easier. 
 Now, three of the water-hydrant-delinquent boys quickly hop onto bikes, scream “Hell, no,” and “Damn,” and “Let’s beat it,” and the others remain. The cop approaches but hasn’t gotten out of his car. Through the window, I can barely make him out, but I can at least tell it’s not Mike’s dad. Thank God. I don’t want to see anyone in that family, but this cop probably doesn’t want to get wet. I’m not sure what he’s saying, but the kids look pretty damn scared. He’s likely threatening them, because the city’s gonna have to get that thing stopped somehow. It’s a bit serious. 
 The kids start running from him, truly afraid of the mess they have caused, but it’s no use. In this small town, the cop will follow and get to the parents and take care of it. They’ve cut through a yard to the next street over, and the officer turns the squad car around and follows. Well, not through the yard, but you get the drift. Then, as he leaves the road, a fire truck approaches, so it can deal with the hydrant correctly, I assume. 
 Well, that was a nice diversion from my thoughts. For real, the kids just want to cool off, and for a minute, I thought about joining them, if I only had the energy. 
 The fireman gets the hydrant closed up quickly and takes off in his truck. Surely the kids will face some serious music when the cops talk to their parents. Dumb kids. They got the idea from the news, I’m sure. Kids in Chicago were in last night’s broadcast again, as they opened up hydrants near this one run-down neighborhood where they didn’t have any AC, causing serious water pressure issues. Then, when the police came and demanded they get away so the hydrants could be closed, the people shouted at the cops to go away and let them have relief and threw rocks at officers, again. Don’t they get that it doesn’t work that way? You can’t throw rocks at cops and think it’ll help. It was a huge deal. And they weren’t just kids, but some adults, too. Everyone looking for a way to beat the heat. 
 Why are we suffering so much? Heat and fires and sweating and icky-sticky and drownings? God, my heart can’t get any heavier. 
 Now that the show out here is done, my focus drifts back to where I’m sitting, and I hear the TV inside. A news report. Well, certainly, another one. Why not? How convenient. How obvious. Our channels are all Chicago based, so this little story about the hydrant across the street won’t make the news, but it’ll make town gossip, for sure. Anyway, I hear it: 
 “A new shocking story to report,” the serious sounding lady on the tube reports. “Two young children are victims this time. The owner of a childcare center took a group of ten small children to a nearby air conditioned movie theater in her Ford Bronco vehicle, to get out for a bit, have some fun, and still stay cool. It ended up very uncool and certainly not fun for two of those children. 
 “Allegedly, after the film, the tired-out group was back at the childcare center and napping when Ms. Linz went out to her car to make a run to pick up an afternoon group of children when she discovered two boys that had been left inside the roasting hot Bronco. Workers at the center carried them in and called 911, but it was too late. They were already dead with body temperatures of 107 and 108 degrees. A complete tragedy, another for the books in this continued heat wave…” 
 A groan from the living room, then a sigh, and the channel is changed a few times, likely by Zoë, and the next thing I start to hear is a commercial for the fruity cereal Trix… silly rabbit, I think. 




Chapter 10

 Suddenly, Zoë steps onto the porch and sits beside me. I’m still angry with her and wish she’d just go back in and watch her crap TV. However, a human beside me right now feels safe. Still, she never really even liked Spud, always got bitchy when he was around, jealous. It pisses me off. She better not throw me pity. It’s like I want her here, next to me, but I also don’t. 
 “Jack, listen.” She’s not looking at me, and I’m not looking at her, both of us staring into the empty street. She’s nervous, the quiver in her voice, like she’s finally manufactured the courage to say what she needs to say. I’m speechless anyway, so I let her talk. 
 “I’m so sorry, Jack. I know it seemed like I didn’t like Spud, but I did. I loved him as a brother, like you did.” Her voice is shaking, trying to hold back her tears. 
 “I know I could be bitchy and immature and acted like I didn’t want him around, but to be honest, I was jealous. Here I’d be doing laundry, helping cook dinner or whatever, while you guys kicked back and Mom treated you like royalty. I got so mad! But I now see it’s because Ma wanted Spud to feel loved, too. I feel so stupid.” A pause. A deep breath. 
 “I wish I could go back and change how I acted. You know, it’s embarrassing, but I secretly loved when he came over. He’s so hot! I know we’re semi- related, but he’s still adorable. I could stare at him all day, all night. Tela, when she’d come over, just ate him up, he’s such a cutie. (Tela is Zoë’s best friend). She writes his name all over her notebooks at school. She’s so stuck on him.” She pauses to chuckle. Then sighs. “And even though I acted like I didn’t want him around, every time I came home from the pool, or in the door from Tela’s, my stomach fluttered at the thought I’d see Spud in the house when I stepped in. I’m dumb. Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Now she’s looking at me, I see from the corner of my eye. She’s serious here. 
 “And I didn’t even know how to act around him. I used to, when we were little, but then as you guys started drifting away and getting into high school stuff, girls, and all those sorts of things, then I guess I got more jealous. Then you never want to play catch with me, or Monopoly, or come to the pool. I was getting defensive and let myself believe sometimes that he took you from me, and that made me mad, yet I still adored him and wanted him around. I was so confused, and he was nice to me, but I could be so mean and bitchy. I feel so bad, and I’m rambling, and I am not making any sense, I’m sure, but it’s something I have to get off my chest. I wish I could go back and change how I acted! I’m so sorry!” She’s crying now, damn. “I miss him so much…” She’s got her head in her hands, sobbing, soft but genuine. 
 Now, I start crying a little bit. This is so sad, but I still can’t talk to her. What she has revealed makes sense in a way. Why are girls so complicated? Why couldn’t she just have said this before, you know, Hey Jack, I want to spend more time with you two, but Spud makes me nervous… any suggestions? Doesn’t she realize that would have made my life so much easier? 
 “You know,” she says, still looking down, wiping tears with her tanned hand, “I haven’t been to the pool since it happened. I can’t. It terrifies me. I think about going underwater, and then I get images of Spud, panicked and stuck, unable to get up for air. I get all anxious thinking about it, and fear has me so unable to go near that pool. I can’t even take a bath. I hate water, and it’s the damn summer time.” 
 This is the first day in my life I’ve ever heard Zoë swear, and it’s the big stuff, now the big one, the worst swear word invented. I feel like the dad in A Christmas Story when Ralphie lets it slip, as they’re changing the tire by the side of the road. 
 I can’t let my little sister crumble, even though I’m letting myself. Am I? “Thanks, Zoë. It’s hard. This is hard, and I don’t really want to talk, but let me say something. Don’t get bitter. I don’t know if I forgive you yet for how you’ve acted. I have so many thoughts going through my head still about all this and just need more time to wrap my head around everything.” I’m not looking at her, still staring, instead, out at the street: the hot, empty street on this hot, deadly afternoon of no relief. 
 “But,” I continue, feeling an older-brother type of responsibility, “don’t start swearing and being bad and rough and tough and hating everything. It’s hard, but I just,” a pause for my thoughts, composure, “I just need more time before I can talk much more. It’s not you, really. I’m sorry and wish you had told me how you felt, but now there’s so much to deal with. And the pool? Not sure what to say. I do know that I don’t like the pool. Too many dumb little kids, and the lifeguards are so anal. It’s not my thing anymore, and I bet you’ll grow out of it soon, no matter the incident with Spud. But thanks for what you said, and Zo-- well, just thanks.” 
 I can’t talk anymore, and Zoë just touches my shoulder, puts her hands on her tanned knees to get up, and heads back in, just as Ma appears at the door. Zoë goes in, but Ma remains for a second. “Come on, Jack. Dinner,” she says, pausing for a second like she wants to say more, then thinks better and turns back into the house to the kitchen. 
 I thought things were smelling pretty inviting, and my tummy has taken on a life of its own with its rumbling, like the thunder I wish could be rumbling with a much needed storm. Maybe some dinner will help fill some of this emptiness in my stomach. Or my heart. Maybe. 




Chapter 11

 “Briiing! Briiing!” Not again, I think as the shrill phone takes me rudely from slumber. I’ve slept in the living room, air on, in order to actually sleep and stay cool, and my sleep was Tylenol PM induced, because I’m sick of thinking at night. This makes me all the more groggy as the phone rings, my weary body obviously not quite ready to meet the world. 
 Dad, again, has answered, and Mom must be at work, as I smell no eggs or French toast or anything inviting from the kitchen and fail to hear the chug chug of the washing machine chugging. Dad appears from behind the curtain hung to separate the living room from the kitchen, letting out a bit of the cool air. The phone is for me. He looks intrigued, like it’s a call I should probably take. Expecting absolutely nobody, this takes me by surprise. 
 “Huh?” I somewhat question my dad, but he has a serious look to his face and says he thinks it’s important. 
 Okay, then. “Hello,” I say into the receiver, trying to wake myself up. 
 “Good morning. Sorry to wake you, Mr. Cooper, but well, I guess our day starts pretty early around here, and I wanted to catch you.” A quick, strong voice, right to the point. “I’m Steve Jones, from The Daily Times. We are planning to run a nice remembrance article on your cousin, nicknamed Spud Cooper, tomorrow. I know from his friends and family, whom I’ve already had a chance to talk to, that you and Spud were very close. So, I was hoping I could ask you a few questions.” A pause. 
 “Um, well,” I begin, but he continues. 
 “I’d like the piece to kind of reflect on the type of person he was, things he enjoyed, how he’ll be missed. It’s really been a huge deal around the area, and I know his accident is hard for you, but I was hoping that maybe you’d like to share a few tidbits about him? Would you mind? It won’t take long.” 
 “Um,” I say again. Boy am I articulate this morning. I must sound pretty doofy. Wow. I had not expected this. Talk about Spud? To the newspaper? I, we, would be in the paper? Spud would love to be in the paper. Just not for this really, too bad he can’t see a whole article about him. They are going to remember Spud. 
 Yes. Yes, I have to. Absolutely. He deserves more than this, but it’s the least I can do. “Sure,” I say, fully awake now. “Yeah. I mean, yes, sir. I’d be honored. I think it’s a great idea, and Spud would love this.” 
 “Great. Great,” Mr. Jones says. “Is now a good time, then? Are you in a comfortable spot where we can chat for a bit?” 
 “Um,” Looking around I realize it’s just me in the cooled living room, the TV turned low since I had been sleeping. I don’t see why I can’t talk now, and it’s not like I have any plans to be anywhere at the moment, especially in no shirt and my boxers. “Now is fine. Yeah, let’s chat.” 
 “All right, then. Great. Let’s see…” and he begins his short interview. 
 After a series of questions about Spud’s activities and hobbies, his personality, our favorite memories, and giving a few stories, Mr. Jones thanks me and gives me his condolences and says the story should appear tomorrow. We wish each other a nice day and hang up. Well, that was different. Kind of gives me a little spring to my step, like caffeine. But without the nasty coffee taste. I wonder how this little article is going to appear. This was something I needed, to talk about Spud, but for some reason, what made it better, or easier, was that I was able to talk to someone who wasn’t Mom or Dad or Zoë. How great it feels to be able to recall our laughs, our memories, to think about Spud’s personality, charm, and friendship. I so needed this, and my insides are fluttering with anticipation to see what Mr. Jones puts together. 
 In fact, the next morning, I’m up early again, of my own doing, anxious to see what was written to remember Spud. Instead of waiting for the paperboy to deliver in the afternoon, I take a stroll, in the unrelenting heat, again, to the local gas station to purchase a copy of The Daily Times available in the early morning. 
 Catching my eye, as I walk through the door, is a nice change of headline. Instead of big, bold letters spelling out the latest heat wave crisis, it reads: “Remembering Spud Cooper.” Picking up the paper from the stack, I see that the article covers the entire front page, and continues on pages two and three. Wow, Spud, what ya think of that? Cover story! When he died, obviously the accident made front page news, but it wasn’t good news stuff, like this one is. Then it was that tragic, breaking news type that makes you cringe, and I don’t even want to think about that headline again. 
 A quick glance through this morning’s paper, though, shows lots of pictures from the years with friends and family, and quotes that have been given about Spud Cooper, and I can’t wait to get home to read it. 
 So, I don’t wait. Instead, I pay Miss Candi (who, even at this early hour, munches her Doritos) for the paper and quickly exit the store before I’m forced to talk to someone, and I saunter across the parking lot to an old abandoned picnic table in the grass between Casey’s and the I and M Canal, and have myself a seat. A hot seat. This table is so blazing it feels like it’s been drug out of Hell. It looks it, too, but that’s not important. 
 I’m roasting, for sure, but there’s more crucial stuff on my mind right now. Reading through the wonderfully written article, I learn that this Mr. Jones dude talked to Spud’s mom and dad, his sister, and friends, like me. His sister said he was a “terrific and fun big brother. It’s not fair what happened to him. But he’ll always be a part of my life. Always. I learned so much from him.” 
 Steve was quoted as saying that Spud was a true friend, always there for you, and could make any day fun. Tyson, also with us on that horrid day, said he’d miss Spud forever. Was hoping Spud would teach him the guitar, and maybe he’d try to learn anyway in memory of him. Mike had said he knew Spud a few years and wished he’d had time to get to know him longer. That Spud always made him laugh with that fake southern accent Spud seemed to use around him. 
 My own claim to fame read: 
 “It was well-known that Spud had a very best friend, who also happened to be his close cousin, Jackson Cooper. Jack has been having a hard time, obviously, trying to cope with the tragic loss, but jumped at the chance to say a few words about his best buddy. 
 “ ‘Spud and I spent all sorts of time together. Man, he was the greatest, always cracking jokes, always helping out. He was like a member of my at-home family, and my parents looked at him like their own. 
 “ ‘Spud and I were supposed to join the school baseball team together next month, and we were looking forward to driving for the first time together next year as sophomores, too. We had lots we wanted to do in life, and it’s so hard that it was taken from him. 
 “ ‘But, let’s remember all the greatness he had. He was a fantastic guitar player and singer, his best piece being John Michael Montgomery’s Life’s a Dance, and he was always wearing these old cowboy boots, pretty much regardless of the weather. He was fun, took risks. I guess his adventurous part kind of let him down in the end, but it’s not his fault. He always said that you had to “sink or swim” not give up, not be chicken. 
 “ ‘And the girls! My gosh, they all adored him. He was, is, a great person, a best friend. The best you could have. I love and miss him. Always will.’ ” 
 I can’t believe they gave me so much news space. Wow. I talked longer to Mr. Jones, for about half an hour, and I did say more than that. Some of my memories were more specific, but I’m sure, being the writer of the article, he only had so much space to work with, and he also had several people to quote, along with more information, so all in all he did a decent job here. The nice guy probably talked longer to me, too, to be nice, and let me get my thoughts and memories out. Just to listen to me, you know, lend an ear. It sure helped. 
 The article also mentioned the dangers of the bridge and how the city was looking into ways to prevent more jumping. Personally, I think it should have mentioned that too many teens drink and are bullied by peers into doing things they shouldn’t. But I didn’t write it. In any case, it was meant to be a tribute to Spud, not as a topic to be covered in some health or self-esteem class. So, as a tribute to Spud, I would say, “goal accomplished.” I’ll keep this forever. 
 Then I do what I haven’t let myself do properly yet. As I sit at that wooden table, staring at the dried out creek across the brown grass, several hundred feet from the road and hearing the traffic, mostly semi-trucks heading to various stores to deliver goods, on the nearby street, nobody outside in this heat but me, I cry. I’ve cried some tears before, but have not just let it all out, think about everything, and cry until I’m cried out. I haven’t done that yet. I’ve pushed too much of this off, spent much time pissed, tried to be in denial, all that. So now… 
 I cry and cry. Letting the tears just fall, heavily, I’m bawling, heaving and looking from the sky to the ground to the sky. Just let it all keep coming, like a faucet that won’t shut off. My mind is racing from the different things we had done together. Monopoly games. Super Mario on the Nintendo. Taco eating contests at my house. Cold milk and Oreos. Family Christmas parties. Sneaking Miller Lites. Studying for a history test. That trip to Great America. All of it. I mean, we had a few squabbles here and there, about who to hang with or where to go or who was right or wrong about a sports game or something, but never a big serious fight. 
 I loved him and can’t believe I’ll never see him again. Well, I guess I can believe it. It’s the truth, right? We’ll never tease each other again. Never play the rotten egg game. Never look at sexy magazine pictures. Well, I might, though. But, I keep crying, and I know it’s going to give me a massive headache, as crying always does, but I don’t care. How finally freeing it feels to sit here and think about my best friend and let out what tears I can. My dead best friend. So, I sit here and cry. For two hours, but only spurts after a while. Just when I start to think I’m okay and can stop, I think some more and more water falls from my eyes. I must look a mess, but I don’t care. 
 I had to get it out. It was time. 
 Head fully pounding, tears exhausted, eyes a bit blurry, and very likely red, I finally think I can go home. I fold up the paper, wipe my eyes, again, on the tee shirt I’ve taken off, stretch my legs, and get up. My stomach is growling like mad, and my legs are stiff, my throat thirsty, and my body exhausted. Oh, and very hot. I want to eat, shower, and sleep, and maybe then I can move on a little bit more. 
 Glancing at the paper again. “Remembering Spud Cooper.” Yes, that’s what we all need to do. 




Chapter 12

 It’s been two weeks since Spud died. Yeah, I guess I finally get it. Died. But this summer is just gonna pass in a blurry blah. I mean, what can I do now? There’s no fun to be had now. Nothing still feels right. Not really. Since Spud died, nothing has much appeal, and before I know it, school will be here, and my summer will have been just a blob of heat and death. Maybe, I just need school to start to get my mind off of things. A new start. Maybe, I’ll still join that ball team. That could be what I need. Something to distract me. Put my energy into. 
 The heat wave is still on, but not quite as bad, but there are still deaths, drought, and uncomfortable humidity. It’s been record-breaking this year. The amount of old folks keeling over has been remarkable and is always the top story. I can’t imagine that it could last much longer. Everything’s been so surreal. I wish there was something new. Different news. It’s like we’re in this little world where all that happens is hot weather and death. While it’s not still in the 120 degree range, as we’ve had days that dipped back into the eighties, actually, we haven’t quite had the relief we really need around here, which would be a nice cool down and some rain. 
 “Jack?” 
 The sweet voice brings me from my reverie, as I’m sitting on a couch at the cool library, somewhat looking through a magazine, when gorgeous Deena plops down beside me. Oh, she’s so pretty. Short jean skirt, a white tank top, and her blond locks in a high ponytail. Tanned beautifully, she should be a model. 
 “Deena,” I sit up straight, clearing my throat and running a hand through my hair, hoping I look decent. “Hi, what are you doing here?” She so gives me those butterflies in the tummy. 
 “To be honest, I tried your place, but your mom said you might be here. Can we talk?” Her short skirt shows off her gorgeous legs, strong and lady-like, and her beautiful hair is so shiny. Plus, she smells like some tropical fruit. What a welcoming distraction! 
 She was actually looking for me? “Sure, sure. What’s up?” Was Mike hiding in the background, ready to jump me? Was this a set-up? 
 “Jack, you just haven’t been around, like anywhere, and when you are, you’re in a funk. I’m so sorry about Spud, but you need to face things, to get out, hang out, try to be yourself again. I think you should come to my barbecue tomorrow night, a summer tradition in my family, with my relatives and friends and stuff. It’ll be fun. We have a volleyball net, a pool for swimming, horseshoes, and more. My dad’s a real guru on the grill. So there’s going to be music and a bonfire and burgers and hotdogs and chips and pop. Am I convincing you yet? What do ya say?” Her cute, hopeful smile and gorgeous eyes glancing at me. She even has her hand on my leg. She’s good. 
 “I don’t know…” Like I want to celebrate when Spud is dead. I’m supposed to party with Deena and her boyfriend, Spud’s worst enemy? Right. 
 “In case you wondered,” she continues, practically reading my mind, “Mike won’t be there. We broke up.” She says this so matter-of-fact like. Then cringes. 
 What? They did what? “I’m sorry. What happened? I thought you two would get married. Be together forever.” 
 She laughs lightly, “Hardly. Mike’s been, well, not acting like one would expect, especially since what happened. At first, I thought he was changing, turning a new leaf or whatever, but then he just got odd. Worse than before, even.” She looks sad now. “He has upped the notch on his drinking, acts like an ass more than before, and keeps using his Dad’s position on the force to get his way. I wanted to split with him for quite some time, actually, but then when Spud…when Spud had the accident, I thought for sure Mike would change, and like I said, for a day or two, yeah, but then he’s just right back to himself. Still conceited, still immature. Worse.” 
 She sighs and it breaks my heart to see her even the least bit upset. I’m looking right into her eyes, giving her my complete attention, wishing I could hold her and ease this pain. 
 “When I mention Spud,” she goes on, “he says whatever and rolls his eyes or tells me to move on and get over it and makes fun of him. It’s odd, but I can’t deal with it anymore. I mean there he was, all concerned, crazy after the drowning, then he goes right back to jerk mode. That’s just low. I don’t know what his problem is, but I can’t believe it took me this long to really get it. I’m over him and wish I’d have done this long ago.” She sighs again, “I guess we all learn lessons, sometimes.” 
 My look is a little less intense now, but I’m still trying to give my attention. “Oh, wow. I’m sorry. I hope that you’re all right with that. Honestly, I’ve never cared for the guy, so I can’t be too sorry.” 
 She grins. “Well, Mike’s just making things harder, and I had to tell you about our being done, broken up, and you know, you’re one of many, Jack. Not too many people can stand Mike. Most hang out with him for the perks of getting off the hook if they get in trouble. I don’t think it’s worth it. Even my parents were doubting the relationship. I’m glad. I feel better now that I can be myself more. For a while, I put up with his crap, and it made me feel like I was just as mean. But no more. I deserve better, my own mom says, and I believe her. I deserve, I think, someone who is kind and funny and honest and caring. Like… well, anyway. Let’s not talk about him anymore. Not now. We need some good stuff to talk about so… the party? What do you say?” She shakes her head and picks up a girly magazine from the table, pretending to glance through it, but grinning. 
 “Good, that’s good, about you and well, you know what I mean. Yeah, I don’t get Mike either. So out of the picture. Good, you know, for you. He should have treated you better. Um, the party, well…” I really don’t know what else to say, and the librarian is giving a cold stare all of a sudden, like talking is illegal in this place. Maybe it is. It is the library. 
 “Will you come out tomorrow? Please? My parents really want to meet you. Um, I guess I’ve mentioned quite a bit about you, especially with this whole ‘thing’ with well you know, and I said I’d invite you out. Please?” She’s now looking into my eyes again, so hard to resist, and she just smells so sweet, looks so lovely. Oh man! 
 “Um, I’ll try,” I say, because I might try. Maybe it’s what I need. 
 “Great. Great. Please do. I so hope to see you. You know where I live, right, in case you can come?” 
 “Yeah, yeah, I remember. Lincoln Avenue, right, the big white house with the pillars, the pool? And um, anything I should bring?” Everyone knows where Deena lives. Her family has one of the most gorgeous houses in town. You’d have to be deaf and dumb not to know about Deena’s family and their place. 
 “First, well, it’s just a house. But glad you’ll know where to show. Great. Okay. Lovely, Jack. I’m excited. Don’t let me down, okay? The folks are expecting you, and dress casual, you know, nothing special. And to bring? Just an appetite for Dad’s burgers and your swim trunks if you want. The pool will be open. And your cute self!” That hand on my leg again! “Later, then.” She smiles, puts her magazine back, and gets up to head out, back into the heat of the afternoon. She turns back. “No excuses, done deal. Be there. Oh, fiveish? Good. Okay, bye,” and very quickly, so I can’t do anything about it, not that I would resist, she kisses me on the cheek and has a new spring to her step as she takes her lovely, friendly self out of the cool library. Hey, I should come here more often! 
 Who would believe what just happened? Deena invited me to her house! She touched my leg! She kissed me, albeit on the cheek, but still! I feel like Marsha Brady did when she got kissed by a football star and held her cheek and said she’d never wash it again! Except Deena is the chick, and I don’t want any football stars kissing me. Unless, Deena takes up football. Okay, whatever. Bad analogy. But you get the drift! Can I really attend some big barbecue, have fun with Deena and her family, listen to rocking music and just relax? When Spud is lying under dirt and stuck in a wooden box? Why is life so unfair? Is this what I should do, though, in order to keep moving? Not going is certainly not going to bring back Spud. It’s only going to make me more miserable if I don’t go. 
 Can I really believe, too, that she’s done with that jerk, Mike? Well, she wouldn’t lie. Wow. This is a lot to consume. I look around the library and notice it’s packed, quietly packed. Lots of people, from the old ladies and their husbands, reading the papers and looking at the romance novels, to the little kids pouring over the puzzle table and the section of picture books. Teenagers are goofing off near the magazines and hiding in and out of aisles, like kids, but whatever. Everyone is taking advantage of the free air conditioning, and even the comfortable plaid chairs around me are filling with middle schoolers reading random books or flipping through magazines. I recognize a couple of girls that Zoë knows, but nobody else, really. I guess I spent so much time with Spud I didn’t really care to know too many other people. Not on a “friend” basis, just as classmates. Huh. Maybe I should have branched out more, and then I wouldn’t feel quite so alone. 
 I wonder where Zoë is. How is she spending this afternoon? Has she decided to go back to the pool yet? How is she keeping cool in this ungodly heat? Certainly not in the stuffy house? I realize I haven’t really talked to her at all. I’ve been in this funk. Each day at either this library or bare-chested outside, taking walks, and/or lying around in my room. Pretty much been a bum. Something has got to change. Maybe, it’s time to venture out of my little cocoon, escape this little world of my own and plummet back into the one around me, the one where my family lives, where Deena lives. 
 We need rain, too, I realize as I glance at the glaring sun outside the library doors. Okay, I guess I already knew that, but damn, where the hell is it? And what am I doing? Am I going to just slug along forever? Why did this happen? Things have got to get going again. This can’t keep up. It can’t. What a mess. Time to try to fix some stuff. 




Chapter 13

 I decide to start with Zoë, after I’ve left the library this afternoon and taken a walk around town, just to get a sense of what’s out there, what I’ve missed. Turns out, I have not missed not much. Little, energetic tykes enjoying summer break with their backyard pools and running through sprinklers. Older people trying desperately to keep up their gardens and illegally watering their lawns. Lots of humming air conditioners. City trucks parked on random streets working on the regular summer road and sidewalk repairs. High school students who landed awful summer jobs painting yellow curbs for the city or pulling weeds. Nah, doesn’t look too appealing. Great, that’s probably my fate for next summer, especially if I want to save for a car and stuff. Painting curbs in horrid heat. Can’t wait. Then again, the prospects for a great tan and muscles are certainly promising. Hmmm. 
 So I walk back into the house after an hour or so trudging around, come through the front door, none the smarter from my trek and ah, the AC is certainly a relief. I find Zoë sitting at the kitchen table with Mom, their voices hushed, when they see me. Dad is on a truck trip, has been gone since this morning, and will be for two more days. They look at me, their faces solemn and sad, signs of recent tears, when I walk in. Mom seems different. My god, she’s been crying hard, her poor red eyes. From my high with Deena, I’m now brought back into a low, that crushing panic again in my chest. Now what? 
 “What? What happened?” I ask, alarmed and readying myself for more bad news. I look from one cheerless, tear-stained face to the other. Zoë turns her down head from me, pretends to look through a magazine she has in front of her. Mom glances down at a cookbook. 
 “What?” she asks, like nothing’s up. 
 “That’s what I said. You look like you’ve been crying. Did something happen?” 
 “It’s nothing. Just a little heart to heart, hun. Just talking. Girl stuff. Don’t worry. I better start dinner.” Mom gets up and goes to the fridge, takes out some pork chops and begins to open the package at the counter. Still not too happy looking. I simply stare. 
 “Zoë?” I ask. 
 “What?” she doesn’t look up. 
 “Come on, what’s going on?” 
 “Not everything’s about you, Jack.” And she gets up, pushes in the chair and goes out the back door, to sit on the porch and stare at the brown grass, I guess. I’m not going to prod Mom right now, as I don’t need any lectures, but I am going to go after Zoë. That was my original plan, was it not? 
 Stepping from the air conditioned house onto the porch after Zoë is a shock in itself. Like a world of temperature difference, from seventy degrees into ninety-five, like walking into hell. Will this end, please? 
 “Zoë,” I say, sitting myself beside her on the hard, cement porch, and my butt is quick to burning. Suck it up, Jackson. 
 She’s staring at the brown grass in the yard, at nothing. 
 “What happened?” Maybe she’ll talk. Like I deserve it, though. My own actions haven’t been the most inviting. Haven’t talked much to them. 
 “Jack, Spud died, that’s what happened. You aren’t the only one this has hurt, and your little departure from all things family isn’t helping. Spud was like a son to Mom, and she’s hurting, but you aren’t easing her pain. It’s like she lost two sons since you ignore all her efforts. Dad feels guilty about being strict with how and when you hung with Spud, and he feels responsible in a way. I don’t know why. You’d know more about that stuff than me. I guess ‘cause he let you all get away with going to that park bridge, of getting into that habit. And I, well, you know how I feel. 
 “God, Spud, everyone is hurting so much, and you shut us all out, which makes us all feel like you’re blaming us all the more. Dang. I wish, we wish, we could go back and change things, but that’s not possible. Mom cries, and she and Dad hardly talk. Nobody knows what to say, and nobody wants to piss you off. It sucks. And each day just drags on, like we’re all waiting for something, and nobody knows what. It ain’t like Spud’s gonna come running in the door, mischievous smile on his tanned face, asking what’s for dinner. What are we waiting for? Will this ever get easier?” She’s almost monotone now, still not looking at me, her hands on the sides of her head, looking down at the magazine plopped on the ground between her feet, but not reading it. 
 “I hope,” I say, stunned. “I mean, I hope it gets easier. I think it’s starting to. I’m really trying now, Zoë. I guess I should pay more attention. I didn’t think about how you all must feel. God, this is so messed up. I’m sorry. Spud’s death … Spud’s death was nobody’s fault but fate, I guess. It happened. It was his time or whatever. I don’t know. Nobody should blame themselves.” 
 “Then you need to quit acting like you think it’s all our fault, Jack. It hurts.” Now, she is looking at me, with light tears in her eyes. “And think, too, about Spud’s parents. My God, they lost their son. Have you talked to them? They’re beside themselves. They have no idea how to cope.” 
 “Is that what you think? I certainly don’t blame any of you. I mean, I was a little mad because you all kept saying sorry even though you weren’t as close to Spud, even though you would be rude. Dad would be too strict. Mom would let him get away with anything. I guess I was mad about those things, but I don’t blame anyone. I’m sorry. This is hard. And, man, yeah, his parents. Geez. And you all have been so great to me. Really, I appreciate it. I’m sorry I haven’t shown it, been more friendly. I hold nothing against you all. Needed time. Hard to deal with. Wow. Sorry, for real. I’m really gonna try to shape up, change a bit. Working on it.” 
 “I know. Maybe you should tell Ma, though, you don’t blame her and that you realize she must be hurting too. She’d like at least one son back, Jack.” 
 My goodness, she’s right. Mom must feel awful, and I’ve been so wrapped up in my own world of pity that I never though how hard this whole thing must be for everyone else, too. 
 Wiping the sweat from my forehead, I get up, give Zoë a brotherly pat on the head, and go back inside, where I find Mom putting pork chops on a plate to take out to the grill. Too hot to cook inside. “Mom?” I ask as I sit at the table, “Can we talk?” 
 She’s staring out the window, mechanically working with the meat, as she’s done it so many times she doesn’t even need to look at what she’s doing. “Hmmm?” she asks. 
 “I’m sorry. I know you must be sad about Spud, and I’m sorry I’ve been rude and distant and in my own world. It’s so hard. Sometimes, I can wrap my head around it all, and it’s something I can accept, and other times this all seems like a big nasty joke and doesn’t make one lick of sense, and I just can’t deal. Like now. And I don’t know if things will ever get better.” 
 “Oh, Jack,” she looks at me. I’m standing right next to her. “It’s hard; I miss him. His life was hard with his mom and step-dad, and I just wanted to make him feel loved. And he was so sweet, such a gentleman. I mean, he wasn’t perfect, and I worried about the choices he made, but it’s so sad he had to suffer a death , a death like that, then I think about how he was into things, like drinking and smoking, and I know he would steal. I didn’t want you around him really, and then I feel so guilty… like a hypocrite. Oh, I’m so sorry. He was just a kid. Needed direction, structure. And it’s so hard for you, losing your best friend and how can I possibly make you less sad? I don’t know what to do.” Tears come again, and she wipes her eyes on her forearm, as her hands have been touching the meat. I grab a paper towel and dab her eyes. 
 “It ain’t your fault, Ma. You were so good to him and to us, and he loved coming over. He’s lucky you were here for him, and so am I. Thanks for all you did. And I’m sorry to shut you out. It’s not personal. I just needed time. I’m sorry, but thanks, for everything. Can I help with anything?” I give her a kiss on the head. 
 “Nah, but thanks. It’s an easy dinner night. I’ll let you know when it’s ready.” She smiles and turns on the faucet at the sink to wash her hands. “Also Jack, I know this brief bit of conversation was good and helpful, for both of us, but soon we should really sit down, when, well, when we’re both ready, and really talk this out, okay?” She’s a great mom. 
 “Yeah. Okay.” 
 I love her. 
 “Let me at least slice the tomatoes. I know I’m no Julia Child, or Childs or whatever her name is, when it comes to cooking, but I’m sure I can manage a few slices that look edible,” I say and grab a tomato from the bowl on the counter. Mom hands me a plate from the dish drainer. 
 “Thanks, Jack. That would be fabulous.” She kisses my cheek and heads out to get the grill going. 
 Slicing tomatoes is not too challenging, and I set the finished plate of them on the table and decide to head up to my room and wait until dinner. There’s been way too much emotional stuff around here for one afternoon, and I need to get away for a bit. 
 When Mom comes up to tell me the chops are done and she even threw some fresh corn on the cob on the grill, I realize I have been sleeping deeply this past hour, exhausted by all this thinking. But after the earlier conversations, I’m not ready to chance more emotional stuff, especially given that dinner will be with the two ladies: Mom and Zoë. Plus, I’ve just come out of a horrible dream that I did marry Nina Patton, and she was throwing tomatoes at me because I couldn’t slice them right. Shivers! 
 I’m hungry, especially with her mentioning the grilled corn, which I love slathered in butter, but I decline. I don’t want to face more deep talks right now and may be better off grabbing leftovers later. Mom is saddened by that, I can tell, but I need a tad bit more time. I know I’ve had my good cry, and that we’ve started to have some breakthroughs, but I don’t know about all this talking. And these women! They love to talk about feelings. Sheesh! I need a little bit more time before that. 




Chapter 14

 “Catch!” Deena gently tosses me a can of Coke, and I catch it just in time. She looks lovely, walking toward me at her family barbecue in a very sweet yellow sundress, her hair in a ponytail, barefoot. There are quite a few people at this party, and I only just arrived moments ago, still taking in the scene from my perch at one of the wooden picnic tables outside. It was a quick, but hot, stroll over, and I’m glad to be seated. 
 There’s about ten tables, all spread among the massive back yard, various groups of people sitting at random tables. Plus, some people are milling around, chatting. There’s a volleyball game in the distance, some people in the huge pool that is located near the back entrance to the house, with a massive deck, as well, and a game of horseshoes is taking place in another section of open back yard. Looks to be about four adults, maybe uncles, tossing that game, holding bottles of Miller in their hands. A few cousins holding various drinks are standing around chatting here and there, cups from a keg, bottles of Miller. Some aunts and Deena’s mom’s friends are sitting at a table nearby nursing glasses of wine and what looks like bottles of wine coolers. They know how to have a good time out here, that’s for sure. Lots of laughter, music in the background, currently sounds like some Rolling Stones tune, but I can’t quite recall the title. 
 The yard is not only massive, but well-landscaped, with huge apple trees that allow for a welcoming fragrance, a fire pit, and different areas decorated with flush garden flowers and plants. I can’t describe that in too much detail because, well, I’m no plant expert. Let’s just say there are a lot of rose-looking things and lots of red, purple, and yellow. Quite pretty. However, they also have lilac bushes on the sides of the yard, and those I know because Zoë loves lilacs and always points them out, whenever we happen to be near one of those fragrant lilac bushes. I guess they do smell good. The gals sure do love those lilacs around here. 
 There are some men playing a card game, probably euchre, maybe poker, at a table a few yards away. I guess my pals are boring, because we’re just sitting here, taking every thing in. The food is all inside, I’m sensing, except for coolers out here with beer, soda, the keg, and one table with some desserts for people to grab as they please. There’s some pudding, it looks like, in a huge bowl with plates and spoons next to it and an assortment of frosted cookies, which look delicious! We all know kids and treats. This is located prettily under one of the apple trees, and a few guys are manning some pretty nice-sized grills near the garage opening; I can see the large flames. Can’t wait to taste what comes off those! 
 A few kids from my class and I are just chilling. While they aren’t really my crowd, as I guess my only crowd, really, was Spud, they seem pretty okay. Tim Brenner, a sports guru who also is a star wrestler at school and whom I’ve been to school with since kindergarten, is here, and we get along pretty well. Knowing I’m a huge Sox fan, he’s teasing me about their recent loss in a cross-town classic against the Cubs, which would usually piss me off, but not today, when Deena arrives. 
 “What’s the big conversation?” After tossing the Coke, she sits next to me on the picnic table, like we’re all doing. I’m not sure why people do that. It isn’t any more comfortable, that’s for sure. 
 “Oh, just telling Jacks here about how the Sox are suckers, and the Cubs are gonna be the big winners come the end of the season.” Tim takes a sip of his own soda. 
 “You wish, punk,” I say, teasing and looking at my tanned knees. I’m not sure where to look. 
 “Oh, how about we have a little contest, and the loser must admit the winner’s team is king?” He jabs me in the arm. 
 “What kind of contest?” I ask, looking up, then around the yard again. Deena is looking at us with interest. 
 “Hmm, more like a dare, and who can last longest?” 
 “At what?” This kid can make me nervous. 
 “Ummm, not sure. No, wait. I got it! Duh. Perfect.” He grins. “Keg stand. See who can last longest.” And he’s proud of this idea? Last time I did a keg stand, I puked. Last summer at Spud’s buddy’s house. I never planned to try it again. I really don’t want Deena to see me puke. 
 “Dude, it’s a bit early for that. People will think we’re wild loonies. We gotta wait ‘til more people get drunk out here. The parents would never let it go.” I’m hoping by the time this crowd is drunk enough to allow keg stands, Tim will have completely forgotten this dumb idea. 
 “You’re probably right, but I’m gonna try to practice soon, as long as I don’t get caught. Deena, don’t let your folks see us at the keg. Better warm up, Jack boy, you and the Soxers goin’ down!” With this, he takes my Sox cap and hops off the table, leaving my hair a mess. 
 “Yo, give my hat.” Getting up to go after him, this doesn’t make me too happy. I was wearing the prized possession along with a plain White Sox tee shirt and khaki shorts with some black flip flops. 
 “How much it mean to ya? Want to swim for it?” And he laughs his way running toward the pool. Dang. I don’t want to embarrass myself in front of Deena and her clan. 
 At first, just walking quickly, I’m now jogging, if I ever want to catch him. At least my hair’s been freshly cut and isn’t all messy. I was just wearing the hat to catch some sweat, show my liking for the Sox, and block some sun. But it’s a favorite hat, and I don’t want Tim tossing it in the pool. Especially making me look like a dork in front of all these rich people. 
 I’ve had this hat for five years. My dad got it for me at a Sox game he treated the family to that summer. That was the best day. We stopped at Colonel Sanders for a bucket of fried and greasy, but delicious wings and legs on the way up to Comisky Park, ate our chicken while we watched the Sox win an exciting, but roasting game. We all had so much fun that at the seventh inning stretch, he bought me the hat and Zoë a snow cone, as that’s all she cared for. 
 I wore the black hat with white lettering of “White Sox” the rest of the game and the rest of the week. Refused to take it off until Mom forced me to wash my hair. Yep, until that point I was taking baths, not showers, so I wouldn’t have to wet my head. She got so frustrated that it’s funny to think about. That same night after the game, we wanted to keep the feeling high and stopped back at Colonel Sanders for more chicken to eat as a late dinner when we got home. It so rocked, and I’ll never forget it. So this hat, it’s like a part of my life. 
 Anyway, Tim races toward the pool, climbs up on the deck, and calls at me, “Jacko, here goes” and fakes a throw in the water. How childish. He better freaking not. 
 As I climb up after him, careful not to slip on the wet steps leading to the deck and begging for the hat back, he turns to fake again, slips on a wet spot and careens right into the water, landing on some very heavy chick friend of Deena’s! This girl’s on a cheesy Barbie raft, and with Tim’s weight and awkward landing, the raft slips out from them, flops up out of the pool, flies high up through the yard and lands in the little bonfire across the way! 
 Not only are Tim and Cassie wrestling to get out of the water, embarrassed about their collision, but she’s holding her eye that is likely blackened by his elbow landing in it and calling him a pervert! But the raft catches fire, pops very loudly, it’s plastic sizzling, and the people near the fire are screaming and backing up awkwardly to avoid getting burned. Tim is soaked in his clothes, and the hat, which he threw as he slipped, luckily has landed right at my feet. What luck. Well, for me. Laughing, I bend down to save it. Tim is standing there, now, eyes wide, speechless, and completely embarrassed! 
 What’s not lucky, however, is that Deena’s fat Uncle Joe, in his tight Cubs shirt, khaki shorts and rugged tennis shoes and no socks, has been roasting two hotdogs by the fire, minding his own business. At the raft’s landing in the fire, he flinches so much that he trips backward and lands onto her mom’s friend, Jane, sitting behind him. So, now, Jane has Uncle Joe in her lap, has a look on her face like she’s just crapped her pants, and he wastes no time kissing her! Kiss her, all smothering and gross! She screams, then twists her face in disgust, screams again, and struggles to get up, shaking her body like she’s got the heebie jeebies! Yet, Joe shouts he’s loved her all his life and, please, come back. 
 Flustered, poor Jane staggers toward the house, but, yes it get worse! She trips on a garden hose and falls face first into the dessert table. You can imagine the mess and the chaos. She’s now yelping about that, her pink sundress covered in chocolate pudding. Yikes! My god. What a spectacle. 
 All the adults are gasping, “Oh, My,” and “Oh, Dear” and rushing to help, while the teens are yelling “Go Uncle Joe” and laughing their asses off. I look at Deena, who has followed me to the deck, and we’re both speechless now. Her eyes wide open, she grabs my hand, pulls me down the steps and around the side of the house, away from the commotion. Both of us are out of breath. 
 “Whew! I’m so sorry you had to see all that mess. Let’s just wait here ‘til the chaos cools. I was just about to introduce you to my ‘rents, but now they’ll have to settle things down for a bit, and if they see me, I’m sure I’ll get some cleaning up job or asked to entertain or offer explanations to the increasingly drunk adults, and I so am not in the mood.” She’s rambling quickly, shaking her head, laughing, a bit, too. 
 All of a sudden, we both start laughing, hysterically. 
 Then, catching our breaths, she says, “Oh, my poor, Aunt Jane!” laughing again, shaking her head. 
 “Jane?” I ask. “Poor Uncle Joe,” I laugh. 
 “Poor Tim!” She continues. 
 “Poor Barbie float!” 
 We can’t stop laughing. We’re bent over, hands on knees, trying to stop laughing and catch our breaths. That was awesome. 
 She pauses, looking at me, then out at the house next door, the side of another immense white house, another of the largest in town, separated from hers by a white picket fence that has those purple and yellow flowers along its base. Perfect. 
 “Jack,” she says, “My goodness. That was funny, but I’m sorry you had to see that. We aren’t always like this, the drinking and stuff. Usually, things are much classier. This is embarrassing.” 
 “Deena, no. It’s cool. People are having a good time, and I got my hat back! Why should you be embarrassed? God, you’ve certainly not met my relatives, then! At least, yours are mostly getting drunk on wine! Mine drink the beer that’s on sale and drink it out of plastic cups and coffee mugs if that’s all there is. My Uncle Ned’s favorite is Old Milwaukee beer in the can, cuddled by one of those can holders, and it reads ‘You might be a redneck if…’ Plus, that was really funny. God, I’ll be able to hold that over Tim for awhile. Classic. I needed that laugh.” 
 “True,” she agrees. Then, before I know it, Deena is kissing me! Kissing me! On the lips! 
 “You’re so sweet, Jack. Making me feel so okay. You’re great. Mike, he always put down my family, saying we shouldn’t say this or that or play such and such game or eat certain foods. One time he was over, and my dad was grilling hot dogs, and Mike said that was hillbilly food, told me I better serve something decent next time, and as a punishment, I could spend my evening without his good company. Then, he left and didn’t call for two days, until he needed me to be his date for his parents’ anniversary dinner. My parents may have money, but they aren’t stuck up. He always made me feel like I did everything wrong, and he was so possessive. God, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to ramble. I guess I’m just so grateful you’re here.” She’s still standing oh so close, smells so good; I want her to kiss me again. 
 She does, that strawberry flavored lip gloss tastes like heaven, better than any meal ever! I have a new love for strawberry lip gloss! Wait, I don’t mean it like that; you know what I mean. Sweet lips, beautiful girl…. 
 She pulls away, looks me in the eye, “I like you, Jack.” 
 “I’ve always liked you, Deena.” I choke out. 
 She smiles. “What you say we give this a try?” 
 “I say you’re on.” 
 “Come on, sounds like things have calmed down. We’ll talk more later,” and she leads me back to the party. She could lead me into a pit of snakes or wild bulldogs, and I’d follow. Her hand in mine feels so soft, such a perfect fit. I’m floating, I’m not even on earth. Deena has kissed me! Me! And wants to be with me. Me! Oh my. This is turning out quite nicely. Let’s just hope, hope, hope, Tim forgets about that keg stand. 
 Now that all the chaos has settled, but has given the conversation some interesting turns, it’s now time to grab some grub, the men grilling yell out, so we head into the garage area to where Deena’s mom has set up the table of food. We fill our plates with hamburgers, topped with pickles and fresh tomatoes, and a variety of pasta and potato salads, chips. I can’t stand mayonnaise, so I avoid any of those salad-like things and stick to Doritos. Top it all off with a fresh can of soda and fresh chocolate chip cookies. Sweet. 
 Yet, I am sticking to Sprite. Since Spud’s death, beer just hasn’t appealed to me. It’s not that I’ve thought so much about it, but maybe if they hadn’t been drinking that day, they would have decided that jumping off that damn bridge wasn’t such a terrific idea. I don’t know. Probably would have done it anyway. In fact, the death was ruled an accident, because there was no proof of the drinking or any foul play. Sure, I know none of the guys were truly at fault, but still. Shouldn’t have let him jump. Still, the whole beer thing is truly on my mind, and many people are talking about imposing strict guidelines and penalties against people who jump from the bridge. If only there had been some barriers before. 

Come on, Jack, think about the party and Deena, not sad stuff, I tell myself. 




Chapter 15

 Meeting Deena’s parents isn’t stressful at all, and they ask me all about things I like to do as we sit by them at the table they’ve occupied when they weren’t cooking or serving. One, that I’ve not mentioned much, but found myself quite excited and energetic to talk about was joining the school baseball team late this summer. Even though it was something Spud and I were planning to tackle together, and lately I have been debating it, suddenly, it really seems like a chance, a smart idea, and Mom would be happy. 
 I have been following the White Sox on and off but haven’t gotten into baseball as much as I normally would, due to other things on my mind. I have played in the town leagues every summer since I was five. Now that I’m too old for that, joining the school team should be my next step. I used to love playing second base for Big Dave and Mike, the fun-loving, muscular and tattooed coaches whose team I always seemed to land on. From the Pee Wee League Giants to the Little League Indians, Dave and Mike always ended up being the coaches. They were like second dads to me. 
 I remember when Zoë and I were on the same Pee Wee team. What a riot looking back at those team pictures on our living room wall, where we all looked so dorky in our over-sized hats and team shirts! Zoë always got stuck as an extra in the outfield, as she was only five and a girl. Second base was where I always played, or next to Coach Dave on the pitcher’s mound. Those were the days, and I’m hoping to stay at second base with the school team! 
 Each summer, we also have a family reunion, which is supposed to be held next Sunday. So, Deena’s parents and I talk about that, too. I’m not even sure it’s taking place this year, because the family isn’t talking about it. Too much happened with Spud’s accident. And the entertainment was usually provided by his dad, who’s having such a difficult time dealing with the death and is taking some kind of calming pills and seeing a shrink dude. I really doubt this reunion. Now, our reunion is always on a Sunday in July, and this party of Deena’s was already well-planned ahead, so hers is kinda ok to go ahead with. Not really with ours. 
 Spud is certainly in the air of the get-togethers. Adds a bit of solemn touch. Anyway, Spud’s dad and another uncle always play music with their guitars and stuff at family parties, and Spud always joins for a song or two. They play all sorts of Johnny Cash, Hank Williams, Alan Jackson, Garth Brooks, some Beach Boys, lots of oldies. It’s great every year, except this one. 
 Deena’s parents listen with a great ear. Her pop, a tall, strong man with the same blond hair, clean-shaven, dressed proudly in his khaki shorts and white polo shirt talks a bit about his days playing ball. 
 “Was even offered a contract to play with the Mets my sophomore year of college, but I wanted to settle, you know, back here in Illinois, where our family business was, so I turned it down. Sure, would have been a lot of fame and money, but there’s more important things in life.” 
 When he says that, he squeezes his wife’s hand and smiles at her. Probably a lot more to that story, then. Deena’s mom, a picture of health, is a grown-up version of Deena: long, sleek, blond hair tossed into a perfect ponytail, glittering blue-eyes, with a hint of a joke or humor always twitching on her lips. She smiles a lot, laughs even more, and always seems to have witty, cute remarks. A great hostess. And her knee-length pink sundress highlights her cheeks perfectly. If she’s any indication of what Deena will look like in the future, I’m sticking around! What a family. Deena also has a little sister, seven, who is actually on a vacation as a guest with one of her friends to Disney World. Can’t beat that. 
 Of course, our chat dwindles as they express their delight in meeting me and me in meeting them, though I don’t see how exactly I came across as delightful, and we let them get back to their grown up friends, and we head back to ours, Deena and I feeling the sweet success of that meeting. “They totally adore you. Much more than Mike. My pop said more to you just now than he has to Mike total!” She’s smiling, swinging her arms. So light, so pretty. 
 “Thanks. Your parents are really cool.” 
 As the evening rocks along, the music still humming, people loose and chatty and carefree, playing card games and flirting, the sun has set, and the temperature has become quite bearable, and Tim doesn’t forget. Yep, his keg stand challenge. The drunker he gets, the more he freaking remembers. 
 “Jacko!” He sees me as Deena and I are dancing to the Beach Boys’ “California Girls” on the lawn, as several people are. I hate to dance, as I always feel as if everyone’s staring at me, and I look like some dork swatting insects away, but maybe I just imagine that. 
 Deena moves like an angel, soft, sweet, perfect, and she’s not giving me weird looks, so I must be doing okay. “You’re a great dancer, Deena. Wish I looked half as graceful.” 
 She smiles. 
 “Jacko! Tim hops, rather unsteadily, between us. “Kegger time! You like them Soxies or what?” He tries to grab the hat again, but considering he’s much drunker off keg beer than he was earlier, and I’m sober, I can easily dodge him and quicken away. 
 “Jacko, let’s go.” He forgets the hat and heads toward the keg, and I wish he’d quit calling me Jacko. It sounds kind of perverted or something. The music is loud, adults really quite plastered, talking in their own little groups and laughing and getting animated about politics and such. Sounds like there isn’t much appreciation for our federal government from one group. And another seems to be debating the price of gas. Is that an issue? It’s like what, eighty or ninety cents a gallon. So what? 
 Anyway, nobody’s paying attention to us. In fact, I see, near the keg, the second keg tonight, that there are several of our classmates hanging out, just standing around and talking about how the summer goes too quickly. Yep, sure does. One poor fool is drenched in sticky beer as a result of his own keg stand. I so do not want to do this. 
 “How about me, first, eh? Show ya how it’s done, huh?” Tim takes off his Cubs t-shirt and stretches his arms, making an act of getting ready to show off. “Who’s gonna hold me?” But before anyone can decline, he’s grabbed Josh and Caden, two classmates, and they’re automatically recruited. 
 “One, two,” the counting is going, somewhat coherent, as Tim chugs off the hose on the keg, remarkably managing to get most of the booze into his mouth, but when the group of drunken boys reach seven, there’s a loud boom behind us, scaring the blazes out of everyone, and the excited boys drop him! Drop him sideways, so he reaches for the keg to get a grip on something, and it tumbles on him, spilling its contents all over! While I cringe and hope he isn’t hurt, I secretly shout to myself, Hooray! No keg stand for me! He swearing the f-bomb left and right while we all gaze around stupidly for the source of the boom, and it was only the sound of another raft from the pool popping as the chubby girl was filling it with air to replace the earlier one that was torched. Not a good night for pool accessories! 
 I guess I won’t have to keg stand, thank goodness, and Deena is laughing so hard tears come down, so I start laughing, looking ridiculously at the drenched Tim. First water, now beer. The poor kid. He and his Cubs are really having a trying season. I haven’t been this happy in ages. 
 Then, she kisses me, again. Bliss! I have a wonderful, new appreciation for strawberry lip gloss! 
 All the while, Tim is lying there, swearing, the boys are laughing and high-fiving, and the music keeps going. Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believing,” for sure! 
 Deena’s parents decided that was enough, and the evening has calmed down remarkably, with no more alcohol for miners, which their appalled faces at the drinking said it was a major no-no to begin with. Now, for us, it’s just casual conversation and sitting around, but it’s getting near midnight anyway. The party has gotten thinner, and I am about ready to call it a night. 
 Right as I start to tell Deena, who’s sitting next to me at a picnic table, in a discussion with her friend, Sam, about the perils of this research paper we all had to write last semester, guess who shows up? 
 Hey, hey!” Mike stumbles over to our table and stands guard in front of us, arms crossed in front of his chest. He’s obviously drunk, and his disheveled hair and wrinkled clothes give way to the fact he hasn’t had a very nice night. The stench of alcohol on him is powerful. 
 “Mike, what are you doing here?” Deena sighs. “Please, just go.” She runs a hand over her ponytail, nervous and fed up. 
 “Gotta get in my two cents, little girl. Hey, Cooper,” he’s looking at me. “You just watch it, buddy. You’re gonna really get it, pal. I… I just watch it. You crummy sh--.” A hard stare at me as he fades his words. 
 “Look, I don’t know what’s up, Mike, but I didn’t do anything to you. What’s going on? At the funeral, you were normal and sincere, and now, you’re acting like a prick. What gives?” 
 “Shut it, Jack. Jack-ass, Cooper. Haha. Just shut it. I got my reasons. I hate this town. Just watch your back.” He glares over the table, at each of us. He smirks, mumbles something incomprehensible and must decide he’s finished here. A weird encounter. And he doesn’t cause any more of a scene but staggers through the dark yard, mumbling when he almost trips over a lawn chair, toward the road, where it looks like a car is waiting for him. One of his older buddies, no doubt. He climbs into the passenger side, and the car takes off down the road. The darkness prevents being able to tell what kind of car it is, but who really cares? At least, he’s gone. We’re all a little shaken by that display. 
 “Sheesh, what’s that suppose to mean?” I ask Deena. “And where did he come from? It’s like he just appeared out of thin air. What the hell did I do? What’s he gonna do?” 
 “I don’t know. He’s acting so weird. I wouldn’t think too much of it. He’s been drinking and is just talking out of his head.” She squeezes my hand. “Just shake it off. Don’t let him ruin the night. He’ll probably forget all about it come morning.” 
 I don’t want to end the night on a note like Mike’s threats, but I promised Mom I’d be home before one. It’s rare to stay at a place so late for me, but since Deena lives in town, and she’s got a decent family, Mom thought it would be all right. “I should get going, Deena. I have to be home.” 
 “You have a ride? You can’t walk home with Mike out there, and it’s so dark and late. You can stay the night. Sleep on the couch or my bedroom floor. No big deal. Just give your mom a call. Come on.” 
 At that, she leads me to the house to use the phone, and I really don’t want to argue. I really don’t want to meet whatever is out there anyway, waiting for me at this time of night, even if I do live just blocks away. Mike’s out there somewhere. Shivers. 
 Turns out most of us teens stay over, camping on the living room floor. We talk ourselves to sleep by about 2:30 a.m. It’ll be a long day tomorrow, as it’s been a late night, but after my sweet goodnight kiss from my new girlfriend, I think I’ll deal. 




Chapter 16

 “Briing! Briing!” Again, I really dislike waking in this manner. The shrill sound of the phone, right on a table above my head. Someone picks up from another room. Thank God. 
 I groggily look around at the scattered bodies of teens, teen boys anyway, slowly waking from last night’s party. The girls camped out on Deena’s bedroom floor. Tim, a few feet from me, has his hair sticking up all over the place, his shirt is missing, and has dirt and grass stains all over his shorts. Now, he’s gonna be feeling it, today. 
 “Oh my God!” A loud, loud wail from Deena. “Oh my God!” The loudest indoor yell I’ve ever heard. It sounds like she’s auditioning for Nightmare on Elm Street or something. Totally bloodcurdling and surely gets everyone up in a panic, wide-eyed, now fully awake, looking around. 
 “MOM! DAD!” she’s shouting, now appearing from her room, already dressed in another light, flowery sundress. 
 “It’s Mike! He’s dead! He’s dead! My God he’s dead! He jumped off the bridge, just like Spud at like three o’clock this morning and drowned! Drowned! Oh my God!” she crying, shouting, turning in circles, unsure what to do with herself. Her parents are on full alert running to her, shushing her, demanding she calm down. What happened? 
 Oh my God. Mike. How? Why? This is too unreal. We’re all just standing there, not sure what to say or do. How to react. It’s incomprehensible. Mike’s dead? Mike, who just stumbled through here last night, then went and killed himself? He knew, didn’t he, what he was going to do? He was lost, out of his head, unable to deal with being a part of Spud’s death, losing his girl, and the flack from his parents. Oh my. Mike’s dead. Gone forever. Just like Spud. 
 Deena’s parents have shushed her, and hugged her, and she’s crying like mad. Her mom is holding her in the chair, and her dad’s off in another room to the phone. Her mom is trying to get the story from Deena. Everyone is murmuring and anxious and cannot believe this news. By now, the girls are out in the living room with the rest of us, all a chaotic mess. 
 “What happened?” 
 “How?” 
 “Dead?” 
 “Mike?” 
 “What?” 
 These are the random questions that keep repeating, until Deena is calm enough to explain, but still crying. “I guess he left here, all drunk, and they went to the same place Spud jumped from. I don’t know why that jerk he was with would even think about driving out there. If he even did. Maybe Mike took the wheel himself. Who knows? But he got there, jumped, and drowned. His buddy called the cops from a payphone, and they quickly found him, and he was already dead!” She bursts into gushing tears again, clinging to her mom. 
 Oh my. Nobody really knows what to do. 
 “How awful!” 
 “Deena, so sorry!” 
 “Poor Mike!” 
 “Not again!” 
 “Oh, Deena, I’m so sorry!” 
 “Jack, are you okay?” 
 “Yeah, Jack, this isn’t good. So sorry. Not again. To relive this.” 
 “And so sorry about Spud. Tried not to mention it as we wanted you to enjoy a night without having to think about his death. But, man, so sorry.” 
 And on and on. After about forty-five minutes, it’s a lot calmer, there’s more news, more details, but the same basic story. Slowly, phone calls are made; kids take off, numbly head home. 
 We’re all in shock. Comforting Deena, her parents comforting all of us. Her mom talked to Mike’s mom, learned he truly drunkenly jumped off the bridge. He had his buddy take him to the park, some excuse about leaving his ball glove there, then ran from his pal and up the bridge and jumped. His buddy didn’t realize Mike headed toward the bridge until it was too late to catch up to him. 
 They were both drunk. No chance at that time of night to survive a jump. He wouldn’t even have been able to see the shoreline from the water on account of it being so dark. Why? This is just so screwed up. 
 Hugging Deena one last time today, I know I best get home. My parents are going to be freaked when they find out. They likely already know. It’s not that they had any attachment to Mike, but another death like Spud’s in the same way is ridiculous. I tell Deena I’ll call her, give her my sympathies again, thank her parents, and trot home. 
 Roasting and sticky from the creeping humidity, I look up to see the sky is dark and eerie, but it’s only nine o’clock in the morning. Fitting. Maybe it will rain, I think. But then, that’s not what I should be thinking about. The weather should be the last thing on my mind, but for some reason, it’s not. I have no idea what to expect now. More bad news, and oh, my. 
 The amazing thing? And maybe a sign of something? Right as I get to the door of our apartment, which is open to welcome me in, as my parents are likely expecting me, it starts to pour. Like mad. The rain that we have needed forever is drenching us, drenching the house, the cars, the grass, the trees. It’s like tears are falling from above. About all these tragedies? About the suffering? Is it finally time to cry and make things better? Coming down like solid sheets. I mean, it hasn’t been as hot as the week when Spud died, but it’s still been hot and dry. Just not fire-breathing hot. 
 The brittleness of the surviving grasses and trees has been evident, and the farmers with their corn and tomatoes and stuff have been pulling their hair out in frustration with Mother Nature. Now, when least expected, the rain pays a very nasty, yet welcoming visit. 
 Thunder clapping, lightning buzzing like zigzag flashes of yellow death through the darkened sky. It’s ridiculous how it waited until I reached the safety of my front door. The loud rumbling of the thunder vibrates through my whole body. The lightning like pictures flashing nonstop. Burns my eyes. I love it. 
 “Jack!” My mom hops out of her chair in the living room as I step inside, her face crinkled with concern. “Are you okay? We heard.” She grabs me into a tight hug, smelling so sweet and fragrant, like fresh flowers. These ladies and their perfume stuff. What a neat invention. Anyway… 
 “Um, geez,” I stumble on my words. “It’s so unreal.” She’s let go, and I sit on the floor cross-legged across from my parents who are in their respective chairs. 
 I fiddle with the threads of our carpet as I talk, looking down, explaining things, rambling, letting it all out. 
 “I mean, first Spud, then Mike comes to Deena’s late last night, all threatening that I better watch my back, like so out of it. Then he stumbled off into some car. Nobody heard any more. Then this morning Deena’s phone rings, and she comes wailing out of her room with the news. Mom,” I’m looking up now, “he knew the dangers of that damn bridge! Why drink and go jump off in the middle of the night? It’s nuts! Why?” 
 “He must have been so troubled, Jack. Thinking about how he was with Spud, then after the drinking he’d done last night. It was a stupid action that he likely would not have done if he’d been sober. A tragedy.” She’s shaking her head. Dad is, too. “This town didn’t need it. And my God I hope now they do something about people jumping from that bridge.” 
 We sit in silence for a few minutes. My dad has pretty much been shaking his head, throwing out the occasional “Damn.” I start to get up, but change my mind, and instead go into another crying spree and tell my parents everything I loved about and will miss about Spud and how hard it is and how unfair it is. I cry and talk and cry and talk. They listen and comfort me and listen some more. Mom talks, too, sharing how she loved Spud, and Dad throws in his few bits, too. I don’t know where Zoë is, but it doesn’t really matter. I know she loved him. 
 By this point, Mom has joined me on the floor, is holding me like Deena’s mom held her, and I’m not embarrassed or ashamed or anything. I cry like a kid who fell off his bike and needs his mom to fix his scraped knee. And we talk some more, probably repeating things four or five times. I don’t know. I just need to cry, and I need to talk. To my parents. To talk to them, to apologize to them, to listen to their pain, too. 
 Then, after an hour of this, we slowly fall silent. Mom’s strong embrace is still around me, Dad thoughtful in his chair. 
 We sit like that for about five silent minutes, the only sound the raging storm outside, which has outdone the man on the Weather Channel who is giving the latest on the unexpected storms. 
 Finally, with a loud boom of thunder to bring me out of my reverie, I kiss Mom on the cheek, get up and hug dad, thank them, and say I think I need a shower. They tease all I have to do is step outside. Lightens the mood. 
 I thank them, say I’ll pass at Mother Nature’s version of a shower, and head upstairs, now fully exhausted, but with an odd sense of relief. About getting so much out. Truly, I hope it pours all day. I don’t feel like facing anyone anymore right now. I don’t want to even leave my room after I clean up. Too much to think about. It’s all happened so fast. But finally, I’ve done some talking. With the ‘rents. Felt kind of refreshing, too. 
 Lying on my bed, in nothing but the track shorts I got at the state meet in eighth grade, I glance again through the paper that had the article on Spud. Never having paid much attention before to the other pieces in there, just the Spud stuff, I now notice some important information. And bored, I figure I might as well take it in. In the week he died, Chicago’s own death total from the heat reached 739. That’s just nuts. Over seven hundred people died? As a result of the weather? And it’s not like it was from floods or tornadoes or anything like that. Just temperatures, and all the problems resulting. 
 Damn. 739 dead, plus Spud. And the random others not actually from Chicago. Kids, pets, seniors, the sick. From the suburbs, small towns. Those that only made local papers. Chicago, surely, had enough to deal with to include in their own paper, without adding to it the problems of surrounding towns and cities. 
 The paper talks about how hospital morgues got too full for all the dead bodies, and they had to keep the dead in refrigerated trucks. How hospitals got overcrowded and had to turn other people away. Wow. The mayor is gonna face his own heat for this. How can such a large, productive city not have enough resources to cool down its residents? Why did so many innocent people have to be victims? 
 It’s not fair, but really, a lot in life just isn’t fair. It’s all something we need to learn from, that’s for sure. I don’t know exactly what I should learn from what happened to Spud and Mike, but I’ve got some ideas. 
 Like some risks aren’t worth taking. Drinking underage isn’t very bright. Tragedies happen, and even though we’re young, we’re not immune, not invincible. It can happen to us. It’s hard to deal with death, to accept never seeing your best buddy again, but you have to. You have to keep pushing, keep alive, even if for the one who died. 
 It reminds me of The Outsiders, that book we had to read in seventh grade, when Ponyboy was in a funk after Johnny died, and Darry, his big brother, told him he had to snap out it. That it’s hard, and you gotta keep living life, can’t just give up. Live it the best you can, maybe in remembrance for the one you lost, if you have to, but you can’t stop. You can’t. Sure, take time to mourn, to cry, to question, to rant and rave, but then you gotta keep on. Can’t stop. If you do, you let the bad forces beat you, I think. 
 I gotta accept this, hard as it is, and I gotta keep living. For Spud. I gotta be strong, accomplish my goals. For him. Play ball. Drive. Graduate. Have a great career. Get married. Name my first boy after him. I guess. I’m not sure, but I think I now know I can’t just give up. 
 Fingering the guitar pick still on the chain around my neck, I feel like Spud is there, somehow, in the air, and I feel a lot calmer. I fold the paper, sigh, put it on my floor and collapse back onto my bed, in my very warm room. The thunder and lightning are still at war outside, the rain pelting my window. The best conditions for a nice snooze. 




Chapter 17

 Four dark days of pouring down rain. As the saying goes, it’s been raining like cats and dogs. Some time ago, I read what that meant, but now I forget. Guess it’s not at the top of my list of things to remember. So, torrential bursts of pelting rain, loads of deafening thunder that shakes the house, sporadic flashes of lightning, some intense enough to replicate the Fourth of July fireworks shows, day and night. We get a real soaking and a bit of relief from sky-high temperatures. Now, the air feels more around seventy, and it’s so refreshing. The trees and grass and flowers are eating it up. Well, drinking it up. Mostly, I’ve stayed in my room, thinking a lot from my relaxing bed, as I listen to the storms. 
 Mike’s family wanted a private family funeral, but the public was invited to stop at the wake. It was closed casket, so we didn’t see him, but I couldn’t stay long. It’s not that I had any other plans, of course, as Mike’s wake was extremely important to me, but I just couldn’t bear too much of another one of these things. I took in the pictures of Mike through the years, those displays that are always present at a wake, just like at Spud’s. I took in the music, that low-key elevator type. 
 I briefly talked to some classmates, but really, I remained in a daze. I was sweltering in my black pants and white polo shirt, and my forehead dripped with sweat, my hair matted. Even though the place was air-conditioned, it was a suffocating experience. Hard to take in any air. The flowers were colorful and plentiful, and the whispers and tears over the tragedy were hushed and heart-breaking. An experience I did not want to prolong. It was nuts, unnecessary, never should have happened. 
 Mike’s dad, being the big cop in town, has a lot of support and the whole town obviously knows of the family’s suffering. Maybe, now, they’ll do something about bridge jumping. And underage drinking. Is this what it takes? The cop’s own son taken by these poor choices available? 
 Deena was surrounded by family and was talking a lot to Mike’s parents, so I didn’t want to interrupt anything there. They all had enough on their plates. The wake was horrible, in the sense it shouldn’t have happened. I don’t ever want to go to another one, but I’m sure I’ll have to someday, unfortunately. 
 On another note, I’ve briefly talked to Deena since that horrible morning after her party, but I am trying to give her space and healing with her family. She’s not much in the mood for chatting, and I totally understand. I’m not in the mood either. 
 After a few days of wall-staring and tennis ball tossing in my stuffy bedroom, I’ve finally moved onto entertainment by television and have taken advantage of the VCR to lighten my mood with The Mighty Ducks and a recording of one of my favorite past Sox games. I have to come to terms with the fact that Mike made a really irrational choice, alcohol induced, and he needed some help. It was nobody’s fault, really, just a very tragic event. It took so much heavy thinking and solitary brooding to get over Spud, well, to at least accept Spud’s accident, that I can’t fall backwards again. 
 Zoë knocks on my door. Wonder what she’s been doing this past week. 
 “Yeah?” 
 “Jack?” she pops her head in. “What ya doing?” 
 “Nada.” 
 “Want to play a game of Monopoly or something?” A hopeful tone to her voice. I haven’t looked at her to see her expression. 
 “Not really.” 
 “Umm, well, okay.” And she leaves. 
 Wait. Maybe I should. I haven’t connected yet, in a normal brother-sister way with Zoë since, well, before Spud’s death. We need to fix this. I don’t know if a game of money and power is the answer, but it might be a step. I hop up off my bed and open the door. Zoë is at the hall closet, straightening towels and sheets. She needs a break, too. 
 “You know what, Zoë, why don’t we play Monopoly? It’s been awhile, and with the rain, we can’t go outside or anything. You want me to set it up in my room, on the floor?” 
 The look on her face is priceless. Surprise, smile, cheer. 
 “Okay, sure, sounds fun.” She closes the closet curtains and faces me. She’s got on track shorts and a tee shirt, in the mode to clean, again. “Why don’t you start to set up, and I’ll run down and grab us a couple Cokes. You want anything to eat?” 
 “Nah, the pop is great. Thanks.” I head back into my room to drag the game from under my bed, as Zoë zips down the stairs, an energy in her step I haven’t seen or heard in a while. It, too, is as refreshing as the rain. Speaking of, I have my windows open, a fresh breeze coming in to keep it cool. 
 “I’ll trade you your ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ card for a hundred bucks.” I offer, sitting cross-legged on the floor on the opposite side of the Monopoly board from Zoë. 
 “Okay,” she says too quickly. Then, “Wait! No, Jack, you dork. I’m not falling for that. It only costs fifty to get out of jail, anyway. I don’t care if I lost a turn. You’re so not going to trick me.” We’re both laughing. Had to try. 
 “Sweet! Park Place, finally!” I chime when my Man with the Horse playing piece lands on my prized property. Eagerly, I fork over the cash to Zoë the banker. She hates when I always monopolize the Park Place and Boardwalk properties. Every time she lands on them, I almost clean out her cash in rental fees. In addition, I love to own the railroads. Great money-makers. Zoë is so cheesy and always buys low cost properties like Marvin Gardens and makes hardly any money off them. Haha. 
 “Oooh! Look at that, Jack!” she gloats. “I’m buying it!” She’s landed on Boardwalk. No, no, no! Everyone knows you have to own all the colors of a set before you can put on the houses and hotels and really make money. I have to have Boardwalk from her. It’s always my ultimate goal to own it. 
 “Hundred dollars if you’ll give me Boardwalk, instead,” I offer, desperate to keep her from buying the place.. 
 “What? Not a deal, Jack. You’ll place all those hotels on them, and then if I land there, I’ll owe you way more than a hundred. You give me all your railroads, your utilities, and your Illinois Avenue, and then we’ll have a fair trade.” She’s a toughie. Learned over the years. 
 “What? That’s rough, Zoë. All that just for one property from you?” 
 “Your choice. How bad you want it?” she taunts, waving the Boardwalk card in the air. 
 “Deal, then.” Grudgingly, I finish my Coke and hand over all four railroads, plus the other requested properties, but feel redeemed when holding the sweet, prized Boardwalk in my hands. Time to monopolize. You can’t get to “Go” without a trip over Boardwalk and Park Place. I love this game! Show me the money! 
 After several rounds through the board, alternating with us both catching a rerun of Family Ties on my old TV set several inches from where we’ve been playing the game on my floor, it happens. 
 “Ahh! Nooo!!!” Zoë wails, laughing and slapping her head silly-like. “Why me?” She’s landed on my precious Boardwalk. 
 “That’ll be,” I tease, rubbing my chin to stretch out my proposal, looking all professional-like, “four thousand dollars!” 
 “What?” She’s gaping at me. 
 Yup!” I show her the proof. 
 “Argh! Well, you win… I can’t afford all that.” 
 “I’ll give you a loan,” I offer, but that’s a running joke we have in this game. It usually ends like this, me taking all her money and us realizing we’ve been playing for two hours. 
 “Nah, I’ll just cut my losses. Give you all my stuff, all my money. Again. Good, game, Jack. Thanks for it. I needed the break,” she says, and then we officially do the last deal where she has to give me everything she’s bought and all the cash she’s lined up on her side of the board. Together, we count out all her money as I take it, then the value of the properties she gives me. 
 My little character, that I always use, the Man with the Horse, has won again. Not a match to Zoë’s little thimble playing piece on the board. I take that, too, as a show of winning. 
 “Haha,” she teases, and she doesn’t know that I like to watch Family Ties when we play, because money-obsessed Alex, played by Michael J. Fox, is a total inspiration in this money-focused board game. A little secret. Then again, maybe she feels the same way. I always win at this game, and if I’m losing, I try to end the game before it’s time to declare a winner. You know, a phone call or something. Didn’t have to this time, and besides, when we play Scrabble, it’s Zoë who always wins. 
 “Yeah, thanks, was fun.” We start to organize the money and fold the board to get the game put away. 
 Just then, Mom pops her head in, smiling and sweet as usual. “Dinner, kids, come on down for some,” she raises her eyes, knowing what she’ll say will please us, “tacos! Oh, Monopoly. Who won?” She looks us both in the eyes. I think she already knows what’s about to be said. 
 “Ooh, tacos! Sounds awesome,” Zoë and I agree. 
 “And I won!” Zoë lies. Whoever loses any game we play always claims to win when Mom asks. Tennis, Mario, Monopoly, doesn’t matter. Loser claims victory. 
 “Whatever. Me. Of course. Wiped her out, Mom. Don’t let her take a career that deals with banking. She’ll so sink.” I tease, waving a wad of fake cash at her. 
 “All right, well, good job anyway. So, dinner when you’re done here,” and Mom heads back downstairs. 
 “Funny, Jack.” She mutters, smiling. We finish our clean up and head down to dinner. 
 Boy this day is turning out to be pretty decent after all. My favorite game, favorite dinner. I hope it lasts. 
 I kind of overdo it on this meal, taking in a good six yummy tacos, stuffed with hamburger, cheese, and tomatoes (no lettuce and salsa and all that for me. I like a basic taco), but it feels good. Nice, filling meal. Now, with tonight’s World Wrestling Federation show and a phone call from Deena, who’s doing so much better, I’m ready to sleep like I haven’t in weeks. 




Chapter 18

 I figure it’s about time to visit Spud, especially since my head’s a little clearer, and he’s been up in this cemetery alone, well, I guess, since the whole burial. I’ve thought so much of him and the accident, but now it’s about him, not me. I gotta talk to him, and this is the best place, I think. So, Dad dropped me off while he takes a ride to get an oil change and said he’ll be back in half an hour to get me. I’m very grateful for this, as Spud’s buried in Marseilles, and there’s no other way to get here without Dad bringing me. Too far to walk. And I’m grateful for the privacy. 
 I don’t know what to say at first, as I’m kneeling on the grass in front of the headstone, or how this is even suppose to take place, but Spud deserves my company. He was my best buddy when some of the preps didn’t give me a chance. Was there for all those milestones: birthdays, first drink, first kiss (though Penny Partak is not a girl I’m proud to admit smooching). He was the one who taught me a couple strings on the guitar. Had my back against the adults at a family party when someone left the door open at Ned’s when the heat was on last winter. Gave me his favorite White Sox collection of baseball cards for my birthday last year. Sat next to me on the rickety Shockwave at Six Flags. The prized guitar pick necklace, which I’m fingering now. The memories. 
 The headstone is simple: 
 Daniel “Spud” Jacob Cooper 
 March 5, 1981 – July 14, 1995 

A fun-loving country son, brother, and friend, who will be
missed always. Rest in Peace, our love…

 His mom was always really attached to the whole country thing, with the farm and all, and I guess his dad, too, with the band and all. And Spud, I’m thinking of his cowboy boots, guitar, and the pick. I made sure to tuck one of his in the heart pocket of his shirt when I passed by his coffin. The one he kept with the guitar at my place. 
 So, kneeling on the grass in front of the memorial, on top of where I perceive his body must be lying, I’m a little freaked, but accepting. The view is not too shabby, oak trees to the rear of the stone, a gravel road leading far up the way to the head of the cemetery. He’s got a prime spot. Peaceful. 
 It’s pretty hot again, and I’m tempted to take off my shirt, as most days have prompted this summer, but I can’t. Wouldn’t be proper. Well, here goes. 
 “Spud, man, I miss you so much. I can’t believe you’re really gone. I’m so sorry that I wasn’t right there to get you out of the water. Why, man? Why did you have to jump again? You knew how dangerous… No, that’s not gonna make a difference. 
 “I miss you. I gotta thank you, though. You’ve been such a great friend. I don’t think anyone could come close. I want to try to learn the guitar for you; I’ll read up on it. You left yours at my place, and your pops said to just keep it there. So maybe… 
 “Everyone misses you. So much. I never even realized…. What an impact. And Mike and Deena split. Then Mike, man he did the same thing. But on purpose. It’s been a rough ride. It’s crazy, but I feel like it’s all going to get better. It has to. 
 “And Deena. She’s awesome. I’ll let you know how that goes. You were always the one who the girls just swooned over. I remember how you always said, ‘Life’s a dance, Jackson, lots of ‘em. Got to have lots of different dances, now, so you’ll know the right one to pick when it matters.’ 
 “You’d never get attached to just one girl. Always had a new fling, a new ‘dance’ to trot. Lots of energy. I don’t think I’m quite that outgoing, at least with the girls. I’d rather have many different dances with one girl, instead of lots of girls. But we’re young. We were young. You know what I mean. Thanks for showing me how to act around gals, though, treat ’em right, hold the door, say nice things. You’re a gentleman, and I hope I can be as great. A legend you were, are. Damn, this is hard to say the right way. But Deena seems so right. I’ll keep ya posted. 
 “Anyway, Spud, please, I hope you’re at peace. Safe, content. I hope it didn’t hurt too much, that you didn’t suffer, that you’re enjoying all the country music and guitars and girls in Heaven. I don’t know what to say. I just had to stop by. Sorry I didn’t sooner, but I couldn’t accept it, man. It was all too unreal, still is, actually, but it’s also real. How does this happen?” 
 Too young! He never got to drive, to go to prom, to… No. Stop this, Jackson. You can’t keep backtracking with these sorts of thoughts. Move forward right now. Forward.

 “Okay, you know, this is a start. I’m so sorry. I’ll try again soon, man. I love you, Spud. Rest man, rest.” 




Chapter 19

 Freezing! Cannot feel my toes, and it’s like we’re engulfed in an avalanche! Gotta be like twenty degrees, and I can actually see my breath. It’s silly, but it’s awesome. In the winter, we hate that it’s so cold you can see your breath, but right now it’s so welcome! What a giddy feeling, and I am seriously thinking of moving into this movie theater. 
 Dad gave me a small bit of cash to go do something to entertain myself, get out of the house for a while, have some fun, and so I asked Deena if she’d like to catch a film, occupy our minds for a bit, and her parents have dropped us off at the movies in Ottawa. Personally, I was hoping to catch the highly reviewed Apollo 13 with Tom Hanks, but being the gentleman and putting her first, I suggested Clueless, if Deena would be into it. And she was. Of course, she was. I should have known. 
 Absolutely thrilled, she had said. She loves Alicia Silverstone, she had gushed. Has been so antsy to see this film, she had screeched (into my poor ear on the phone). The total epitome of her film seeing, she had gushed again. Has to see this film, she had screeched once more. Into my ear. You get the picture. Girls. Typical. 
 So, we’re sitting in the frigid air conditioning at the Roxy Cinema waiting for Clueless to start. Nobody better ever say I’m not a compromiser. 
 In the back of the theater, I take Deena’s hand. The trailers for other films are starting as we wait for our feature. She coughs, and I offer her a sip of the Coke we got to share. 
 “Thanks,” she says. Takes a sip. “Jack?” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “I really am glad we’ve had each other this summer to help get through some things. It’s been a rough one, you know?” 
 “Yeah. I’m so sorry, Deena, about the Mike accident. It must be the hardest thing ever for you.” 
 “It is. But the same with you and Spud. It’s so unfair, but I guess we need to learn from these things, you know? Try to find something positive or whatever in them.” 
 “Yeah. It’s just so awful. Nothing will really ever be the same. But you know, I always think twice now about the choices I’m about to make, and I can’t help but think what Spud or Mike might have gone on to become. You know, like with college and family and careers? They’ll never get the chance.” 
 “I know. Really makes you think. Things can change on a dime.” 
 “Yeah. But hey, enough heavy talk. I’m sure we’re both cried out and have had plenty of massive headaches and have asked so many questions that just don’t have answers. Let’s enjoy a mindless, Clueless movie and try to laugh a little. What ya say?” 
 “I say, after all the tears and questions and sleepless nights, it’s time to laugh. Thanks, Jack. I needed this. I mean, I know we’ll never forget Spud or Mike, ever, but we also have to keep living, you know? We can’t quit. It’s kind of like in seventh grade when we read The Outsiders. Remember? When those greasers, Johnny and Dally, died and the narrator, Ponyboy, was in such a funk, and his brother Darry told him it was hard on everyone, but they all had to keep moving? You can’t just quit, gotta deal with it?” 
 “Wow,” I said, looking at her in amazement. “That’s the same kinda thing I had been thinking about. I totally agree. Every July is gonna be rough, but yeah, my mission is to accomplish things, I guess, in memory of them, you know. Work hard, make Spud and Mike, in your case, proud or something. We need to keep going. Remember them, feel sad, at times, but not quit.” 
 “Yeah.” And she gives me a kiss on the cheek and takes my hand. 
 The lights have completely gone off and the theater is pretty full. 
 “And now our feature presentation.” Blares from the speakers as the picture is forming on the huge screen. All right, Silverstone, make me laugh! 
 “That was hilarious! I gotta pee! Be right back!” 
 After all our laughing and slurping down three Cokes together, I could use a restroom break, myself. I tell Deena I’ll meet her in the lobby, and we both go off to our respective bathrooms. 
 Much better, and as we step outside to wait for her parents, we walk into a completely different world, where the temperature climbs from the twenty-something theater to the ninety something Ottawa streets. Uck. Not this again. It’s kind of like we’ve emerged back into reality after being lost in Iceland and Clueless land. But that’s okay. 
 Well, I should remember, it is summer. It gets hot in Illinois. I need to remember that, because at least it’s not still the one-hundred plus heat, we have had some rain, and we’re not in terrible danger anymore. It’s just you get nervous when it’s so hot, thinking that it’ll get out of hand again, but we’ll be wishing for heat when our Illinois January rolls around, and we’re covered in goose bumps and buried under layers of clothing, trying to fight frost bite and negative twenties. And snow. And ice. And wind. So, I’ll try not to complain anymore about summer. Right. 
 “Argh. I forgot, for a minute there, just how much of an oven it was out here. Oh, there’s my dad!” Deena points to the car, a nice white convertible. A very nice white convertible. The wind will feel good in our faces as we ride back home. 
 “Thanks again, Jack. That was so much fun! What part did you like the best? Mine was when,” and she rattles on, and I agree with her, holding hands on the way to meet her dad. It was an okay film, no Apollo 13, that’s for sure, but we got some laughs. Probably would have made lots more sense if I was a girl, but I’m not. Nope. Oh well, maybe catch Apollo 13 with a buddy soon. 
 “Hi, Daddy!” she says, smiling, as we climb into the car. 
 “Well, you sound good. Must have enjoyed the movie?” her dad asks. 
 “Absolutely! Was a blast.” 
 “Jack, that was a great idea you had, taking my little girl to see her favorite actress. That’s some smart thinking, kiddo.” 
 “Ah, thanks, but was nothing, sir. I had fun myself. Deena is great company.” I sound like I’m living in the fifties. Like I’m some Wally Cleaver. You know, the very polite older brother on Leave it to Beaver? 
 “Well, terrific! You kids up for an ice cream on the way home?” 
 “Sure,” we both say. 
 Her dad takes off down the road, the wind feeling fantastic in our faces. We stop on Route 6, between Ottawa and Seneca at a very sweet ice cream place that’s been around forever, called the Tasty Freezie and sit on the patio with our ice cream. The sweet, delicious and cold treat feels wonderful in my mouth. Cools the whole body. I’ve got my favorite in a cone, mint chocolate chip. Deena went for a banana ice cream with brownie chunks, in a sugar cone, and her pops got a traditional vanilla cone. We’re sitting there, listening to the music on the radio the place is playing. Sounds like some oldies. I can’t quite place the song. 
 “So, Jack, ready for that ball team?” her dad asks, sort of catching me off guard. 
 “Oh, you mean the school team?” I ask, taking a lick of my cone. 
 “Sure. You’re playing this year, right? Deena said you were excited about it.” 
 “Oh, yeah. In fact, practice starts this week. I’m hoping to play second base, like I did in the summer leagues. It’s my favorite spot. Wow, I can’t believe it’s so close to school starting again.” 
 “Yeah,” Deena chimes in. “But this year we learn to drive!” She squeals and gives her dad a look of hope. 
 He smiles. “Yeah, better watch out, you two on the road.” 
 “Oh, Dad, you tease so much. You know we’ll be great drivers.” She finishes her ice cream and takes a napkin to wipe her hands. “And then cheerleading! I might get to cheer varsity this year!” 
 Ah, Deena in that cheering outfit. What a sweet picture. 
 “You bet, princess,” her dad says. “Can’t wait to hear your ‘rah rah rah’s’!” 
 “I don’t ever recall any of our cheers having ‘rah rah rah’ in them, but thanks anyway, Dad,” she giggles. 
 We all finish up and clean up, getting ready to complete the drive home. 
 “Thanks, sir, for the ice cream and for driving us this evening.” 
 “Not a problem, Jack, and, please, no more ‘sir’. I’m no spring chicken, but I’m not an old goon, either.” He ruffles my hair. “You’re a friend, so call me Jim.” He puts his hands to a short clap, then reaches in his pocket for the keys. “Okay, kids, let’s get back home and D? Let’s not tell your sister about the ice cream. Or mom. Or she’s gonna make me run an extra mile tomorrow morning.” He chuckles and winks at her. 
 “No problem, Dad. Our secret. But in order to pull it off, you might want to wipe off the ice cream that’s sticking to your chin.” She laughs and takes a napkin to erase the evidence from her dad’s face. 
 “Haha. Thanks.” 
 The ride the rest of the way is fun, with the music blaring some Beach Boys tunes we all sing along to. Well, mostly Deena and I sing, but her dad nods his head a lot. 
 Certainly, an enjoyable summer evening. Another one, truly, for the record books. Maybe, my memories of the summer of 1995 won’t all have to be bad, and it never would have happened if Dad hadn’t given me the extra cash. 
 I know that I’ve had the heart to heart with Mom and Zoë, but Dad and I have a different relationship. There won’t be a heart to heart, a tearful chat. This here, the little extra cash, or later, a chat about a Sox game or even watching one together, these are dad’s ways of trying to connect. Believe me, he doesn’t freely give out money, and he usually doesn’t chat me up much. So, he’s trying, I can tell. 




Chapter 20

 Mom is thrilled that I have decided to continue with the plan to join the school baseball team, which has its season at the end of summer and into the beginning months of the school year. It can’t really hurt, I had thought, but now that I’m smack in the middle of our third, one-hundred degree practice this week, with the wind blowing this idiot dirt in my eyes and my whole body dripping globs of sweat, making me feel like someone’s poured a sticky can of soda all over me, I’m not so sure. That pool across the street looks real tempting with its cool blue waters and the splashes of the kids doing cannonballs into the deep end. At least my Sox hat is helping to keep the bright sun out of my eyes, at times anyway. 
 “Jackson, get your head outta your ass and pay attention!” Coach Mitchell hollers from the batter’s box, taking off his hat for a second to wipe off extra sweat from his forehead. He’s been reeling us with flies and grounders all afternoon. He’s muscular, six feet tall, and in a simple white tank top and jogging shorts. His tank shows the fact he regularly lifts at the high school gym. He’ll never get tired. 
 I love second base and want to show I can do a great job for the team, but a boy can only take so much. However, that’s where he’s had me every practice, so I must be doing okay. I don’t want to mess up now. 
 “Yessir!” I reply anyway, a deep breath and position myself for the next hit. Whenever I find myself in a sport and lacking energy, I try to pep myself up with a jingle from a commercial, that I’ll sing in my head, like the Frosted Flakes’ “Show the tiger in you!” or “They’re grrreeat!” So I’ll think, and I’m great, too! I know it sounds cheesy, but it works. I get a second wind of spunk. 
 Because that next ball comes hard. To my eye. I wasn’t quite that ready! To take one there! The hit, the heat, the dirt. The blinding pain. I’m a goner. 
 “Dude? You all right? I think he’s coming around.” The voice is familiar. It’s so damn hot. Where the hell? 
 Oh. On the bench in the shady dugout, I come out of my short-lived slumber, as I realize I’m loaded down with ice as a skinny kid with a southern accent is sitting next to me, who’s also notifying the coach of my condition. 
 “Yup, just keep him company. Keep on icing!” Coach’s voice. Are they still on the field? 
 “Dude, you took a fast one! You’ll be all right. Need some water?” Skinny kid must be the water boy. Why else would he be so eager to help me? As he hands me a bottle of icy Aquafina, it makes sense, as he says. “Dude, you play a mean second base, especially in this heat. I was in center behind you today, begged the coach to let me show off my center field skills, but you took every drive he belted. I didn’t have a chance to rage my talents, man. Well, you really took that last one. Anyway, since you kept me from getting pegged by all the coach’s line drives, figured I’d take duty to keep that eye iced. It’s gonna be a real shiner, man.” 
 Now, I know. It’s Ray. He’s this skinny kid from Texas or wherever, new to the town. I remember him from the other two practices. Just haven’t had a chance to chat yet. 
 “By the way, I’m Ray. Just moved out here from Texas,” as I was saying, no? “As my pops got a job transfer in the Chicago area, and this was a close place to live, nice little town, good schools, or so the ‘rents say. Anyway, guess I’ll quit rambling.” 
 “No, it’s cool. Sorry about taking all your shots out there. I’m a sucker for second and try to get behind every ball, regardless of these dang black eyes. I’m used to them. This makes five now in my baseball career.” I’m sitting up now, watching the other boys run the bases, sweating like all out. It’s too damn hot for this. Glad it’s them and not me. Thank you, black eye. 
 “Yeah, plus, sitting with your ass gets me out of that conditioning crap they’re all having to do now.” He chuckles. Reminds me, with his southern accent and mannerisms, of Spud, slightly. Wish Spud could have joined, too. Wonder if he would have actually traded those cowboy boots for baseball spikes? 
 “Hey, you seen my…” 
 “Hat?” he asks, and thankfully takes my favorite Sox hat off the bench behind him and hands it to me. “Fell off when you went down out there. Classic scene. Real swell.” 
 “Thanks,” I say, putting it back on, to cover my hair that’s all matted and messy. 
 “So, Ray? You gonna be a sophomore, too?” 
 “Yup. I got a sister who’s gonna be a freshman. My Ma has this little beauty salon she’s running out of the house, and my dad, right now, is commuting to some suburb near Chicago every day for work. This little town is a snoozer, though, eh? Not a whole lot to do, it seems.” 
 “It’s all right. You’ll get used to it. School’s all right. People, bar a couple, are fine. Not a lot in respect to shopping and all, but just gotta get involved, and the time flies, you know? What part of Texas you from?” 
 “Oh, a city out there that’s quite like your Chicago. Lots to do, too much traffic. But also too much crime and crud. Think the parents are glad to be in a small corn-pokey place now. I already like that it’s been three weeks, and I haven’t seen an ambulance go by. Where I’m from, they cruise by so often you don’t even hear ‘em anymore. Then again, guess here I’ll have to get used to that damn train.” 
 He has a point. The train tracks are right by our school and my house. I’m used to them, but to a newbie, hearing a cargo train three times a day might be a little annoying. 
 “Oh,” he cringes. “Sorry about that ambulance comment. I heard about the couple of tragedies that happened this summer. I’m sorry about your cousin, man.” 
 “O, hey, no it’s okay. Thanks. It’s really rough, but getting better.” 
 “Good, good. Gotta keep yourself occupied, you know. Anyway, here they come. Wonder if Coach will let us loose to go jump in that pool yet!” 
 As the team comes closer, into the dugout area, I realized this Ray isn’t so bad, and neither was my eye. After four others, this one seems common. 
 “All right men! Gather!” Coach was getting ready to set up the next practice. “Good job today. Lotta heat. Shows that you’re men! Now, practice again tomorrow. Same time. Same place. Get your asses over to the pool and cool off! Cooper! How you be?” Boy he’s direct. Make a great drill sergeant. 
 “I’m gonna live, coach. Thanks. Just gonna head home and shower.” 
 “Yep. Keep it iced.” 
 “Will do, Coach.” He walks to the plate to gather his bats. Most guys are guzzling water and looking at the pool across the road. Except the quick ones already running across the street, revived energy for the pool. 
 “Thanks, Ray,” I say to him, as we are the two left in the dugout, gathering up our supplies, taking it slowly. “You heading to the pool, too?” 
 “Yup. I might have gotten out of running those bases, but this weather’s a killer. Texas is hot, but not quite so humid. This weather sucks. Everything sticks to ya, and I’m sweating like a pig. Just drenched every day.” 
 “Well, this year has been a bit unusual. It’s not always like this. Haven’t you heard all those death reports and record breaking highs on the news? This is a summer for the books.” I don’t want to mention Spud again right now. 
 “Yeah. Where’s the rain?” 
 “Damn. That’s the question of the summer, dude. We’ve had a few storms, but seems once they leave, they don’t like to return for weeks. Hey, thanks again. See ya tomorrow?” 
 “For sure. Maybe you’ll let me take a ball or two out there.” 
 “Dude, if you’re lucky.” 
 At that moment a bee starts buzzing around his head and Ray takes a swat at it. Now, there’s two bees. He swings and is dancing around like a girl. I laugh. 
 “Having some difficulties, there, Ray?” 
 “Hey, now,” he keeps swatting, hopping, dancing. “Damn.” And does this duck and turn and hop hop hop motion, and the bees have lost him. “HA!” he shouts in victory. 
 “Nice moves. You’ll really be the life of the party at the dances this year.” 
 “Hey, Jackson, sometimes you gotta. Life’s a dance, you know. Ever heard that one before?” 
 Shocked that he’d say one of Spud’s favorite lines, it takes me a minute to reply. 
 “Yeah,” I reply, smiling. “Yeah, I think I’ve heard that a time or two.” 
 “Later, Jackson.” 
 He jogs toward the pool. My ice bag is melted, but I no longer feel the pain. Ray’s cool. The team is cool. The weather is not cool. I need a shower. No pool. Just the shower. It’s gonna be a long season with this coach. I need some rest. I’ve got to gear up for an exciting, fresh year. 




Author’s Note

 Statistics about the heat wave in 1995 Chicago are from: 
 Klinenberg, Eric. Heat Wave: An Autopsy of Disaster in Chicago. The University of Chicago Press: Chicago. 2002. 
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