
California Diaries #5:  Ducky

Ann M. Martin

 The author gratefully acknowledges Peter Lerangis for his help in preparing this manuscript. 

ISBN 0-590-29839-9

Copyright © 1998 by Ann M. Martin. 

All rights reserved.  Published by Scholastic Inc. 

CALIFORNIA DIARIES is a trademark of Scholastic Inc. 

Printed in the U.S.A. 

First Scholastic printing, February 1998

This eBook is for educational and reference purposes only.  It is not intended to infringe on or circumvent copyright.  No monetary gain is made from the distribution of this eBook. 

Feb. 12

Saturday is Valentine’s Day. 

So we will be allowed to celebrate it at school TOMORROW, Friday. 

Unless you don’t have a Valentine.  Like me. 

Then you don’t celebrate.  You walk around feeling sorry for yourself.  You might as well stay home. 

But look on the bright side, McCrae. 

Tomorrow ALSO happens to be Friday the 13th. 

So maybe having a Valentine is unlucky.  And the best thing to do is go to school and don’t worry. 

You will not worry. 

You will not worry. 

You will not worry. 

During Homeroom, F the 13

Tucked into a Looseleaf Notebook

The place is a zoo, and it’s all my fault. 

Flowers everywhere.  Teachers acting like kids.  Jason tongue-wrestling with Lisa out in the hallway. 

JAY, not JASON. 

JAY. 

JAY. 

I hate this.  You know somebody for years — he’s spent a whole LIFETIME with one name, and all of a sudden BOOM he decides another one is cooler.  So now you have to THINK every time you see hi, and then you have to call him a name that doesn’t fit, sort of like calling a telephone a toaster — BUT god forbid you don’t, because he’ll get mad at you, and of course it would NEVER OCCUR to him or anyone else to wonder if you mind being called “Ducky,” a name 

you didn’t CHOOSE, because you’ve always been known by it and besides, it’s better than the name the Cro Mags used to call you, “Bambi” — and hey, CRO MAGS is a nickname YOU 

throw around, but that’s just a DESCRIPTION, because those muscle-head jocks DO act like prehistoric Cro-Magnon cavepeople — plus, when you think about it, “Ducky” fits anyway because it’s weird and funny and so are you. 

Anyway, congrats, McCrae.  You did V Day RIGHT this year. 

You did not:

… Stay home and hide, like you wanted to. 

… Let Big Brother Ted talk you into a blind date, like the one two years ago with Shelaigh, who wore more makeup than clothing and whose greatest talent was rolling her eyes, tapping her feet, and looking at her watch in three different rhythms. 

… Write every single girl in your class a poetic love note, like you did in seventh grade, causing many of them to gang up against you on the playground and three parents to call Mom & Dad complaining you’d broken their daughters’ hearts. 

… Make Mom a Valentine’s Day card with so much glue that it stuck to the kitchen table and she got mad at you so you flushed the chocolates you were going to give her down the toilet and clogged it up, ruining the whole day for everyone … that was fourth grade, I think. 

Nope, Ducky old boy, you’ve learned the hard way.  You don’t need a Special Someone.  Today you were EVERYONE ELSE’s [sic] Special Someone. 

With style. 

The fake halo made of twist-ties, the bow and arrow slung over your back, the big basket of carnations — brilliant.  All that was missing was a marquee out front — “Christopher ‘Ducky’ 

McCrae IS Cupid!” 

The girls LOVED it.  Especially Sunny, who planted a big wet one on your lips, then actually threaded the stem of the carnation through her navel ring and flashed it around, until Mr. Dean came out of the office.  Dawn put HER flower in her long blonde hair and spun around, doing some folk-dancey thing that made her peasant dress spin out.  Maggie kissed hers and said she would write a song about it. 

Giving flowers to the TEACHERS — that was the best idea of all.  From the look on Ms. 

Patterson’s face, expect an A in math this semester. 

Okay, so not EVERYONE was amused.  Mr. Dean couldn’t decide whether to throw you out or laugh.  And Alex sort of looked right through you (that thousand-yard stare of Alex Snyder). 

And the Cro Mags, of course, had a field day, grunting and scratching and passing nasty comments to each other.  You have to take the good with the bad. 

But here’s another big change.  A year ago, McCrae, the Cro Mag comments would have killed you.  A year ago, you worried about their opinions.  You wanted them to be your friends.  HOW 

many years did it take to realize THEY WERE GOING TO MAKE FUN OF YOU NO 

MATTER HOW HARD YOU TRIED TO BE LIKE THEM? 

As if you ever could. 

So … if you can’t join them, do exactly what they hate.  Like dance past them, singing “All You Need Is Love,” and toss them a flower — then watch the look on Marco Bardwell’s face the moment after he catches it and realizes his apelike friends are NEVER going to let him live it down. 

Ducky, you may be strange but you are a genius. 

If only Jason JAY hadn’t gotten so bent out of shape.  JAY, being one of your oldest friends, should KNOW your sense of humor, but obviously he didn’t, because he acted like you handed him a dead squid and muttered, “Do you ALWAYS have to make a fool of yourself?” 

Do you? 

Do I? 

Even Later That Afternoon

In Math Class, to Be Exact

I. 

I. 

I. 

Why do I call myself “you” all the time?  This can’t be normal.  Only I don’t know, because to figure out what “normal” is, I’d have to read other people’s journals and I’m not allowed because Vista requires you to keep yours PRIVATE, to “provide you with a personal learning 

experience,” but it WOULD be nice if you could at least see A LITTLE of someone else’s, because soon the world will be full of Vista students with piles of unread journals and that seems like such a waste of both paper and interesting stories. 

What it boils down to is this:  Writing “I” is creepy.  TOO personal.  You feel self-conscious. 

You worry about how you come across.  But with “you,” it’s like you’re another person.  It’s just easier, that’s all.  It’s easier to be someone else. 

Here comes Ms. Patterson.  If she sees this, I’m toast. 

2B cont. 

Home at Last

Still Depressed

But Not Toast

I wish I hadn’t written that. 

The part about being someone else. 

I’ve been thinking about it all day. 

It’s kind of pathetic, in a way.  Like you can’t stand being yourself. 

I asked Sunny about this.  I asked her if she ever wanted to be someone else. 

She said she always wants to be someone else. 

Which is RIDICULOUS because she’s great exactly the way she is (I told her so), but she just said that if I were in her shoes — if MY mom had cancer, if MY dad spent all his time at the hospital and at his bookstore — I’d be pretty upset too. 

I shouldn’t have opened my big mouth.  I shouldn’t have used the word ridiculous.  I know the pressure she’s under.  I’m the one who found her that night at Venice Beach, alone and scared, dumped by that guy she wanted to run away with.  OF COURSE she thinks about being someone else.  Her life is no picnic and I WOULDN’T want to be in her shoes. 

But the thing is, even though I’m NOT in her shoes I STILL feel depressed. 

This is a DEEP-INSIDE problem, not a BAD CIRCUMSTANCES problem. 

At least Sunny KNOWS who she is.  You can tell by looking at her — the weird chair, the funky layered outfits, the body piercings or magnetic studs or whatever those things are.  Even her opinions — loud and clear even when they’re wrong — all of it says THIS IS ME, SUNNY 

WINSLOW, TOO BAD IF YOU DON’T LIKE IT. 

Dawn’s like that too.  She can obsess a LITTLE about the environment and global warning and health foods and yada yada, but you always know where she stands. 

And Maggie.  Serious, intense, attitude-of-the-month Maggie.  Committed punk rebel for awhile 

[sic], pretty good girl until that wore off, star rock singer after that.  Always changing but STRONG, never really DRIFTING. 

Amalia Vargas is another one.  Sharp, full of opinions, and so COMMITTED to her artwork. 

They don’t seem three years younger.  They’re such personalities.  Definite, clear personalities. 

I wish I felt like that.  I never know how to BE. 

I know how NOT to be.  NOT prep.  NOT grunge.  NOT jock.  NOT high-tech nerd. 

Step right up, folks — meet Ducky McCrae, Palo City’s number one NOT!  Make your own 

guess about what he is.  EVERYBODY else has an opinion.  Choose from the options below: A. Sissy wimp girlie man — the Cro Mag perspective, shared by a certain species of Vista School male. 

B. Immature stupid little kid — Ted and friends. 

C. Oddball child — Hi, Mom and Dad, wherever you are. 

D. Carefree, mature, laugh riot — Sunny and friends. 

E. NOT. 

Personally I love D., but it’s just as wrong as A.-C. 

SO … WHAT AM I? 

Defining Ducky

A Madcap Confessional Romp

REEL ONE, TAKE ONE

[Enter Ducky McCrae, a nondescript 16-year-old with a few pimples and nondescript brown hair, wearing nondescript pants and shirt bought from a vintage clothing store.  He looks in mirror and sees … nothing.]

DUCKY:  I am … a 16-year-old who hangs out with 13-year-olds. 

“Robbing the cradle.”  That’s what Jay called my friendships with Sunny & Co.  I didn’t know what it meant, until Ted explained:  It’s how you describe someone who’s going out with someone else much younger — which is typical of the way Jay’s mind works, imagining that I’m dating those girls all at the same time … and that they don’t mind.  Which not only is wrong but insulting to Sunny, Maggie, Amalia, and Dawn, because they’re way too smart and independent to let themselves be treated like that.  And besides, now that Jay is going Cro Mag on me — and Alex is just fading away and has hardly said two words since New Year’s — those three [sic] 

girls ARE becoming my closest friends.  Thirteen or not.  And that’s that. 

DUCKY:  I am … a virtual orphan. 

That is exactly the way I feel.  Ducky and Ted’s Excellent Orphan Adventure.  No parents, no rules.  See the decorative piles of laundry in every room, gathering dust.  Admire the food on the walls and floors, the dish sculpture in the sink.  The 23 half-full boxes of cereal.  The refrigerator full of soda, ice cream, and a carrot left over from last year.  Enough to horrify ay adult, except technically Ted IS an adult, which is a laugh, but somehow his 20-year-oldness makes it legal for Mom & Dad to spend months in Ghana while their sons eat take-out pizza after occasional pathetic attempts at cooking dinner. 

I mean, come on.  Whose parents go on extended business trips to GHANA?  Or to Qatar, or Abu Dhabi, or Sri Lanka?  Can you possibly GET farther away from your children? 

Enough about that.  Back to the screenplay. 

DUCKY [still looking in mirror]:  I am … everybody’s best friend. 


* * *


According to Sunny, at least. 

And maybe it used to be true.  I still have the journal from 6th grade, where I counted my friends and came up with 47. 

Not anymore, though.  Not since the Cro Mags started ganging up on me in 8th grade.  And Jason became JAY.  And Alex became

What HAS Alex become? 

When I gave him that flower this morning — nothing.  No laugh, no wisecrack, no response at all.  As if this kind of scene happened every day and he was bored with it. 

Alex the Morph. 

This is NOT the Alex I grew up with.  It’s as if some alien ship came down and sucked out his soul. 

I stared at him today at lunch, while he wasn’t looking.  The same way I used to when we were kids and I’d try to send an ESP message, and most of the time he’d notice I was staring and sometimes he’d even GET the message.  And we were convinced we could read each other’s minds, because we always finished each other’s sentences and we liked the same movies and books and CDs and TV shows, and we could look at each other — just look — and both burst out laughing.  No one knew why, but WE did, because we’d both be thinking of EXACTLY THE

SAME THING.  And sometimes at home I’d reach for the phone to call him, and the phone 

would immediately ring, and it would be him.  And we’d talk and talk until Mom would get angry and I’d look at the clock and see that TWO HOURS had gone by and it felt like two minutes. 

And that person is gone gone gone, lost somewhere between 9th and 10th grade, replaced by a total stranger who doesn’t know I’m alive. 

I keep saying to myself, hey, it’s because his parents divorced.  But that happened so long ago, and he did seem to bounce back.  What’s going on now? 

I wish he’d tell me.  He doesn’t seem to actually HATE me or anything.  He lets me sit with him during lunch.  No one else seems to want to sit him these days — least of all JAY. 

HE’S decided that Alex has totally dropped off the coolness radar or something. 

I thought I had dropped off it too, after this morning.  But maybe not.  JAY finally apologized to me.  I guess when you’re such a jerk so often you learn how to say “I’m sorry.”  JAY has always been so good at that.  And face it, McCrae, you are such a SUCKER for a good apology.  They can hit you over the head, strip you naked, cut off your legs, and gouge out your eyes, but as long as they say, “Sorry about that, man,” you forgive them. 

Anyway, JAY was arm in arm with Lisa Bergonzi, who was wearing the wilted carnation behind her left ear.  And he said something like, “Yo, Duckster, remember that flower?  And what I said and all, about you making a fool of yourself?  I didn’t mean to say it.  It was just … you know 

…” 

Dot dot dot.  What?  I just looked at him, waiting for him to go on, but all he said was, “I gave it to Lisa, okay?  She really loved it.” 

Lisa smiled and thanked me. 

Jay was looking at me expectantly.  I felt like I had to give my approval or something.  So I said, 

“Great.” 

Lisa leaned her head on his shoulder.  He turned and hugged her, lifting her off her feet.  Then they walked away, making out.  And I mean deep-kissing.  With their eyes closed.  While walking.  I was SURE they would crash into the glass door, but they didn’t. 

Must be some kind of technique.  I wouldn’t know. 

I SHOULD know.  It is TOTALLY WEIRD to be 16 and never kissed like that. 

It is TOTALLY WEIRD to hang out with 13-year-olds. 

It is TOTALLY WEIRD to live alone in a big house with your brother and your companioned filth. 

Isn’t it? 

Maybe that’s the answer to “WHAT AM I?” 

TOTALLY WEIRD. 

[Skies darken.  The mirror becomes bluish.  Ducky’s face sinks.  He looks himself in the eyes.]

DUCKY:  But really, I don’t know what I am. 

Feb. 13

I Don’t Even Want to Look at the Clock

Hate this journal. 

Who was Ms. Newell trying to kid back in 8th grade when she said journal writing was good therapy? 

It’s not. 

I feel worse than ever. 

LAST ENTRY. 

END OF JOURNAL. 

Feb. 14, Sat. Morning

I Lied

Two phone calls today.  Your social calendar is just filling up, McCrae. 

Sunny wants to go to the beach.  Actually, she demanded you drive her (and Maggie and Dawn). 

And …

JAY called. 

He wants to talk.  He STILL feels bad about what he said yesterday morning.  Even after his 

“apology,” he thinks you’re mad at him.  (I WONDER where he gets THAT idea?)  So you’re supposed to meet him at the Palo City Diner at 6. 

You said you’d get back to him. 

What if it’s a trick?  What if he plans to bring along a gang of Cro Mags?  He’s VERY tight with them. 

Would he do that? 

People don’t change THAT much, do they? 

Whoa.  Ease up. 

You know, McCrae, you are one harsh creature.  He DID apologize.  He is reaching out to you. 

He is TRYING to be friends again. 

You scribble away in your journal, trashing one of your best friends, calling him a Cro Mag, making fun of him when he tries to say he’s sorry, and what’s he doing? 

Planning ways to make you feel better. 

So Jay’s crude.  Big deal.  You’ve always known that about him.  BUT he’s always had that big heart too.  Imagine if he hadn’t stood up for you back in 7th grade when Sal Mignona was beating you to a pulp.  You’d be dead by now. 

Face it.  He hasn’t really changed.  He’s the same guy you used to like.  So what if he’s discovered girls.  And hair gel.  And cologne.  And free weights. 

He’ll get over it. 

Thought of the day:  Jay is the opposite of Alex.  One has faded.  The other has intensified. 

De-Alexation.  Ultra-Jasification. 

Too bad they can’t rub off on each other. 

Anyway, you have to stay friends with both of them.  It’s not like the whole sophomore class is breaking down your door to be friends. 

So call Jay back.  Tell him you’ll meet him at the diner. 

Besides, consider the alternative.  Ted brought home a can of Spam and a loaf of day-old Wonder Bread for dinner. 

It’s a no-brainer. 

Sur La Plage

 DUCKY YOU ARE SO PRETENSUOUS!  LOVE, SUNNY

 I think the word is “pretentious.” 

 IT TAKES 1 TO KNOW 1, MAGGIE. 

It’s just French.  Okay, here, in English:



At the Beach

Are you happy now? 

Dawn wuz here

 That’s a sunset! 

 DEPENDS ON THE WAY YOU LOOK AT IT! 

You girls are wild. 

Please keep your suntan oil OFF the page.  And your fruit juice! 

I should NOT have brought this PRIVATE! journal to the beach! 

I GET NO RESPECT. 

 NEITHER DO I! 

10:00

Home Alone Again

I guess Ted ate the Spam.  It’s gone and so is he. 

Too bad.  I’m hungry. 

I did not eat a thing at the diner.  I was too shocked by Jay’s STUPID stunt! 

I knew I shouldn’t have gone.  I had a bad feeling about it. 

I had the BEST time at the beach AND I NEVER SHOULD HAVE LEFT! 

What kind of “friend” invites you to dinner, making you think you’re going to have a 1-on-1 talk, and then shows up with 2 extra people to make it suddenly 1 on 3, but they’re both girls, 1 of which is Lisa and the other is all dressed up and made up, so it dawns on you (DUH) that it’s really supposed to be 2 on 2 and you’ve been trapped in a blind double date and now there’s no way out? 

WHAT KIND OF SNEAKY JERK OF A FRIEND WOULD DO THAT? 

The Friend Formerly Known as Jason, that’s who. 

And he doesn’t have the decency to let you KNOW IN ADVANCE, so you don’t feel 

AMBUSHED! 

Emergency.  Fight or flight.  THAT’S how you feel.  And you can’t do either one.  You just have to sit there and smile and laugh and nod and wish you were home with Ted and the Spam 

because anything would be better than this, and Jay is running his fingers through his gelled hair all night as if he were plowing a crop, while he talks and talks and talks and talks about — what else? — HIMSELF. 

Until he gets around to talking about YOU and saying what a great guy the Duckster is, really, a natural athlete who doesn’t even know his own strength, not to mention a real brain too, don’t be fooled by the wimpy haircut and Hawaiian shirt har-har. 

You wanted to kill him. 

What could you say?  He wouldn’t stop talking.  You told a few dumb jokes.  Some stuff about software and TV commercials and whatever, and you could tell you sounded like a total fool because the girl was just staring at you, her smile tightening by the second, and you KNOW she was thinking, “How did I get roped into a date with this turkey?” and afterward you had to drive her home because Jay hinted loudly that he and Lisa were going off in a different direction, so she and you rode silently to her house and you could tell she couldn’t wait to get out of the car AND YOU DON’T EVEN REMEMBER HER NAME! 

I WILL kill him. 

Feb. 15

The Morning After

The Night Before

How could he do it? 

I can’t figure it out. 

A day later, a whole night’s sleep, and I’m supposed to be calmer and more rational but my teeth are still gritted so hard I haven’t tried eating breakfast and I’m not hungry anyway because I AM 

STILL FURIOUS. 

Did he think I’d LIKE to be surprised like that?  Is he that stupid? 

Or was I wrong about him?  Has he REALLY gone Cro Mag on me?  Maybe the other goons 

were watching the whole scene behind the jukebox.  Taking pictures. Videotaping.  “The Humiliation of Ducky, as choreographed by Jay Adams.”  Order your copies now, folks! 

Or is it ME?  Maybe this is NORMAL.  Maybe guys DO this kind of thing for other guys. 

Maybe you’re supposed to like it. 

So now what? 

Are you supposed to call the girl and ask her on another date?  Hold hands in the hallway and walk to classes together and save seats for each other at the lunch table? 

How can you do ANY of that when you can barely remember what she looks like and what you REALLY need to do is talk to your traitor friend and ask him WHAT IS IN HIS TWISTED 

MIND.  Which you can’t even do because your fingers get to 555-836 and then — FREEZE — 

you feel all tongue-tied.  What can you SAY when your mind is so full of anger you want to scream and you’re afraid that’s just what you’ll do, which will cause your ex-best friend to hang up and never hear your side of the story at all? 

You put down the phone and leave, that’s what. 

You spend some time alone. 

Part 2 of the Continuing Saga:

How Not to Choose Your Friends

What you do is, you fly through town on your bike to Las Palmas County Park and hit the trail so fast you nearly run over a hiker who calls you nasty names and makes you feel even worse, if that’s possible.  So you slow down and you remember the place where you used to hide when you were a kid and you needed to be alone, the place hidden in the reeds by the bank of the creek near the old bridge.  And you smile, remembering the summer days you and Alex used to spend there — just talking — and as you’re gliding across that bridge you see a mass of black pants and a flannel shirt hidden in the same spot and you tense up, figuring you’re going to be sneak-attacked by a Cro Mag, or maybe he’s strung fishing wire across the bridge at neck level — and the pants and shirt turn out to be Alex. 

So you skid to a stop, jump off the bike, and walk around the bridge.  And you have a 

conversation that goes something like this:

Ducky:  “Hey, Alex!”  [Pause, pause, pause …]  “Uh, Alex, hi!  What’s up?” 

Alex:  [Looks up.  Expression hardly changes.]  “Oh.  Yo.  Nothing much.” 

D:  “Waiting for somebody?” 

A:  “Nahh.” 

D:  “Just, like, sitting?” 

A:  “Yup.” 

D:  “Wow.  Just like the old days, huh?”  [Pause, pause, pause.]  “Well, nice day for sitting.” 

A:  [Nods.  Pulls grass from the ground and tosses it aside.]

D:  “Are you okay?” 

A:  “Yup.” 

D:  “Okay, well, ‘bye.”  [Walks away.]

A:  “Hey, Ducky.  That Valentine’s Day flower?  That was cool.” 

D:  “Yeah?” 

A:  “Nicest thing anyone’s given me in months.” 

BONNNNG, rings a bell in the cuckoo clock of your brain.  And out comes a little bird that says, 

“Déjà VU.  Déjà VU.  Déjà VU.” 

Here’s where you see, for the first time on this stage in many a year, folks, the Person That Was Once Alex. 

Because you knew — somehow YOU JUST KNEW — that he was going to say that.  And 

maybe you just knew he’d be near the bridge.  And you haven’t had those ESP-ish feelings in a million years. 

But you’re not exactly sure how to take what he said.  THE nicest thing?  Your stupid little Cupid carnation that you gave to everybody?  He must be joking.  In which case it’s the first hint of humor you’ve heard from the New Alex. 

But he’s not smiling.  The expression on his face is very Old Alex, and it tells you he’s speaking the truth. 

And that’s about the saddest thing you’ve heard all day. 

D:  “Are you serious?” 

A:  “Why shouldn’t I be?” 

D:  “Well, it’s just that … you know, not everybody felt that way.  Jay didn’t.” 

A:  “He’s an ape.” 

D:  “He’s just going through a stage.  He’s okay.” 

A:  “If you say so.” 

Conversation fizzles.  Home you go. 

What a day.  You start it off ready to strangle one ex-best friend, then you end up DEFENDING 

him to your other ex-best friend, who is slowly flickering away like a doused campfire that isn’t quite out yet. 

So maybe you should talk to Alex again.  REALLY talk.  Maybe divorces DO have a delayed effect on some kids.  Imagine how YOU would feel if YOUR parents were divorced. 

Of course, if your parents divorced, you might not even know about it. 

Do they have divorces in Ghana? 

A Phone Conversation

In Which

Sunny’s Law of Gender Conduct

Is Discussed

Sunny says, call Jay. 

I say she’s nuts.  He should call ME! 

Sunny says I’m a guy.  He’s a guy.  Guys TALK TO EACH OTHER after they fight.  They argue and explode and say things girls would never think of saying to each other, and then it all blows over and they play basketball. 

I tell her I hate basketball. 

She doesn’t find that funny.  She yells at me.  She insists she’s just using common sense. 

I tell her I’ll think about it. 

Not good enough.  She threatens to call me back in a half hour.  If I haven’t phoned Jay, if I don’t pick up, I am in the doghouse. 

I bark. 

She hangs up. 

Okay, McCrae, now what? 

Department of Twist and Turns

I did it. 

I reached Jay’s answering machine. 

The reason I got the answering machine was that Jay was out on his bike. 

The place he was biking to was my house. 

He rang the doorbell. 

I didn’t answer. 

Half-past Anger

Quarter to Crisis

Love makes the world go round?  Wrong. 

Guilt does. 

You do something like not answer the door and suddenly you feel like a criminal, and you worry that your friend actually saw you or heard your breathing while he was at the door, and you picture him storming away angrily and knowing finally beyond the shadow of a doubt that you are chicken. 

So you feel guilty.  And you drive around town in your car, pretending to yourself that you’re just going for a drive, but your eyes are constantly looking for him, and you figure if you see him you can casually say, “Hey, what’s up?” and it’ll seem like a coincidence. 

But you don’t see him.  And that makes you feel worse. 

So you finally drive to his house. 

He’s here.  And he’s all smiles. 

“It’s the Duckster!  Duckopolis!  Duckman!  Duckorama!” 

Slap.  Slap.  Slap.  Slap.  That’s what each of those stupid names feels like. 

He says right out:  He was just over at your house, and you were out — which makes you gulp. 

Then he says he has to show you something. 

So he takes you around back, where there used to be an old, rusted basketball hoop on the garage.  But now there’s a new one, and the driveway has been widened and painted to look like a basketball court. 

Jay is obviously very proud of this.  And he makes you play basketball.  He is bouncing or dribbling or whatever you call that, and you’re hopping along beside him the way they teach you in gym class, even though you don’t know why in the WORLD you’re doing it, and you feel about as athletic as a turnip.  And on top of that, you have to listen to Jay Adams’s [sic] running commentary on himself:  “He fakes … he drives to the baseline … he shoots … off the rim … 

the offensive rebound … he pumps …” 

The ball goes over your head, swishes into the basket, “Yyyyesssss!” shouts Jay, and you have had enough. 

You tell him you don’t want to play. 

But he’s not really listening.  His eyes are looking your shoulder.  At the driveway. 

What a great coincidence, Jay says.  HE has to go to the mall, and YOU’VE conveniently brought your car. 

You sputter.  You start to tell him exactly WHY you came over, but you can’t find the words, because really you don’t KNOW, do you?  And while you’re fuzzing out, he’s already halfway down the driveway. 

Hop in.  Start.  Drive.  Ducky McCrae, chauffeur to the world. 

And you finally talk.  Only it doesn’t QUITE go the way you expected.  It goes something like this:

J:  “You recovered yet?”  He nudges you in the ribs, which is the wrong thing to do to a driver, and you swerve into the left lane, narrowly missing an oncoming car. 

D:  “@#$%&!!!”  On the verge of a heart attack. 

J [laughing hysterically]:  “DWI — Driving While Intickleicated!” 

D:  “Okay.  To answer your question, no.  I haven’t recovered, if you’re talking about the diner 

— ” 

J:  “LeeAnn!  What a babe!” 

D:  “Who?” 

J:  “LeeAnn?  The girl at the diner?  Hello?  Earth to Duckomatic?” 

D:  “Oh!  Well, you know, I had no idea — ” 

J:  “SURPRISE!  You should have seen the look on your face!  HOW WAS THE RIDE HOME? 

— HAR HAR!  Did you have a good time?” 

D:  “Okay … you want the truth?” 

J:  “No, JUST THE DETAILS!” 

D:  “As a matter of fact, it was miserable.  So was the dinner itself.  I felt humiliated and awkward and trapped and I can’t believe you did that to me.” 

Dead silence. 

J [Deep sigh.]:  “You blew it, huh?” 

D:  “Whaaat?” 

J:  “Duckmeister, if you want the girl, you have to make conversation.  You can’t expect to score if you don’t play the game — ” 

D:  “I wasn’t playing a game!  I was having dinner!” 

J:  “You know what I mean.  It’s like a game.  With rules and penalties and fake-outs and long shots — just like basketball.  You have to talk the talk, walk the walk — ” 

D:  “What you did was WRONG, Jay.  You should have told me in advance.  I thought it was going to be just you and me — not you, me, Lisa, and a total stranger.” 

J:  “She’s not a stranger.  She’s one of Lisa’s best friends.” 

D:  “I DON’T CARE!” 

J:  “Okay, so you didn’t like her, it didn’t work out, whatever.  It happens.  Now look, there’s this other girl I know — ” 

D:  “Jay, hello?  Do you understand a word I’m saying?” 

J:  “I understand a lot.  You didn’t have a Valentine, dude.  I’m concerned about you.  Plenty of UGLY guys have Valentines.  Why shouldn’t YOU?  You just have an inferiority complex or something, that’s all.  Nothing that a real girlfriend wouldn’t cure.  Anyway, her name is Barb — 

” 

D:  “Is this all you can think of — girls?  What is with you?  You NEVER used to be like this!” 

J:  “I’m trying to help you, Duckovich.  Most guys would be thanking me.  You think it was easy getting a babe like LeeAnn to go on a blind date?  I had to talk you up.  I said you were buff. 

Did you ever think YOU may be the one letting ME down?” 

There’s the mall.  The gate to the garage is in sight, but you have NO INTENTION of going in, so you pull up to the curb and nearly shear off your whitewalls. 

D:  “YOU ARE MISSING THE WHOLE POINT, JAY!” 

J:  “YOU’RE the one missing the point!  Of life!” 

D:  “Get out.” 

J:  “Huh?” 

“D:  “You heard me.” 

Jay unbuckles.  Opens door.  Steps out.  Slams door. 

You step on the gas.  You are out of there. 

THE END

C “D” McC

+

J “J” A

Friendship

R.I.P. 

Epilogue

A Day Later

Wishful thinking. 

It wasn’t the end.  You drove around two blocks, following the one-way streets.  You parked. 

You wrote down your thoughts.  Then you went back. 

Jay was still standing on the curb. 

And you just drove up and told him to get in. 

Fool. 

That was STUPID, McCrae. 

You could have left him there.  He would have gotten home somehow — walked, or met some friend in the mall who drives, SOMETHING. 

You know WHY you should have done that?  Because YOU would’ve had time to cool off.  And HE would’ve realized how serious you were. 

But you didn’t.  There you were, trusty old Ducky, everybody’s pal. 

And Jay was laughing, as if he KNEW you would return.  And he called you something like 

“Duckerino, Driver from Hell” as he climbed in, and that comment did NOT help your mood. 

NOT

ONE

BIT. 

And you wanted to smack yourself for your own stupidity, for being loyal to someone who just dumps and dumps and dumps on you. 

Clamp.  Step on the gas.  Backs flat against the seat. 

As you raced past the mall, Jay shouted out, “HEY, I HAVE SHOPPING TO DO.” 

You screeched to a stop and gave him a choice:  shop by himself or catch a ride home. 

He decided to stay in the car, and as you drove, he kept babbling on, sort of apologizing, sort of not, staying things that you had to tune out or you might drive off the road — hey, I didn’t mean to upset you … next time I’ll let you know … you should loosen up, Duckarino, have some fun 

… Barbara is just your type, really, but I’m not going to force you … what about Sunny, I can tell she likes you, but she’s kind of out there, huh? 

Not getting it AT ALL. 

By the time you pulled up in front of Jay’s house, you wanted to plant your foot in his side and kick him out the window. 

As he opened the door, he had the NERVE to ask, “You still mad at me?” 

And you discovered what you do when your brain starts flashing murderous thoughts. 

You say nothing. 

And the guy you just went out of your way to drive home shakes his head and mutters, “Some friend.  You’re just like Alex.” 

THAT’S the thanks you get. 

In Which Ducky McCrae

Finally Opens His Journal

After a Two-Day Vacation From Writing

It’s Tuesday. 

Note to yourself:  don’t ever get sick. 

Just got back from the hospital.  The smell of the place made you nauseated.  Not to mention all the WHITE — white uniforms, white walls, white sheets.  It all gave you a headache. 

But when Sunny Winslow says, “Are you coming to the hospital with me after school or what?” 

you go with her.  Somehow, when SHE demands a ride, you don’t feel like you’re being taken for granted.  Unlike some other friends who will remain nameless (his initials are Jay Adams). 

Plus, you know she’s feeling nervous and upset about her mom, who has lung cancer. 

As you walked through the hospital corridors, she took your arm and muttered, “I hate this.” 

You tried to smile and look reassuring.  The two of you were arm in arm now, passing rooms full of people connected to IV tubes, and the strangest thoughts were going through your head.  You imagined Jay spying on you, smiling and giving you a thumbs-up, like, “Hey, you finally got her.”  You imagine all the patients hobbling to their doors and applauding you.  You shook all that out of your head — and then you were thinking about Mrs. Winslow and how you’d never met a person with cancer before.  What would she look like?  What would you say?  WHAT IF 

SHE DIED WHILE YOU WERE IN THE ROOM?  And you realized you were clutching 

Sunny’s arm just as hard as she was clutching yours, and you knew you were scared of meeting Mrs. Winslow, but that was ridiculous because she’s a human being and we all die sometime, and someday it’ll be your turn and you wouldn’t want anyone to dread seeing you — and you 

thought, “If this is how I’m feeling, imagine what must be going through Sunny’s head right now.” 

Then you were in Mrs. Winslow’s room.  And she was there, watching TV.  And she slowly turned to face you.  And you saw her face for the first time. 

She looks like a mom.  A thin, older version of Sunny, with very little hair.  She was very nice. 

We [sic] talked about school and TV shows.  You were nervous when Sunny explained who you were — the guy who drove her home on the night she ran away — but Mrs. Winslow just smiled and said, “Thank you.” 

You stayed for awhile [sic], chatting, nothing very memorable — and when you left, you felt relieved somehow. 

Not Sunny.  She was out of control. 

She complained about her mom’s linens.  About the air-conditioning.  The slow nursing staff. 

The food.  The size of the room.  The visiting hours.  “You see?” she kept saying.  “You see?” 

You didn’t know what you were supposed to see.  But you knew Sunny needed a lot of yeses and that’s-okays, so you gave them to her. 

Finally, when you were outside, you put your arm around her and she started laughing.  When you asked what was so funny, she just said, “I never cry,” and then burst into tears. 

You hugged her.  You and she rocked back and forth in the parking lot, cars whizzing around you. 

You realized something then.  Something you should have known awhile [sic] ago. 

Why worry about Alex and Jay?  You have other friends who need you. 

Sometimes You Wish

You Were in Eighth Grade

… Because if you were, then you would be able to actually have a decent conversation at lunch with Sunny and her friends, instead of walking past a table of Cro Mags who STILL call out, 

“Do you have a flower for ME, Ducky?” and throw you kisses, which makes you vow to drop your milk shake all over them someday even though it may cost you your life, and you’re supposed to meet Jay, but he’s not there, so you end up sitting with Alex, who is reading a horror novel and not eating.  And he doesn’t look up, so you ask him how it is, and he says, “Okay.  I don’t really know what it’s about.”  And the only response you can think of — “Then why are you reading it?” — seems nasty so you shut up and eat. 

And that’s when you see Jay, halfway across the room with a hot-lunch tray. 

You wave to him and shouting, “Over here!” but he just glares at you. 

And you finally have a conversation with Alex the Silent.  Something about the lines of: D:  “What’s with him?” 

A:  “He won’t sit here if I’m here.” 

D:  “You guys have a fight or something?” 

A:  “Nahh, he’s just a jerk.  You can go sit with him.  I want to be alone anyway.” 

D:  “That’s okay.”  [Start eating.  Notice Alex’s lunch bag is on the seat beside him.]  “You had lunch already?” 

A:  “Nahh.  Not hungry.” 

D:  “You feeling all right?” 

A:  “No.” 

D:  “Sick?” 

A:  “No.” 

D:  “Bad mood?” 

Alex tunes you out and continues reading.  And you have that weird feeling again.  Only this time the feeling tells you something is seriously wrong.  But you’re so frustrated and insulted and confused, all you can say is, “Hey, don’t mind me, I don’t exist.” 

A:  “I didn’t ask you to sit here.” 

D:  “Right.  You didn’t.  I’ll just leave, okay?”  [Stand up.  Sit down.]  “Okay, what is wrong, Alex?” 

No answer. 

D:  “Talk to me, will you?” 

A:  “Why should I talk to you?  You’re not my therapist.” 

D:  “You’re seeing a therapist?” 

A:  “Maybe.  None of your business.” 

D:  [Chew, chew, chew, swallow.]  “You know, there’s nothing wrong with that.  A lot of my friends have seen therapists.” 

A:  “Yeah?” 

D:  “Ted used to see one — not anymore, but back when Mom and Dad first started going on long trips.  He was pretty young.  Fifth grade, I think.” 

A:  “I started way before that.” 

D:  “When?” 

A:  “I don’t know.  When I was five or six.  I don’t remember NOT having a therapist.” 

Five or six. 

This is news. 

Big news. 

You feel like you’ve been hit in the stomach. 

Your mind is flashing back to your childhood.  To the Old Alex.  To the One Big Friendship of your life.  To the person whose mind you could read.  The guy you knew inside and out. 

You were wrong. 

He was keeping something from you.  All those years, he was seeing a shrink.  Going to appointments.  Pouring out his problems to someone else. 

And you didn’t even notice. 

WHEN?  When did he go?  Those times his mom would pick him up early on Saturday 

afternoons?  She always said they were going shopping.  You just assumed they shopped a lot. 

And WHAT problems? 

Except for those few months after the divorce, he always seemed pretty happy. 

Or maybe he was just a good actor.  Covering up his sadness.  Fooling you.  Completely. 

You didn’t know your best friend after all. 

So you’re thinking about this and not saying anything, and Alex is looking at you weirdly, and you’re thinking maybe he can still read YOUR mind, and you’re embarrassed as hell, and all you can think to say is, “Why?” 

Which is not the right question, because Alex looks like he wants to cry, and he grabs his lunch, says, “Because I’m a psycho, I guess,” and leaves. 

You should run after him, but you’re too stunned or something, which is too bad, because who should sit next to you buy Jay. 

He’s grinning, and a shy-looking girl is with him. 

Her name is Barbara, and he’s told her all about you. …

Midnight Musings

You WILL tell him off. 

Again. 

You were too chicken to do it over lunch.  Not that you COULD anyway, with BARBARA 

standing right there, smiling at you, and your mind still on Alex and his secret life.  All you could do was smile and say hi and try to act normal because she seemed like a nice enough person, as you watch Alex disappear down the hallway. 

But you will tell Jay off, when you get the chance.  If you have to yell at him a hundred times, you will. 

DUCKY, YOU WILL NOT BE DUMPED ON. 

But first things first. 

The Alex department. 

Some progress. 

Talked to him after school.  A little.  He seemed in a hurry to get home.  Maybe he had a shrink appointment. 

Here’s what I [sic] learned:

He’s depressed.  He’s been depressed his whole life.  It gets better, then it gets worse.  That’s why he’s in therapy. 

WHAT is he depressed about? 

HE WON’T SAY. 

The divorce? 

You asked him that.  He said no.  He’s handling that fine.  Or so he says.  Besides, he was in therapy BEFORE that. 

Is it Paula?  YOU wouldn’t love having her for a younger sister.  But PLENTY of people have bratty siblings.  They don’t have to go to a shrink for it for a while lifetime. 

School?  Girl problems? 

Is ANYTHING so serious that a person would need therapy for so long? 

Therapy is supposed to HELP.  You have a problem, you go, you talk, to get better.  Like going to the doctor.  Like what Ted did. 

But this is different.  This is almost a WHOLE LIFE. 

A whole life with YOU in the middle of it.  You, his best friend.  His IGNORANT best friend, thinking you knew everything about him but not knowing a thing. 

Why DIDN’T you know? 

Why didn’t he tell you?  You could have listened to his problems and helped him.  Maybe he’d be better off now. 

His shrink sure hasn’t helped. 

Was the problem YOU? 

Did you do something wrong? 

Okay, you once squirted him in the eye with a water pistol and he said he wanted to kill you. 

That was in third grade. 

You made Dad rent that horror movie with Alex and you were seven — and no one checked the rating, and it was so scary that Alex had nightmares for a week and his mom lectured you about unsuitable images.  That was your fault. 

You convinced him to sneak into Mrs. Kennedy’s yard and she caught him but not you, and when she threatened to call the police and Alex was shaking with fear, you did nothing to help him. 

My god, YOU WERE A LOUSY FRIEND.  And what did you do during the Snyders’ divorce? 

Nothing.  You never wanted to talk about it.  You didn’t understand, and you figured it wasn’t your business. 

How would YOU feel if you were a kid in the middle of your biggest life crisis, and your best friend just abandoned you? 

You’d lose it. 

You’d probably be just like Alex. 

DUCKY.  CHILL. 

You are marking a big deal out of this.  At least he’s talking to you.  At least he’s confiding something. 

After a lifetime of keeping secrets from you. 

Idea Over Breakfast

Here’s a thought:

Alex is quiet and miserable. 

Sunny is loud and miserable. 

They might actually get along. 

Maybe they should meet. 

Upon Further Reflection

Over Lunch

What are you, nuts? 

In Which

Christopher Discovers

That He Is Still Enrolled in School

You should have given Ms. Patterson TWO carnations on Valentine’s Day, Ducky. 

Maybe you wouldn’t have flunked the math test. 

But you didn’t.  And you did. 

You are in deep doo-doo. 

A Passage of Several Days

… And you are still alive. 

You even know the difference between a cosine and a sine.  Possibly.  Your brain is friend from math study, which is why you haven’t written. 

Ms. Patterson knows you write in this journal during class.  If you open it again in math, she confiscates it. 

Which his why you are spending lunch period hunched in the corner of the cafeteria, scribbling away. 

LOTS TO TELL.  WHERE TO BEGIN? 

Okay. 

Part One.  Jay. 

Just when you think it’s safe to make him your enemy, Jay surprises you. 

He comes to your house with a brand-new chess set and asks if you want to play.  CHESS!  By the time you pick yourself up off the floor, laughing, he looks like a hurt puppy.  “I thought you LIKED chess,” he says.  So you reassure him that you DO like it, and you invite him in to play, and he’s the worst player in the world but he LOVES it, and you teach him a defense or two and he calls you a genus, and all of a sudden you think he’s an okay guy after all. 

And after you’ve beaten him a second time, he agrees to buy you dinner for no reason at all.  And when you get to China Wok, you ask him why he’s doing all this stuff — the unexpected visit, the chess, the food — and he says he’s just trying to be friends again.  And he tells you he’s worried about you, because you look mad all the time.  “Aren’t we still buddies, Duckeroni?” 

And you have to admit, this makes you feel pretty great, even though you have to tell him you HATE his nicknames. 

You explain you’ve been a maniac lately because of the math.  You haven’t really BEEN mad, you’ve just LOOKED mad.  Which is kind of the truth, but kind of not, because Jay Adams has not exactly been on your list of top ten favorite people these days.  Not even top thousand. 

Anyway, he seems relieved, and he offers to help you with homework, but you say no, because HIS help is likely to REEALLY sink your grades.  And now that you’re talking like human beings, you finally unload how you feel about his matchmaking — calmly, rationally — and he’s sort of getting it, sort of not, asking you stuff like, “Well, what kind of girl do you like?” when Sunny walks in with Dawn. 

End of conversation.  Jay acts like he has never seen a more beautiful sight in the world than Dawn Schafer.  Dawn and Sunny sit down with us, and Jay asks Dawn a million questions. 

She’s acting really friendly, probably just humoring him, but they’re having a great time. 

And you’re thinking, hmmm, Dawn and Jay?  You wouldn’t have predicted it, but maybe 

opposites attract.  And in a funny way, you are jealous, McCrae.  Because life seems so easy for Jay.  Even though he can be a pigheaded goon, people like him.  Girls like him.  And why not? 

He’s outgoing.  He’s friendly.  He’s funny.  When you get past all the stuff that makes you crazy, you find a sweet guy.  But that’s not the worst part.  The WORST part, the thing you really envy, is that it takes SO LITTLE to make him happy. 

The Secret to Contentment, According to Jay Adams:  meet a girl. 

The Secret to Contentment, According to Ducky McCrae:  Worry about how you look in the morning, because even though you can’t bring yourself to wear boring conservative clothes, you don’t want to risk setting off the Cro Mags.  And make sure you don’t bounce too much as you’re walking into school, because Margo the Cro Mag King will say you’re FLITTING, which makes everyone laugh.  If you survive THAT, you’re off to a good start, and IF YOU’RE LUCKY 

you’ll have a few laughs with your 13-year-old friends, the only one who seem to appreciate you, and when you go home, you’ll find that your brother has not left the milk out of the fridge all day and has actually bought a few groceries and maybe run a load of laundry with some of your stuff in it.  THAT’S contentment.  And that’s pathetic. 

So you’re thinking this, and you’re getting mad and frustrated at yourself for being jealous, and your friend Dawn, who otherwise has always been pretty sensible, seems kind of fascinated by Jay, kind of attracted to him, and then …

We [sic] all order food, and he asks for spare ribs and sweet and sour beef. 

Of course, he has no idea that Dawn is the World’s Number One Health Food Nut, who eats absolutely NO red meat. 

Her face clouds over.  Her eyes narrow.  She mutters, “Ew.” 

Does Jay leave it alone?  No.  He asks questions, finds out about her eating habits, and looks at her like she’s from Neptune.  Then he says things like “How can you NOT like a juicy red steak?” and “Aren’t you HUNGRY all the time?” and Dawn doesn’t want to make a scene, so she’s trying to change the subject, but you can see her getting angrier and angrier. 

You no longer feel so jealous.  But is that right?  Should you be GLOATING because Jay is under attack? 

Finally Sunny manages to get us all talking about movies — only Jay is chewing the spare ribs lovingly and says “Mmmmm” while looking straight at Dawn, who is not amused, and you 

realize your 8th-grade friends are much more mature than some of your OLDER friends, and before you know it, everyone is serious — including Jay — because Sunny is talking about her mom’s cancer. 

This sure doesn’t brighten things, but Jay has stopped his doofus act and is listening intently.  He comments that Alex’s aunt had lunch cancer, and you remember that.  You remember how Jay and you comforted Alex when she died, and how Jay cried, and you feel this pang in your chest for the old days, when we [sic] were all so close. 

It’s a pretty intense dinner.  Afterward, you drive Jay home, and one of the first things he says is, 

“She’s perfect!” 

You explain that if he even THOUGHT about asking Dawn out, he would probably have to 

abstain from meat-eating for a few months first, before she’d even look at him again. 

But no.  He’s talking about SUNNY. 

He is saying that she’s perfect for Alex. 

And this, finally, leads to

Part Two.  Alex. 

But it is almost time for next period and you haven’t eaten anything yet, so you sign off temporarily. 

No Longer Hungry

Just Bored with English Class

… So you pretend to be writing the Great American Essay, when in reality you are going back to where you left off. 

Yesterday.  Okay, you’re home from the China Wok.  You’re thinking about Jay’s comment. 

Matching up Sunny and Alex.  It’s so JAY.  So mind-bogglingly WRONG.  But just the fact that he showed concern for Alex is a good thing.  And THAT’S what you’re thinking about.  Maybe the three of you are NOT on three different planets.  Maybe you can all be best friends again. 

And really, there’s something about the idea that isn’t so stupid.  It might be good for Alex and Sunny to get to know each other.  Not in a dating sense, just in a hanging-out-as-friends sense. 

Sunny’s the ONLY person who would understand the kind of depression Alex must be having. 

And Alex might be just the one to reach Sunny when she gets into one of her dark, angry moods. 

So you figure you’ll invite them both to hang out with you at the beach Saturday.  You call them. 

Sunny doesn’t sound thrilled that Alex is invited.  Alex says he’s sick of the beach and he doesn’t like meeting strangers. 

It’s not easy, but you twist their arms. 

You tell them both, “It’s important to me that you come.” 

Which is true. 

And they agree. 

Another good deed by Ducky. 

Saturday at Venice Beach

You picked Alex up first.  He looked about as happy as he would be if he were going to an all-day math fair. 

He complained about how early it was. 

He complained that it was too cold for the beach. 

He complained that he was tired. 

You were surprised he even got into the car. 

But he did, and you drove off, singing along with the radio, and when the station played an oldie that you and Alex used to love, you shouted out, “Remember this?” 

But he was slumped in the backseat, eyes closed.  As you pulled up to the Winslows’, Sunny BOUNCED out the front door.  In such a good mood. 

Then she saw the corpse in the backseat. 

“Oh, uh, hi, is he …?” 

You nudged Alex awake.  You introduced him to Sunny. 

He just grunted. 

Sunny climbed into the front seat, and you covered for Alex.  You said he was probably up late studying, or something stupid like that. 

Sunny is SO cool.  She just took over the talking. 

S:  “I am JEALOUS.  I could use some sleep too.” 

A:  “Mmmph.” 

S:  “I was up all night.  My mom’s home from the hospital.  She has lung cancer.” 

A [Finally sits up.]:  “Oh.  Wow.  Too bad.” 

S:  “Thanks.  It’s hard.  She’s really bony now, and she has these bedsores from the hospital bed, which is made out of, like, marble or something.  So she gets these pains, and then she wakes up, and I haven’t been sleeping well lately, so if I hear her, I am UP!” 

A:  “I know what you mean.  ANYTHING can wake me up.” 

For that moment, you thought you were a genius. 

They were talking.  CONNECTING.  Sunny was going on and on about cancer and 

chemotherapy and radiation treatments.  You could see Alex’s face in the rearview mirror.  He was actually interested.  Concerned. 

A:  “My aunt Wendy?  She had lung cancer too.  And she’d given up smoking when she was young.” 

S:  “My mom too!” 

A:  “And Wendy had chemo and stuff.  She lost her hair.” 

S:  “How’s she doing now?” 

A:  “She died.” 

No. 

NO. 

The air in the car froze. 

S:  “Oh.  Well, you know, they’ve had a lot of success with combining the chemo and the radiation.” 

A:  “That’s what they told us too.” 

S:  “But nowadays they do it better.  It’s not like it used to be.” 

A:  “My aunt died only a year ago.  I mean, not that your mom’s going to die, I just meant it didn’t happen, like, way in the past.” 

S:  “Uh-huh.” 

Finally, FINALLY, you had the brains to turn on the radio. 

You listened to the top 40.  And no one said another word until you got to the beach. 

You kept trying.  You treated everyone to lunch.  You joked around. 

But the chemistry was dead. 

After we ate, we put on our blades.  Sunny went in one direction, Alex in the other. 

You bladed around in circles. 

The story of your life. 

Department of

Second Chances

It’s Saturday night and your brother is having a huge party, which means drunken guys taking over the house, and girls with big hair and makeup, and lousy music and snide comments, and usually at least two broken appliances, so YOU ARE OUT OF HERE. 

But first, a word or two in your trusty journal. 

You didn’t expect to be in one piece right now, considering what happened this afternoon, namely that you tried to bring two friends together and found out that they truly did have one thing in common — the ability to depress each other. 

So when Sunny called afterward, you must have said, “I’m sorry” a hundred times.  You fell all over yourself explaining why you did it. 

Sunny listened.  She did not hang up on you or scream blood murder.  Instead, she said, “I don’t know WHAT you’re talking about.  I was calling to say thanks.” 

A joke, you assumed. 

But no.  She was moved.  By the GESTURE.  She said that friends don’t always think of perfect solutions, but they try, and that’s what counts.  She said her mom has a support group — and what were YOU doing but trying to find her a supportive friend? 

For a 13-year-old, Sunny is pretty amazing. 

So you felt good about yourself after that, and you bravely called Alex.  He wasn’t home.  His mom said he’d gone off on his bike to Las Palmas. 

Time to go.  Ted’s outside.  He has about a hundred of his friends in the car with him.  In a moment, he will start blowing his horn, because he’ll want my car out of the driveway, so HE 

can pull up and avoid the extra ten feet he’d have to walk to the kitchen door. 

There it goes. 

‘Bye. 

In the Kitchen

Sunday Night, 

Dazed and Confused, 

With Two Pens

Because This Could Last a Lonnnnng Time

You are sitting in a war zone. 

You just had to peel your journal from an unidentified sticky stain on the kitchen table.  But considering that the REST of the table is blanketed with uneaten food that would take hours to clean, you have covered the stain with a plastic bag, in which there were once English muffins. 

Two of the muffins lay swollen in a bowl full of water in the sink. 

Ted is a slob.  His friends are pigs.  And none of them are around to yell at. 

So, McCrae, you will do what you always do — try to ignore the mess and deal with it 

tomorrow. 

You have enough to deal with today. 

You COULD have avoided it.  When you left the house earlier, you COULD have just taken a long drive.  Hung out at the mall.  Gone to Sunny’s house. 

But no. 

Instead you decide to drive to Las Palmas. 

Why?  Because Alex is there, and you think he’ll be happy and thankful, like Sunny.  And it feels so nice to be THANKED.  You could get addicted to it. 

So you find him, in that same spot by the bridge, and you carefully say hi and sit beside him. 

He doesn’t say a thing.  Just sits, looking at the creek, pulling grass. 

You talk — Nice day.  Cool breeze.  Check out the turtle.  And you ask questions — Did you have an okay time at the beach?  Sunny’s a good person, isn’t she?  Are you going to speak to me? 

And his expression never changes once, just a total blank, until right in the middle of something 

— some dumb, harmless question of yours — he pushes you. 

With both hands, and hard. 

“Can’t you ever shut up?” he shouts. 

You stammer something, but you’re too shocked to make any sense. 

Alex is furious.  He tells you to get out of here.  He calls you nasty names. 

And then he’s sitting next to you, crying. 

You ask if he’s okay, if he wants to talk.  He’s so upset, he can’t even answer. 

So you pat him reassuringly on the back.  He doesn’t react at all, and you both just sit there. 

Finally he says that he felt you were ignoring him at the beach.  Like you brought Sunny along because you didn’t want to hang out with him alone.  Which made him feel kind of like a charity case.  And now you know.  You DID hurt his feelings.  You were a fool think he’d THANK you. 

But in a way, you’re relieved, because you weren’t sure Alex HAD feelings anymore. 

So you apologize, and Alex wipes his eyes, and you remember the time years ago when his gerbil died and you both buried it in the park not far from here. 

And then Alex actually reminds you about that.  HE was thinking about it too! 

A Moment. 

A real Ducky and Alex Moment. 

The first one in what seems like years. 

You want to put your arm around his shoulder, but you don’t.  You might have if it were a few years ago, when you were younger and kids didn’t laugh at you for stuff like that.  But in the distance you hear some loud shouting, and the last thing you need is for a pack of Cro Mags to find the two of you on a park bench, hugging. 

So you ask him what’s on his mind. 

And it’s as if the tears have washed away a layer of tough skin, because Alex starts talking in a familiar voice that you recall from the distance past, soft and slow, the way he used to talk when he was very serious. 

He tells you he has trouble getting out of bed in the mornings.  Sometimes his mom actually ahs to slap him, or drag him up.  He’s always tired throughout the day.  When he gets to school, he can’t keep his eyes open in class. 

He tells you he has not done one homework assignment this year, and that his guidance 

counselor is almost certain he’ll be left back, but he doesn’t care because tenth grade, eleventh, ninth, fourth — they’re all the same to him. 

He says that he’s been on different medications for depression, and some of them work okay for awhile [sic], but he forgets to take them or they wear off or the doctor doesn’t refill the prescription. 

He claims he’s not upset about his parents’ divorce anymore.  He doesn’t care if either of them gets remarried. 

He tells you he’s making his sister’s life miserable.  She doesn’t even like to bring friends home because he weirds them out, just by being there.  He’s also making his mom’s life miserable. 

She doesn’t know what to do with him.  Half the time she’s pleading, half the time she’s yelling. 

THAT, he says, is about the only thing he cares about.  That he’s annoying other people.  He hates doing it, but he can’t help himself.  Sometimes he feels like there’s another person inside him, someone he doesn’t know, someone who’s taking him over, making him do and say things he’d never think of normally. 

And you’re just sitting there, stunned, not knowing what to say.  You are thinking this is good in a way, good that Alex is being emotional, good that he’s letting it all out. 

You try to tell him that, but you’re not sure he hears you.  He’s in his own world, looking at the ground, and now he starts speaking even softer, in a tiny voice.  He’s saying that he did not sleep at all last night.  He was tired, he went to bed, his eyes closed, he felt himself drifting off, and then, bang, he was wide awake.  He thought about his parents and how HE was the cause of the breakup, he thought about how he was sure his sister hated him, he thought about all the homework he hadn’t done.  He thought and thought and thought and all the images from those thoughts were like a huge movie screen that slowly began curving around him and trapping him in the middle, and he would then get up and walk around the house but the darkness made him feel worse, so he’d turn on the TV but all he’d find were creepy old movies and stupid cheerful infomercials that reminded him how bad his life was, so he’d go back to bed and the thoughts would start up again — and soon he felt as if he were racing the sunrise, and then there it was, peeking in through the blinds and that was it, he was up for good, and he didn’t REALLY want to go to the beach but it was better than staying awake. 

So he got dressed and ate breakfast and waited for you, thinking he could talk to you about the dream, but somehow he’d forgotten that Sunny was coming along, and when he realized it, he wanted to go back home but at that point he didn’t care enough to argue, because he was too weary, as if his entire body had been scraped and peeled. 

What can you say to that except “Wow” and “Too bad” and “I’m sorry,” and you try to think of other things, but they all sound ridiculous, then you stop trying because Alex is ignoring you, and his voice is all choked up and he’s saying he CAN’T spend another night like that, he CAN’T 

CAN’T CAN’T and if it ever starts to happen again he will just die. 

And you KNOW people take pills to help them sleep, but you don’t want to suggest that, because his SHRINK’s [sic] job is to figure that stuff out. 

So you ask if he’s still in therapy.  And he says yeah, sort of, but he’s been skipping a lot of sessions lately.  And that makes his mom angry, because she can barely afford Dr. Welsch to begin with, but Alex can’t help skipping because he’s bored to death with the sessions and they’re not helping anyway. 

Which sure doesn’t sound promising to you, but you don’t dare to say that to Alex in his state. 

Instead you just sit.  Silently. 

You toss a stone into the creek.  Fish scatter, a duck noisily flaps its wings, and a sunning turtle draws in its head.  As the ripples glide outward, the animals settle down until you can’t even tell a crisis occurred. 

Alex is watching this too.  Neither of you wants to move.  Neither of you wants to talk. 

And you stay like that for the rest of the afternoon. 

In Which

School, Once Again, 

Raises Its Ugly Head

As if I didn’t have enough to worry about — now I’m flunking English.  Is this ironic, or what 

— I’ve finally raised my math grades, but I’m failing the only subject I LIKE. 

Did I KNOW I was supposed to read Julius Caesar?  Did I KNOW an essay was due today? 

Where was I when Ms. Turnbull gave out the assignment? 

Probably in class, but writing in THIS! 

I am in a FOUL mood. 

Sunny noticed this.  She asked me if something was wrong.  She’s the only person who cares, I guess.  I thanked her but I didn’t want to complain.  She has enough on her mind.  So I just told her I was flunking English, that’s all. 

She thought that was funny.  She said I’m starting to sound like HER.  She guaranteed me that I’ll be cutting classes soon. 

Great.  And I’M supposed to be a good role model for HER. 

I don’t know what is happening to me. 

The Cro Mags think I’m a sissy bookworm.  My teachers think I’m a slacker.  My 8th-grade friends look up to me and I let them down.  My 10th-grade friends feel betrayed. 

I’M TRYING TO DO THE BEST I CAN, and my life gets worse every day. 

I CAN’T TAKE THIS. 

I need advice.  I need to talk to someone. 

But who? 

Not Jay.  He’ll just tell me I need a girlfriend. 

Not Ted.  He doesn’t have time for me.  He’s too busy figuring out creative ways to destroy the house. 

Mom and Dad are on the other side of the world.  And Alex is halfway to Mars. 

Maybe Dr. Welsch has an opening.  Ha ha. 

Anyway, enough of this.  I have to study Julius. 

“To be or not to be …” 

Or is that another play? 

Whatever. 

Up in the Vista Hills

Overlooking the Valley

With a Full Stomach

And Feeling, for the First Time in Awhile [sic], 

Like a Human Being

It is so dark and quiet up here.  A little cool, but that’s all right.  Below me, Palo City stretches out, and I can see lights flicking off as people go to bed. 

The old telescope isn’t here anymore.  It’s just four bolts in some cracked pavement now, next to the concrete block where I used to stand when I was a kid, and I’d look through and never be able to see much because of the smog and the fact that Dad never taught me how to FOCUS the thing. 

Oh well. 

It’s so nice to relax and thing of all this stuff. 

Enjoy it while it lasts, Ducky. 

You sure didn’t expect it.  Not the way this day started.  It could have been a total washout. 

The pop quiz in math was bad enough.  But the chem lab experiment was worse, only because the chemicals STANK, which gave you a splitting headache.  Then came the read-aloud of J 

Caesar in English class, and OF COURSE you were the bad guy, Brutus, and all the Cro Mags were snickering about THAT, after they got over their hilarious pantomime of friends, Romans, and countrymen “lending their ears” by ripping them off and howling in pain. 

THEY ARE FIFTEEN YEARS OLD.  HAVEN’T THEY GROWN OUT OF STUFF LIKE 

THIS?  (And you think you’re immature?)

Not only that, but Alex was absent today, and you can’t help but be worried. 

So with all THAT on your mind, you were not too excited when Sunny asked you to go to the hospital AGAIN after school — but you had to say yes, because she said she needed help brining her mom home after some tests. 

Then, when you arrived at the hospital, you found out that two members of Mrs. Winslow’s support group were there, and so was Mr. Winslow.  So Sunny’s mom DIDN’T need the help, and you were just there because Sunny was nervous and SHE needed support. 

At first you didn’t mind because you wanted to help.  The support group people were really nice, and they assumed you were Sunny’s boyfriend and treated you like part of the family, and Mrs. 

Winslow was very thankful, and you did hold her arm as she went from the bed to the 

wheelchair, so you didn’t feel TOTALLY useless. 

Afterward you were ready to go home and try to catch up on schoolwork, but Sunny asked you to drive her back to her house.  She could have gone in her dad’s car, but no, she insisted.  And you figured, hey, what are friends for? — and all the way back, Sunny DID NOT STOP 

COMPLAINING.  Her mom’s sickness was draining her, her dad was being crabby, her life was HORRIBLE and DEPRESSING and all she wanted to do was RUN AWAY. 

So you joked with her and reassured her and told her she was great, but your heart wasn’t in it, because all you could think about were Alex’s problems and the Cro Mags and Jay and math class and Julius Caesar and Ghana and YOUR OWN DEPRESSING LIFE, but you told yourself 

not to be selfish, and you listened to Sunny go on and on, being sarcastic and complaining about her poor, sick mom, and even though you didn’t mean to be rude, you said, “At least YOUR 

mom is around.” 

Major, major mistake. 

Right away you wished you could take that back.  You wished you could catch the words in midair, the way a frog uses its tongue to catch a fly. 

And Sunny was staring at you, her mouth open, and you knew you had just blown it.  Your best friendship in the world, flushed down the toilet. 

Before you could say anything, Sunny was on your case.  She reminded you that YOUR mom is healthy and she’s only away TEMPORARILY and how could you possibly compare the two — 

and you fell all over yourself apologizing, making excuses, telling her you didn’t mean what you said, you just wanted her to be happy and enjoy life and stop feeling sorry for herself — STOP 

FEELING SORRY FOR YOURSELF, could you possibly have picked a worse thing to say, 

McCrae? — and Sunny went off on a tangent and you weren’t really listening, because all you could think was what a bad friend you were and you never should have agreed to drive Sunny home because YOU DON’T KNOW HOW TO KEEP YOUR BIG MOUTH SHUT. 

And finally Sunny’s voice stopped sounding like words and became more like a noise, like fingernails scraping a blackboard, and you needed to keep concentrating on the road but that was hard because you felt all this pressure, thinking about how you should have been home studying but instead you were solving someone else’s problems, putting someone else’s life first, AS 

USUAL, and don’t your friends see that you’re a person too?  And then you thought, how can they when you jump at their requests and act like you’re the happiest person in the world and OF

COURSE they’re going to take advantage unless you PUT YOUR FOOT DOWN. 

“BE QUIET!” you yelled. 

It was almost as if someone else had climbed inside you and started shouting.  And once you started, you couldn’t stop.  You blurted out how you were feeling — how scared and tense and worried you were, and before you knew it, you were telling her about the Cro Mags and Alex and Jay.  And Sunny was quietly listening and saying “Really?” and “Oh, Ducky,” and “Why didn’t you tell me?” and by the time you turned onto her street your eyes were so misted up you could barely see the road. 

And BOOM, you felt angry at yourself, and guilty, because here was Sunny, all upset about her mom, and you couldn’t just let her vent, could you?  Okay, she’s feeling all this self-pity, but you do the same thing and SHE HAS AN EVEN BETTER REASON TO DO IT THAN YOU so you 

shouldn’t judge her, you should let her complain, THIS IS NOT ABOUT YOU, ANYWAY. 

And those last words remind you of Mom and Dad, the way they’d say that to you sometimes when you were upset, and you never understood it, because you thought EVERYTHING was 

about you — and you think of them, and of home, and it’s the last placed you want to go right now, so when Sunny asks you to come inside her house, you say yes. 

Sunny’s mom is lying on a sofa in the Winslows’ living room.  Mr. Winslow is on the phone, and the support group friends are making dinner in the kitchen.  So you and Sunny sit with her mom, and you begin telling stories about school and doing imitations of various students and teachers, and Mrs. Winslow is cracking up and saying how talented you are and comparing you to Robin Williams (!), which eggs you on — and soon everyone else is in the living room, and they’re all your audience, laughing at all your jokes, and you feel great.  You feel APPRECIATED.  So when Mr. Winslow asks you to stay for dinner, you say yes because you know the alternative at the McCrae house is Cheerios, in milk that’s probably been left out since Ted came home from school. 

The support groupers are great cooks. 

The meal is the best you’ve had in months. 

And the drive up into Vista Hills — sitting here, writing, with the breeze blowing through the open windows — that’s the perfect dessert. 

In Which You Ask the Question:

So Why Couldn’t the Day

Have Ended There? 

You are a maniac. 

Your hands are filthy.  Your shirt is clammy with sweat.  You smell. 

It is 11:21, and you have spent the entire night CLEANING. 

Why did you bother coming home? 

WHAT A DISGUSTING MESS this place is!  Cigarette butts in the toilet tank.  Fungus growing under the fridge.  Chewing gum on the kitchen floor.  A rock in the stove that looks like it was once a hamburger. 

Clothes you forget you even owned.  Clothes that were once Ted’s but have been lying around so long they probably fit you.  Clothes that don’t belong to anyone you know and you don’t know what they’re doing here.  You don’t WANT to know. 

HOW DID IT GET THIS BAD?  You were HERE the whole time.  Didn’t you notice? 

You did notice.  You just didn’t care.  Because it was just the way things were.  Life with Ted and Ducky. 

It hit you tonight, though.  You opened the door, and — WHAM — the stench hit you. 

Your house SMELLS. 

It’s like a combination locker room, laundry hamper, and Dumpster from the back of a 

restaurant. 

And up until then, you’d felt so good.  Driving into the hills was relaxing.  And the meal at Sunny’s — you’d forgotten how much fun it could be to just sit around eating and talking. 

It’s such normal stuff.  But it’s stuff you haven’t done in months.  Since Mom and Dad left. 

Which is so weird because you never think life is so great when they’re here — and maybe it isn’t, but it sure feels better than it does now. 

For one thing, when they’re here, it feels like you live in a HOME. 

You look forward to coming back to a HOME.  A HOME doesn’t stink. 

SUNNY has a home. 

You have a HOLE. 

She has a FAMILY. 

You have a

What?  What do you have? 

What are Ted and you? 

It’s like, when Mom and Dad leave, you say:  Okay, family’s over for awhile [sic].  Suspended animation.  Don’t do anything until they come back. 

You and Ted don’t talk to each other much.  You don’t do ANYTHING much.  You just come home, sleep, go to school.  Like you’re waiting for someone to tell you what else to do. 

Someone to tell you how to act.  Like you’re both paralyzed. 

So how ARE you supposed to act?  It’s not like you can buy a book about this.  There’s no Homemaking Guide for Virtual Orphans. 

So you cleaned. 

The house still looks disgusting.  But it’s a start. 

Maybe you’ll talk to Ted about this tomorrow. 

Maybe not.  You don’t need another argument. 

What

Have

You

Done? 

You couldn’t have kept your mouth shut? 

You had to tell JAY, of all people, about your housecleaning?  You had to paint this picture of yourself flitting from room to room, picking up old underwear, putting on an apron like Suzy Homemaker to do a stack of dishes that was almost glued together with dried food? 

You didn’t ASSUME he was going to tell everybody in school?  That this would NOT help your reputation at all? 

Duh. 

NOW what? 

Now Jay is coming over after school to HELP you.  And he’s bringing Lisa, a broom, and a can of Lysol. 

And … Bud. 

Bud the Cro Mag. 

Why? 

You don’t know why.  Jay secretly hates you, you guess. 

Jay insisted that Bud is OK.  Which you accepted.  You said FINE — but WHY ON EARTH 

MAKE HIM COME TO YOUR HOUSE TO CLEAN UP, OF ALL RIDICULOUS THINGS? —

and Jay insisted that he was talking to Bud the other day, and JUST CASUALLY in conversation your name came up, and Bud said he FELT BAD about the way their pals treat you, and so Jay said, okay, if you want to do something about it, let’s help my buddy Duckster clean his trashed house, and Bud was psyched about it. 

DOES THIS MAKE SENSE? 

No, it doesn’t. 

WHY was he psyched?  Does he want to do research?  Take photos?  Infiltrate the house of Ducky and report to the Cro Mags, so they can humiliate you EVEN MORE? 

And what’s worse, YOU COULDN’T SAY NO.  You tried, but Jay just railroaded you.  He 

insisted that he was trying to help. 

And you know what happens when Jay “helps.” 

McCrae, your days are numbered. 

The Great McCrae

Cleanup

You’re home alone, after school.  You’re in a blind panic. 

You consider calling a cleaning service.  You consider calling Jay and saying you’re sick. 

Locking the door and running away.  Setting fire to the whole thing. 

But instead you stand in the house, frozen. 

You figure:  Cleaning the place up before they get here might make Bud angry, because then he’d be coming over for no reason.  But leaving it filthy might make him hate you, because he’d have so much work to do. 

You try to imagine you’re a Cro Mag, living alone with your brother.  How would YOUR house look? 

Like a prehistoric cave.  Finger paintings of bison on the walls. 

So you decide to do nothing because maybe a messy house is a good thing, like a badge of honor, and just the thought of this makes you realize you are OVERTHINKING and MAKING THIS 

TOO IMPORTANT, and maybe Jay was right and Bud has nothing better to do than come over and help out a friend of a friend. 

Still, you’re constantly looking out the window for Ted.  Maybe — just maybe — your brother would come home the ONE day you need him.  But no.  He’s probably stuffing his face with pizza and having a great time in your moment of humiliation. 

The doorbell rings, and your hand shakes as you reach for the knob.  You open the door, trying to look as macho as possible. 

“Yo,” you say.  “ ‘Tsup?” 

But Jay’s not looking at you.  He’s staring at the room behind you and his first comment is 

“WHAT HAPPENED?” 

Lisa’s face is all twisted in shock and disgust, as if she just walked into a fertilizer sale at Sears. 

Behind her is Bud McNally — and he looks amused.  HE’S LAUGHING AT YOU. 

“I’ve been working real hard with the decorator,” you say — just a joke, you can’t help it — 

AND YOU WANT TO KICK YOURSELF because that’s just the kind of sarcastic comment Cro

Mags hate. 

“How about a few more dustballs near the sofa, for atmosphere?” Bud suggests. 

And you’re amazed.  A Cro Mag with a sense of humor! 

Jay rolls up his sleeves and asks if I have kitchen trash bags. 

Soon we’ve started.  We toss clothes into bags.  We sweep.  We throw out food.  We fix broken hinges.  Bud opens windows you hadn’t even realized were closed.  We work, work, work. 

And that’s when you make your discovery:  YOU ARE A RAVING, STEREOTYPING, 

PARANOID, IMMATURE fool, just as bad as the Cro Mags. 

Because Bud IS a good guy. 

You actually have fun.  By the end of the day, everyone’s laughing at your jokes and asking you to do your imitations of Ms. Patterson and Mr. Dean. 

And just before you go, Jay asks if you want to go to his house Saturday.  Just a “small hang with the guys,” he calls it, and Lisa is rolling her eyes and teasing him for not inviting girls, so Jay has to make excuses and claim that he TRIED, but the other guys wouldn’t let him — which makes you think this is really a Cro Mag gathering, but you don’t want to ask right out, so you casually ask who’ll be there, and Bud jumps in and mentions Sam and Travis and Marco — and you say you’re not sure you can come, and Jay says, “I’ll take care of Marco,” so you think about it awhile. 

Before today, you would have said you’d go to the party when hell freezes over. 

But you realize that you were wrong about Bud. 

Maybe you’re wrong about some of the other guys. 

Wouldn’t it be nice to actually have them ON YOUR SIDE?  To have so-called NORMAL guys as your friends? 

You picture a new life.  A house that can actually be a HOME, even without Mom & Dad.  Guy friends your own age. 

It COULD happen. 

So you say yes. 

The Morning After

In Homeroom

Ted is flabbergasted. 

You know this because he came into your room this morning and woke you up, saying, “Ducky, I am flabbergasted.” 

You told him you’d be full of flabbergast too if your little brother had totally cleaned the house out of the goodness of his heart, without asking for so much as a dime. 

Then he asked where his college jersey was, and why some of your socks ended up in his drawer, and whether or not you threw away his intro biology notes that were probably lying on the living room floor, and soon you felt like you’d done something terribly wrong. 

But you didn’t.  You were actually able to open the fridge without worrying that something living would crawl out, and you could walk through the house to the front door without tripping over anything.  THAT’S progress. 

But that was nothing compared to what happened at school, when you saw Bud and Marco and Travis and a couple of other goons standing at the door in their familiar places. 

Bud said hi. 

Just HI. 

No other singsongy voices or snickers or comments about your clothes or imitations of the way you walk — nothing. 

So you said hi back. 

And you strolled into school feeling about seven feet tall. 

You could get used to this. 

Today, friend of the Cro Mags.  Tomorrow, who know?  Cigarettes, flannel shirts, and muttering with lots of one-syllable words. 

Ha. 

Ducky, you are SUCH a snob. 

Anyway, at your locker, Jay was his usual self.  Talking so fast you could barely understand him. 

He went on and on about Saturday, insisting it’ll be fun, just hanging out, no big deal, etc.  Then he asked a question you REALLY didn’t expect. 

Did you think ALEX would want to come? 

Alex?  To a place where Cro Mags are invited?  (To ANY party, for that matter?)

You burst out laughing.  You told Jay he was nuts.  You reminded him he hates Alex.  You reminded him that all the Cro Mags hate Alex. 

But Jay was totally serious.  He said he’s been getting on the Cro Mags’ cases about the insults and comments.  He’s convinced them that Alex and you are good guys, and Bud has backed him up.  So now they’ve promised to have open minds. 

Then Jay told you that he’s been missing the old days lately.  Whenever he sees Alex and you hanging out, it brings back the happy times you three spent together.  “Maybe Alex was gone slacker on us, but hey, he’s the same guy inside, right?” Jay said.  “Once a friend, always a friend, that’s what I say.” 

You couldn’t argue with that.  So you said you’d ask Alex if he was interested. 

You’ll catch him at lunch. 

You KNOW that he’s going to say no.  But it’s worth a try. 

Sometimes — 

Rarely, but Sometimes — 

You’re Not as Smart as You Think

You did tell Alex about Jay’s gathering. 

He didn’t believe you. 

Well, he didn’t believe JAY.  He thought the invitation was a trick.  But you told him you were CONVINCED that Jay was just being friendly, just trying to bring back the old times, and why not give it a try. 

And then Alex — Alex the Humor-Challenged — told a JOKE. 

He said that if Jay was trying to bring back the old times, maybe we should show up with our Darth Bader masks and plastic lightsabers, the way we used to when we were seven. 

Not a GREAT joke, but a try.  A good try.  And it did make you laugh, and you reminded him about the time we all went trick-or-treating and Jay’s bag grew much bigger than ours and we didn’t know why until we figured out that he was stealing our candy while we weren’t looking, and Alex remembered some other crazy thing, and you were both laughing so hard that you almost forgot to ask him again about the “get-together.” 

But you did. 

And he said yes. 

And somehow you avoided fainting from shock. 

Mirror, Mirror

On the Wall, 

Who Are You Trying to Kid? 

Ducky, you are nuts. 

Take off the Penn State football jersey.  You don’t even know where Penn State IS.  Well, Pennsylvania, but that’s not the point.  Put it back where it belongs, in the closet with all the rest of the Christmas gifts from Uncle Chad, like the football and the metal bad and the ‘76ers autographed team poster. 

YOU ARE NOT A CRO MAG. 

YOU WILL NEVER BE A CRO MAG. 

DON’T EVEN TRY TO LOOK LIKE ONE. 

You should be ashamed of yourself. 

In Which Ducky

Takes Hold of His Senses

And Prepares to Leave

I am nervous. 

I am scared. 

I am very, very, VERY glad that Alex is coming to the party. 

I just called.  He’s ready and waiting for me to pick him up. 

Here goes. 

It’ll be fine. 

Lots of fun. 

And if things get bad, we can always leave. 

Late

Maybe Too Late

I don’t know what to do — I’m home — alone — no, not alone — Alex is here too — but I 

might as well be alone because

What?  What?  My mind is jumping around and I’m forgetting things and I feel like I’m in shock or something and it’s so late I should be fast asleep but I can’t sleep because I HAVE TO DO 

SOMETHING and besides, if I DO sleep what’ll happen to Alex?  And I WISH MOM AND 

DAD WERE HERE or at least Ted, Ted might know what to do, but it’s so late now and I’m worried about HIM too, what if he’s lying in the street somewhere and he has no I.D. and Stop. 

Get it together. 

Alex is ASLEEP.  BREATHING.  Muttering to himself. 

Let him be.  Decide what to do AFTER he wakes up. 

Think it over.  Start from the top.  You have time.  Alex isn’t going anywhere. 

Okay. 

The top. 

7:30.  This evening. 

You pick up Alex.  He’s back to his old self.  Not his OLD old self, as in happy Alex of long ago, but his NEW old self, as in quiet and gloomy.  And you don’t know what has caused this to happen, so you make the best of it, joking around and singing to the tape of Maggie’s rock group, Vanish, and have you ever heard them and yada yada yada you’re talking so much you sound like Jay, and Alex is just sitting there looking like something out of a wax museum. 

Finally he warms up a little and asks if you “brought anything” to Jay’s, and you figure he means a GIFT or something, so you ask if it’s Jay’s birthday and he cracks up, REALLY laughs, as if you’ve just made a joke, and you’re so relieved he’s coming out of his bad mood that you laugh along with him. 

So we get to Euclid Ave. and Jay’s house.  You shut off the ignition and look at Alex, and he’s smiling and suddenly you remember what we always used to say to each other when we were kids — “May the Force be with you” — and when you say it, he laughs again. 

TWO laughs in one day.  You high-five, leave the car, head for the party.  The music is so loud, the LAWN is vibrating. 

Jay greets you at the door with a holler that sounds like the call of a wild boar — not that you KNOW that sound, but that’s the general idea — and he practically pushes you and Alex inside, shouting all his “Ducky-Duckman-Duckometer” variations and then slapping Alex on the back and saying how HAPPY he is that they’re BUDS again JUST LIKE THE OLD DAYS, and Alex 

is smiling away now, but you’re distracted because somebody’s shoving a bottle of beer at you, and you take it only because you don’t want it to drop onto the Adamses’ living room rug, which feels a little moist and squishy already. 

And that’s when you notice that the house — the neat Adams house that’s always so perfect-looking, so full of expensive stuff that Mr. and Mrs. Adams loved to show off to Mom and Dad way back when you used to visit, so nice that you always felt awkward just walking in there, like you might bump into the cabinet full of delicate crystal or get mud prints on the Persian rugs — 

the house is SWARMING.  Guys all over the place, shouting and laughing and smoking and driving beer and eating chips and candy and pretzels, and two guys are leaning against the china cabinet and it’s shaking, and you KNOW the Adamses would be having a coronary if they could somehow see what was going on

And then, just like that, Alex is gone.  He’s not by the door, where you last saw him, but it’s not easy to actually SEE anybody specifically, because it’s pretty dark and smoky in the living room and everyone’s moving around, jumping to the music — not exactly dancing, because no girls are there — and as you’re scanning the place you notice that Marco is standing in the corner, staring right at you. 

You sort of smile, sort of nod, and he comes walking toward you, puffing away on a cigarette, and saying, “Yo, Bambi, what are you drinking?” and you freeze up. 

THIS is the new Cro Mag attitude? 

THIS is the openmindedness? 

Then it’s as if Marco’s reading your mind, because he starts laughing and says, “Yo, guy, just a joke, all right?” — and as he walks toward you, he is weaving, as if the house were a ship of stormy seas. 

You try to laugh along.  You watch Marco flick his cigarette ashes into a coffee cup at the edge of the piano top — only it’s NOT a normal coffee cup, because you remember the collection it came from, the BONE CHINA collection that Mr. and Mrs. Adams used to brag about.  And you notice that this expensive bone china cup is full of a liquid that definitely NOT coffee, definitely STRONGER than coffee — and you realize that Jay will be in the DOGHOUSE if the cup 

breaks.  So you pick it up, ashes and all, in front of Marco, and he laughs and says, “Oh, sorry to mess up your drink, har har!” so you pretend to laugh too, and you head toward the kitchen. 

On the way, you pass by guys you don’t know very well, guys you don’t WANT to know, and a couple of guys you’ve never seen before. 

Quickly you wash out the cup, dry it, and put it back in the china closet.  And from behind you, someone reaches in and grabs a delicate little glass thimble from Mrs. Adams’s [sic] collection, and she ALWAYS used to talk about how valuable THAT is too, so you grab it back, and you realize you’ve just taken something from Mad Moose Machover. 

You have never been face-to-face with Mad Moose.  You have never wanted to be.  And now that you are, you see your life pass before your eyes. 

He accuses you of stealing his “shot glass.”  You explain, “That’s Mrs. Adams’s [sic] thimble,” 

and immediately you cringe because the worse sound so dorky, and sure enough, Mad Moose thunders, “SO WHAT, SWEETHEART?” and repeats his clever joke to everyone around him, 

and now you’re standing there, with everyone laughing at you, and it’s even WORSE THAN 

SCHOOL because there’s no place to run to, and you realize that Jay is a total rotten betraying creep for inviting you here, and that you NEVER should have even THOUGHT of coming, and you look around again for Alex so you can SPLIT. 

And then, out of nowhere, Jay appears.  He puts his arm around you and tells Mad Moose, “If you’re going to insult my friend, you’re out of here” — and Bud’s with him too, backing him up. 

My heroes. 

Anyway, Mad Moose mumbles something and walks away.  You’re happy to escape with your 

life. 

Meanwhile, you’re looking around for Alex again and he’s NOWHERE, and Jay is 

ANNOUNCING stuff to Bud — ol’ Duckmeister and I were like bros, we did EVERYTHING 

together, like the time we broke the basement window yada yada yada …

And then, like a shot, Jay is off chasing Sam, who is heading out the back door with a large, expensive-looking liquor bottle. 

You and Bud follow.  The coolness of the night air feels great.  The quietness does too, except that Jay’s over by the garage, yelling at Sam for stealing his dad’s scotch. 

Another group of guys is sitting on the blacktop below the basketball hoop-and you notice that THEY have bottles too.  And Jay starts yelling at them, but they’re saying, hey, take it easy, we BROUGHT these, and it’s only BEER, and besides, we’re not IN your house, are we? 

That’s when you spot Alex again.  He’s alone, lurking in the shadows near the house. 

You call his name, but he just walks inside without answering you. 

You run in after him.  You search the house.  He’s nowhere.  Vanished. 

You duck out the front.  You see someone far down the street, walking away.  You can’t tell for sure that it’s Alex, but you guess it is.  You figure he’s doing the smart thing, leaving. 

Which YOU should do too, but you can’t, because your car is wedged in by a double-parked Jeep Cherokee. 

So you go inside to find out whose car it is, but you’re too chicken to ask around, so you end up watching a horror movie on the VCR in the den, which only makes you tired and bored and wastes an hour and a half. 

In retrospect, THIS was your big mistake. 

After the movie, you walk out of the den, and the first thing you see is that the living room is no longer a living room.  It’s a mosh pit.  Guys are ramming into each other, hollering.  Someone has moved the furniture off to the sides, but not the stuff ON it.  So you run around the room, closing the piano top, putting Mrs. Adams’s Steuben glass figurines in safer places — because SOMEONE’S GOING TO HAVE TO ANSWER FOR THIS. 

Then you notice the liquor cabinet.  It’s open.  Guys are pouring drinks, and Jay is nowhere in sight. 

But Alex is.  He’s slumped in an armchair, a bottle in his hand, just staring at everyone with this weird smile. 

You run over to him.  You kneel down and talk.  You ask if he’s okay.  He keeps saying, fine, fine, don’t worry, everything’s great.  But he’s slurring his words, and his eyes are red, and he seems to be in a whole other world. 

And then someone JACKS UP THE MUSIC.  You’re right near the speakers, and you feel like someone is punching you in the ear. 

You jump away.  You run to turn it down. 

And there’s Jay, standing by the stereo, a beer in hand, SINGING ALONG! 

You turn the volume down, and everyone starts screaming at you.  You try to explain to Jay that Alex is in bad shape and you need to talk to him — but Jay doesn’t even listen.  He just says, 

“Lighten up, Duckman,” and jacks the volume back up. 

Louder. 

Calmly you turn it back down, to medium-loud. 

You are standing toe-to-toe with Jay now.  In each other’s faces.  You smell the alcohol on his breath.  He looks furious.  You know he’s NOT REALLY LIKE THIS.  Deep inside, he’s not an obnoxious Cro Mag.  He’s just a little drunk.  But you’re also losing patience.  You suggest in a firm voice that maybe HE’S lightened up a little TOO MUCH. 

Mistake.  Jay slams his drink down on the stereo cabinet.  He starts SPEWING.  Loud.  So everybody can hear:  “That’s it, Ducky, mess up my party! Make EVERYBODY mad!  You can’t change, can you?  I think of ways to HELP you, I fix you up with BABES, I tell all these guys what a DUDE you are, I invite you to my party, I STICK UP FOR YOU against Mad Moose, 

who could probably kill me — and what do YOU do?  What kind of friend are YOU?  THIS is how you thank me?” 

You try to speak.  You try to calm him down.  Fat chance. 

Jay is practically sitting in your face:  “I give you all these chances to be a NORMAL GUY, and what do you do?  Act like a WIMP.  Maybe that’s the way you ARE, huh?  Maybe there’s a REASON you can’t meet girls!  Maybe I’m wasting my breath and all these guys are RIGHT 

about you — ” 

That does it.  You see stars.  You want to grab his bottle and hit him over the head. 

You raise your fists. 

Come on, Jay says. 

FIGHT! yells the pack behind you. 

You almost do it.  You almost jump on him. 

But you don’t.  You can’t.  Your eyes are filling with tears. 

So you do the only thing you CAN do. 

You LEAVE. 

You don’t care if the Jeep is still blocking your car.  You’ll drive onto the sidewalk if you have to. 

Jay doesn’t try to hold you back.  As you walk through the living room, the volume shoots back up to ear-splitting. 

You expect to see Alex still in the same chair, but he’s not. 

Part of you wants to go without him, but that wouldn’t be right, so you go outside and walk around the house, looking.  Then in through the back door again for a quick check inside, but you don’t see him at all and you hate being here and you are LOSING PATIENCE with the amazing disappearing friend, so you decide to check upstairs and if he’s not there, tough, you are GONE. 

And that is where you finally see him.  At the bathroom door.  Struggling to turn the knob.  In one hand he is holding the bottle of gin.  It is almost empty. 

You ask:  Did you drink ALL of that? 

Alex spins around, like you shocked him.  He mutters something about having to go to the bathroom. 

You can barely understand him.  It’s only been a few minutes since you last spoke to him, but he seems drunker. 

You reach for the knob.  It’s a little tight, but you can turn it. 

As you open the door, you explain that after he’s done, you are driving him home. 

He says nothing, goes inside, and slams the door behind him. 

You listen for retching noises, but all you hear is running water.  You sink to the carpet outside the door.  No one else is upstairs.  Now that you’re alone, now that you can THINK and not feel like people are STARING at you and wondering how you could have been invited, you realize how tightly you are wound up.  You want to cry, but you CANNOT give Jay the satisfaction of finding you in tears.  You SHOULDN’T be here anyway, and you WOULDN’T be here if it 

weren’t for Alex, if he weren’t in such bad shape. 

And you start to beat yourself up, because you know that YOU’RE the reason Alex is so drunk. 

If YOU hadn’t insisted on taking him to the party, if YOU hadn’t left him right at the beginning, if YOU hadn’t gone off and watched a stupid grade-Z movie — if you hadn’t NEGLECTED 

your friend WHO WAS DEPRESSED TO BEGIN WITH — none of this would have happened. 

So you sit there, grinding your teeth, waiting and waiting as the water runs inside. 

And then you notice something. 

The running water is not the sound of a SINK. 

It’s louder.  It’s a SHOWER. 

You knock.  Everything okay? you ask. 

Alex says yeah, fine. 

So you sit back and wait. 

The shower lasts a long time.  Too long.  In Alex’s state, you realize he’s liable to fall asleep standing up.  And if he falls on the tiles, he could break a bone, hit his head …

You knock again. 

No answer. 

You call his name. 

You yell his name. 

Nothing. 

You turn the doorknob. 

It’s locked. 

Now you’re panicked.  You bang on the door with your fist.  You push with your shoulder, but the door won’t budge. 

You need help.  You need a key. 

The last person IN THE WORLD you want to talk to is Jay, but you have to.  You have no choice. 

You race downstairs.  Jay is in the kitchen, raiding his own refrigerator. 

You grab him by the arm and tell him what happened. 

For a moment a strange expression plays across his face, like he doesn’t know what to do, yell at you, apologize, what? 

But he catches on.  He runs upstairs, and you follow close behind, asking WHERE HE KEEPS 

THE KEY. 

WHAT KEY? he asks.  WHO EVER KNOWS WHERE THE BATHROOM KEY IS? 

You get to the bathroom, and now you see a stain seeping under the door and onto the hallway carpet, growing in a dark semicircle. 

Jay yells — OPEN THE DOOR, YOU’RE FLOODING THE BATHROOM — and bangs hard, 

but still all you can hear is the running water, splashing onto the floor tiles inside. 

Together the two of you charge the door.  Your shoulders hit with a loud thud. 

You step back and try again. 

The third time, the door cracks.  The wood splits down the middle. 

You kneel to charge again, but Jay stops you.  He says if we break the door, we’ll hurt ourselves. 

Instead, he steps back and gives the door a karate kick. 

His shoe goes right through.  So does half his leg.  He yells in pain, and you kick like crazy, and soon a big chunk of the door gives way, and Jay pulls his leg out and you’re able to reach in and turn the knob from the inside. 

You push the door open and run in. 

The air is thick with steam.  The room smells faintly of alcohol.  Alex’s bottle is on the floor, floating in the bathwater that has spilled over the side of the tub. 

The shower curtain is drawn shut. 

You splash through the water and pull the curtain aside.  Alex is sprawled out in the tub, the water almost covering his face.  He is fully clothed. 

And unconscious. 

You turn off the water.  Jay is reaching into the water, hooking his arms under Alex’s shoulders. 

You grab Alex’s feet, and the two of you pull him out. 

Alex is groaning now, moving his head from side to side.  You manage to set him on the closed toilet, and he’s blinking and looking from you to Jay.  “What are you doing?” he asks. 

Which seems like THE strangest question he can ask in this situation, so you say the only thing you can:  “What are YOU doing?” 

Jay is kneeling beside him, his arm still tightly around Alex’s shoulder.  You have NEVER seen the expression that’s on Jay’s face.  He looks wild-eyed, totally freaked out. 

Jay’s voice is pitched about an octave higher than normal.  What are you, STUPID? he yells. 

Who said you could DO this?  Can’t you wait until you’re HOME? 

Alex mumbles something about getting drunk and wanting to take a shower to sober up — but Jay keeps scolding him, telling him AT LEAST he could have left the DRAIN open like a 

NORMAL person — and despite this, Jay is wiping tears from his cheeks.  Or maybe it’s not tears.  Maybe it’s the humidity in the room. 

You’re a basket case yourself.  You’re in total shock.  All you want to do is get Alex out of there. 

You and Jay stand him up.  Alex can barely walk, so you stand on either side of him and prop him up. 

Slowly, carefully, you make your way to the landing and down the stairs.  Alex is dripping water, and it’s hard to hold onto him, but you manage to do it, across the living room and out the front door. 

All around you, guys are yelling and cheering.  “Way to go, ALEX!” shouts one.  “First casualty of the night!” shouts another. 

They have no clue.  They think this is FUN. 

You and Jay drag Alex across the lawn to your car.  The double-parked Jeep, fortunately, is gone. 

You dump Alex in the backseat.  He tries to say something but immediately keels over and closes his eyes. 

Jay mutters a few choice angry words, the nicest of which is JERK.  But as you climb in and start the car, he says, “Take care of him.  And call me, okay?” 

You nod and drive off. 

Your hands are a little shaky.  Your shoes are wet and slippery on the accelerator.  You have to concentrate like crazy just to drive, and you go REALLY slowly. 

Your mind is racing.  Where do you take him now — Home? [sic]  Out for a cup of coffee?  Isn’t coffee supposed to be good for drunkenness?  Can you walk into a restaurant soaking wet? 

You can’t decide.  You drive around the block.  Then you drive in the direction of Las Palmas. 

You follow the edge of the park, just cruising, thinking. 

And soon you hear sniffling from the backseat.  You figure Alex is getting a cold, but that’s not it. 

He’s crying. 

You realize you are too.  You ask if he’s okay. 

He says he’s sort for getting your car wet. 

You tell him that’s okay, the seats are vinyl, and worse has happened to them. 

You look at him through the rearview mirror, but he’s looking away.  He’s sobbing now, apologizing for being drunk and for using the shower.  He keeps insisting that he only wanted to sober up, that’s all — saying it over and over, as if you wouldn’t believe him. 

You keep reassuring him and soon you both fall silent.  The cars whiz by outside, and you hear someone’s car stereo booming away, and it all feels very eerie and uncomfortable, the two of you driving aimlessly, and you can’t help feeling that Alex wants to say something but he’s not saying it. 

You ask him if he wants to go home, but he says no.  So you decide to take him to your house. 

By the time you arrive, Alex’s face is bone-white.  That’s when he gets sick, in the flower bed by the side of the house. 

As you lead him into the house, he is moaning, stumbling, making these dry licking noises with his throat.  You sit him down on the living room sofa and place an empty wastebasket nearby, just in case.  Then you fetch some clothing from upstairs. 

As he changes, he apologizes again and again — I shouldn’t have done it, I didn’t know what I was doing, I was drunk, I didn’t mean it — and you calm him down, shushing him, saying don’t worry, no one at the party even noticed, it’s only water, just try to sleep, etc. 

The clock chimes 11 and you realize Mrs. Snyder must be freaking out.  You mention this to Alex and he says he doesn’t want to go home, so you offer him a place to stay for the night if he contacts his mom and lets her know. 

You bring in your cordless phone.  He calls her and she agrees, but you notice that while he’s talking to her, his voice is quivering — and after he hangs up, he starts sobbing.  WAILING. 

Like a little boy. 

Don’t EVER tell anybody what happened tonight, he says.  Promise me, Ducky.  It has to be a secret.  It doesn’t go past you and me.  And tell that to Jay too. 

Sure, sure, I say. 

Scout’s honor? 

Scout’s honor. 

And then he looks at you with these wet, wet eyes, and tells you that YOU’RE the only person he can talk to about this stuff.  YOU’RE the only person he can trust.  You and Dr. Welsch — you two are like EXTENSIONS of himself, he says. 

You didn’t realize you MEANT that much, so now all of the things you’ve done — sitting with him at lunch when no one else would, stopping to talk to him at the bridge in Las Palmas, sticking with him through this whole horrible episode — all of it seems worth it, in some strange way. 

He’s lying on the sofa now, his voice slurring and fading, and he’s complaining about a headache, so you go get some aspirin, and by the time you’re back, he’s fast asleep. 

So you sit, watching.  Listening to him breathe.  Trying to figure out WHAT ON EARTH JUST 

HAPPENED. 

You have had some weird nights in your life.  Driving the girls home when the upperclassmen trashed Ms. Krueger’s house and framed the 8th-graders.  Tracking down Sunny on Venice Beach the night she ran away from home. 

This is weirder somehow. 

You don’t know why, it just is. 

So you sit and write. 

And here you are, still at it. 

Scared and exhausted.  Worried. 

Why did he DO that?  Why did he get so drunk?  Alex doesn’t drink.  And WHY would he 

TAKE A SHOWER — with his clothes on — with the drain closed? 

He was in a hurry?  He was too drunk to know what he was doing?  He flipped the drain switch by accident? 

WEIRD. 

TOO weird. 

Have to stop thinking about this. 

Have to stop WRITING. 

Fatigued. 

Need sleep. 

Good n

It Is Two A.M. 

Do You Know Where Your Sanity Is? 

The drain. 

It’s down the drain. 

It MUST be, to have the dream you just had. 

You have switched places with Alex.  You are inside him, at Jay’s party.  You’re feeling depressed and you don’t like anyone there, and everyone’s drinking and it seems like a good thing to do, at least SOMETHING to do, so you grab a bottle and start swigging.  And suddenly everything seems less loud, less obnoxious — just LESS — and you like the feeling for awhile 

[sic] until it takes you over, and now you’re starting to feel worse and worse, because, like they tell you in school, alcohol is a DEPRESSANT and what could be worse for DEPRESSION than that?  So you sink and sink, but you’re already at rock bottom, so what happens? 

You go below, you go under, you question why you’re at the party, you question why you’re even ALIVE, and what’s worse, you desperately have to go to the bathroom, but the one downstairs is being used, so you trudge to the one upstairs, and all you want to do is relieve yourself, but you’re in there, and the lights are bright and you see yourself in the mirror — PASTY and TIRED and STRINGY-HAIRED and SAD — an you see the shower and the gleaming tub and 

you decide THAT’S what you need, so you turn on the water and step in but you’re not thinking, you’re not SOBER enough to take your clothes off, and the next thing you know you’re sitting down, tired and soothed by the warmth, and you know you’re going to fall asleep, slip 

downward, downward — and your hand reaches for the drain because you WANT the tub to fill, because maybe if you sink far enough, if you sleep deep enough, you won’t have to come back. 

IT’S A DREAM! 

A nightmare. 

It’s CRAZY to even think that Alex did that. 

You are wired, McCrae.  You are crazed and disturbed.  And you watch too many horror films. 

First of all, even if Alex had CONSIDERED what you were dreaming about, he would have just run the BATHWATER.  What’s the point of putting the shower on?  Besides, HE COULDN’T 

EVEN TURN THE DOORKNOB when you first found him.  How could he have closed the 

drain ON PURPOSE? 

Forget it. 

Put it out of your mind. 

2:15

Still. 

Still, it doesn’t hang together. 

WHY did Alex say “What are you doing?” when he woke up in the bathroom?  As if we were stopping him from DOING something? 

Why was he SO UPSET?  So ASHAMED?  Apologizing SO MUCH?  Insisting on keeping this 

all a secret. 

It doesn’t make sense. 

I want to talk to him, but he’s out like a light. 

Okay.  He couldn’t have been THAT desperate.  If he was, he would have told me. 

He said I’m the only one he talks to. 

Me and Dr. Welsch. 

Dr. Welsch might know what’s going on in Alex’s mind. 

He DEFINITELY should know about what happened tonight. 

But I can’t call him. 

I TOLD Alex I’d keep his secret. 

I promised. 

He trusts me.  He says I’m an EXTENSION of himself.  I have to live up to that. 

2:23

Thought:

Dr. Welsch is an extension too. 

So telling him would NOT be breaking the promise. 

Would it? 

Think, McCrae. 

Do what you have to do. 

DO

THE

RIGHT

THING

What Seems Like

A Lifetime Later

Did you? 

Did you do the right thing? 

Who knows? 

You’re in no shape to decide that now.  It’s still dark out, and you can barely stand up, but you can’t sleep, you can’t THINK of sleeping yet.  Your mind is screaming at you, your thoughts are slamming against the sides of your brain, and you have to find RELIEF somehow. 

Now. 

Here. 

Write. 

SEE what happened.  Step by step. 

You called Dr. Welsch on the kitchen phone.  His answer machine picked up — WHAT DID 

YOU EXPECT?  It was after two in the morning! — and you left a whispered message that 

probably didn’t make much sense but you left your number and tried to make it clear that Alex needed help. 

Then you went back into the living room, figuring Dr. Welsch would call in the morning, hoping the FACT that you called would calm you down, make you sleep better. 

And you might have fallen asleep, it was hard to tell — but when the phone rang and you jumped out of the armchair to answer it, you noticed only ten minutes had passed. 

You picked up before the second ring, and it was Dr. Welsch, sounding groggy but calm, very calm, just the opposite of you, tripping over your own words, trying to tell the whole story but making NO SENSE — and Dr. Welsch just took over the conversation, in a soft but businesslike way, asking specific questions:  Where is Alex now?  Is he physically hurt?  Does he need a doctor? 

The sound of his voice was soothing.  Reassuring.  You wanted to visit him YOURSELF, to lie on his couch and have a good cry and do whatever you do in a therapist’s office.  Your voice was choking up as you answered his questions, but you stuck with it, and soon you were telling him about the whole night, starting from the beginning, from the quiet ride in the car, to the arrival at the party, to your separation from Alex, to the bottle and the bathroom …

And Dr. Welsch was saying, “Mm-hm” and “That must have been hard for you,” and not much else, just letting you ramble on and on, until you came to the end and you were in tears, speaking and sobbing at the same time, asking for advice — which Dr. Welsch gave, telling you not to worry, that Alex was going to be all right, and you were a good friend for calling, and you were doing the right thing to let him sleep comfortably, but you HAD to make sure that Alex came to see him first thing tomorrow. 

You felt much better after you hung up.  But the feeling didn’t last long. 

Because you turned to see Alex standing behind you.  Leaning against the kitchen doorway. 

You practically jumped out of your seat in surprise. 

Alex had this tight, blank expression on his face.  For a moment, you thought he was going to throw up again. 

But he didn’t. 

He spoke.  His voice was choked and raspy.  And very, very angry. 

He called you a traitor. 

He said he THOUGHT he could trust you, but he was wrong. 

You tried to explain.  You told him you were worried.  You said you’d dreamed that he’d tried to kill himself. 

So you called Welsch because of a dream? Alex spat out. 

Well, DID you try to kill yourself? you asked. 

But Alex didn’t answer.  You know he heard you, but he ignored the question.  You PROMISED, he said.  Is that was a PROMISE means to you? 

You reminded him what HE’D said — about you and Dr. Welsch being extensions — but as the words came out of your mouth, they sounded so hollow, like an EXCUSE, like a kid saying nyah-nyah-nyah-nyah-nyah. 

Alex just let those words hang in the air, his face twisting with disgust. 

That’s it, Ducky, he said.  The friendship is over. 

And he stomped away, toward the front door. 

You ran after him.  Asked where he was going.  Told him to stay.  Reminded him IT WAS LATE 

and MANIACS were out on the street at this hour and he couldn’t possibly WALK all the way home — but he was acting like you weren’t there, just walking away and not looking over his shoulder ,right through your front door. 

So what can you do when your former friend walks out into the streets of Palo City at 3 A.M. and you have NO IDEA what he’s going to do, because everything he HAS done so far that day has been totally UNPREDICTABLE, and you know that if something happened to him, you could 

never forgive yourself? 

You follow him. 

You get into your car and tail him through the neighborhood.  You roll down your window and call out to him, offering him a ride. 

And even though he says nasty things to you and tells you to go away, even though he ducks into alleyways and behind strangers’ houses and through empty lots, you stay with him and you don’t let him out of your sight. 

And soon he gives up and walks down the middle of the street, pretending you’re not there.  And you feel relieved when he ends up at his house, and all the lights are out, which means his mom has gone back to sleep and won’t make a big scene. 

And you don’t leave, even then, because in Alex’s state of mind he can do ANYTHING.  he [sic]

can wait for you to go and then sneak out again — you don’t even want to IMAGINE what else he could do — so you park halfway down the block, just beyond side of the house, and you walk back along the sidewalk, hiding behind the tall juniper trees next door. 

You squat there, looking at Alex’s house.  You see the light go on in the downstairs bathroom, you hear the shower, and your heart starts to race.  You scan the house for a way to sneak in — 

JUST IN CASE — but there’s an “instant armed response” sign in the front window, which will set off an alarm in some police station.  Which, when you think about it, might be a useful thing 

— the “instant” and “response” parts — JUST IN CASE. 

The shower runs on and on, and it’s driving you crazy, and you start looking for a rock to throw in the window — 

Then the water noise stops. 

You freeze. 

A few moments later, the bathroom light goes out. 

Then another light flicks on.  Alex’s bedroom. 

You see the silhouette of Alex’s head briefly, and then the shades roll down. 

You do not move.  Even after the light goes out, you stay there.  Riveted.  Eyes scanning the house.  Ears listening for odd noises. 

You stay there — how long?  It feels like hours, but you’re not watching the clock — and finally you’re ready to drop from fatigue and you don’t want to be found tomorrow morning sleeping under the neighbor’s juniper, so you stand up and stumble on creaky legs to your car. 

And on the way home, questions nag you like mosquitoes. 

DID you do the right thing? 

Did you do ALL you could? 

Did you HELP Alex? 

And most important, WHAT NEXT? 

While I was away, Ted came home.  He’s snoring peacefully in his room.  At least that’s ONE 

person I don’t have to worry about. 

He’s lucky.  HIS life is simple. 

I wish I felt tired.  It’s almost morning and I HAVE to sleep.  Tomorrow could be big. 

I KNOW why I can’t sleep.  I’m afraid of the morning.  I have to do SOMETHING, but what? 

Call Alex?  Talk to his mom?  Call Dr. Welsch to see if Alex talked to him?  Go over to his house and DRIVE him over to Dr. Welsch? 

What if Alex denies what happened?  What if he doesn’t remember? 

And what about Jay?  HE’S going to want to know how Alex is.  Do I tell him?  Should I bring him into this? 

Maybe Alex needs his friends to rally around him.  Or maybe he needs to be left alone. 

Am I doing enough? 

Am I doing too much? 

Where exactly do I fit into all this? 

I don’t know. 

That’s the problem. 

I SHOULD know, but I don’t. 

I’m sitting here at 4:30 in the morning, so awake I could run a marathon, writing my brains out because I can’t TALK to anybody — considering I’ve already broken a vow of silence, and Ted would be useless about stuff like this even if I COULD tell him, and Mom and Dad don’t like me to call Ghana — so all I CAN do is write, and that should be helping me, because PUTTING IT 

ON PAPER always makes thoughts clearer, and I’ve filled up a whole journal, wearing out my fingers, examining EVERY POSSIBILITY, dissecting, reasoning, spilling.  And after all that, I should have an idea, I should know what path to take, I should have an UNDERSTANDING at least, and maybe a strategy. 

I’m not a stupid guy.  I should have all of that. 

But I don’t. 

I really don’t know what to do. 

Except worry. 

And hope. 
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