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Dec. 1
5:45 P.M.
Los Angeles International Airport

Ducky the Fearless strikes again!

He leaves home late. He hits rush hour freeway traffic. He detours onto back roads through treacherous Windsor Hills and Inglewood, finally reaching the airport—and yes, ladies and gentlemen, he makes it to Gate 21 TWO MINUTES early! 5:35 for a 5:37 arriving flight.

Ducky the MIRACLE WORKER. Ducky the GOOD SON. HERE for his parents when they arrive from Ghana—on a SCHOOL NIGHT, the day before a math test.

Why? Because he WANTS TO. Because that’s the kind of guy he is.

Then he checks the arrival screen. And he sees:

FLIGHT 407              1 HOUR LATE

(Cue laugh track.)

What a fool.

Okay. Let’s analyze this, Ducky.

You might have known. This HAS happened before. Mom and Dad’s overseas flights are almost ALWAYS late.

You could have called in advance to check. If you knew, you wouldn’t have panicked and rushed.

Now, suddenly, you have time to kill and nothing to do. And this would be a PERFECT opportunity for some badly needed math review. But you can’t do it because—in your hurry—you forgot your review material.

And why are you here alone to pick up your lucky parents on the day before a math test?

Well, that breaks down into two questions:

1. Why are YOU here? Because Ted, Older and More Beloved Son, couldn’t be. You see, Ducky, he’s a COLLEGE boy. You may have homework, but he has a COURSE LOAD.

2. Why are you here ALONE? Because none of your friends would come along to keep you company.

Not Jay, formerly known as Jason, once your best friend and now a member of the Vista School Cro Mags, dedicated to the grunt-and-snort school of social behavior. Jay’s helpful comment? “Come on, Duckster, they’re old enough to get home by themselves.” Which, you have to admit, isn’t a bad point.

Not Alex. Too depressed, of course. (Which doesn’t surprise you. But because you’re best friends, and because you’ve been HELPING him through the gloomy state he’s in, you still hoped he might come along. No such luck.)

Not Sunny, even though she’s ALWAYS looking for excuses to get away from her house. She’s busy tonight—with what or whom she won’t say, but you know her slippery-cute tone of voice translates into: NEW BOYFRIEND. Which means you may not see her for awhile…until, of course, this guy turns out to be just like the others, and she comes back to cry on your shoulder. And that’s FINE because Sunny needs you, she’s freaking out because of her mom’s cancer, and the boyfriends are a way of escaping reality.

You understand everyone’s excuses, because that’s what you do best, Ducky. You think of others first.

And second. And third.

Somewhere down the list of concerns—oh, maybe near the price of asparagus and the political situation in Norway—is YOU.

I.

Say I when you mean I, Ducky. Don’t hide.

When am I going to learn?

Maybe Jay is right. You COULD have let Mom and Dad take a car service.

You I should think about yourself myself for a change.

MYSELF. ME.

God, I hate the way that sounds.

THREE HOURS LATER

In Which Ducky, Still Waiting,

with Nothing Else to Do,

Sees Scenes from His Life

Reenacted All Around Him

For example, you look around the arrival gate and see:

The toddler, strapped into her stroller and crying madly, ignoring her drippy ice-cream cone as a DC-10 rises into the smog outside the window. Boy, do you remember THAT feeling.

The two little boys at Gate 22 running into a crowd of arriving passengers and being scooped up by a tired but happy businessman. The mom joins them, making a four-person sandwich, and you can almost hear them squeal, “We’re the ham and cheese, you’re the bread!”—but no, that’s what YOU used to say. It’s only a memory. But you can taste the hope and excitement in the air. You know what those boys are thinking right now. Today Daddy’s home for good. Today everything will be normal again.

Maybe for them it’s true. Maybe THEIR parents aren’t professors-slash-international business consultants like yours.

For YOU, Ducky, things were never normal. Because Mom and Dad always had another trip. And when they were gone, you worried they’d forget you, or find new kids to love, or just plain never come back. You counted the days on a calendar and looked at atlases and encyclopedias, hoping to see Paris through Mom’s and Dad’s eyes, or Boston or Abu Dhabi or Toronto or Sri Lanka. And you wondered why you couldn’t have gone along too and WHAT you did wrong and HOW you could make them want to stay home next time—IF I CLEAN MY ROOM EVERY DAY, IF I STOP YELLING AT MY BROTHER, IF I GET STRAIGHT A’S…

The trips eventually became a part of life, expected, unavoidable, like breakfast and homework. The fears became hidden away like a scabbed-over wound—and soon even the scab was gone, leaving only a scar.

Scars protect. Scars heal. But they’re markers too, reminders of what’s underneath.

So when you see that toddler and those boys, the scar stretches. You feel a little of the old pain.

And you ask some of the old questions: What will Mom and Dad be like when they arrive? Will they be happy to see you? How long will they stay this time? Until the spring? Until the new year, at least?

The difference between now and then is that at 16, you KNOW some of the answers.

You know to settle for reality. Which isn’t too bad, really. Soon 121 Sherwood Road will look and smell the way it used to. Like a house with a real family in it.

Still, you want something MORE.

An edge. An electricity.

Something.

And you know you won’t get it.

9:07 P.M.

The 5:37 has arrived.

Much Later
After an Evening of Song, Dance, and Laughter

Well, maybe not dance.

Definitely not song.

Laughter? Uh, well…

Let’s just say it’s been a weird night.

Starting with the arrival of the plane.

The Reunion of the McCraes

Based on a True Story

Act I, Scene 1:

SETTING:

Los Angeles International Airport, 9:10 P.M., December 1. Great hubbub at Gate 21. Passengers emerge from the plane into the waiting crowd. Families hug and cry. Boyfriends and girlfriends are lost in each other’s embraces. DUCKY, a nondescript, dark-haired 16-year-old, cranes his neck. He sees:

CUT TO:

A tanned, trim, middle-aged couple walking out of the gate. They are struggling with their carry-on luggage.

DUCKY looks away.

Then he does a double take. They’re his parents. He didn’t recognize them at first. Was it their tans? Their weight loss? Or has it really been so long since he last saw them?

DUCKY’S heart is beating faster. He smiles. He waves and calls out their names.

FATHER and MOTHER turn. They spot DUCKY across the multitudes.

[Swelling music.]

DUCKY [enthusiastically, arms wide, BIG smile]: HI!

MOTHER [with quick kiss on D’s cheek]: Thank you for coming, sweetie. Would you help with the carry-ons?

FATHER [putting garment bag over D’s outstretched arm, which is already holding M’s bag]: What a trip. Glad you’re here. Heavy enough?

D [sagging under the weight]: Uh, fine.

M: Where’s Ted?

D: Studying.

F: At least SOMEBODY’S working. Heh-heh. Let’s get our luggage.

M & F walk briskly ahead toward baggage claim. D lags behind, loaded down with luggage. Dumbfounded. Drooping. Dodging and ducking through the crowd.

D [thinking, in a voice-over]: They’re tired. It was a long flight. So they’re not gooey and emotional. That’s not their style anyway. Deal with it.

M: Are you still with us, Ducky?

D [voice-over]: Ducky?

He smiles. F and M sometimes still use his nickname. It’s a touching moment. It sounds so natural, so RIGHT, in a funny way. A glimmer of happiness.

Which ends as he collides with a man in a Hawaiian shirt.

CUT. CHANGE REEL

You reach the baggage claim bruised but alive. You drop the carry-ons. Mom and Dad are looking to the place where the suitcases will first appear.

“How was the trip?” you ask.

Mom begins, “Well, I made great progress on my paper….”

You hear about the water level of the Volta River. The price fluctuations of manganese ore and bauxite. The condition of the cacao crop and its effects on the coastal Ashanti people.

Right.

“Didn’t you do anything FUN?” you ask.

They don’t answer. They’re distracted by the carousel, which is now going around without their luggage. So Dad begins to worry aloud that his stuff has been stolen or switched onto a flight to Katmandu, where some lucky Sherpa will soon be leading mountain treks dressed in his Brooks Brothers seersucker suit. And you don’t want him to make a scene, but there’s no way to stop him—he’s off yelling at some skycap, threatening to sue the airline, when

HALLELUJAH!

The suitcases arrive. But now Dad’s caught in one of his funks, so you try to be lighthearted and cheerful as you drag the luggage to the airport doors. You run to the lot, fetch the car, and load everything into the trunk. You hand Dad the keys, but he shakes his head. “No, you go ahead.”

You turn toward Mom. She’s already sliding into the backseat.

YOU’RE driving, Ducky. No way out.

The Torture Begins.

As you pull away from the curb, Dad STOMPS on an imaginary brake. As you approach the crosswalk, he YELLS at you to watch out for the pedestrians. He GASPS at near-accidents that are (let’s face it) all in his mind.

Soon you’re crawling along the freeway at five miles UNDER the speed limit, eyes ahead, teeth clenched, knuckles gripping the steering wheel. Mom exclaims how nice it is to be back home, but all you can see out the window is smoggy, gray Culver City, and you think either she’s lying or Ghana must be pretty dismal, when suddenly she asks, “So…how are YOU, sweetie?”

YOU.

What a shock.

There’s so much you want to say—your schoolwork, your new friendships, your job at Winslow Books—and everything rushes out at once, but nothing makes much sense.

Dad interrupts you. “What about Mrs. Winslow?” he mumbles. “Is she…?”

“Still alive, yup,” you reply, and you HATE the way the words sound—a quick update, just the headlines—implying all is well, when in reality it’s NOT—Sunny’s mom is DYING and Sunny’s going through her own private hell. But you CAN’T go into that or into anything IMPORTANT, because Dad is telling you to bear left, slow down, use your signals—and when your exit FINALLY appears, you want to veer onto a side street, park the car, and walk home.

But instead you obediently drive to your house, then tote the baggage inside while Mom and Dad give Ted a BIG, EMOTIONAL greeting, and Ted seems actually INTERESTED in the news about bauxite (the faker), which is why they adore him so much more than you (Ducky, you DIDN’T write that).

Soon Dad’s complaining. The TV’s been moved to the wrong side of the living room. There’s no real food in the fridge. A slice of pizza has slipped between the fridge and the counter, somehow unseen by you and Ted.

Mom’s wandering around the house, running her fingers along the counters, gazing through the windows, as if visiting a place in a dream. You try not to look at her face as she discovers a sock behind the sofa…and the smudge marks on the ceiling that Ted’s friends made, passing around the basketball inside the house.

This is NOT what you expected. You’ve done five loads of laundry. Washed all the dishes. Swept the kitchen floor. Scrubbed the bathtub. Taken out the garbage.

You’re proud of yourself. Proud of Ted too (even though he did one-tenth the work you did, but hey, anything’s an improvement). You thought Mom and Dad would be happy. You thought they’d appreciate the effort.

Oh, well.

You’re in your room now, after a very late dinner, door closed. Ducky’s Cave.

You can hear Mom and Dad in their room, unpacking, grumbling. The 24-hour news radio station is droning in the background. (That is such a DAD thing.)

You feel cooped up.

A day ago, you felt as if the WHOLE HOUSE was your room. Now you’re back to these four walls again.

It’s THEIR house now. No more dropping your clothes on the floor and picking them up whenever. No more leaving the dishes in the sink overnight. No more loud music—YOUR music, YOUR radio stations—whenever you want.

You may have gained a family, Ducky boy.

But you’ve lost your freedom.

Wednesday, 12/2
Bleary-eyed in Homeroom

You wake up to the smell of grilled ham-and-cheese sandwiches. Mom and Dad are in the kitchen, eating lunch. At 7:00 A.M.

They’re still on Ghana time.

They stayed up all night, noticing things wrong with the house. Things Ted and you “neglected.” Now—while you’re still half asleep—they present you with a handy list of questions:

Did we renew their magazine subscriptions? Did we tip the gardener? Did we pick up the dry cleaning? Did we turn over their car’s engine regularly?

TURN OVER THE ENGINE?

Ted and you sit there in disbelief.

Afterward, you both hop into YOUR cars and take off.

You’re a little early for school, so you take the scenic route, past Las Palmas County Park. That makes you unwind a bit. You think about how you used to practically live there on the weekends, doing nothing—just skipping stones and wasting hours with Alex.

That thought makes you smile.

Then you think of the Ghost of Alex Present.

You remember he was absent from school yesterday. So you take a detour and stop by his house.

His mom’s car is gone. She’s already left for work. With Paula, whose school starts earlier than ours.

You ring. And ring. After about five minutes he opens the door, his eyes half closed. He is dressed in a T-shirt and boxers. Sleepwear.

You ask if he’s sick.

“No,” he replies. “Why?”

“Last time I looked, it was a school day,” you say.

It’s supposed to be a joke. But Alex just grumbles something under his breath and walks into the house.

You follow. He disappears into his room for another five minutes. When he emerges, he has put on long pants. Same T-shirt, same sleep-hair.

“You’re going like THAT?” you ask.

He just shrugs.

Now it’s getting late, so you rush him out to the car. “Alex, what would you have done if I hadn’t picked you up?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where were you yesterday?”

“Here. Around.” No apology. No explanation.

“Alex, you’ve missed A LOT of school lately.”

“Yeah. So?”

“So? I’d prefer to have my best friend remain in MY GRADE next year.”

You can see his lips curling upward into something like a smile. He repeats “Next year” under his breath.

As if you’re a total idiot for bringing it up.

You remind yourself HE’S DEPRESSED. That’s why he’s in therapy. Until he recovers, he needs companionship, UNDERSTANDING. He’s not getting it from any other kids in school. Not even from Jay, who used to be one of his best buddies. So it’s up to you, Ducky. Be cool, you think.

You ignore the comment. Drop the topic of discussion. Tell him about your last 24 hours—the gory details of the McCrae family reentry period—until you realize you’re talking his ear off.

You take a deep breath. “So. What do you think? Why do these trips get HARDER?”

Alex looks at you blankly. “Huh?”

“My parents’ trips?”

“Oh. Did they come back or something?”

“Alex, didn’t you HEAR what I said?”

You are stopped at a red light now. Alex looks confused. “Sorry,” he says. “I’m spacing out.”

So you patiently repeat yourself.

“They weren’t on vacation, Ducky,” he says. “They were working.”

“I KNOW that.”

“People get tired and cranky when they work hard. Plus the travel. The time change. You’d be the same too. They’ll sleep. Then they’ll come around.”

Good point. A very Alex perspective.

“How about you?” you ask.

“How about me what?”

“Are you ‘coming around’ too?”

“From what?”

“You know. Your bad feelings.”

DEPRESSION. Why can’t you say the word? You had to drag him home drunk and soaking wet from Jay’s party after he’d locked himself in the bathroom and passed out. You had to call Dr. Welsch in the middle of the night and tell him what happened. Alex KNOWS you know. So why beat around the bush?

“I’m cool,” Alex says.

“Dr. Welsch helping you?”

“No.”

You can’t tell if Alex means NO, Dr. Welsch isn’t helping him or NO, he isn’t seeing Dr. Welsch anymore.

You are pulling into a parking space by now.

And Alex leaves the car before you can ask.

The Case of the Missing Friend Continues

WHAT is going on?

You’re walking in the hallway after homeroom. You happen to glance through the door to the parking lot and you spot him outside, staring at the school, hands in pockets. You wave, but he doesn’t see you. He just turns and walks away.

He’s hidden by all the SUVs, so no one else notices him.

You run outside, calling his name. He turns and says hey, Ducky, what’s up—like it’s a totally normal thing to be outside when you’re supposed to be in chemistry class.

“Chemistry?” he repeats. He has NO CLUE.

“Yeah…chemistry!” You’re quick. PERFECT imitation. Sky Masterson, Guys and Dolls. Which you and Alex listened to at least a million times when you were kids. It’s his cue to start singing “I’ll Know” a la Alex, WAY out of tune—but he just nods and heads back toward school.

Mr. O’Toole is not happy to see you. When he finds out Alex has no notebook OR textbook, he gives a big lecture on RESPONSIBILITY.

Alex is in another world, playing with a rubber band.

Mr. O’Toole moves right up close to him, waves his hands, and does a little soft-shoe. When Alex finally looks up, O’Toole says, “Whew, I’m glad THAT worked. Next I was going to have to do a striptease.”

Typical O’Toole humor. The class is cracking up. You’re hearing whispered comments about Alex and you KNOW they think he’s a druggie or an alcoholic AND MAYBE HE IS, you don’t know, but poor Alex is sitting there, bewildered, not knowing WHAT’S going on, and all you want to do is smash some test tubes, tell everyone to shut up, and pull Alex out of class.

So you guess you ARE his keeper, in a way.

At least that’s how you feel.

Someone has to be.

Lunchroom

You’re dining alone today.

Partly because you have to, partly because you choose to.

You HAVE to because Alex has split. You didn’t see him go, but he hasn’t been in school ever since chem.

You CHOOSE to because the alternative is sitting with Jay, and at this moment you’d rather have lunch with a rabid weasel.

You weren’t feeling this way a few minutes ago. But then Jay made his appearance on the lunch line behind you.

“Duckomatic,” he said. “The Duckmeister! Duckington! Duckter Dolittle!”

(When oh WHEN will he grow out of this habit?)

You nodded and forced a smile.

“What’s the matter?” Jay said loudly. “You’re not TALKING to me anymore?”

“When you give me a chance, I am,” you replied. “Why?”

“Maybe I should cut classes and wear dirty clothes and pull away from all my friends. And, like, slink along the hallway walls?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know, I’ll be like Snyder. THEN you’ll hang with old Jay.”

All of this delivered with a big, dumb, Cro Mag smile.

“I don’t believe you’re saying this,” you said. “He happens to be my friend. And yeah, I hang with him, but YOU know why. YOU know he’s having some rough times.”

“Right, right…. Hey, do they have chocolate pudding today?”

“He was your friend too.”

“OK, OK. Lighten up, McDuck. Can’t you take a joke?”

“I guess I didn’t find it funny.”

“I guess not. Looks like he’s rubbing off on you too.”

You didn’t honor that one. You took your tray and walked to the opposite side of the cafeteria.

Jay’s with the Cro Mags now. Eating and grunting and laughing and farting and loving it. Living proof that not all human life is at the top of the evolutionary ladder.

You’ve totally lost your appetite. You’re worried about Alex, for one thing. And even though you know you shouldn’t take a WORD of Jay’s seriously, you feel guilty.

ARE you spending too much time with Alex?

ARE you ignoring Jay because of him?

Not that there aren’t MANY reasons to ignore a guy who sets you up on blind dates without even asking, who hangs with Cro Mags, obsesses over girls, and plays on so many after-school sports teams that you couldn’t have a friendship even if you wanted to.

So don’t sweat it, Ducky.

You have other friends now—Sunny and Dawn and Maggie and Amalia. OK, they’re only 13 and they’re not guys. But they’re smart and funny and they care about you—appreciate who you REALLY are, whoever that is—and they don’t try to make you into a carbon copy of themselves, the way Jay does.

THAT’S why you’re not close to Jay.

Enough said.

Case closed.

Math book opened.

Study begun.

After math:
The aftermath

The studying didn’t help.

End of Study Hall
End of Patience

You called Alex’s house from a pay phone after lunch. No answer.

Now, at the beginning of study hall, you ask the teacher for a library pass and then bypass the library (they never check) to look for Alex in all the usual places. And some of the unusual ones too. Behind the sports equipment shed. Off campus, at the Fiesta Grill.

You find Sunny at the Fiesta. She is sipping a fruit drink and reading a magazine. She greets you with a scream of joy and a big hug. You notice the edge of a terry cloth beach towel sticking out of her backpack.

“Hanging ten with the pound masters today?” you ask.

Sunny gives you her best MOI? look. “But enough about me. Sit. Have some papaya shake. Tell me what’s wrong—and don’t say ‘Nothing,’ Ducky. I know that look on your face.”

How can you resist her? You can’t.

So you tell her everything on your mind. All your concerns about Alex.

Her response? “I cut classes. I skip school. And you don’t worry about ME like that.”

“I worry about you all the time!”

“Then I guess Alex and I are BOTH lucky!” Sunny says with a big laugh. “Look, you want my advice? Venice Beach.”

“Sunny—”

“I’m serious. Depressed people NEED sunshine. It does something chemical to the brain. That’s a medical fact.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

Sunny holds out her hand. “That’ll be seventy-five dollars.”

You laugh. You leave. You feel MUCH better.

Which is weird. You KNOW she’s cutting. You KNOW she’s heading for the beach. And you know that, in a way, she’s just as messed up as Alex.

But Sunny’s problems are different.

Not EASIER. But more concrete. More understandable.

You KNOW why she’s angry. You KNOW why she does the things she does—cuts school, runs away, latches onto Perfect Guys who turn out to be jerks.

All of it is tied to her mom’s condition. And as HORRIBLE and MORBID and PESSIMISTIC as it sounds, you know the cause of the problems will end someday.

But when you try to understand Alex, it’s not so clear. What’s the CAUSE? The Snyders’ divorce? Maybe, but that’s old news. And he insists he’s over it.

So what else?

You wish there were something else you could point to and say, Once THIS is over with, he’ll feel a lot better.

Maybe there just isn’t.

Maybe there is, and Alex is hiding it.

If only he’d talk.

If only he’d show a little emotion.

Rage.

SOMETHING.

Home Alone
Ted at School; Mom and Dad Sleeping

You can’t concentrate for the rest of the day. You are especially pathetic in Shakespeare, your favorite class with your favorite teacher—you can’t answer ONE question about Measure for Measure even though you READ it and LIKED it, and you feel like a jerk for letting Ms. Krueger (and yourself) down.

So you decide to pop in to see her after school.

“Hi,” you say. “Sorry about today.”

Ms. Krueger smiles. She says you’re sweet to come and apologize, but not to worry, we all have our off days.

You discuss the play a little, and just as you’re about to leave, she reaches for the pile of today’s assignment sheets and asks, “Will you be seeing Alex this evening? I’d like him to read one of these.”

You tell her you’ll give it to him, and you take the sheet.

“I haven’t seen him for awhile. Is he sick?” Ms. K asks.

“Well, not really. I mean, not physically.”

She shoots you a silent question mark.

A calm, kind, open, understanding, nonjudgmental question mark.

And you think about the time those kids trashed her house when she was on vacation. You remember how fair and patient her reaction was. And you’ve seen how NICE she is to Alex, despite the fact that he cuts her class so often.

You don’t want to go behind Alex’s back, but you feel you should tell her SOMETHING:

D: “The way he is right now? He’s not really like that.”

Ms. K [quietly shutting the classroom door]: “You know, Ducky, your friend is a very bright guy….”

D: “…but he’s in serious danger of failing tenth grade. I know. He used to be a good student, Ms. Krueger. All A’s and B’s.”

Ms. K: “I was impressed with his writing earlier in the year. Very powerful stuff—but disturbing. Bleak. I tried to talk to him about it, but it was difficult.”

D: “He’s totally depressed. He sleeps all the time. He doesn’t care about the way he looks. I try to make him SEE how he’s changing. I try to help him, but I can’t get through.”

Ms. K: “Maybe he should see the school psychologist.”

D: “I guess.” [You don’t have the heart to tell her about Dr. Welsch and all the OTHER therapists who are history.] “But I should be able to do something too. I’m his best friend. What would YOU do if you were me?”

Ms. K [thinking for a moment]: “Everything you ARE doing, plus one more very big thing.”

D: “What’s that?”

Ms. K: “Never, ever, ever give up. You can’t solve his problems, and you mustn’t lose yourself trying. But you can let him know he’s VALUED. And keep it up, even if it seems he doesn’t appreciate it. Something you say or do may be the thing that helps him regain his own perspective. When he eventually comes around, he’ll never forget it. And neither will you.”

You nod. You thank her.

You leave before she can see you starting to cry.

Not that she’s solved anything.

Not that she’s told you anything you didn’t know, really.

But it feels so good to TALK about it.

On your way out, you see Maggie, Amalia, and Dawn, all huddled together in the front hall. Amalia’s in the middle, scribbling something into a sketch pad.

They gesture you over.

There are three different designs for the name VANISH on the pad.

“We’re designing a new logo,” Amalia explains. “Which one looks right for a group?”

You stare at the logos.

VANISH

VANISH

VANISH

You try to make a decision, but you can’t.

They all look the same.

Somehow, all you can think about is Alex’s face.

In which Ducky, on the Bench at Cosmo’s Gas Station, Seeks His Muse

After that last entry, you put away your journal and bike over to Alex’s.

Mrs. Snyder answers the bell. She’s smoking a cigarette. As usual.

You’re scared. As usual. Even though it’s SILLY to be scared of her—you’re bigger than she is now and she’s always perfectly nice to you—it’s just a feeling left over from when you were a kid, when you hated the way she yelled all the time and you wondered how a nice guy like Alex could have such a MEAN mother.

But she’s not mean, you KNOW that—she’s a good mom and she works hard. She’s just not a JOLLY person, and you wouldn’t be either if you went through a bad divorce and had to work two jobs to support a family.

So you smile and politely ask about Alex, but she looks confused. She says he’s out. She thought he was with YOU.

You say you haven’t seen him (you’re about to add the words “since chemistry class” but you swallow them).

“Well, your guess is as good as mine, Ducky,” she says. “If you see him, tell him to leave me a note once in awhile.”

She takes a deep drag from her cigarette. Her eyes are red and she’s pulling a loose lock of hair behind her ear.

And you wonder, Does she know what’s going on? She must. SOMEONE has been paying for the therapy and the antidepression medication. Alex’s dad sure isn’t.

“Mrs. Snyder…” You want to say something but you don’t know what. You can’t talk about Alex behind his back, but you want to reassure her somehow—she looks like she needs reassurance. But all you can say is, “I’m sure he’s at the park,” and you go.

You’re right. Alex is in the park. Exactly where you expect him to be. You cross the bridge and find him at the other side, sitting on the creek bank among the reeds.

You call out to him.

He grunts hello. He doesn’t look up.

You park your bike and sit next to him. “What’s up?”

No answer. He’s ripping up grass, one blade at a time.

You pull out a long blade, make a reed between your thumbs, and blow. It makes a good, solid SCREEEEK, and a duck flaps its wings in surprise.

The Old Alex would have tried to outdo you.

The new one is not interested. His face is a total blank. As if the muscles have been cut loose, leaving the skin to slacken.

So you shut up. Listen to the breeze. Skim stones on the water. And you think about the long summer afternoons you two used to spend here, doing nothing, absolutely nothing, exactly as you’re doing now.

Except back then, time passed so quickly. You talked about the same things over and over, or you spent hours playing the ESP game, and it was never boring.

“Tell me—right this minute,” you blurt out. “What song are you hearing in your head?”

You hope for a match. Just like old times.

But Alex yawns. “No music.”

You fling a perfect, flat stone and it skitters across the creek—all the way to the other bank. “Yesss!” you cry out.

No reaction.

“Alex,” you finally say, “are you OK?”

He nods. “Uh-huh.”

“You seem…I don’t know, upset?”

Shrug.

“Is something going on? Something you want to talk about?”

The words sound so weak, so wimpy. But you’re trying, you’re NOT GIVING UP.

Alex keeps his eyes straight ahead. He looks as if he’s thinking about what to say, shaping an answer.

But he just yawns. “You wouldn’t understand.”

Slap.

What now, Ducky?

You’re thinking: FINE, he wants to be that way? He wants to abuse his best friend? He can stay here alone.

See if the reeds understand. See if the birds understand.

You get up, ready to leave, but you catch yourself.

You look closely at his face.

He’s not dissing you. He’s telling you the truth. HIS truth.

He honestly believes you wouldn’t understand.

And maybe he’s right. You’ve never had the URGE to do the things he does—drink or cut school or mope around and do nothing. It’s not in your chemistry. Step 1 to helping somebody with a problem is sympathy, and how can you sympathize with someone so different, someone whose mind used to be just like yours but has now veered off into the Twilight Zone?

No matter what you say or do—stay, leave, turn cartwheels, throw yourself in the creek—the blank expression won’t change. You don’t mean anything to him. Nothing does.

Never, ever, ever give up. You repeat that to yourself, even though it sounds about as possible as Flap your arms and fly.

You sit next to him. Silently.

He doesn’t move.

You want him to know what you and Ms. Krueger talked about, that he might fail tenth grade. You want to tell him that his teachers are concerned. But you can’t bring yourself to say it.

Maybe later. Maybe if he snaps out of whatever he’s in.

If he opens up just a little.

You sit for a long time, quietly watching the sun set, until you realize you’re starving, and you convince Alex to ride home with you.

Mrs. Snyder is at the door when you arrive. You can hear her scolding him as he walks in, but even from the sidewalk you can see the relief on her face.

Afterward, you’re exhausted and your brain is overflowing with thoughts. You don’t want to go home, not just yet.

So you stop off here, at Cosmo’s.

And you write.

Which makes you feel a little better.

Very little.

BUT IT SURE WAS BETTER

THAN YOU FEEL RIGHT NOW!

What a jerk.

COSMO’S?

What were you thinking?

You just sat there, scribbling away, not even looking at the time.

Wake up, McCrae. It’s not The Ducky and Ted Show anymore. You’re a family again.

And your family eats dinner at 6:00. Always has.

So when you walked in at 7:15, and Dad was standing in the kitchen doorway, tapping his foot and looking at his watch, WHAT DID YOU EXPECT?

Way to go. Ruin everything. After Mom and Dad had planned a special “family reunion celebration”—vegetarian lasagna, sparkling cider, ice-cream sundaes—your favorite dishes, made especially for you.

AND YOU WERE AT COSMO’S.

Yes, they’re jet-lagged. Yes, they were eating lunch during your breakfast, and they were asleep when you got home from school. It didn’t occur to you that life would slip back into a normal routine so soon. But you could have called. You didn’t have to act as if they were still in Ghana.

And then—then, when Dad yelled at you, did you apologize? No, you made excuses. You told them Ted and you NEVER eat precisely at 6. You eat when you’re hungry—7:30, 9:00, midnight, whenever.

Which is NOT what they wanted to hear and just made the atmosphere worse.

So even though you WEREN’T hungry, you sat in the kitchen and ate leftovers while everyone else cleaned up, and Ted glared at you the whole time as if to say HOW’D I GET STUCK WITH THE DISHES? which was ridiculous because you would trade places with him in a minute.

After the cleanup, Mom and Dad sat with you while you finished eating. You apologized and they accepted it. But you could see they were hurt, and you felt awful. Dad suggested another celebration tomorrow—this time at 8:15, after you finish work at Winslow Books. You agreed and then actually TRIED to start a conversation, to begin catching up on all the months they were away, but the phone began ringing for them, and it hasn’t stopped.

Anyway, you’re back in your room again. It’s a chilly night but you can’t turn on the heat the way you normally would, because the thermostat reads 61° and Dad won’t let you “waste electricity” unless it’s under 60.

You feel as if you’re 10 years old and you’ve been sent to your room for bad behavior.

Oh, well, look on the bright side.

For almost 24 hours, you’ve had something you were looking forward to—a REAL FAMILY again.

Cherish those 24 hours. Value them.

You took care of Mom and Dad at the airport. You took care of your ailing friend.

You also alienated your parents. And you alienated your friend.

Oh. And you probably flunked your math test.

Guess you’re batting a thousand, Ducky.

Thursday 12/3
Lunch & Loose Ends

You meant to stop by Alex’s on the way to school, but you didn’t.

WHY?

Because you were lazy. Tired. You wanted a break from the INTENSITY. Whatever.

But Alex didn’t show up at school. Hasn’t been here all day long.

You should have dragged him to school, the way you did yesterday.

You GAVE UP, Ducky. You’re not supposed to do that, remember?

Now what?

DO something, that’s what.

35 more minutes until the end of lunch.

Maybe I can find him.

Maybe I should cut school myself.

South of Psychology
East of Self-Help

The sections, that is.

You’re working tonight. At Winslow Books.

You figure if you stand here long enough, the vibes from the books will teach you something.

Anyway, it’s break time. You have fifteen minutes. So write fast.

Since we last spoke:

1. You didn’t cut. You chickened out.

2. You didn’t find Alex either. You called his house from a pay phone at school, but no one answered.

3. You had some long-overdue face time with Sunny.

Number 3 happened after school. You were freaking out because you wanted to stop by Alex’s but you only had twenty minutes to report to Winslow Books.

Then you heard Sunny call out, “You’re giving me a ride.”

Not a question. A command.

(You have to love her. She is so cool.)

You said, “My rates have gone up,” but she ignored you and climbed into the passenger seat.

“Winslow Books, please, servant.”

“What’s the occasion?” you asked, driving away. “Your dad hired you for the Christmas rush?”

“What, and scare away the customers? Nope. He’s taking me to visit Dorian.”

“Dorian?”

“As in The Picture of Dorian Gray? The picture that ages before your eyes?”

“Are you talking about your MOM?”

“She calls HERSELF that. You have to admit, Ducky, she does look about 100 years old.”

You bit your tongue. Sometimes you can’t believe what comes out of Sunny’s mouth.

But that’s SUNNY, that’s her style. Keep everyone off guard, break down their barriers. Laugh in the face of your troubles. Use extreme humor, if you have to—whatever keeps you going.

You admire that, kind of. But right then you didn’t know how to respond. You were thinking there was something strange going on. Sunny almost always goes to the hospital alone—SOMETIMES with a trusted friend, but NEVER with her dad unless it’s an emergency.

“Mom’s MUCH worse,” Sunny explained. “It’s just a matter of months, I guess. Maybe weeks. Some Christmas present, huh?” She popped a stick of gum in her mouth and held the pack out to you. “Want some?”

Sunny was trying to be cool, but her face and body were giving her away. She was coiled up, intense. Her eyes were slitted and anxious.

You could tell she was scared out of her wits.

“I could go with you,” you volunteered.

Sunny laughed. “Right. Dad’s probably already calculating how much business he’ll lose by leaving the store. Don’t be surprised if he CHAINS you to the cash register.”

You pulled into the store’s parking lot. You expected Sunny to jump right out, but she didn’t. She was looking down at the floor, gripping the dashboard.

You put your hand over hers. “Good luck,” you said.

She whirled around, threw her arms around you, and gave you a kiss on the cheek. Then, without a word, she left the car.

You caught up to her. Mr. Winslow was waiting by the front door, pacing, looking at his watch. He started barking out instructions to you—clean up the spill in the children’s book section, open the two UPS boxes, find another shelf for New Age books, make sure to obey the store manager while he’s gone, etc., etc., etc.

You watched him and Sunny walk away to his car.

You wished there was something you could do, some way you could make it all better.

But you knew there wasn’t.

It seems there never is.

Siiilent Niiiight…

You’re beat. You can barely hold a pen and it’s bedtime. But your mind is zingy, so here goes.

You worked at the store nonstop. Very busy.

You didn’t notice Mr. Winslow come back around 7:15, because he was so quiet. Which was totally weird, because he’s ALWAYS yelling about something.

Tonight he was in another world, wandering, reshelving books, reading. Sunny wasn’t wit him; he’d taken her home.

You finally worked up the courage to ask about his wife. He looked at you—really looked you in the eye for the first time since he hired you—and said in a soft voice, “You’re kind to ask, Chris.”

Period.

Nothing else.

Which just made you worry more.

At 8:00 you left and made SURE to be home for Family Dinner: the Sequel. It was hard to concentrate. You were thinking about Mrs. Winslow and whether or not you should call Sunny.

Dad made a pretty good homemade pizza, and Mom passed around some just-developed photos that actually made the Ghana trip look like a GOOD TIME. Soon you were all laughing and chatting, and it felt OK, like the old days, sort of. Ye Older Son Ted gave a boring yet corny toast, and Dad requested that we all have “a little McCrae bonding time” on Saturday, “maybe a special trip or something.”

Cool. Good idea.

You kind of wish YOU had thought of a toast too. But you had a lot on your mind.

After dessert, when Mom, Dad, and Ted went into the den to watch the tube, YOU went to the phone to call Sunny’s house, then Alex’s.

No answer at either place.

You left a message on their machines, asking them to call back.

It’s now 10:47. Neither called.

It’s probably too late to call again.

Mrs. Snyder and Paula are probably asleep. Mr. Winslow too.

Chill, Ducky.

Try again tomorrow.

TOMORROW
Also Known as Friday

You call Alex. He’s home. And the conversation goes like this:

D: “What’s up?”

A: “Whatever.”

D: “Everything OK?”

A: “I guess.”

D: “Coming to school?”

A: “I have to.”

D: “I’ll take you.”

A: “Mom’s driving me.”

D: “Cool.”

That’s what you love about talking to Alex. The repartee. The crackling wit.

Oh, well. At least he’s not skipping school.

In Which Ducky Sees
a Light at the End of the Tunnel

Very faint. A SUGGESTION of a light.

You spot Alex after homeroom. He’s walking down the hallway slowly, slumped over, his shoulder practically pressed against the wall, his hair hanging down over his face.

The usual.

You catch up. Say hi. Talk a little.

Then, as you’re about to part ways—here it comes, drumroll, please—he says, “What are you doing after school?”

“Nothing,” you say. “You?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know. Want to hang?”

“Sure.”

Ta-da.

You never thought a question like that would MAKE YOUR DAY.

But it does.

You Have Seen the Mountaintop
and It Looks Like the Pits

After school you wait for Alex by his locker. You haven’t seen him since lunch.

Miracle of miracles, he comes shuffling along. Still in school after a FULL DAY.

You call out to him. “So, where do you want to go?”

He looks a little confused.

“To hang out?” you remind him.

“I don’t know, drive around, I guess,” he says. “The park.”

“Cool beans.” You pack up your books. Alex isn’t even bothering to touch his locker.

“No homework?” you ask.

“No.”

OK. Fine.

You walk out together.

The moment you get through the door, you hear a loud quacking sound, followed by, “It’s the Duckster!”

You turn to see Jay grinning at you. His arm is around Lisa Bergonzi. Marco Bardwell and Mad Moose Machover are there too. They’re both snickering and communicating with each other with some prehistoric Cro Mag mutterings.

You say hi and turn away.

“Hold it!” Jay’s running toward you now, looking all excited about something. “Hey, Duckboy, you remember LeeAnn?”

At the sound of Jay’s voice, you see Alex’s face tense.

You are NOT thrilled, because the name LEEANN brings back a certain horrifying BLIND DOUBLE DATE you would much, much rather forget.

“I know, I know, I shouldn’t have set you up with her, OK?” Jay says. “But listen. She has this cousin, she’s visiting from Sweden for a week during Christmas vacation—SWEDEN, Duckington—and she’s just like you, sort of shy and smart, and she doesn’t have a boyfriend—”

“I don’t believe you’re telling me this,” you say.

“Why? I’m letting you know in advance!”

“I DON’T LIKE BEING SET UP AT ALL, OK? Let Moose ask her out.”

“Not my type,” Moose mumbles.

“Not DUCKY’S type either,” Marco cracks, and they both start guffawing as if it were the funniest joke in the world.

“Alex?” Jay says hopefully. Like he’s auctioning off the girl to the highest bidder.

“Huh?” Alex replies.

Jay rolls his eyes. “Forget it.” With a big sigh he swaggers back to his group.

“Ducky and Alex are happy just as they are,” Moose says.

The laughter creeps under your skin as you walk toward the parking lot.

“I used to like Jay,” Alex mutters.

“He can be OK.” You don’t know WHY ON EARTH you’re defending Jay.

You get in the car and cruise away from school. Alex is in a foul mood. Not numb, not spacey, just foul. His arms are folded and he’s glaring straight ahead.

“Where do you want to go?” you ask.

“No place you can take me,” he grumbles.

What does THAT mean?

You have no idea. You don’t want to know.

You’re driving toward Las Palmas County Park, but you know that Jay and his friends are likely to show up there, so you switch directions and head for the Alta Mira Hills.

As you approach the lot, Alex suddenly sits forward. “Let’s go rock climbing,” he says.

You’re so stunned you nearly agree on the spot.

But you think of all the stuff you NEED for rock climbing, and if you head home to get your pitons and ropes and friction shoes, you’ll be another half hour closer to darkness.

“It’s kind of late,” you say. “How about just a hike? We can go climbing on Sunday. Mom and Dad are taking Ted and me somewhere tomorrow.”

“Whatever,” Alex replies.

The Alta Mira lot is almost empty. You park near the trailhead, and soon you and Alex are hiking up the hill.

You go side by side, silently, until the path narrows. Then you pull ahead.

Far ahead. So when he cries out, “Ducky!” you can’t see him.

You race down, nearly tripping over a root.

He’s standing in the middle of the path, pointing into the woods.

A coyote is loping among the bushes, sniffing and poking its snout between the rocks.

The trace of a smile flickers across Alex’s face. “An earthling,” he says.

You can’t believe this. He remembers. It’s EXACTLY the kind of stupid thing you used to say as Sirhc and Xela, Alien Life-forms on Their Ever-Recurring Search for Signs of Human Life.

(YOU WERE NERDS, DUCKY!)

Now the coyote is walking away with a Snickers wrapper in its mouth. “See how tenderly it cares for its young?” you say.

Alex lets out a little laughlike exhalation through his nose, and you realize this is the CLOSEST he’s come to expressing an EMOTION in ages.

You realize the good mood may not last long. This may be an opening.

D: “Alex?”

A: “Yeah?”

D: “So. Feeling better today?”

A: “Better than what?”

D [deep breath]: “You seem different. In a GOOD way, I mean. More like YOU.”

A: “I’m always me.”

He starts hiking away. You follow.

D: “You know what I mean. The YOU before—all the stuff happened. The stuff that made you have to go to Dr. Welsch.”

A: “People change.”

D: “Alex, just out of curiosity—what do you DO when you stay home from school?”

A: “Sleep.”

D: “Don’t you sleep enough at night?”

A: “I guess not.”

D: “Because if you did, you would go to school more often.”

A: “Why should you care about that?”

D: “Why shouldn’t I?”

A: “No one else does.”

D: “Not true. Ms. Krueger does.” [Cringe, shrink, melt—really, REALLY dumb, Ducky.] “I mean A LOT of people probably do.”

A [turns to look at you]: “Like who? Who else besides you and Ms. Krueger?”

D: “Your friends. Your teachers. PROBABLY. I mean, it’s a big deal. You could be left back—not that you WOULD, but I wouldn’t be too happy about that—”

A [holding up his hand]: “Stop, OK? Stop lecturing me.”

D: “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to—”

A: “EVERYBODY lectures me, Ducky. I don’t need you to join in.”

D: “I’m just trying to be a FRIEND, that’s all—”

A: “Friends leave you alone. I thought YOU were a friend. You were the only one who let me be, Ducky. Up until now.”

D: “OK. OK. I’ll stop.”

Alex walks away. You follow.

And you feel like a total wimp.

10:21 P.M.
Still Wimpy
After All These Hours

Sleep.

That’s what Alex does when he’s cutting school.

HOW CAN A PERSON SLEEP SO MUCH?

Does he NEED it? Does he have some kind of weird sleep disorder? Is THAT the problem? Maybe he can’t help staying home from school.

So go ahead and open your big mouth, Ducky. Tell him how to lead his life. Like you know everything.

He was just starting to feel better. You could SEE it.

And you set him back.

NICE.

WORK.

11:47 P.M.

You’re nuts.

Alex doesn’t have a sleep disorder.

YOU’RE the one with the sleep disorder.

Your mind is so full of nonsense that you can’t think straight.

You did not say TOO MUCH.

The truth is, you didn’t say ENOUGH.

He WANTS you to be silent, he LIKES it because it doesn’t CHALLENGE him, it lets him think: Hey, it’s ALL RIGHT to cut school and flunk out because DUCKY doesn’t mind, HE doesn’t think it’s so bad, and he’s my BEST FRIEND.

What you did was the OPPOSITE of friendship. You backed down. You apologized. You promised to keep all this to yourself.

You were afraid to get him angry. You were afraid to let him yell and scream. Maybe he NEEDS to be shaken a little, by someone he TRUSTS. Someone who’s not an authority figure.

You let him stay right where he was. In a rut.

THAT’S what you did wrong.

12:58 A.M.

But he’s shaky. Unstable. If you yelled at him TOO much, maybe you would push him over the edge.

1:14

What’s the difference?

Either way, you messed up.

You always mess up. You always choose the wrong thing to do.

THAT’S what they’ll call the movie of your life:

DO THE WRONG THING.

Something A.M.

WHY CAN’T I SLEEP?

You know why you can’t sleep.

You’re an idiot.

You think you can handle this on your own.

You can’t.

TALK to someone. Mom and Dad.

No. They wouldn’t be any help.

Or Ted.

Uh, right.

Sunny? She has enough problems.

Maggie’s busy all the time.

Jay? Ha-ha.

Maybe Dawn or Amalia. But they hardly KNOW Alex. They don’t need to hear all this.

Guess what?

You’re all alone on this one, Ducky boy.

No one to talk to.

Just like Alex.

No, not really.

Alex has YOU.

But you don’t have Alex.

Greetings
from the State of
Disbelief

You can barely open your eyes. The sun is killing you.

But you have to wash up, eat breakfast, and get dressed.

Your family outing is about to begin.

To Disneyland.

They have GOT to be kidding.

In the Car

Don’t know how long you’ll be able to write. Dad’s driving and you forgot to bring Dramamine.

When you were TWO, you loved Disneyland. SIX. Even TEN. You must have gone there about 7,000 times before you hit your teens.

It’s not that you HATE the place. You don’t.

But it’s OLD now.

YOU’RE old.

You tried to give them a hint. Subtle little facial clues. Body language. Finally you just said, “Mom, we’re not kids anymore.”

“Of course not,” Mom said pleasantly. “We wouldn’t leave KIDS home alone while we were in Ghana.”

Ted called you an old fart. He LOVES the idea.

Dad said, “Come on, Ducky. For old times’ sake.”

Then you knew. It’s some kind of retro ironic nostalgia thing.

You can understand that. Sort of.

OK, attitude adjustment, McCrae.

You can do it.

Yippee.

Main Street, U.S.A.
In line for “Great Moments with Mr. Lincoln”

Ted was the one who suggested this.

He’s regressing.

So’s Dad. When we passed the old fire engine, he called out, “Ducky! Fah-oh tuck!” Like you’d find it SO CUTE to be reminded of what you said as a child, in front of five dozen tourists who are probably wondering what TWO GROWN SONS are doing in Disneyland with their parents.

You smiled and walked away. You sent him a telepathic anti-humiliation warning.

You forgot to send them to Ted. Soon you were watching the barbershop quartet and he began SINGING ALONG. Loud.

While you backed away in horror, Dad egged him on and Mom pulled out her videocamera to RECORD him—all the while telling everyone in earshot about his upcoming show in college.

Endure, Ducky. Endure. Abe Lincoln had it worse at your age.

He’s about to tell you how.

For the hundredth time.

Waiting outside
the Enchanted Tiki Room

Another line.

Screaming, squirming kids.

Now Dad is pulling Ping-Pong balls out of his pocket. To do MAGIC TRICKS.

Why?

WHY?

WHY?

In Which Ducky Eats Humble Pie

OK, you have to admit it.

He isn’t bad.

No David Copperfield, but not bad.

The kids loved him. They asked for autographs. Their parents took pictures.

Then he gave you the Ping-Pong balls. So YOU started doing tricks. The way he taught you. What else could you do?

Hey, it made the wait easier. Always did, even when you were a kid.

The Enchanted Tiki Room was an anticlimax.

Maybe they should put some feathers on Dad and make him part of the act.

The Tale of Wild Woman Mom
(Written Aboard the Disney Railroad)

She’s brave. She’s smart. She remembers what EVERYONE likes, and she won’t waver in her path to each ride in the right order. “No, Herb. Ducky hates that ride. We have to go to Frontierland…. Ted has to see the sailing ship. … Save your appetites for the Blue Ribbon Bakery, guys!”

Not only that, folks, she remembers EVERY event from EVERY family trip. She’ll tell you things you’ve forgotten:

You once threw a tantrum in the penny arcade.

A Pluto-teer (or whatever they call those people in Pluto costumes) scared you so badly you shrieked until you fell asleep in your stroller from exhaustion.

You used to have nightmares about the Pirates of the Caribbean, and for months afterward, anyone with an eye patch made you cry.

When you mention Haunted Mansion, she says, “Ducky, are you SURE you want to go in there?” As if you’re STILL scared of it.

Ted’s teasing her.

That’s OK. Mom’s cool. She can take it.

She’s got his barbershop quartet singing debut on tape.

Blackmail is the best revenge.

Frontierland
Tom Sawyer Island

The caves have gotten so much smaller.

So have the keelboats.

And you can’t actually steer them with poles.

Didn’t you used to be able to do that?

Or did you just imagine it? The way you imagined you were Davy Crockett and Alex was Mike Fink, battling it out on the river?

Or did Alex play Davy while you were Mike?

Whatever.

C U real soon!
Y? Because we like U…

And so, the McCraes depart the Kingdom, bellies full, smiles on their faces.

How was it?

Weird. Fun.

Wrong. Right.

Ted’s happy. He met a girl and got her phone number.

Mom and Dad left the park holding hands and smiling.

You didn’t mind it, overall.

Tomorrowland was a little tough. That was Alex’s fave. Especially Space Mountain. You felt a little guilty that you didn’t ask him to come along.

But don’t kid yourself.

He would have said no.

Besides, this was a family outing.

You need them once in awhile.

Sunday
Writing Fast

In Alex’s room. Alone.

He’s in the shower.

He was supposed to be ready for rock climbing by 9:30. You got here on time. But Mrs. S told you he was asleep. “You go wake him. I can’t.”

You climbed up here. You knocked and opened the door.

The smell hit you first. Musty, stuffy, like he hadn’t opened a window in ages.

You couldn’t believe your eyes.

Piles of clothes. Scattered papers. Magazines. Empty cups & dishes.

Pigsty.

Worse than Ted.

Alex was never NEAT, but he NEVER used to let things get this bad.

You woke him up. He seemed surprised to see you. Then he apologized and slouched into the bathroom to get ready.

You felt sorry for him, so you started to clean up.

No big deal. A little pile management. Floor liberation.

A jeans jacket was on the floor, scrunched by the foot of the bed, so you picked it up.

And a bottle fell out.

A fifth of vodka. Half empty.

You bent down to pick it up.

And you saw another one—totally empty—under his bed.

You put the jacket back. With the bottle.

Now what?

You are freaked.

Should you TELL him?

Even though he wants you to LAY OFF?

WHAT SHOULD YOU

Alex, Part 2
At the Monfort Quarry
Between a Rock and a Hard Place

Back again.

Had to stop writing, because you heard the shower turning off.

You’re alone here for a few minutes. Alex is off to the convenience mart to get some sports drink and trail gorp.

You hope that’s ALL he’s getting….

You didn’t write that.

BAD thing to say, Ducky, about your best friend.

BUT YOU CAN’T HELP IT. How can you trust him now?

You try to be close, you open yourself up, you let him confide in you. You ask him what’s wrong—YOU GIVE HIM EVERY CHANCE TO TELL THE TRUTH. And he tells you nothing’s wrong, nothing CONCRETE, it’s depression, he’s dealing with it—when all along, that’s NOT it at all.

He has a drinking problem.

And all you can think is, WHY DIDN’T I GUESS THIS? The slurry speech, the tiredness, the depression—it makes sense, because alcohol is a DEPRESSANT, isn’t it?

Then he walks into the room, his hair still wet from the shower, and you’re sitting on the bed, arms folded like a guilty little kid who’s done something wrong.

He’s groggy. Yawning. He looks around the room.

“You cleaned up,” he says.

“I’d forgotten what color the carpet is.”

“You didn’t have to clean up. Things will just fall back into a mess.”

His eyes fix on the jeans jacket.

Out of the corner of your eye you see that the tip of the bottle is sticking out.

STUPID. You were too rushed, too careless.

“You found the bottles,” he says.

But he sounds calm. Matter-of-fact.

You stammer and sputter.

“No big deal,” he says. “I’ve always had them around. Haven’t opened them for ages.”

You don’t believe him for a minute.

You didn’t talk about it on the way here.

But you haven’t stopped thinking.

Alex makes no sense. You don’t know him anymore. You don’t know what to expect.

The possibilities?

1. He WANTED you to find out. He knew that if you came to his house, he’d be asleep and you’d have to wake him up, and once you were in his room you’d see the bottles. It’s his way of crying for help.

2. He didn’t mean for you to see them. In fact, today’s plan—the rock climbing—is to convince you he doesn’t have a problem anymore. He wants to fool you into thinking he’s getting better. Then you won’t BOTHER him so much.

3. He IS getting better. He HASN’T touched the bottles in a long time. And he wants to go rock climbing.

4. None of the above. Or parts of all.

OK, nothing you can do now. Except CLIMB.

Try to enjoy it. The way you used to. It’s the only athletic thing you and Alex were ever good at.

Just make sure the ropes are secure and the pitons are tight.

And TRUST him.

You have to.

The rocks are pretty steep.

One false move, and you could be in serious trouble.

Sunday Night
Still Alive

Alex comes back from the convenience mart.

You load up the snacks and drinks. You double-check your Polaroid camera to make sure it has film.

And you start up the rock.

Right away you know this isn’t going to be easy.

You’re worried—not about yourself but about Alex.

You choose your handholds extra carefully. You jam your pitons extra securely. You make the first climb, while Alex waits. You call “On belay!” loud and clear. No room for error.

Then, when it’s Alex’s turn, you hold on for dear life.

His.

And yours.

One slip, and you bear all the weight. You’re the only one keeping you both anchored to the earth.

You watch his every move. You try to anticipate every change in direction, every shift of weight.

Just like life.

Think about it: You’re holding on for two, never letting up, whether Alex is moving or slipping or standing still. Knowing that whether or not he makes it depends on YOU.

The difference is, you reach a peak at the end of a climb. You rest.

You’re bruised and aching and tired. But you feel great.

And your ropes are intact. Strong, not frayed.

You wish life were that simple.

Anyway, you make the climb. You scramble over the crest and help Alex pull himself up.

You’re exhilarated. You feel INVINCIBLE.

Alex is taking off his gear. Looking back down the rock.

The smog has lifted, and the air is sweet and cool.

Time for a photo op.

You wedge your camera in the crook of a tree and set the self-timer.

“Quick!” You run to Alex and pose, your arm around his shoulder.

“No, Ducky—” Too late. The camera snaps.

As you run to see the picture, Alex sits on a flat rock and pulls his food from his pack.

You watch the image appear.

Next to your grinning, jack-o’-lantern face, Alex looks washed-out and ghostly. As if he’s seeing something through the camera lens that you can’t see. Something terrifying.

You pocket the photo and move to sit near him. He’s staring out over the valley, the breeze sweeping back his hair.

He doesn’t ask about the snapshot.

D [with a deep, satisfied sigh]: “Isn’t it great?”

A: “As good as it gets. Which isn’t too good.”

D: “Hey, come on, we DID it. We’re sitting at the top. THIS is what matters.”

A: “Nothing matters.”

D: “That’s just not true, Alex. SO MUCH matters.”

A: “Like what?”

D [this is hard]: “Like FRIENDS.” [All 1 of them, who doesn’t seem to be doing a great job.] “Family.” [What’s left of it.] “Simple stuff—the smell of the morning air through your bedroom window, the end of school on Friday, the beach on a weekend, a drive along the coast—”

A: “You’re a hopeless optimist.”

D: “I have my ups and downs. But I keep my eyes open. I let the good things in. What’s wrong with that?”

A: “Whatever gets you through the night.”

D: “What gets YOU through the night, Alex?”

A: “You don’t want to know.”

D: “What does THAT mean? Alex, look where we are. You wanted to do this. You suggested it! Are you so depressed you can’t enjoy this? Is it like a tape running in your brain—‘No matter what, I WILL be gloomy’? Just turn it OFF for a moment. Let your senses take over. Look at the view, feel the breezes. This is IT, Alex. This is LIFE. If you can’t enjoy this, what’s the point?”

A [nods; then, softly, under his breath]: “Yup. What’s the point?”

That hits you hard.

It makes you think.

It brings up the unanswered questions hidden away in the back of your mind since Jay’s party—WHY did he hide himself in a locked bathroom that night, and WHY was he fully clothed in the tub with the shower running?

Even back then you had a suspicion—you must have, because you didn’t want to let him out of your sight, and even after you left, you watched from outside the house until his bedroom light was out and you were reasonably sure he’d gone to sleep.

And now you have to face it, at the rock summit with your lifelines still tied and unfrayed. You have to ask him.

You wait until you’re back in the car, driving down the freeway with your windows open and the radio off.

D: “Alex, when you say nothing matters—you’re not speaking literally, right?”

A: “Huh?”

D: “Like, it doesn’t mean you would want to stop living?”

A [snapping around to face you]: “No! What’s with you, Ducky? You think just because there’s no reason to live a person should want to kill himself?”

D: “No. I was speaking theoretically—”

A: “I mean, that’s the LAST thing I would do!”

D: “OK, Alex. OK. You just said some stuff that concerned me—”

A: “I mean, just because there’s no reason to LIVE, doesn’t mean there’s a reason to DIE!”

D: “Right. I won’t mention it again.”

A: “Don’t even THINK about it.”

Alex flicks on the radio.

You drive home to the Top 40 countdown.

Feeling much better.

How could you have asked him that, Ducky?

OK, you feel like you’re attached to him. Like you have to pull the weight of two.

But cut the guy some slack.

You’re on solid ground now.

Monday
Study Hall

He wasn’t at his locker this morning. Not at lunch either.

After lunch you saw Ms. Krueger in the hallway. You turned and went to class the long way.

You couldn’t face her. You knew she was going to ask how Alex is doing.

As if you have any idea.

And Now
a Word from Our Sponsor:
YOU.

Ducky.

The guy whose name is on the front of this journal. Whose life is supposed to be chronicled faithfully here.

Forgot about him, huh?

Forgot to mention you managed to pass the math test last week.

Congratulations. Thank you.

As usual, you’re so wrapped up in Alex, you don’t even think of yourself.

After school today, you give Amalia a ride home, and she’s talking away, mentioning something about Maggie and her new therapist—and that makes you think about Dr. Welsch and your rock-climbing trip and the fact that Alex wasn’t in school today, and as you pass the turnoff to his house, you start debating whether you should call him or pay a visit—and suddenly you notice the car is silent.

“Ducky, are you OK?” Amalia asks.

“Yup. Fine.”

“Do you need to talk?”

You’re so preoccupied, you don’t hear the words right, most specifically the word YOU. Somehow you’re hearing HE, meaning Alex, and you reply, “He does, really badly. But I think he’s stopped seeing his therapist.”

Amalia’s looking at you weirdly. “Not Alex. You.”

You laugh and say no, not me, not Good Old Ducky, I don’t need to talk. I’m fine. Just have my head in the clouds, that’s all.

Because what ELSE can you say—I think my best friend is an alcoholic depressive who hates life? No. It wouldn’t be fair to put that on her. And it CERTAINLY wouldn’t be fair to Alex.

So you chat about nothing and you drop her off and you pretend it’s a hap-hap-happy day.

It’s not until you’re around the block that you start realizing how good it would feel to talk to Amalia—to anyone—about all this.

And because you don’t—because you CAN’T—you feel rotten and alone.

Just the right mood for your shift at Winslow Books.

On the way to the store, you stop at Alex’s. Paula answers the door and tells you he’s asleep. So you say good-bye and head to the store, feeling relieved that at least he’s THERE, although you can’t imagine where else he’d be.

Alex Speaks

You catch him on the phone after dinner:

A: “What’s up, Ducky?”

D: “Hi. Nothing. I mean, I didn’t see you today at school, and I figured I’d call.”

A: “Uh-huh.”

D: “So…I’m calling! Are you OK?”

A: “As much as I ever am.”

D: “I thought…maybe you pulled a muscle or something on the climb. MY legs sure are killing me.”

A [long pause]: “I’m fine.”

D: “You’re fine? That’s fine. I’m fine too.” [Great vocabulary, McCrae.]

A: “Uh, Ducky? You don’t have to do this.”

D: “What?”

A: “Check up on me. One mother is enough. Just let me have my space.”

D: “OK.”

You’re upbeat. You understand.

But you want to smack yourself because you’re making Alex SICK of you—and why shouldn’t he be, when you’re hovering over him and questioning his every move—and you realize ONCE AGAIN that YOU BETTER WAKE UP, this is YOUR life.

So.

MY life…

Let’s see. It’s fifty-six degrees outside.

The math homework is impossible.

My sneakers are wearing out.

It’s almost bedtime.

Thank God.

—Up After Midnight—
This Is Beginning to Become a Habit

Well, bedtime came and went. And you sat there and tried to think of something ELSE to write, but you couldn’t, so you read and listened to the radio until you were bored and thirsty, at which point you headed for the kitchen.

Lo and behold, Ted was there, sneaking a dish of ice cream, and you grunted hello.

T: “Can’t sleep, huh?”

D: “Nope.”

T: “Girl trouble?”

(Please.)

D: “Not exactly.”

T: “Well, what, exactly?”

D: “Nothing.”

T: “Come on, bro, what’s on your mind?”

And suddenly you felt like you-know-who, all bottled up with nowhere to go, which was stupid because Ted seemed to be in a decent mood, the kitchen was quiet, and you felt comfortable in a way you hadn’t felt since before Mom and Dad returned, as if the house was yours again, just the two of you shooting the breeze at midnight.

You got a glass of water, sank into a kitchen chair, and began to talk—keeping it light, skimming the details, not wanting to bore him—until you realized THIS IS YOUR BROTHER and he’s bored you PLENTY over the years, and if you can’t talk to him, who, then?

So you unloaded. You talked about Alex’s moods, Alex’s absences from school, the rock-climbing incident, the way your life had become CONSUMED by Alex’s problems.

D: “My best friend is being sucked into his own private black hole, and I’m diving in after him. My other best friends are all eighth-grade girls, and I can’t talk to THEM about this. So I keep it to myself. And it affects everything in my life. School. My friendships.”

T: “And then, in the middle of all this, Mom and Dad come home.”

D: “Right. I felt so strange at the airport, picking them up. Uncomfortable. Same thing at Disneyland. I mean, I should be happy they’re home. We’re going to be together for Christmas.”

T: “Well, life is sometimes like that.”

D: “My life, anyway.”

T: “Hey, I feel strange about Mom and Dad too. I felt especially strange at Disneyland.”

D: “You didn’t seem that way. You were acting like a little kid!”

T: “Overcompensation. That’s like an exaggerated reaction to cover up how you’re really feeling. You’ll learn about that in Psych 101.”

(Thank you, Dr. Freud.)

D: “So that was an act?”

T: “Sort of. I mean, I feel weird even now. Listen to us, all whispery and quiet. A week ago, we’d be in here crashing around, not worrying about waking anyone up, not caring about who’ll notice the food missing from the fridge. It’s different now.”

Ever since that conversation, you’ve been thinking about that difference.

Part of you wants everything to be the same. Mom, Dad, Ted, Ducky, apple pie, Disneyland.

But you know it can’t be that way again. Not totally.

Before Mom and Dad came home, you’d gotten used to a new life.

Independent. Free.

You hate to admit it, but part of you is looking forward to their next trip.

Tuesday 12/8
Study Hall

Three tests Friday. You thought they weren’t supposed to schedule so many in one day.

Big trouble. Have to cut this short.

BTW, Alex in school today. (Hooray.)

Didn’t say much to you, though. Looked tired.

As usual.

Late-night Ramblings
Half-open Eyes

Mom and Dad so quiet during dinner. Dad’s mad, I think. Don’t know why.

More details as they become available.

Midweek Checkup
or, The Remains of a Once-Vital Youth:
Ducky, We Hardly Knew Ye

Studied till 11:30 last night. Ouch.

You feel like dry toast today.

Saw Alex at lunch. He must not have seen you. He came in late and took a seat alone by the window. You had dessert with him, but he was very quiet so you didn’t force the conversation.

When you went your separate ways afterward, he didn’t even say good-bye.

On your way to class, you ran into Sunny, who looked worse than you. She was even more off-the-wall than usual—loud jokes, under-the-breath insults, sudden space-outs.

Poor thing. Her mom’s really deteriorating. It’s hard to find out exactly how much. Sunny’s not giving any straight answers.

But you were worried. So you tracked down Dawn after study hall and asked if she knew anything.

“Sunny doesn’t confide in ME anymore,” she replied.

Well.

You wish they would patch things up. Sunny desperately needs a best friend.

Don’t we all.

Thursday
There’s No Place Like Homeroom

Who is DAD to lecture you about bedtimes and study habits?

Now that they’re home—NOW you’re supposed to suddenly revert to childhood? Get into your jammies and brush your toofies and kiss-kiss before the little hand reaches the nine?

You tried to be calm about it. You ARE a reasonable guy. You explained that 10:45 wasn’t too late for a good night’s sleep, and you only had twenty more pages to read. And besides, you’d stayed up late OTHER nights this week.

WHY the explosion? WHY?

Something’s up. Mom and Dad are arguing behind closed doors—whispering, hissing.

Maybe they’re still having trouble adjusting to the return.

Welcome to the club.

Soc stud

You were walking head down through the main hall, lost in your own world, when you smelled cigarette smoke. You looked up, and you were in the mood to BLAST somebody, to ask the idiot if he could READ THE SIGNS—and you were practically face-to-face with Mrs. Snyder.

She’d just walked through the front door and she was stubbing the butt out in an ashtray.

“Hi,” you said.

“Hi,” she said.

You probably didn’t stand there very long. It just SEEMED that way because you felt so AWKWARD seeing her in the middle of the school day, so you just nodded and moved on while she disappeared into Mr. Dean’s office.

Terrific. Alex has become an official Case.

Reflections on a Lousy Day
(Written at Winslow Books)

He totally ignored you at the lockers.

You sat with him at lunch. A half hour of slow chewing and window gazing.

You mentioned you saw his mom. You asked if he saw her.

Shrug. Shrug.

Finally you asked, “Are you mad at me about something?”

He didn’t answer. He stood up and left.

How much of this can you take?

Never give up?

NEVER?

Even Good Old Ducky has his limits.

TGIF
Because
YNAW

You Need a Weekend, that is.

Your chemistry exam is a killer.

English and French are no day at the beach either.

In between, you eat lunch all by yourself. Alex is at another table.

Fine.

Unfortunately, Marco and a bunch of Cro Mags sit at the table next to you and start quacking and making stupid comments, turning your lunch into sheer misery.

When the bell rings, you’re out of there. But as you’re rounding the corner to class, you feel two hands reach around your face and cover your eyes.

You lurch away. You HATE their idiotic pranks and you HATE the fact that ruining your lunch isn’t enough, that they have to follow you into the hallway and continue their torture—and you’re ready for anything, an egg shampoo, a ridiculous hat, a fight.

But it’s Dawn. And behind her is Maggie, holding a flower. And Amalia, with a small box of chocolates.

“Don’t EVER do that again!” Great, Ducky, dump on your pals. “I mean, you scared me.”

Dawn looks shocked. “Sorry.”

“We were going to hold you hostage,” Amalia explains. “Force you to endure flowers and chocolate.”

“We thought you needed it,” Maggie adds.

You feel like a total JERK. You try to smile, but it feels phony. “Thanks, guys.”

“I mean, if you don’t LIKE chocolate, I’ll eat it,” Amalia says.

It’s a joke. You tell yourself to LIGHTEN UP.

“Whatever,” you say. “You can have it.”

“Excuse ME, sir,” Amalia says, “what have you done with good old Ducky?”

Good Old Ducky.

Good Old, Used-up Ducky.

Discovering Ducky:
A Journey to the Wild, Screaming Beaches

You wind your way among the marauding Rollerbladers.

You shield yourself from the blazing sun.

You risk bruise and blister on the sand and jetties.

And finally you find him. Here on the farthest rock, away from the noisy crowd.

He’s floating high over the silver-blue ocean. He’s crawling into a cool crevice with the starfish. He’s billowing in the sail of a distant catamaran, and he’s riding the waves in the wake of the surfers.

You can’t really see him. He’s not a person, but you wish he were. He’s a lot of things you want to be.

He’s alone.

He’s free.

He’s not afraid.

And he knows what’s important.

Sunday
Discovering Ducky 2

You fix pancakes for the whole family. Mom is blown away. Dad smiles for the first time since, oh, Tuesday.

Ted says you should have put raisins in the pancakes, but you take it in stride. Cool and good-humored. A rising tide lifts all boats.

Next you call Alex.

He can avoid you all he wants.

He can be mad at you.

He can even end the friendship.

But he has to TALK to you first.

That’s all you ask.

Mrs. Snyder says he’s not home. He left on his bike. Somewhere.

You have a hunch where.

You find him at Las Palmas County Park, at your old spot near the creek.

You say hi and he says nada.

You fight the impulse to spin away and head right back over the bridge.

You drop your bike and sit next to him.

D: “Is it something I ate?”

A [frowning]: “What?”

D: “You’ve been avoiding me all week.”

A: “Oh. That. Sorry.”

D: “Body odor, then? My political beliefs?”

A [No smile. (No surprise.)]: “I just wanted to be alone, that’s all.”

D: “You can’t. I won’t let you.”

A: “Ducky—”

D: “Do you feel BETTER when I’m not around? Do I make you feel worse?”

A: “No, but—”

D: “I’m nosy. I try too hard. OK. But you know what? You ought to be GLAD you have a friend like me.”

A: “I AM glad.”

D: “Good. So let me do what friends are SUPPOSED to do. TALK to me. Stop telling me nothing’s wrong. I’m CONCERNED about you. I don’t know if you’re seeing Dr. Welsch anymore. I don’t know if you’re even trying. But I want to help, Alex. Let me. Life is too short to waste away.”

A [mumbles]: “Not short enough.”

D: “Alex, stop it. You scare me when you say that!”

You’re practically shouting. He doesn’t realize how POWERFUL those words are.

A: “OK, Ducky. OK. You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just having a bad week. That’s all. And I am seeing Dr. Welsch.”

D: “Do you talk to him about how you’re feeling.?”

A: “Sure. But I get kind of talked out. That’s why I’m so quiet. So don’t worry, OK?”

You nod. But you’re not reassured.

You want to trust him, but that’s become almost impossible to do.

Part of you thinks he’s telling you what he thinks you want to hear. Just to shut you up.

And that part of you is mad.

But you don’t KNOW. You just don’t know.

“Well, I’ll be here,” you tell him. “You’re not going to get rid of me that easily.”

Alex nods and smiles faintly. “I hope not.”

Holiday Madness
at Winslow Books

That’s the sign in the window.

Couldn’t they have come up with something better?

It feels weird being here on a Monday. But at school today, Sunny asked you to sub for her.

She caught you in a rare good mood. Why? Because…

You squeaked by with a 78 on the chem, and you managed a B on the English. (You’ll find out about French demain.)

So you told Sunny OF COURSE you’ll work, but only until 5:30, because dinner’s supposed to start early tonight.

Dad has called a Family Meeting.

One can only guess the reason:

They’ve decided to relocate to Palo City permanently.

They want Ted and me to move out.

They’ve planned another nostalgic family trip—to the Palo City Nursery School playground.

We’re all getting bauxite in our stockings for Christmas.

You’re tingling with anticipation.

P.S. Alex News:

He was in school today.

Spaced out, as usual.

Although he seemed pretty upbeat, for him. He actually smiled at you. He mentioned how quiet his house will be tonight, because Paula’s going to a sleepover party at a friend’s. (That’s the first he’s even mentioned his sister in ages.)

And the last you saw of him, before you rushed off to Winslow Books, he was (gasp) cleaning out his locker.

You’re not going to get too excited, though. Don’t jump to conclusions—like your talk yesterday actually INFLUENCED him.

He probably just lost something.

And the Hits Keep Coming

That’s what it feels like. Another hit to the jaw.

HOW CAN THEY DO THIS?

They gave BIRTH to us. They WANTED to form a family.

What’s the point of a family if you can’t stay together?

WHAT IS SO SPECIAL ABOUT GHANA?

We were SUPPOSED to have Christmas together. You were looking forward to it. You were going to buy a new botanically correct plastic TREE this weekend. Shop for gifts.

Now what? What can you buy the parents who have EVERYTHING? Who face the IRRESISTIBLE temptation of “exciting research opportunities” in exotic lands, SO exciting that they have to hold a FAMILY MEETING to announce the glad tidings of their imminent departure, and oh, by the way, hold that cheer and 86 the tree, Christmas has been postponed until further notice.

You should have known when you got home from work and saw that the DINING ROOM TABLE had been set up. No kitchen-table dinner for news like this, no sir!

You wish you HAD suspected, because you might have thought of an INTELLIGENT argument, you might have somehow CONVINCED them that they were doing the wrong thing, that it wouldn’t KILL them to WAIT until spring or summer OR JUST FIND A JOB CLOSE TO HOME, FOR GOD’S SAKE.

But you didn’t.

Instead you just blurted out, “You’re leaving before Christmas? You’re not even going to be here for THAT?”

Which only made them defensive, and Dad went on and on about how this was a once-in-a-lifetime chance, and hey, the trip’s not going to be too long, really, just TWO OR THREE MONTHS, and afterward they’ll be home for a long time—besides, Grandma and Grandpa would LOVE to have you and Ted to Pasadena for Christmas, they’ll spoil you silly!

“It’s not the same!” you said.

Now Dad was sweating and Mom was looking all concerned, but their firm voices and pitying eyes meant they’d talked it out, weighed the options, maybe even reserved the tickets—probably during all those whispered conversations you heard behind doors that were shut solid because YOUR OPINION DOESN’T COUNT.

And you knew that arguing was no use, that you were too emotional, you weren’t going to convince them of anything, and the best you could do was make them feel awful.

Which you did.

And that was just fine.

So what are you doing?

Sitting up here in your cramped little room, writing your guts out.

While Ted and Mom and Dad mumble downstairs.

You are out of here.

Mon. Night
Tues. Morning
Whatever

Why do things happen the way they do?

Why do you have arguments that make you think the world is coming to an end, and your own trivial, stupid self-pity makes you run away to a place where the end of the world rushes up to meet you?

Was it FATE that you went to Alex’s after you left your house? Or had you KNOWN? Had you read between the lines and ANTICIPATED what had happened?

No. Don’t give yourself too much credit.

You just wanted to see him, that’s all. You thought that somewhere deep inside he’d understand how you felt.

How HE was feeling hadn’t entered your mind at all.

You just rang and rang, but no one answered.

You remembered that Mrs. Snyder had a book discussion group on Monday night. Somewhere in the neighborhood. Paula was at her sleepover.

Alex? Asleep probably.

So you stomped back out to the car, still angry at Mom and Dad.

You almost drove away.

But the noise stopped you. For a moment you put aside your rage and listened.

A car engine.

It sounded funny. Muffled. It was coming from the Snyders’ driveway, but the driveway was empty.

And the garage door was closed.

Your mind blanked.

But your body reacted.

You shot out of the car. Bolted up the driveway. Grabbed the garage handle and pulled.

It was locked.

So you pounded hard. But your only answer was the soft purr of the engine beyond the door.

You raced to the Snyders’ back door and yanked up the welcome mat.

You grabbed the spare key, ran back to the garage door, and opened it.

Fumes. Exhaust every-where.

Your eyes itched. Your lungs filled. You squinted, coughing.

Through the haze you spotted the car-door handle, so you pulled it.

The door swung open.

Smoke wafted out, revealing a leg.

Alex’s.

He was sprawled across the backseat.

You dived in. You put your hand to his chest.

It was rising and falling. Slowly.

You reached over the seat, turned off the ignition, then hooked your arms under his and pulled him out. Onto the lawn, away from the exhaust.

You checked for a pulse. There, but barely.

Next thing you knew, you were in the kitchen calling 911. Maybe the door was open, maybe you used the key, you don’t remember.

When the ambulance came, you were slapping Alex’s face, shouting his name, trying to revive him.

You were aware that Mrs. Snyder was there too, that she’d arrived just about when the ambulance did, that she was crying and shouting at you—but you weren’t hearing her. You were watching Alex. You were seeing the white-sleeved arms lifting him. You were listening to the briskly shouted words, hoping for an encouraging sign. You saw your friend being swallowed up by tubes and straps as he floated on a stretcher into a waiting ambulance whose doors slammed shut, locking him away from you.

Then you were riding with Mrs. Snyder in her car, the windows open to air out the fumes, following the ambulance as it shrieked through the streets, stopping traffic and running red lights.

She pulled into the hospital parking lot in time for you to see him being carried into the building, and one of the technicians had the presence of mind to tell you Alex was alive, he was breathing OK. And you held onto hope even though you were aware of what the technician didn’t say—that Alex was going to be all right. That he was going to live.

All you could do was pull yourself together enough to find the waiting room with Mrs. Snyder, whose face was red and swollen and streaked with tears.

As you sat huddled next to each other on a sofa, the events began replaying in your mind—could you have been quicker, should you have given mouth-to-mouth, should you have dragged him out first and THEN turned off the car?

Mrs. Snyder was sobbing, saying she shouldn’t have gone to her book discussion group, she should have stayed home, Alex was acting so strange today, so HAPPY, as if he knew it was all about to end, as if he were looking forward to a trip.

And the word SUICIDE was elbowing its way into your brain—that’s what it was, a suicide attempt, your best friend tried to take his own life, and even though you knew that from the moment you found him in the car, it stunned you to finally give a name to what he did.

His words were coming back to you—the hints and signals that now seemed so LOUD AND CLEAR. And you realized that all along, while you thought he wasn’t confiding in you, he WAS. He was telling you EVERYTHING. In the muttered comments about life being worthless. In the way he insisted that NOTHING MATTERED. In his refusal to find joy in the obvious places. Even in his silences he was opening his soul to you, showing you that somehow, for reasons he couldn’t understand, it had been emptied.

And today he was cleaning out his locker.

HE WAS CLEANING OUT HIS LOCKER.

Could anything have been more obvious? Did he have to hold a sign up to your face? Write you a good-bye note?

You should have stayed with him then. You should have called Mr. Winslow and told him you couldn’t work and spent the day shoulder to shoulder with your best friend until he snapped out of it, no matter how long it took, no matter if it meant taking him yourself to Dr. Welsch.

You told Mrs. Snyder that you should have seen it coming—or maybe she said it to you, you can’t remember.

Time passed—five minutes, maybe a half hour, but it seemed like months—and Mrs. Snyder spent most of it on the phone, arranging for Paula to stay at her friend’s house for the time being, explaining the situation to the parents but lying like crazy to Paula, telling her Alex had food poisoning. Finally a doctor called you both into a quiet hallway, where he said that Alex was alive and sleeping. His blood and lungs showed early signs of carbon monoxide poisoning, but he was in stable condition.

Stable.

Which is better than critical.

It means he’ll live.

The doctor told us we couldn’t see Alex yet, he was still under observation, that we should go home, get some sleep, and wait for a call in the morning.

You felt a little relieved as you walked back to the waiting room. You called Mom and Dad from a pay phone and explained what had happened. You told them that you wanted to stay until you KNEW Alex was better. Mom insisted on coming to pick you up.

She arrived a few minutes later. You tried not to cry but you couldn’t help it, you’d been holding it in all day—and before long Mom’s shoulder was wet on the left side from your tears and on the right from Mrs. Snyder’s.

Mrs. Snyder wanted to wait overnight, in case Alex woke up and needed her. Mom couldn’t convince her to come back and rest.

So Mom and you left together a little after 10:00. On the way home, you filled in all the details for her, and you repeated them to Dad and Ted a few minutes later, around the kitchen table.

You could barely get the words out, and as you spoke you relived the scene a hundred times, and you HATED when they told you that you’d DONE THE RIGHT THINGS, when they tried to make something POSITIVE out of what was really a botched rescue of a botched life, the last-ditch effort of a friend who listened but never heard, who reacted instead of acted, who stepped in only after it was too late.

No. You don’t KNOW it’s too late. He may pull through fine.

But what’s FINE, Ducky? What’s fine for ALEX? Sliding back into the prison of himself? Knowing that the one time he tried to DO something about his situation he FAILED? And now, in addition to the gloom and the emptiness, he’ll have to deal with the humiliation that everyone KNOWS what he did?

Will you, Mrs. Snyder, Ms. Krueger, and everyone else who cares about him have to spend each day worrying, monitoring him, suspecting every absence from school, interpreting each change in his attitude, fearing any sudden show of happiness?

Will he be able to live with all that?

Will he try again?

And if he does, will YOU be ready? Will you read the handwriting on the wall when things begin to spin out of control?

How could he DO this? How could ANYONE do something so stupid? Give up a WHOLE LIFE, a hundred thousand sunrises and starry nights and comforts and conflicts and triumphs and dreams? How could he do this to US? DEVASTATE the people who love him. Did he realize that if he’d succeeded, our own lives would be torn apart?

Listen to yourself, Ducky.

You’ve changed.

No more hopeless optimist.

The OPTIMIST in you would see a silver lining. He’d see that this might be a wake-up call to everyone. That now Alex will get the RIGHT kind of attention. That maybe he’s gone as low as he can go, and now he’ll start the climb out.

Maybe.

You can only hope.

And be there until it happens.

What a Difference a Night Makes

It’s after 3 A.M.

Mom has just left.

She and Dad haven’t been able to sleep either.

She told you over and over that you couldn’t have done any more than you did. That YOU were the only one who suspected how serious Alex’s problem was. That you shouldn’t blame yourself for not predicting a suicide attempt. NO ONE wants to believe that will ever happen.

She reminded you that you saved his life. No one else did.

You listened. You tried to let that idea in. You don’t know if you can.

Then, as you were thinking, fighting back tears and exhaustion, she took your hand and quietly offered to cancel her travel plans. She and Dad had discussed it and agreed that they didn’t HAVE to go to Ghana. They would stay if you needed them around.

You weren’t expecting that. And your brain was too fried to even process the idea.

But Mom said not to worry. You didn’t have to answer right away. You could think about it.

Sometime.

Like tomorrow.

Today.

Whatever.

Transcript of a Phone Call
at 8 A.M.

Mrs. Snyder: “Is this Ducky?”

Ducky: “Yes! HOW IS HE?”

Mrs. S: “Wide-awake. Walking around and talking with the nurses. He’s going to make a one hundred percent recovery.”

You shout the news. Mom, Dad, and Ted all rush in, relieved.

Mrs. S: “He had JUST passed out when you reached him, Ducky. So the damage wasn’t too severe. I hope you realize what you did. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

D: “You can’t! I mean, this NEWS is repayment! When is he coming home?”

Mrs. S: “At noon.”

D: “TODAY?”

School.

You’ll be in school.

You CAN’T.

You can’t imagine facing other people today.

You look at Mom and Dad, and they’re reading your mind, both nodding yes. Dad’s making a gentle palms-down gesture that implies STAY.

Mrs. S: “Ducky, I just spoke to my brother Dave, who’s a doctor in Chicago. I told him what happened, and he asked tons of questions—How has Alex behaved? What has he said? It turns out that there are warning signs all of us missed. Signs that can be mistaken for other things, like depression. Alex has some serious problems, Ducky. Things that are beyond all our love and attention. Anyway, Dave’s affiliated with a recovery center there, and I’ve enrolled Alex. I hope to have him on a flight by tonight.”

You can’t believe it. After all this, Alex is going to be sent away.

D: “Can I come over at noon to talk to him? My mom and dad will let me.”

Mrs. S: “Of course. I’d like to see you myself.”

11:30
Some Notes About Warning Signs

You’ve spent much of the last few hours on the Web.

You did a search on teen suicide and downloaded information from some sites.

What ARE the warning signs? They’re similar to the signs of severe depression. No one can PREDICT when severe depression will spill into a suicide attempt. Some studies show that the desire may have a chemical or genetic basis. But kids who HAVE tried suicide report many of the same symptoms:

Changes in sleep habits—sleeping late, difficulty waking, frequent naps, constant yawning.

Withdrawal from favorite activities.

Withdrawal from family and friendships.

Inability to concentrate.

A sudden personality change.

Declining grades.

Substance abuse.

Hints in conversation, such as “Nothing matters” or “I won’t be a problem for you much longer.”

Right before an attempt, a sudden cheerfulness and/or a desire to “put things in order.”

You learned that none of these things means that a person will necessarily attempt to kill himself. But each of them is a serious sign. It’s especially serious if someone exhibits more than one.

Or all.

Like Alex.

You feel as if you’re seeing him right up there on the screen.

You print out all the information you can. You file it away in your desk.

Now it’s time to go.

You can use the car. Ted and Dad have brought your car back from the Snyders’.

Tuesday afternoon

When you get to the house, he’s asleep.

But you don’t care.

You’re so happy that he’s ALIVE. The last time you were here, you thought you’d lost him.

You sit at the kitchen table. Mrs. Snyder fixes you a snack. She asks if you like Oreos and milk and you say yes, but she comes back to the table with orange juice and a box of Wheat Thins.

She’s a little out of it. Her hands are shaky, her hair pulled back into a messy ponytail. She looks as if she’s been up all night.

She sits across from you and starts speaking softly, painfully:

Mrs. S: “I didn’t know, Ducky. I didn’t know he was so desperate. I didn’t even know he was cutting school until Mr. Dean told me. I leave for work before Alex wakes up, I take care of Paula, who is a handful—and I assumed he was going every day. Alex lied to me about that. He lied about the alcohol too. I knew he was drinking after that awful night you brought him home from Jay’s party. I snooped around and found a bottle in his room. Dr. Welsch said that alcoholism wasn’t the problem per se, that it was a symptom of depression, but I didn’t believe it.”

D: “It was impossible to figure him out. I was his closest friend and I didn’t know what was wrong.”

Mrs. S: “When Mr. Snyder and I divorced, Alex didn’t speak for two days. Not a word. I would joke with him, ask him questions—nothing. He didn’t seem angry or sad. Just blank. He finally came around a bit, but I don’t think he was ever the same.”

She goes on and on, recalling more events, remembering angry statements she never should have made, times she should have stayed home from work, hunches she never followed through on.

All her fault. Her fault for divorcing, for having to work two jobs, for not being aggressive enough about getting child support payments, for smoking, for refusing to move to Chicago when her brother offered her a job, for joining her book discussion group instead of staying home on Monday nights.

Your heart goes out to her. She sounds like you.

You try to reassure her. You tell her about some of the information you learned on the Internet—that the symptoms can deceive you, that you can’t predict suicidal behavior.

Mrs. S: “I guess you can drive yourself crazy second-guessing.”

D: “And it’s so hard to help someone who won’t talk. Alex just detached himself, Mrs. Snyder. From school. From me. From his old self. On the one hand, he insisted nothing was wrong—and on the other hand, he was dropping all these hints. How could you know what to take seriously? How could you assume your best friend, a guy who loved life so much, would ever think of—”

You have to stop. Mrs. Snyder is in tears, and finishing that sentence would be cruel.

But now you’re breaking down too.

And something else happens that you never would have predicted.

She opens her arms and hugs you. And you hold each other, sobbing softly, warmed by the morning sunlight that streams through the kitchen window.

A few moments later, you hear a door open upstairs.

You and Mrs. Snyder go to the bottom landing. Alex is standing in his open doorway. His room is shaded and unlit.

He looks like himself. Somehow, this surprises you.

What were you expecting—gray hair? Electrodes? Maybe just a look of unbearable inner torment.

But he looks unfazed, as if nothing has happened.

“What time is it?” he says with a yawn.

You tell him 12:45. He nods and heads back into his room.

His mom gestures for you to go talk to him, so you climb the stairs.

His room has been tidied up—by Mrs. Snyder, you assume. Alex is lying down on the bedcovers, his eyes half open.

You’re nervous. Rigid. What can you say? What does he remember? Should you let him bring it up? Should you be serious? Cheerful? Silent?

You pull out his desk chair and sit next to the bed. Alex speaks first:

A: “Isn’t it a school day?”

D: “I stayed home.”

A: “You? How come?”

D: “Because of you.”

A: “Hey, did you pass that—that English exam?”

D: “French.”

A: “Whatever. I knew it was an exam.”

D: “I don’t know yet. I was supposed to find out today. But it doesn’t matter, Alex. I wanted to be here. To see how you’re doing.”

A: “I’m cool. You didn’t have to cut for that.”

D: “I’m just so glad you’re HERE, Alex. God, I was worried. I couldn’t just leave you. Not after last night. So…how do you feel? I mean—why? You know, last night? When did you—what made you do it?”

A: “Ducky, it’s no big deal. Really.”

The words smack you. They throw you back.

The same old lines. Right back to where you left off.

As if nothing happened.

You seize up. You feel empty. Helpless. The door is slamming shut again and it feels too familiar.

Only now you know what’s inside. You know what Alex is holding back.

And you’ll be damned if you let him get away with it.

You shout: “How can you say that? How can you possibly say that? Alex, you almost died! I was holding your body. I had to check to see if you were breathing. HOW CAN YOU SAY IT’S NO BIG DEAL? You know what you are, Alex? You’re SELFISH. You’re a SELFISH and FOOLISH and STUBBORN person who can’t take one second to realize that people care about you. I care about you.”

You know the words are harsh. You know he’s fragile. But there it is. You had to say it.

You don’t want praise. You don’t want him to fall all over you with thanks. You don’t wazt promises and declarations.

One word is all you need. One word, one LOOK from Alex—some sign that he has heard you, that he understands—and you’ll stick around.

Anything less and you’ll know it’s time to move on. Leave him to the professionals and pray. As hard as that will be.

Not because you hate him. Not because you don’t want him to get better.

But because if he can’t value the person who saved his life, if he can’t show some emotion to the person who knows his deepest secret, then that person means nothing to him.

And you can’t be nothing.

So you lock eyes with him, waiting for an answer.

But he turns away, his face still as stone.

You stand quietly.

And then you leave.

Mrs. Snyder is staring at you as you walk through the house. You meet her glance briefly, painfully, but you keep going.

You hear her running up the stairs as you head out the door.

You climb into your car, steeling yourself against tears. You turn on the ignition and shift into drive.

“Ducky! Wait!”

Mrs. Snyder is running toward you across the lawn.

You lower the passenger window, and she leans in. “Alex told me he wants to speak to you. Please don’t go.”

You feel numb as you turn the car off. Numb as you walk toward the house. Numb as you enter and climb the stairs.

Alex’s bedroom door is open.

His back is to you. He’s looking out the window.

You stand for a moment, but he doesn’t move.

So you walk closer.

And you see that he’s crying.

“Alex?” you say.

His face, so blank and unfeeling a moment ago, now looks sunken and hollow. When he speaks, you can barely hear him.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m so sorry.”

You feel your own rage washing away. You reach out and put a hand on his shoulder. “Just get better,” you whisper back.

He raises his eyes to the big sycamore tree in the front yard. A faint smile plays across his face. “You know what I thought of last night in the hospital? The time I fell out of that tree.”

You cringe at the memory. You were only ten. You stood there, helpless, while he howled and howled. “I remember.”

“The pain was unbelievable. I never imagined ANYTHING could hurt so much.”

“I’d never heard you scream like that.”

“Well, last night I thought about how falling out of the tree was nothing compared to this.”

Finally Alex turns toward you.

He’s looking you straight in the eye.

You understand.

Totally.

And you see why he couldn’t open up.

It wasn’t your fault.

Or his.

Opening up meant feeling that pain.

So he buried it inside. Until he couldn’t bury it anymore.

You sit at the foot of his bed. He sits on the pillow.

The way you’ve sat a million other times for a million other conversations.

He talks a little about Chicago. He’s dreading it in a way, but looking forward to a change of scenery.

You tell him to bring back Frango mints. Whenever Mom and Dad go to Chicago, they always bring back Frango mints from some big department store.

It’s a dumb thing to say, but it feels right.

Alex promises he’ll find some.

You help him pull down a suitcase from his closet shelf. You both begin packing his stuff. His mom comes upstairs and reminds Alex that they have to leave soon to pick up his ticket at the airport.

“I’ve got it under control now,” Alex says to you. About the packing.

“Well,” you reply.

“Yeah,” he says. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Call me.”

“I will.”

You turn to leave, but before you’re out the door, Alex mumbles, “Thank you.” Then he continues packing.

And you leave.

As you walk down the stairs, you feel dazed.

You try not to think that you almost threw away your friendship.

He was the one who pulled you back.

But in a way, that was how it should have been.

After so much blindness and bumbling, after everything you’ve done wrong, at least you know you did one thing right.

Thursday 12/17
Los Angeles International Airport
in which Ducky Returns After a Two-Day Rest

Some rest.

Between school, homework, phone conversations with Mrs. Snyder, e-mail to Alex, preparations for Mom and Dad’s trip, and taking them to meet the plane, you haven’t stopped.

Telling Mom and Dad they should go to Ghana was the hardest part of the last two days.

You reached that decision in the car, on the way back from Alex’s on Tuesday.

What was the point of their staying home? Alex is going to be away. You’ll be fine. All they’d be doing would be moping around the house, thinking about the trip they didn’t take.

Ted and you can buy the botanically correct tree and celebrate a brotherly Christmas. You’ll make it fun.

Mom and Dad kept asking if you were SURE, insisting they’d be HAPPY to stay. You knew they were sincere. But you could sense their relief. And their appreciation.

Driving to the airport, you were totally fine.

Saying good-bye, though, was a different story.

For the first time since you were a little boy, you cried. You never thought you’d miss them so much.

They cried back. You hugged each other until the final boarding announcement. And you stood by the window and waved to the plane as it took off.

The way you did when you were little.

Everything’s changed so much since the day you picked them up here. YOU’VE changed.

As a son.

As a brother.

As a friend.

You feel funny about going back to Palo City now. To Life Without Parents.

Or Alex.

When he called you from Chicago this afternoon, he didn’t say much. But he sounded a little upbeat, I think. He said he hopes to come home soon.

You talked to Mrs. Snyder afterward. She thinks he sounds “fragile.”

She’s not so sure about the coming-home-soon part.

Neither am I.

Oh, well. I guess it’ll be pretty lonely for awhile.

At least I have Ted. And my friends.

They’ll be glad Good Old Ducky’s back.

I’m not sure I’m up to being Good Old Ducky just yet, though.

Maybe just plain Ducky.

If I can figure out who that is.
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