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1
White-clad paramedics run alongside the gurney, guiding me through the electric gates of the facility and across the parking lot, where a helicopter waits. They are careful even though they’re in a hurry, and I want to thank them, maybe tell them not to go to so much trouble for me, because I feel fine despite what has just happened. Also, it’s been a long time since anyone has worried about me, and truth be told, it’s a little embarrassing. One of the men puts his hand on mine and says, “Hang in there, buddy. You’re going to make it. I swear you’re going to be okay.”

I want to say something to reassure him, but I can’t talk. My breathing is thin and shallow, and it’s all I can do to keep my eyes open and look at the helicopter blades hanging down at their tips, all wobbly and half-assed. I wonder how something so fragile-looking can fly, but then the rotor powers up and the blades become a cyclone beating down the air and flattening me to the gurney. The paramedics fold up the legs of the gurney and slide me into the helicopter.

“Just hold on, buddy,” the guy says again. I try to smile to let him know I’m okay, but my face muscles don’t work. I can move my eyes, though, and I look out the windows, which are all around. A tornado of dirt and leaves swirls outside, twigs and bugs and other dried-up things riding the currents of air.

And I’m excited, because for the first time I am flying.

2
In the beginning there is so much walking that I have holes in my shoes. Half the time I don’t even know where I’m going or why. One more block, my body says, and the legs just carry out their orders, striding over cracked sidewalks, patches of trampled spring grass, and the occasional globe of dandelion fluff. These I kick sharply, trying to send each seed on its way so that it might float and drift and, eventually, find a nice place to live. It doesn’t seem like such a stupid idea, until I see all the perfect lawns and realize I’m making a mess, adding ten or twenty more yellow flowers to be dug up and thrown away. So I quicken my pace and stop looking down.

Instead I watch the little kids playing outside the shingled two-story houses: boys and girls riding scooters and Big Wheels in the driveways, running around with dogs in fenced backyards. The kids shriek and laugh and chase each other with sticks. What would it be like to live that way, with a watchful German shepherd, a bicycle, and friends? To sprawl on an L-shaped couch in front of the
bluish glow of a big-screen TV, a mother saying, “I’m going to the kitchen. How about some soda and a big bowl of popcorn?” Or maybe she would just touch the top of my head as a kind of gesture, a silent everyday way of saying, “Hey, kid, I love you.”

Of course, all this thinking is crazy, because I don’t live in one of those houses and never will. Even the little kids seem to understand this, because they stop playing and stand shoulder to shoulder, staring at me with serious little-kid faces, the kinds that show they recognize that something around them is wrong. Not dangerous, but different. Out of place. A friendless fifteen-year-old kid with nowhere to go. But as soon as I pass, they return to their games, shrieking and laughing and chasing each other around. They roll madly up and down the driveway on their Big Wheels, pebbles rattling inside cracked plastic mags, the unmistakable sound of things that are right and good. The sound of things that belong. I walk even faster and get the hell out of there.

3
It’s two o’clock on a Sunday, and I head over to Dirk’s Gym to see my big brother, Louis, who is nineteen and has his own apartment. Louis is only four years older than me, but he’s pretty much an adult. He left home over a year ago, when Ron, my mom’s boyfriend, moved in with us. “It’s him or me,” Louis said. My mother paced the edge of the living room, chewing her nails, smoking an unfiltered Camel; she did not say one word. That’s when Louis packed his clothes in a couple of garbage bags. He gave me one of those quick thumping tough-guy hugs and pushed through the broken screen door. He never came back.

Dirk’s is a really small place, but it’s the only gym in Dunkirk, which itself is nowhere, a small town in western New York that’s been quietly rusting on the shores of Lake Erie ever since the Allegheny-Ludlum and Roblin Steel plants closed. The front room of Dirk’s is filled with trophies and posters of locals who have placed in bodybuilding competitions. Louis has won more titles than anyone else, but this fact doesn’t make me feel like any less
of an imposter, especially since I don’t know how to lift weights and can’t afford a membership or even a day pass. As if on cue, the guy at the counter stops me with one of his bulging forearms.

“You can’t go in there,” he says. “Members only.”

“I need to talk to my brother, Louis.”

He looks me over, surprised that someone so skinny and frail could be related to Louis. “He’s training, dude. You shouldn’t bother him.”

“It’ll just take a minute,” I say. “It’s really important.”

But before he can shut me down, the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen bounces up to the counter in a pink spandex tank top. She’s a mess of curves, blond hair, and shining teeth. Her perfection strikes me dumb; I stand, wide-eyed, unable to think or speak.

“Hi, Trevor,” she says to the guy at the counter.

“Hey, Sheila. What’s up?” He gives me a nod toward the weight room, my signal to get lost.

I follow the sound of screaming death metal to the chromed, mirrored free-weight room. It’s crowded, but Louis is easy to spot; he’s at the squat rack with his buddies, a couple of tattooed monsters I’ve never seen before. A barbell rests on the back of Louis’s neck. It’s loaded with so many steel plates that the bar is actually bending under the weight. His face is twisted with effort, and beads of sweat line his forehead.

“You got this!” one of the monsters says as Louis sinks down into a squat.

“Push it out!” says the other. “Push it!”

Louis’s quads bulge as he rises. I half expect his knees
to explode, but they don’t. When he finishes his set, they all give each other high fives and shoulder bumps. One of his friends notices me and whispers something to Louis. I wave, but Louis doesn’t wave back; he grabs his duffel bag and walks over, scowling.

“What are you doing here, James?” he says.

“I don’t know. Nothing.”

“You’re supposed to meet me at five o’clock, not two.”

“I know, but I thought …”

“What did you think, James?”

“I thought that maybe we could hang out and you could show me how to lift. You know, like we talked about.”

“When did we talk about that? I don’t remember.”

“A little while ago. Before you moved out.”

“That was, like, a year ago.” He pulls a towel from his bag and wipes some of the sweat from his face and his shaved head. “Listen, James. I don’t mean to be an asshole or anything, but I don’t have time for this. I’ll meet you at Taco Bell at five, like we planned. Okay?”

“I could just hang out and watch. I don’t even have to work out or anything. I’ll be quiet.”

“I don’t think so, James. What’s up with your eye?”

“Nothing.” I touch it. My fingertips explore the swollen discolored edges.

“We’ll talk about that later.” He taps me lightly on my shoulder and walks back to his buddies. “Five o’clock,” he says. “Don’t be late.”

I walk with my head down past Trevor and Sheila. They’re still smiling and flirting, and why shouldn’t they be? They’re good-looking and cool; they belong here
among the weights and mirrors and the other people who are good-looking and cool. They look so happy and perfect, like they’re in a movie or a music video. All that’s missing is the film crew and the sound track. Out of sheer loneliness, I wish I could be just like them. If I had enough money for a gym membership, I could get buff, too. And then I wouldn’t be a skinny, friendless loser anymore. Kids at school would respect me. Louis would want to hang out with me, and we’d be like real brothers again.

4
I honestly don’t know what I was thinking, showing up at Dirk’s in the middle of his workout. I should have known better. Ever since Louis moved out, he’s wanted nothing to do with me—until yesterday, when he asked if I wanted to come work for him. He said his roommate, Vern, freaked out and joined the marines, leaving Louis shorthanded for deliveries. I don’t believe this for a minute, because Vern can’t get out of bed before twelve o’clock, much less march and do a thousand push-ups. But it doesn’t matter. What’s important is that we’ll be business partners, and maybe, in time, buddies.
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