THE ONLY WAY OUT

IS THROUGH
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The camping trip was Fetterman’s idea. Carla had
reached the end of her rope months ago and had been
looking into one of thase hard-core rebellious-teen boot
camps, where the unspoken motto seemed to be that you
have to be broken before you can be fixed. Bur then there
was a death at the very camp they’d researched: A boy
named Martin Lee Anderson—who was also fifteen and
even looked a little like Derek—had died after collapsing
during a march and then being kicked in the abdomen by
one of the counselors. There was a lawsuit, and a 20/20
exposé, and it quickly became clear to both Fetterman
and Carla that perhaps tough love was not the answer.
Out of desperation, and maybe a little out of self-
Joathing, Fetterman decided to confide his child-rearing

woes to his ex-wife, a psychoanalyst still living and prac-
ticing in their old colonial in Wellesley, Massachusetts. It
needled him to think of her in that house. They’d bought
it as a fixer-upper, then spent the next seven years accosted
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by constant noise, clutter, and inconvenience, And dust—
at one point they discovered sawdust even in the empty
ice-cube trays in the freezer. By the time the renovations
were complete, the marriage had fallen apart. Sonya of-
fered to sphit the house—Iet him have the upstairs and
she’d keep the downstairs, and her practice—but this
seemed the sort of arrangement that kept psychoanalysrs
in business, and Fetterman didn’t bite. Instead he packed
his bags and moved to Arizona.

Sonya was a highly respected therapist who'd first
become interested in the field when her college room-
mate told her she gave exquisite advice. She had a way
of making her patients feel she was always on their side,
deep down, even if she disagreed with them on the sur-
face. Which had made it all the more objectionablei to
Fetterman that it felt as if she were secretly against him,
waiting for him to screw up—and now he finally had, as
predicted. Telling her that things had gone from bad to
unbearable with Derek, that they’d lost control of him,
that they’d even considered one of those boot camps, was
as close to self-flagellation as he had ever come. No won-
der he could only bear to do it via e-mail. His ex-wife
meted out her disapproval succinctly: “When you correct
others don’t humiliate them. Show them new tenderness;
then they will humble themselves.,” At first Fetterman had
dismissed such lofty naiveté—and from a woman with no
children of her own—but in short order began to accuse
himself of a possible failute of imagination. A few days
later, racking his brain for ways to try “new tenderness,”
he’d conceived of the camping teip.

Fetterman worked in tech support and had never been
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on a camping trip, but it seemed the sort of excursion on
which a father and son might reconnect, In his oid life,
he might even have imagined a touching lesson imparted
while fishing, or a tender explanation of the constella-
tions in the night sky, or a reconciliation after a near-death
experience—perhaps a bear attack, or an unsuccessful
river fording. In his old life, that is, before he’d had to
apologize to the neighbor whose cat Derek lit on fire,
before he’d had to explain to a third-grade teacher that
there was no way his son had access to actual anthrax,
Before his understanding of the world and its inhabitants
had been completely transformed.

Fetterman saw no reason to let a simple lack of ex-
perience stand in his way. On his lunch hour he drove t-o
the bookstore in the strip mall down the road from his
office and picked up Wilderness Camping & Hiking: The
Ultimate Outdoors Book. The store was out of Camping
for Dunmmies, which was fine by Fetterman; one of ‘l}is
overachiever classmates had pateated the franchise,
and Fetterman would sooner have been bastinadoed
(Medieval Torture for Dummies) tha.ﬁ add to that guy’s
profit stream.

He sat on a footstool and flipped through the pages,
stopping at a diagram that showed how to use your jeans
as a backpack by roping the waist and bringing the legs
up over your shoulders as straps. The chapter featured
all kinds of ingenious solutions to unlikely scenarios; “In
Casé of Emergency,” it was called. Fetterman closed the
book, thinking: Isn’t life just one big, long emergency,
happening very, very slowly? He bought a carrot muffin
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and an iced coffee and browsed the rest of the store, skip-
ping the comic book section, of course. The only other
book he considered buying was a memoir showcased
among the new releases. It was written in the form of a
letter from a mother to her runaway teenage daughter,
On the back, a savvy blurb read: “Every fifteen-year-old
is a runaway, whether she runs away or not.” Fetterman
returned the volume to the shelf. Best not to give the boy
any new ideas.

Fetterman and Derek had been in the car for an hour
and a half. Derek had yet to speak. He sat in the back-
seat, surly in his headphones, practically a caricature of
teen angst. If Ferterman hadn’t pur away his pencils for
good, he might have been inspired to try to caprure the
embattled disinterest on his son’s fearures. He stole fur-
tive glances in the rearview mirror: Derek had no nose
piercings, no Mohawk, no biack eyeliner, no trench coat.
His face was so nakedly defiant, it was as if he dida’t need
the props.

It was not an unattractive face, As an infant, Derek
had been the most beautiful baby. Everyone remarked on
it. And so placid; he seemed to possess an otherworldly
calm. “That boy is a Rembrandt cherub!™ said a barista
with horn-rimmed glasses the first Saturday Fetterman
and Carla took him out into the world. That Derek had
been such a well-behaved, delightful baby was one of the
most painful ironies of their current situation. Carla had
once gazed into his eyes the way a woman who has lived
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her whole life in the mountains would gaze at the sea.
Now she’d started taking five milligrams of Valium e.very
morning, and still it didn’t stop her hands .frm‘n shaking.
“Jesus!” said Fetrerman, swerving just in time. A deer
was standing in the middle of the road. In the backseat,
Derek remained unfazed. They rounded a curve and
passed a deer warning sign. “Little late now,” F(_atterman
muttered. He'd always thought deer warning signs had
a lot more artistry than other road signs; the deer were
rendered in much greater detail than humans. Derek tcpk
off his headphones, and Fetterman seized the opportunity
to ask him a question. “Do you know why deer graze
so close to the road?” he said, regretting that his ea‘rnest
attempt at conversation sounded like the .setup Fo a joke.
Derek ignored him, made a minute technical adjustment,
and put the headphones back on. Fetterman an%:werctd
anyway. “Because the grass is saltiest thfare, espe'ually.m
winter,” he said, a fact he’d learned in his defensive drxv—-
ing course. “I’s the foie gras of grass.” He could hear
the metallic screed of what sounded like a symphony of
Bessemer converters. There were still two hours to go be-
fore they reached Lockett Meadow, and he suspected they
would spend it in silence.
| By the time they passed the first sign .for Flagstaff,
Fetterman was already wondering if the trip wa§ a mis-
take. He hated ontdoor activities and tried to avoid chem
as much as possible. Once, when he and Sonya were first
courting, she’d invited him on a ski getaway with t_‘_wo
other couples. Fetterman had pointed out that skiing
combined three things he loathed—extreme cold, extreme
height, and extreme speed--but agreed to go anyway. He
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spent the majority of the weekend in a foui mood, watch-
ing stand-up comics on HBO while Sonya and her friends
donned Thinsulate and tested the strength of their ante-
rior cruciate ligaments. He figured he had only himself
to blame: He should have said no. Bad things happened
when you followed the crowd. Maybe he would say that
to Derek at some point over the weekend, tell him that
he agreed in principle with wanting to strike out on your
own, rebel against everything, find your drummer, but it
was possible to do so in a less destructive way. In his head,
he searched for phrases that wouldn’t sound pedantic and
square. Then he tried to imagine what would have hap-
pened if his own father had ever said such a th tng to him.

Fetterman had been a wayward teenager himself—
Who wasn’t? he liked to ask, when telling stories of his
youth—and had never really connected with his father,
who.worked in radio and died shortly afrer Fetterman
went to college. In fact, the closest he’d felt to him was
an experience that took place when his father was ab-
sent. It happened on an afternoon in the summer of 1977,
when Fetterman was seventeen. He'd just had a blowont
fight with his girlfriend and had gone for a long walk
on the jetty in Gloucester, Massachusetts. He thought
he was alone, but then he spotted an old man fishing by
himself at the end of the pier. The old-timer had a radio
with him, and when Fetterman approached, he looked
up at him with watery blue eyes. “Elvis is dead,” he said.
Fetterman’s first instinct was to run home and tell his fa-
ther the news. His father had worshipped Elvis, had got-
ten his first job in radio in the 19505 after seeing Elvis
on The Ed Sullivan Show. But by the time he got home,
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Fetterman realized, his father would already know. If he
didw’t know now. He looked at the old man sitting alone,
and saddenly he understood: His father did know; he
could feel it. “Flvis is dead, Pop,” he said, staring across
the wide, churning surface of the ocean. His father died
of a heart attack the following year.

Fetterman needed to use the bathroom and fill the gas
tank. He got off at a rest area in McGuireville, stepping
out of the car with one hand at his lower back. The rush
of heat took him by surprise. Twenty years in the des-
ert, and most days he still felt like a Yankee. He opened
Derek’s door and a strange smell spilled from the car that
he hadn’t noticed while in it.

“Time to do your business,” he said, not hearing until
the words had left his mouth that this was language usu-
ally reserved for dogs. Derek continued to stare angrily at
nothing. “T'm going to use the men’s room,” Fetterman
said, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops. “This may
be our last chance for a while. Care to take advantage?”
Derek yanked the door shut. _ |

Outside the men’s room there was a warning sign
about poisonous snakes and insects; the drawing pictured
a coile.d rattler and a scorpion. An oddly placed reminder
that there was no escaping danger, even during the most
banal activities. When he was reading up on camp-
grounds, Fetterman had learned how to deal with an ag-
gressive mountain lion—wave your arms, throw rocks,

but never riun—and that kangaroo rats were so efficient
at recycling the fluid in their bodies that they sometimes
urinated crystals. What exactly was a kangaroo rat? He
wasn’t sure he wanted to know. The tone of some of the
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writing had surprised him, In addition to the vermilion
cliffs and house-sized boulders described at Toroweap,
it also said that the Colorado River was only thirty sec-
onds away—*a 30-second, 1,200-foot free fall, thar is!”
Ab, the old gleefully-awaiting-the-Apocalypse approach.
Fetterman marveled that he had once found this attitude
amusing,. '

When he returned to the car, the door handle lifred
flimsily; the door remained shut. Derek had locked him
out. “Unlock the car, Derek,” he said, sighing heavily, re-
gretting that he’d left the keys in the ignition in case his
son needed some air. Without making eye contact, Derek
gave him the finger. Yowd think rhey’d beaten him as a
child, or made him shovel feces in a hundred-degree fac-
tory from dawn to midnight. Instead he’d had the most
comfortable middle-class upbringing imaginable. Where
did it come from, the sea of rage within? “I'm serious,”
Fetterman said, pulling repeatedly on the impotent han- -
dle. “We need to get going so we can make it hefore
dark.” As it was, it was unclear how much time he’d need
to pitch the tent and set up camp. Fetterman had been
ready to leave at two, but Carla, a physician’s assistant,
had insisted on putting together a homemade first-aid kit,
and spent twenty minutes showing him how to make a
proper touriquet.

Aside from giving him the finger, Derek was unrespon-
sive. Fertcerman gathered his thoughts and tried to keep
a lid on his frustration. He knew from tech supporr that
solutions alWays presented themselves sooner or later; the
trick was not to lose your head. Instead of supplying Derek
with whatever reaction the child was trylng to provoke,
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he’d just wait him out. He sat down on the pavement,
not a good idea—that must be what fiery brimstone felt
like—and immediately stood up. It was so hot the soles
of his sneakers were tacky against the asphale. “Open the
door!” he yelled, just as a mother heaved herself out of
a Buick station wagon that had pulled in beside him. She
had a gaggle of kids in the back; there must have been five
or six, all under the age of sixteen.

“He lock you out?” the woman said. Ferrerman nod-
ded, and her face curied as if the act of defiance had been
performed by one of her own brood. “1 tell you, what
that child needs is a good whupping. Open the doog, you
licele shit!™ she said, slapping the window. Her kids gath-
ered around the car with their bruised shins and neon
flip-flops. “Open the cag, you litdle shit!” one of the girls
shouted. She kicked a tire while one of the older lnoy_s
hit Dereld’s window again. Then a different boy slapped
the rear bumper, and before Fetterman knew what was
happening, they’d all joined in, chanting: “Open the car!
Open the car! Open the car!” while they rocked the ve-
hicle and pounded on the glass.

“That’s enough!” Fetterman shouted. All of them
stopped at once. “This is between us. I'll take care of it.”
The mother sniffed, and the pack headed for the 7-Eleven,
but their energy didn’t change, it only shifted, and they
walked away pinching and pushing one another.

You’d think there would have been some gratitude
for the rescue, but if anything, Derek became more in-
tractable than ever, and still wouldn’t unlock the door
Fetterman removed his cell phone from a holster attached
to his belt.
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“Derek, I'm going to call Triple-A now, and I’m golng
to tell them that 'm locked out of my car. They will reli
me they’ll be here within half an hour, and then they will
come, and unlock the door, and you will have to sit there
while they do.” Derck didn’t seem to care. Fetterman di-
aled and made the report. Two minutes after he huag up,
Derek rolled down the window and hurled the keys at the
pavement, Fetterman called Triple-A back and told them
their services were no fonger needed. Then he picked up
the keys and got in the driver’s sear, He spun around to
tace Derek.

“Talk to me,” he said, putting his hand on the
boy’s knee.

*Just feave me alone!” Derck was close to tears, “All
fucking want is to be left alone!”

Fetterman started the car, wondering why Derek had
agreed to come in the first place. “1 can’t leave you alone,”

he said. “I'm your father. T have to deal with you, whether
1 like it or not.”

Once they were back on the road, the troubleshooting
part of Fetterman’s brain tried to come up with ways
to solve the communication problem. It was true, they
didn’t ralk; Derek never told him anything about his life.
All Fetterman knew was that some of his friends looked
like hoodlums in training. Derek had been in therapy
since he was six, without much success. Fetterman wasn’t
surprised; he didn’t think much of the entire enterprise.
He'd once shown his first wife a cartoon he drew, called
“Jesus in Therapy.” The psychoanalyst was asking: What
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about you, what about your needs? Are you going to
keep letting people walk all over you like this? Son.ya had
frowned and accused him of being passive-aggressive.

Of course, Ferterman didn’t tell his son much about his
own life, either, but it seemed the boy didn’t want to know
him. One morning ar breakfast he’d broken the silence to
say: “I used to be in a band.” But then the silence had de-
scended again; and Fetterman felt pathetic—the epitome
of pathetic, pathetic’s apogee. In fact, Pathetic’s Apogee
would have been a better name for their band, instead of
Hair of the Dog. We weren’t that bad, he wanted to tell
his son, and they weren’t. They’d even booked a bunch of
gigs, and had a small following. In 1993 Fetterman had
played the drums in half the clubs in Arizona. -

When Fetrerman turned west off SR 89, Lockett
Meadow was only twenty minutes away. He passed a
slow-moving Subaru with a bumper sticker that read:
M ALREADY AGAINST THE NEXT waR. Then he passed
a pair of hitchhikers. Fetterman had hitchhiked once,
after something he said had so pissed off Carla that she
took the car and left him at the Lone Coyote, Fetterman
had no money in his wallet because he’d already spenr it
buying her milk-and-Kahlia cocktails all night. Tn many
ways, Carla and Sonya were perfect opposites. Where
Sonya was hyperintetfectual, Carla read fn Touch maga.i—
zine. While Sonya had cycled through being macrobiotic

o , .
and vegan and milicantly organic, Carla ate McDonald’s

hamburgers. Fven physically, they were reverse: Sonya
with her black helmet of hair and sharp nose, Carla with
her frosted bangs and Cupid’s-bow mouth. Fetterman
had thoughr marriage to Carla would be easy after all
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the mind games with Sonya, but all marriages are dif-
ficult at times, just in different ways. The most important
ditference between his wives was that Carla wasn't one
for grudges. And she didn’t fault him for not living up to
some imaginary potential.

He wasn’t a complete failure as an artist. He'd had
one breakthrough: The New Yorker had plucked one of
his cartoons from the slush pile. It featured a well-dressed
couple sipping cocktails ar a fancy restaurant. The man’s
caption read: On the contrary, most men’s lives of des-
peration are not nearly quiet enough. But Fetterman had
never been able to make a living at it, and when he had
to reenter the dating pool after his marriage broke up, he
decided to get a real job and quit cartooning for good.
Not because Sonya had screamed: “Everything’s a joke
Lo you, even our marriage!” the day she told him she was
filing for divorce, but because there comes a stage In life
when you have to be more realistic, Not everyone makes’
it. Or, as his magazine editor friend liked to say: Many
answer; few are called,

When they arrived at the campsite, Derek refused to get
out of the car. Fine, Fetterman would set up the tent, and
Derek could join him if he wanted. If rot, he could biv-
ouac n the Nissan. He fished the instructions out of the
trunk. Step 1: Find a flat, dry area. Well, at least Step 1.
sounded reasonable. He set out in search of a suitable
spot, this time taking the car keys with him, afrer roll-
mg down the windows. In the distance, the San Francisco
Peaks loomed like a huge set of problems they hadn’t
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“even gotten to yet. There was the temptation to give up,
to say, “We tried our best,” and be done with it. Perhaps
it was just as noble simply to let things play themselves
out, one way or another. His own father, who mostly in-
reracted with Eetterman through his mothes, would never
have indulged such disobedience, Rarely a presence at his
games, his dad happened to be sitting at the kitchen table
the day Fetterman came home with his first Little League
uniform. His dad eyed the shist. “Eighty-eight means
hugs and kisses in ham radio,” he said. Fetterman didn’t
lnow what to do with this information; it vaguely made
him want to trade numbers, but it was too late for that.
The comment—not the meaning, but the intenr—baffied
him then, as it baffled him now. His father must have said
other things to him over the course of their eighteen years
together, but on some days, “Lighty-cight means hugs
and kisses” was afl he could remember. .

He found the perfect spot, about five hundred feet
from the car. Not bumpy, not wet, but dry and fat, with
a tree nearby. A Goldilocks spot. He headed back to get
the tent, but when he was still several yards away, he
stopped. Fle knew something was wrong even hefore his
mind could register what it was. Then he saw: Derek was
holding a gun. The barrel was pointed at his own temple.

“Derek,” he said. To his horror, he observed that the
boy’s hand was not shaking. It was Fetterman’s hands
that had begun to tremble. “Don’t do this,” he said.

“This way you won’t have to deal with me apymore,”

said Derek.
“You know 1 didn’t mean that the way it sounded,”

Fetrerman said. Derek wouldn’t look at him. “Son,
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whatever it is, we can get through it. I'll try harder things
will be different—> ’
“Save iti” Derek shouted. “I already know all the
bullshit, and I can tell you, Pm not interested. There isn’t
one fucking word that could come out of your mouth that
would possibly interest me.” It occurred to Fetterman
that his son must have been preparing for this—perhaps
for a long time. He felt his body go blank. Derek’s eyes
squeezed shut.
“We didn’t want you,” Fetterman said. “You were un-
planned. We had only been married a month when your
mom found out she was pregnant. Things werc just get-
ting going with my job, and—" He paused. “We didn’t
think we were ready for a child. We wanted more time.”
He let out a laughlike huff. “And then you came early. 1
was playing a gig in Tucson when your moiher called to
say she was going into labor.” Derek was still holding the
gun. His eyes were still closed. But he was listening. “You
Were born on July fifth, but it was after midnight—really.
it was the night of July fourth, I left the club aund made i;’
from Tacson to Phoenix in just over an hour. For the entire
drive, the sky was exploding. There were fireworks going
off on both sides of the road, for miles and miles. And
they weren’t ordinary fireworks, they were”—Fetterman
telt his throat constrict—"“beautiful,” he said. “It was .the
most beautiful sky I've ever seen.” Now that the words
ware‘ out, his face collapsed. “Please don’t do this. I'm
begging you. Not as a father to a son. As a brother to a
brother,”
“You didn’t want me,” Derek said, “That’s perfeet
that’s fucking priceless,” | 5
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“Not at first,” Fetterman said. “But when you arrived,
it was the best thing that ever happened to us. Sometimes
you don’t know what you want until you get it.” He swal-
fowed, “I know you’re in pain,” he said.

“You don’t know anything!”

“Then tell me. Tell me how 1 can help you.” Derek
made no motion and no sound; it was possible he was
considering. “Tell me what to do,” Fetterman said, slowly
.moving closer to the car.

“f just want to be left alone!” Derek said. His arm
slackened a litrle. Fetterman continued his advance.

“We can make it better. But not if you end it. If you
end it now, it will never get any better than this.”

As Fetterman reached the car, Derek broke down.
Fetterman opened the doos. “Give me the gun,” he said.
Derek was crying silently, his chest heaving. He handed
the gun to his father and continued to sob. Fetterman
locked the weapon in the glove compartment and sat in

the car with his son.

“Do you want to talk?” he said.

“T want to go home.”

On the way back to Phoenix, Fetterman stayed fifteen
miles below the speed limit. His body ached as if he’d
just run a marathon; he drove like an old man. He was an
old man. A gun. Where on Earth had Derek gotten such
a thing? He'd save the interrogation for the mormng; to-
n{giﬁt he was too exhausted, and he still had the three-
hour drive ahead of him. HMis ambition was singular:
Bring the child safety home. Still, the feel of the weapon’s
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heft lingered in his hand. One of Carla’s friends, an army
medic, had recently shipped off to Iraqg, and before she
left, her commanding sergeant told her to take as many
Tampax as she could fit in her suitcase. Apparently they
were perfect for plugging bullet wounds in the field and
stanching the flow of blood.

In the rearview mirror, he caught Derek surrepti-
tiously flipping through the camping boole. He was prob-
ably reading about the poisonous mushrooms with names
like angel destroyer and jack-o’-lantern, or how snakes
have been known to inflict fatal bites by reflex action even
after death. Fetterman and Carla agreed: Their son had a
bizarre attraction to the medically macabre. When Derek
was in the sixth grade, Ferterman had to have an appen-
dectomy. Fis son came running after him before he left for
the hospital; Fetterman thought it was to say good-bye.
“Dad, did you know that you can wake up while they’re
operating on you, and feel the pain of everything, but not
be able to talk?” Festerman did not know this; in fact, he
hoped it wasn’t true. Derek went on about how redheads
Wwere more resistant to anesthesia than other people, and
how the inventor of anesthesia had gotten the idea from
Genesis, the part where it said that God put Adam into a
deep steep before removing his rib.

By that point, Fetterman and Carla already knew that
their son was going to give them trouble. What they didn’t
know, what they had no way of knowing, was thar the
rebellion and the acute pain of adolescence would pass,
but that the fascination with medicine would endure;
that their son would go on to become a doctor, who in
the course of his lifetime would help bring thousands of
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people out of their suffering. On the way to the hospital,
Fetterman had turned to his wife. “Is that true, about the
anesthesia wearing off?” he said. “It’s extremely rare,”
Carla said.

As they drew close to home, on the narrow stretch of
117, at almost the exact spot where they’d passed the deer
before, they came vpon a dead deer in the road. Fetterman
pulled over and put on his hazards. He got out of the car

and grabbed the animal by its legs, but he was weak, and-

the deer was heavier than he’d expected. “Help me,” he
said to Derek. Derek took the front legs and Fetterman
took the rear, and together they began to drag the deer o
the shoulder, Halfway there, Derek stopped.

“She’s still alive,” he said.

“That doesn’t matter!” Fetterman spapped. It was
dangerous to be standing in the middle of the road, in
the dark, just ahead of a curve. “Help me get her across.”

From the safery of the side of the road, Fetterman
could see that his son was right: The limbs were supple
and freighted with life; the eyes still had light in them. But
the body was broken. In the distance, he could hear coy-
otes’ yips and yowls. Derck was waiting for him to speak.

“Get the gun,” Fetterman said, handing him the keys.
Derek obeyed, and a moment later, Fetterman was hold-
ing the weapon, Derek knelt beside the wounded animal,
staring into its face as if he recognized something. Then
he stood back. Fetterman had never fired a gun before. He
placed the muzzle between the doe’s brown eyes, braced
himself, and pulled the trigger

GOOIX IN A CRISIS

At night, for an hour before going to sleep, Ginny read
the personal ads. Not because she was looking for a
lover, but because she was mesmerized by the language
people chose to describe themselves, She found herself
underlining standout lines by women and men, old and
young. Platinum frequent flier, phenomenal legs, does
musenms in two hours max wrote a thirty-six-year-old
businesswoman. Generally a barrel of laughs when not
contemplating thoughis of an untimely death quipped a
.fortysomething filmmaker. Ginny also enjoyed Capable
of bolding entire conversations with answering machines,
and Rides badly, speaks three foreign languages badly,
cooks badly, but does all with vigor & enthusiasm. She
sometimes thought of pairing up two ads with each other:
Zero maintenance having sushi with Now-needy seeks
other non-needy. Her affection was stirred by the feliow
who claimed o appreciate all manner of candor—he was
secking a mate with poise, wit, and joie de vivre. There




