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Chapter One

Ice Breakers

I t's the rnst igoht fc lf..eoeT aelhigly..,O mngeitytgfiT

I'k spguugio gt thfbohO -ysgly.., -elybse I'k yitgwsflgy.O dhglh 
I cee. .gpe gs y off" ke"gly. kfigpen cfn -egio .gpeO ’mfusO I oft tff 
hgohT’

Ixk -eieyth the hezyofiy. nffc fc the oyMe-fO gi the sleit fc nygiO 
bsgio k, vyoibk kynpen tf tyo bu the oyMe-f dhene sf kyi, fthens 
hy—eT ahfboh gistey" fc "nydgio y lynglytbne fc y ueigs fn lfu,gio 
the gisgoigy fc sfke "eyth kety. -yi"O I dngte k, tyo gi e.eoyit 
yi" h,uenwlbnsg—e slnyd.PASDF—tf .et thek pifdP.et the dfn." 
pifdPthyt I dys heneT 2001T

ahe ifgse oets .fb"enT jey.s fc .ybohten cnfk the cneshkyi .fbioeT
Ikyogie ke dy.pgio giO e,es .ffpgio .gpe ny"gfyltg—e stnyd-enngesO 

oettgio yssgoie" tf sfke h,ue"wbu teyk fc cneshkei dhf Bbst lyixt 
dygt tf "fkgiyte the iezt nfbi" fc Ile NneypensT

I .goht bu y Kedufnt yi" "elg"e tf dygt bitg. gtxs f—enT I kgoht 
-e kgssgio gkufntyit gicfnkytgfiO -bt bi.ess mngeitytgfi gs the fi., 
u.yle I lyi ri" fbt k, ekyg. uyssdfn"O Ixk off" ngoht heneT Ix.. dygtT
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I neufsgtgfi k,se.c -, the ugligl ty-.eO dhglh gs gi cnfit fc the 
cneshkyi .fbioe dgi"fdO iezt tf y sky.. tneeO dhglh Bgio.ewByio.es 
nygi"nfus fi tfu fc k, hey"O -bt I pgi" fc .gpe the 1ei fc gtT I heyn the 
sfbi" fc y "ffn fueigioO yi" thei y sg.hfbette ezgts the cnfit "ffnT

 T333333 jnett, Rsgyi 
ZT       jyttgio uflpetsO if .gohten
GT333333 4ny, -y-, tee yi" iy—, R-enlnfk-ge o,k shfnts
LT333333 Qfio -.ylp hygnO kess, tgewbu 
:bestgfiW ?g.. ,fb lhffse tf he.uC
RT3333 m“en y .gohten
NT33333 Rlt lff.O sy, ifthgio
”T3333 2bi
I lhffse SNT; 
Kft the cystest unflessfn fi the kynpetO yi" bsby.., thenexs y .ft 

kfne yiy.,sgs thyi yltgfiT Nbt gt Bbst sf hyuueis thyt Ixk the fi., fie 
gi cnfit fc the "fnk skfpgio y lgoynetteO yi" l.eyn.,O I "g"ixt stngpe 
nflps tfoethen tf oet the thgio .gtT

5hexs y.sf ift the sh, t,ueO yi" she ney.., iee"s y iglftgie rzT
SYg theneO; she sy,sO dy.pgio bu tf keT 5he hys y s.goht nysu gi 

hen —fglePdhglh I .gpeO thfboh f-—gfbs., thgs gsixt hen rnst uylp fc 
skfpesT Yen —fgle "fesixt dy—en fn df--.eD gt ofes stnygoht tfdyn" gts 
gitei"e" tynoetT 

Yen qxq cnyke kf—es cnfk .goht fc the "ffndy, tf y ifd shyne" 
ub"".e fc fnyioe stneet.goht y-f—e the ugligl -eilhT SEf ,fb hy—e y 
.gohtenC I thgip I .ect kgie gi k, nffkT;

I cb.., oyMe gitf hen cyleT v, s,stek y.kfst -neyps "fdiT
I y-seit., "go gi k, uflpet yi" Jglp k, NglO ys the, sy,T ahe Jyke 

Bbkus buO y.. tff hyuu, tf kype hen ylVbygityileT IO fi the fthen 
hyi"O kygitygi y nesen—e" yttgtb"eO ys thfboh Ixk fi., "fgio the lg—g. 
ylt fc shyngio -btyieO ifthgio kfneT
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Kfnky..,O gc thene dene y -bilh fc fthen skfpens ynfbi"O she kgoht 
"ngct ydy, fn kype y .goht lfkkeitO sy, thyip ,fb yi" dy.p ydy,T 
5kfpens y.. "e—e.fu y sfnt fc seisfn thyt te..s bs dhethen yifthen 
skfpen iee"s…dyits lfkuyi, fn unecens tf -e .ect y.fieT 

I obess Ixk ift og—gio f“ yi, uyntglb.yn sgoiy.O -elybse she .gioensT 
5he types y "eeu ub.. f“ hen lgoynetteO yi" I lyi see hen shyue., .gus 
dnyuue" ynfbi" hen vyn.-fnf veithf. QgohtT ahe fnyioe Jbfnesw
leile "eslng-es the nfbi"e" e"oes fc hen cyleO hen sky.. lhgiO the 
lbn.e" dgsus fc skfpe ys she ezhy.esT 

5he og—es ke y .ffp fc ykbsekeitO yi" "esugte the shy"fd lyst f—en 
hen e,es cnfk the -ngk fc hen lyuO suynps fc gng"esleile Jysh yt ke cnfk 
-goO "ynp e,esO neJeltgio nygi"nfus yi" stneet.gohtsT

SEg" ,fb Bbst oet heneC; she yspsO typgio y ub“ yi" ezhy.gio cnfk 
the sg"e fc hen kfbthO seekgio f."en yi" s.goht., deyngen dgth thgs 
yltgfi thyi hen  ‘w,eynwf." yuueynyile sbooestsT

SKyhO I Bbst cfnoftO; I sy,O dfn"s lfkgio fbt fi ybtfug.ftT Nnygi 
stg.. Bykke"T Nylpwbu s,steks "eu.f,e"T

SUfb "g"ixt kgss kblhO; she sy,sO Sezleut ke lnbshgio the Ile 
NneypensT;

S?hytx" ,fb dgiC; I ysp henO gitngobe"T
5he ongis yi" -.fds fbt skfpeT SNnyoogio ngohtsT I thgip e—en,fiexs 

slyne" fc ke ifdT;
I .ybohT Rt .eyst thyt uynt fc ke gs dfnpgioT
5he skg.esT 5hexs the t,ue tf type .fioO hyn" ub..sT Yen lgoynette 

sgMM.es fi e—en, "nyoT
SUfb dyit tf pifd hfd I dfiC; she sy,sT Sadf anbths yi" y ay.eT 

Ufb Bbst obess dhglh fie gs the .geT ?yit tf u.y,C;
SUfb dyit ke tf .ge tf ,fbC; I yspO dfn"s .gpe s.bnn,T
S/—en, off" .ge hys y .gtt.e -gt fc tnbth gi gtT Efixt kype gt eys,T Ic I 

lyixt obess gtO ,fb dgiT;
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S?hyt "f I dgiC; I yspT
SNnyoogio ngohtsC; she sbooestsT
I ubt k, lgoynette fbtT I uybse ys I .ffp yt henT 
SYfd y-fbt y "yteC;
SI "fixt of fbt dgth stnyioensO; she sy,s dgth y dn, skg.eT SUfb 

shfb." unf-y-., ysp ke k, iyke rnstT;
SmhO ngohtO; I sy,O -yshcb..,T S?hytxs ,fbn iykeC;
Sj.y, the oykeO; she sy,sO yi" ubts fbt hen lgoynetteT 5he types the 

.gohten fbt fc k, hyi" yi" .gohts y selfi"T ”hygiwskfpenT
Smpy,O; I sy,O typgio y -neythT 
I thgip cfn y kgibteT Reveal yourself, but not too much.
SIxk yi ynt stb"eitT I "nyd ony6tg yi" stb“ .gpe thytT; 
Sjnfcessgfiy. lngkgiy.O oft gtO; she BfpesO tglpgio f“ -fzesT 
vfkeityng., Jbstene"O I kf—e fiT
SAhO I dys neleit., ynneste" cfn —yi"y.gskO -bt I "g" gt tf hfifn y 

cngei" fc kgie dhf hy" uysse"T; I syg" thgs kblh gi y sfnt fc "eceise 
fc the rnst fieT 4f"O Ixk -y" yt thgsT

Smpy,O thgs gs y .gtt.e eys,O -bt thytxs tdfT ahe thgn" fie dg.. f-—gw
fbs., -e the .geO; she sy,sO nf..gio hen e,esO -bt ift gi y keyi dy,T 

SIxk y oneyt "yilenO; I rigsh .yke.,T
SNgiof7; she lnges fbtT Saff eys,T I pifd y dy..Jfden dhei I see 

fieT ”fke fiO "b"e7; 
Smpy,O; I sy,O sfkedhyt "eceyte"T SUfb ieztT;
S5fO ,fbxne yi yntgstO hbhC; she sy,s yuunygsgio.,T SI lyi see thytT;
5he ufgits tf the uygitwsu.yttens fi k, ”fi—ense sieypensT
SI "g"ixt thgip thfse dene cnfk uygitgioO; she sy,sT SI thfboht 

,fb dene fie fc thfse ob,s dhf yne ney.., gitf sieypensT Qgpe .gkgte" 
e"gtgfis fn sfkethgioC;

SKyhO these yne ybtheitglT ?fnpwdeynO; I sy, unfb".,T
SRi yntgst thfbohO; she sy,s thfbohtcb..,T Sahyt lhyioes thgiosT;
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S?hyt "f ,fb keyiC;
Smpy,O ,fb ney",C; she sy,s kf—gio fiT SQet ke shfd ,fb dhyt y 

unfcessgfiy. .gyn .ffps .gpeT; 
Yen .gus yne nysu-enn,O s.goht., hyn.eVbgi gi thegn shyueT Yen teeth 

yne dhgteO e—ei gi shy"fdT 
SI dys -fni gi YydyggO yi" I "g"ixt deyn shfes bitg. de kf—e" tf 

8ense, dhei I dys .gpe r—e ,eyns f."T I stg.. cee. degn" dhei k, ceet yne 
tfty.., lf—ene"T;

I .ffp "fdi yt hen NgnpeistflpsO og—ei the gi—gtytgfiT ”firnke"T 
jnett, ceetO ne"wuf.gshe" ib--, tfesT Kgle ynlhesT

Sv, cy—fngte cff" gs vyl Kx ”heeseO yi" gc dexne ty.pgio gistyitO 
gc gtxs ift the -.be -fz ,fb lyi sei" gt -ylpO; she sy,s ieztT S/—ei 
dhei k, uyneits type bs fbt tf nestybnyits cfn thegn yiig—ensynges fn 
dhyte—enO I y.dy,s .ffp cfn vyl Kx ”heese fi the keibT I eyt the cyil, 
stb“ tffO sfketgkesT;

Smpy,O; I sy, s.fd.,O Sthytxs ney..,FsuelgrlC;
I robne the .yst fie gs ofgio tf -e y .geT Yys tf -eT
S?hei I dys y .gtt.e ogn.O I dys y.kfst pg"iyuue"T Ixk jgiy,O sf 

e—en,fie gi k, hfbse dys k, Nybit,x e—ei thfboh de deneixt yltby.., 
cykg.,T Ri,dy,O .fio stfn, shfntO I dys -nfboht -ylp syce.,O -bt sgile 
thei dex—e .g—e" cyn ydy, cnfk yi,fie thyt .ffps .gpe bsT 5fO Ixk sbuen 
ylVbygite" dgth the dy,s fc dhgte sb-bn-gyT;

Smpy,O; I sy, yi" .yboh ien—fbs.,T Eg" she Bbst sy, she dys pg"w
iyuue"C

S?hglh fiexs the .geC; she ysps yi" ubts the lgoynette fbt -eieyth 
hen syi"y.T 

Yen e,es yne ofnoefbs hy.cwkffisO "yngio ke tf tn,T 
Sahe rnst yi" thgn" sfnt fc tge gitf eylh fthenO; I neysfi fbtT SUfb 

lfb."x—e -eei -fni gi Yydygg yi" hy" sen—yits theneT Nbt I keyiO yne 
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,fb sfke pgi" fc hegness fn sfkethgioC 5fbi"s .gpe ,fb .g—e" fi y 
ugieyuu.e u.yitytgfi fn sfkethgioT;

5he .ybohsT Sjgieyuu.e hegnessC KfO ifthgio thyt eztny—yoyitT;
SRi,dy,O Ixk obessgio ,fbn cy—fngte cff" gsixt kylynfig yi" 

lheeseC; I sy, hesgtyit.,T SNbt I "fixt pifdT ahyt dys sf specific. 
Ai.ess ,fbxne lnyM, fn y oneyt stfn,te..enO fn y oeigbs .gynP-bt dhf 
dfb." kype bu y .ge .gpe thytC;

S/—ei fie "etyg. lyi thnfd gt y.. f“O; she sy,s unfb".,T SNbt thytxs 
uynt fc the oykeT;

S5fO dys I ngohtC;
Sae.. hgk dhytxs hexs dfiO 8gk7; she sy,sO kgkglpgio the —fgle fc 

y oykewshfd yiifbilenT 5he e—ei "fes the -bMMenT S/2227 Kft y 
"yte7;

5he lnylps hense.c bu yt k, ezueiseT 5hexs ney.., eiBf,gio hense.cT
S5fnn,O; she sy,sT SEfixt dfnn,O gtxs Bbst y stbug" oykeT v, iykexs 

!gtyT;
!gty stglps fbt hen hyi"T I shype gtT 5he hys .fioO e.eoyit rioensO 

u.bs y rnk onguO cb.., uneuyne" cfn the y"b.t dfn." fc kypgio "ey.sT
SEyii,O; I sy,O tn,gio ift tf sVbeeMe hen hyi" tff hyn"O fn hf." fi 

tff .fioT Yen tfblh gs -fth dynk yi" lff.T ahei gtxs ofieT v, hyi" 
sfnt fc tgio.esT

SKgle tf keet ,fbO Eyii,O; she sy,sT SUfb .g—e heneC I keyiO I 
hfue ,fb "fT mthendgseO Ixk ofgio tf neonet hy—gio hy" thgs dhf.e 
lfi—ensytgfiT;

S?hyt "f ,fb keyiC; I yspT
SUfb pifdO sfke nyi"fk ob, hyiogio fbt gi cnfit fc the "fnkO 

.ffpgio y.. k,stengfbsO skfpgio gi the shy"fdsT 5y,s he lfkkgts 
lngkes cfn cbi yi" ly..s gt NyntxC Kezt thgio ,fb pifdO hexs ofgio tf ysp 
gc he lyi "nyd k, ufntnygt fn kf"e. cfn hgkT Itxs y -gt spetlh,T Ye,O 
-bt ,fbxne yi yntgst7 2gohtC Ufb see dhyt I "g" theneC;
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I .gpe henT Kft fi., gs she skyntO she kgoht -e y .gtt.e ibtsT
SIxk fi the cfbnthO; I sy,T S5fnt fc y Byg. le.. —g-eO -bt Ixk tn,gio tf 

rz gt buT;
SRs de y.. yneO Eyii,T Rs de y.. yneT Ef ,fb thgip Ix—e -eei ogcte" 

the 2gtMC; she BfpesT
I Jbsh yoygiT 5he hys ke yt e—en, tbniT
SIxk fie Jffn -e.fd ,fbT ”fke —gsgt sfke tgkeO; she sy,s yi" 

dgipsT SKfdO gc ,fbx.. ezlbse keO Ix—e oft tf of yi" kype k,se.c sfke 
vyl Kx ”heeseT Ixk styn—gioT;

!gty sugis yi" dy.ps -ylp tf the cnfit "ffnT Itxs fi., dhei she hf."s 
bu hen pe, lyn" tf the "ffn yi" the "ffn bi.flps thyt I ney.gMe shexs 
og—ei ke y l.beT mn hys sheC 

5he tbnis Bbst -ecfne ofgio thnfboh the "ffndy, yi" og—es ke y 
.gtt.e dy—e thyt Ix.. thgip y-fbt cfn the iezt hbi"ne" ,eynsT

I .goht bu yifthen lgoynette yi" .gstei tf the sfbi" fc the Ile Nneypw
ens ke.tgioT 5ffi y.. the cneshkei dg.. lfke fbt tf the lb.w"ewsyl 
cfn ygnT Yguwhfu dg.. lfke ubkugio cnfk fie fc the "fnk nffks 
sfkedheneO cfn e—en,fiexs -eiertO yi" l.gVbes dg.. cfnk ys the, y.. 
robne fbt dhf tf -ecngei"O dhf tf hffp bu dgthO yi" sf fiT

I robne Ixk .blp,T Qgnst ogn. I ketO yi" I y.ney", oft hen iyke 
yi" pifd dhene shexs sty,gioT Ix.. unf-y-., see hen yoygiO ngoht heneO 
skfpgio y lgoynetteT vy,-e Ix.. ri" fbt the tnbth fie fc these "y,sT 

ahyt .gtt.e dy—eO thyt hyi"shypeO thfse e,esT 
I lyixt cy.. gi .f—e dgth the rnst ogn. I seeO lyi IC
EykkgtT
I cfnoft tf -ngio k, pe,lyn"T



Chapter Two

Blue Nude and 
the Wave

I 'm at the poster sale on College Ave. staring at Dali’s dripping egg.

Normally, I’d never be the type of person to put an art poster 
on my wall or let anyone know how into this shit I am, outside my 
bedroom. I’d rather put up a poster of Biggie Smalls or Wu Tang, and 
if anyone asks, I’m working on a mixtape. 

But other kids are nerding out—like one kid literally has a used 
copy of Shakespeare in her hands and is quietly reading a scene to 
her boyfriend who looks equally entranced. I guess it's okay to express 
ourselves here. This is college, not high school.

Still, I reach out to the Dali and think, “Nah.”
I love Dali, but that’s stoner shit. I need to evolve. 
I leave Surrealism and head into the Dark Ages. That's when I see 

her again. That girl from the night before:
Ivita Gracia Dela Rosa.
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Of course, she's moving quickly through time itself. When it comes 
to talking to a pretty girl, the universe gives you like two seconds to 
make a move. It's like a law of physics, like gravity. 

Now she's in front of Botticelli’s Venus, and pausing in front of 
Raphael’s Madonna. 

She’s wearing a baby tee from Hollister. Navy blue gym shorts (I’m 
guessing Abercrombie). Painted toenails peeping out of Birkenstocks. 
She's one of those girls who are into being comfortable. 

I’m rocking baggy blue jeans and my favorite tee, a vintage Bruce 
Lee.

Vita is now in Picasso territory. Me and Pablo are like besties. I know 
this motherfucker like the back of my hand. I go in.

“Blue Period,” I say once I’m within earshot.  “Good choice."
She turns and looks at me, and gets startled, then laughs.
Lord, have mercy… she is so pretty.
“Want to help me?” she asks and cocks her head a little.
One of her long bangs is hanging over her eye like Aaliyah. 
I’m Jet Li, Yying in the air.
“Keah, I can help. I’m looking for something, too.”
“Kou know a lot about art?” she asks me.
"Do you know the story behind that painting?" I ask her, ready to 

show o1.
We're standing in front of La Mort de Casagemas. 
I tell her the story about how Picasso was living in Paris as a starving 

artist, and how he watched his friend shoot himself in the head, and 
how this led to Pablo’s Blue Period. 

"It was a love triangle," I tell her. This gets her interested.
"She must've really been something," Vita says.
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"They didn't have anything. They were living on the streets, just 
trying to make it," I muse. "But inspiration starts there, when you have 
nothing except love."

Vita gives me a look. "Kou're really into this stu1, aren't you?"
I shrug. "I told you I'm an artist."
"Hmm," she makes a murmur of appraisal. Good or bad, I can't tell. 
Vita leads me into the Impressionists now, and Yourishes a poster 

of ballerinas stretching at a railing and *ts it to my neck like we’re 
checking out shirts in a store… 

“Let’s play a game: Kou pick something that you think represents 
me, and I’ll pick something that represents you. How do you feel 
about Monet?”

“That’s a Degas,” I say. 
We split up to search for the perfect picture. I wonder if I should 

take this seriously or make it all a big joke by selecting Edvard Munch’s 
Scream. 

I end up going with The Wave by Hokusai. Something about it just 
feels perfect. It’s colorful, but light, and as a wall piece, has that vintage 
feeling that never gets old. Kou don’t get tired of looking at it. 

At the same time, that wave is full of drama and power. It’s about 
desire and pain, but it doesn’t feel that way. 

Plus, it’s Asian. She’s Asian. I’m Asian. I know I made the right 
choice when I put it in her hands.

A smile creeps along the edges of her round cheeks. 
“Well‘done,” she says and nods appreciatively.

zzz



THE NEW JERUS BLUES VOL. 2 //

Back in my room, my blue Yannel bedspread appears radically di1er‘
ent with Vita standing on it. Her caramel skin is banded with gold 
stripes as the sun slides its rays across my desk.

“So, how does a painting like this happen exactly?” Vita wonders. 
“Do you artists just hang around naked women waiting for them to 
have emotional breakdowns before you whip out the paints?”

I laugh and imagine Picasso lurking in some poor woman’s house 
with his palette in hand.

“How come you get The Wave and I get the depressed chick?” I 
joke.

“Think of it as a conversation starter,” Vita encourages me. 
We go down to the third Yoor to hang her poster next. I trail behind 

Vita like some helium balloon she’d won at a fair, smiling dopily as her 
demeanor changes from visitor to queen. 

She’s already one of the most popular girls on her Yoor, and I watch 
in awe as she trades a quick one‘liner with the third Yoor R.A., both 
cracking up like they’ve known each other for years. 

Vita introduces me next to various people whose names I won’t 
remember later, the girls I’ll call “Hey” and the guys I’ll call “Dude.” 

“We have an open‘door policy,” Vita explains, leading us into her 
dorm room. “Come on in.”

On Vita’s side are things hanging, dangling, waving, Yuttering be‘
side an open window. Her bedspread is silk and indigo, and the air 
tinged with the scent of raspberry body splash and menthol. 

“Lynn and I haveZdi1erent tastes,” Vita explains with a wave, 
pausing for comic e1ect. 

Lynn!s side of the room is all raFFmataFF and Febra while Vita’s side 
of the room is all about serenity. Well, keeping calm amidst the chaos 
anyway. The general clutter doesn’t inspire a feeling of 3en. A tower 
of biology textbooks and marble notebooks and general ri1ra1 remain 
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stacked on her chair, causing me to stand awkwardly in the middle of 
the room while she moves stu1 around.

“Believe it or not, I’m still unpacking,” Vita apologiFes but I just 
take in the wall next to her bed, which is the reason we came, suppos‘
edly. 

Hokusai’s The Wave is in my hand, rolled up and rubber banded. 
I scan the wall for the optimal location and see things that make me 
uncomfortable. Namely, a bouquet hanging upside down in a very 
central location. 

“Do you want something to drink? We have bottled water and 
Snapple.”

“Snapple sounds great.”
Vita hands me a bottle of peach tea when we’re interrupted.
“Have you guys been to College Avenue yet? Holy moly  There are 

so many girls,” a wiry Indian kid bursts in, leaning against the door 
with his eyes closed. He dramatically holds the pose of a tormented 
lover.

“Danny, this is Viraj, our uno4cial mayor of the third Yoor.”
“Very nice to meet you, Danny,” Viraj cries, as if happy to be at 

my service. He folds his hands and starts to speak in a fake Hindu 
accent. “Welcome to the third Yoor of Sperry. We hope you enjoy your 
stay ” Then, breaking the act, he chuckles, “I’m just messing around. 
I’m Indian, so it’s not racist  Let me guess. Kou’re Milipino, right? No, 
0orean  He’s 0orean. I know 0oreans when I see them.”

“Viraj is studying to be a sociologist but can’t tell Milipinos from 
0oreans. We all look the same, don’t we Viraj?” Vita jokes.

“This one’s darker than your average 0orean,” Viraj notes, observ‘
ing me like an expert in the *eld. “Not that there’s anything wrong 
with having a generous supply of melanin. Right, Vita? Kou like your 
guys to be able to stand a sunburn.”
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“Why, because my boyfriend’s Black?” Vita shoots back, ready for 
combat. 

Her words catch me like a hook to the chin. Actually, more like a 
stray bullet twirling me around like a ballerina. A photo I seemed to 
have missed becomes glaringly obvious. Whatever semblance of a smile 
I was wearing a moment ago suddenly freeFes on my face.

“Oh, you have a boyfriend,” I utter with more of a conclusive air 
than I meant to.

Vita nods as if nothing is amiss. “His name’s Marc. He’s half‘Black 
and half‘Thai. Isn’t it unfair to just say that he’s Black? What about 
his Southeast Asian heritage, huh?”

“Black is the dominant gene,” Viraj retorts, making them both 
laugh. “Anyway, I must get going. Danny,” Viraj says. “It was nice to 
meet you. Hasta la vista, Vita. Say that ten times fast.”

Viraj bows like a Shaolin monk, *st to open palm, before taking his 
leave into the hall. 

“He’ll be back in like twenty minutes to steal something,” Vita 
sighs, rolling her eyes. “Want to see a picture of my boyfriend?” she 
asks and reaches out to her bookshelf where the frame sits. She holds 
out the photo for me to glance at and hand back. 

There it is: the quintessential couple shot: the two of them posed on 
top of a mountain, her boyfriend with his lanky arms wrapped around 
Vita like a bow, their faces shimmering against the glare. He appears to 
be Tiger Woods’ doppelganger, even down to the golf shirt. 

“Looks pretty serious,” I comment distantly as she sticks the photo 
back into place among the clutter.O 

“We met at debate camp. Super nerdy, right? We were supposed to 
go to Johns Hopkins together. Blah, blah, blah. Sorry if I’m boring 
you with the details.”
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“No, it’s very interesting,” I hear myself say as I look out into the 
fading afternoon, wondering how much time should pass before I 
leave. 

The sun is setting over the cul‘de‘sac and the shadows are growing 
violet blue. The peace of the campus and its new inhabitants still hold 
onto the last bits of the day from the parking lot to the dining hall and 
beyond, through the woods and paths to Passion Puddle. 

Legend has it that if you walk around the pond three times with 
someone, you’re destined to fall in love.

It’s also where some kid hanged himself.



Chapter Three

9/11

T he morning was beautiful. All of the dappled shadows looked 
ultramarine blue and green permanent spread across George 

Street and all of the trees were pure viridian. There was that sense of 
morning peace and stillness that made the dorms look like an Edward 
Hopper.

Manhattan was thirty miles away, but suddenly this college farm-
land seemed like the safest place in the world. We stuck together, and 
none was to be let alone at any moment, even to take a piss. We would 
accompany each other to the latrines (as we were now calling them) in 
case enemy soldiers snuck up on the rear. 

The Towers had fallen. We thought we would all die that day. Kept 
looking up at the sky, wondering when the nuke would drop on us 
next.

“They hate us,” Dom says grimly. “They hate us because we’re free. 
It’s a religious crusade. They call America the ‘Great Satan’. They 
think we’re destroying the world. They think we’re the ones making 
them into slaves.”

“Fuck them,” Sonic says. “Let them burn with their Qurans.”



Chapter Four

Sonic

I t's the end of September. The bombs we expected never came. 
Only anthrax, which only added to our paranoia. 

It doesn't help that we're getting high 24/7 now, me and my friends, 
my posse, my crew from the dorms. 

We're in “The Beater”, a rust and maroon Buick that runs on fumes 
and bong-water. 

Dom is allowed to have it on campus since he's from Long Island, 
which is technically out of state. 

Dom's behind the wheel, dressed like some mobbed-up tennis pro. 
Sonic is in the backseat with me, still trying to get us all to rush a 

fraternity with him. 
It's been going on for days, ever since a sorority girl on College Ave. 

asked if she could touch his hair. His spikes made him look like an 
extra in Dragonball, especially when he walks around with his shirt 
o—’which is often.

Since becoming SonicGs roommate, IGve heard so many locker room 
slogans I think IGm starting to sweat Eatorade. 
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“Delta !appaGs got the hottest girls at their parties. TheyGve even got 
their own chef,” Sonic says. “Hell Week is only seven days, and when 
itGs all over weGll become kings0”

I pass the bong back up to the passenger seat where Cheese is. 
Cheese is the half-Black kid with grubby glasses and a severe over-

bite. He looks like a rat, but a cute one youGd see in a kidGs cartoon. HeGs 
weird, but thatGs what happens when you grow up the only Black kid 
in rural Jew Rersey. His mohawk is dyed Yuorescent orange, which 
makes him look like a tree thatGs been marked for logging. He reaches 
over his shoulder and takes the Kj-inch water pipe from my hand.

“I almost rushed up in SVJ8,” Dom says as he steers us down 
UyderGs Lane, a dark single-lane highway behind campus. “Took a few 
bumps along the road,” Dom says and taps his nose, indicating some 
cocaine-fueled 9asco. “Take it from me, fellas. ItGs better zust to show 
up on the weekends and drink their beer. After that, say see you later.”

Dom parks the car and the two roommates head inside with as 
much con9dence as an K? and KP-year-old can muster. Vsing a fake 
I.D. to buy booFe is like picking up a girl at the bar. With DomGs 
Humphrey Bogart smile, the operation wonGt go wrong. He isnGt 
classically handsome by any means, but DomGs got enough charm to 
make a tombstone blush.

“I say we take over this whole school,” Sonic tells me privately as we 
wait in the car. “IGm telling you, Danny. The world is nothing but a 
heist. Nither we take it or let someone else have all the fun.”

“Do you know how many American presidents were in Skull and 
Bones:” I reply, meaninglessly, kind of. IGm with him, but at the same 
time, IGm way ahead of him. 

Sonic ignores the presidential fact-check and drones on. I press my 
face against the window, for no reason other than to see what the 
temperature is like. ItGs pleasantly cool.
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 ive minutes later, Dom and Cheese return. Dom places a bottle of 
rum in the trunk and slams it shut. Cheese hands us our 4jGs wrapped 
in brown paper bags.

“Eentlemen, IGd recommend drinking these as fast as possible. They 
donGt taste that good cold and theyGre not going to taste any better 
when theyGre warm,” says Dom, and then itGs cheers.

qhase One is complete. WeGve gotten the booFe.
Back on campus, we start qhase Two and light a blunt inside the 

gaFebo. During the day, the gaFebo is a popular spot for cigarette 
smokers. It only took a day or two as a freshman before I graMtied the 
fuck out of it. At night, itGs the perfect spot to smoke. 

Tonight, weGre keeping our cipher tight for DomGs birthday. ItGs zust 
the four of us on this blunt. Nveryone knows the rulesQ qu—, pu—, pass. 
To the left-hand side, as the song goes. 

I donGt know if the weed is blueberry-infused or Afghani in origin, 
but mixed with malt li;uor, my normally ;uiet demeanor opens, and 
IGm talking shit instead of zust thinking it.

“8ou know who you look like:” I tell Cheese. “8ouGre like a fat Steve 
Vrkel.”

This has Dom and Sonic dying. I feel a 9re inside my gut and my 
tongue is like a B-boy doing The Worm in my mouth. 

Time for qhase Three. Shotguns. 
This kind isnGt a recline to spite those stuck in the backseat like 

children. ItGs a way of maximiFing the smoke by reversing the blunt, 
the shotgun blower taking care not to get ash in their mouth or burn 
their tongue. Soon, weGll all be Yoating.

Who invents this shit?
Anyway, I did all this in high school, so IGm far from green. Rust leave 

me out of the conversation when things inevitably turn into pissing 
contests about who has the most notches on their belt. When it comes 
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to women, IGm not even a white belt. IGm a no belt. IGm not even in the 
class. 

The blunt becomes a roach, and Cheese is the 9rst to tap out. 
3“IGm gonna lay down for a while,” Cheese says, but his nasally 

voice sounds more like syrup than intonation. We watch his chubby 
form bumble and stumble across the campus grass, Fig-Figging here 
and there under streetlights back to the dorm. 

Dom passes the Yask around, and we each take a sip of Bacar-
di to oMciate qhase  our. I shudder violently after swallowing the 
rum. I preferred the 4j oF., but thatGs all backwash and foam now. 
The li;uor gets to us ;uickly. Dom and Sonic start talking nonstop, 
switching topics like theyGre switching lanes. IGm zust sitting in the 
cockpit mumbling, “Hell yeah. Hell yeah.”

“This is America. This is the Land of the  ree0” Dom cries in a 
full-throated speech. 

“AJNUICA0” some freshman screams from a window across the 
;uad. 

“ThatGs right, baby0 Vnited We Stand0” Dom yells, echoing the 
slogan that can be spotted everywhere that freedom reigns.

“!ill them all0” Sonic screams. “Let them burn with their Kurans0”
“Resus,” I think to myself, not so much because IGm a Christian, but 

Resus, Sonic. Come on.
The screaming echoes across the ;uad as Dom tearfully honors a 

9re9ghter who grew up in his town, another victim lost by the tragedy. 
He chugs the last of the rum, pours the rest out in silence, and then 
throws up.

“Vgh, that blunt was a mistake,” Dom mumbles, bent over and 
coughing into the grass. 

“DonGt say that0” Sonic says 9ercely, picking Dom up and holding 
him in his arms.
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We help Dom back to his room where Cheese is already snoring his 
head o—, and Sonic eases Dom onto his bed. I do my part and remove 
DomGs shoes, like some ritual to keep the boogeyman at bay. 

Jormally, as freshmen, it would be our obligation to draw dicks 
on his face or something like that, but itGs DomGs birthday. We let him 
rest.

While Sonic rolls him over on his stomach, I peek into 1itaGs room 
next door. Her door is azar and through the doorGs crack I spot 1ita in 
deep concentration mode with headphones over her ears. 

Nven from where IGm standing, she looks like sheGs on an island of 
order amidst a sea of chaos. Elowing lights dangle in mid-air, photos 
are lopsidedly hung, clothes pour out of both her and her roommateGs 
closets, yet there she sits ;uietly, contemplating the next word.

 rom her moon-shaped eyes reYecting o— the iJac, to the way that 
sheGs biting her lower lip when sheGs thinkingL from her tied-up black 
hair to her  ilipina complexion, deepened 3soft caramel by the dim 
light’IGd never guess in a million years that sheGd become the girl who 
will break my heart, ruin my life, and send me into a depression that 
will last for years. 

But if I could do it again, IGd do it all over in a heartbeat.
1ita notices me in the doorway with a start, removes her head-

phones, and smiles. 
“This is probably un-American of me to say,” says 1ita, “but killing 

all of anyone wonGt make it better.”
One knee is propped up to her Yattish chest, her face half in shadow. 

Her roommateGs bed is empty. The Febra-striped bedspread is neatly 
made. 

“I apologiFe for my roommateGs outburst,” I reply, half-zokingly. 
“In no way does he represent my views, ethics, or feelings either polit-
ically or otherwise.”
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“Same,” 1ita agrees.
“WhereGs yours:” I ask, sidling into the room.
“Hmm, I dare not say,” 1ita says, rolling her eyes indulgently. 
I know this eyeroll to mean that 1itaGs busty blonde’slightly 

horse-faced’roommate is with her new Ying somewhere without 
parental supervision.

“Would you like some water:” 1ita o—ers with amusement, since I 
keep smacking my lips from cottonmouth.

“Water sounds good,” I say with a playful wince. “IGm feeling a little 
wooFy.” 

She hands me a cold bottle of water from her mini fridge as I sit 
down on the edge of her bed. 

“If youGre not too busy, maybe I can get you to use some of that 
creative energy to give me some ideas for my essay:” 1ita says, changing 
the subzect.

“WhatGs the assignment:” I ask, peering at 1itaGs computer screen, 
which zust has the letter “1” typed out in di—erent fonts and siFes.

“8eah, the last hour of my life has not exactly been productive,” says 
1ita. “How do you feel about Bookman: Too snobby:”

“8ou should go Wingdings and get cryptic on your professor.” 
“IGm screwed.”
The 9rst time I talked to her, 1ita asked me for a lighter, and I 

basically proposed a modeling session. The second time I talked to her, 
I tried to salvage my dignity by asking her to go eat at the dining hall 
and she hit me with the “I already ate”. And now, here I am, in her 
dorm room, drunk, leaning a little too hard over her desk, probably 
reeking of pheromones. ItGs all I can do to keep a confession of love 
from busting through my chest like a Rapanese paper wall.
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“How about we switch places:” 1ita suggests. “8ou take my Nx-
pository Writing class, and IGll take whatever class you want. What do 
you think:”

“Have you ever done charcoal sketches of a naked homeless per-
son:” I ask.

“Ahem,” a voice interrupts at the door. “Should I come back:”
Sonic is standing at the door, his bulky frame and prickly crown 

9lling up the doorway.
“8eah, weGre having a little moment here. Do you mind:” 1ita 

teases. Sonic feels o—ended, or zealous, and starts to leave. “Eosh, IGm 
zust kidding,” 1ita says. “8ouGre so sensitive0”

Sonic lingers but doesnGt come further than the doorway. He leans 
against the frame and folds his muscular arms. 

I look at 1ita who gives me a wink. I want to stay, but at this point 
I know IGd zust say something dumb.

“IGd better call it a night,” I say. “Help you tomorrow:”
“IGll hold you to that,” 1ita says. “Eood night.”
Back in the hallway, I feel SonicGs elbow in my side.
“Would you two zust get married already:” Sonic zeers.
“Shut up.”
We get back to our room on the 4th Yoor and throw a towel under 

the door. The ritual usually starts with several precautionary measures, 
but the alcohol makes us sloppy, and I forget to open the window. 

Sonic packs a green nugget into the glass pipe, hits it once, and then 
passes it to me. Air-freshener neutraliFes the vapor of drugs. Sonic 
hands me a Eatorade from our mini fridge and I accept the electrolytes 
with thanks. 

I glance around SonicGs side of the room, cluttered with various 
gallon-siFed tubs of protein powder and hair gel. I think about the day 
we all moved in, about meeting his parents, who seemed very excited 
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that I was !orean. Sonic was born there, but he looks more like one 
of those shirtless Iro;uois warriors from a Social Studies book. A E.I. 
baby. Born, and then abandoned.

“Do you like bulgogi:” his dad asked me, pumping my arm like a 
politician. “Our Steven here canGt get enough of it0” 

I winced at his pronunciation of bulgogi.
Sonic is on his computer now, searching for tunes. HeGs been sub-

zecting me to some godawful Tiesto lately, but thankfully he goes for 
something a little atmospheric tonight. ItGs Oakenfold on low volume. 
Besides our shared love of Jary Rane, we have almost nothing in 
common.

“8ou donGt want to zoin the frat:” Sonic asks out of nowhere.
“Jah, that shit is zust a distraction. I need to focus on my art,” I 

reply. 
“And a certain girl on the third Yoor,” Sonic leers with an obtuse 

grin. “What I wouldnGt do to hit that. But I guess itGs anyoneGs game.”
“The fuck is that supposed to mean:” I react with uncharacteristic 

harshness. “8ou think 1itaGs a slut:”
“Jah, sheGs a good girl,” Sonic says.
“ uck you.”
Sonic gu—aws and then pauses meaningfully. “ItGs all good, dawg. 

8ouGll get her. 8ou zust got to make a move. If you donGt, someone else 
will.”

I pause, trying to rein in my thoughts to win this argument. It seems 
like we disagree, but do we: 

“Have you ever been in love:” I ask.
Sonic almost snorts but pauses and lowers the music a little.
“I had a girl in high school. Cheated on me with the ;uarterback 

from the rival football s;uad,” he admits, his face illuminated by blue 
light. Sonic laughs, self-aware of how high school this sounds. 
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I want to ask, since his parents are white, if heGs more attracted to 
white girls. Or if he wishes he knew who his real parents were. I donGt 
know if weGre there yet. 

“What was it like for you in high school:” I ask instead.
“Jot gonna lie, dawg. I was mad popular in high school. I was the 

star receiver. We were the kings of our school. We almost made State.”
Listening to Sonic talk about football is sad. Touching, but sad. I 

know from the way that he hobbles around sometimes and lies Yat on 
the Yoor to “stretch his back” that his body has been through some 
shit. His next sentence con9rms this.

“I was supposed to play for the Scarlet !nights before my back got 
fucked up. Jessed it up during practice. Can you believe that: During 
fucking practice, bro0”

ItGs the 9rst time that I learn how Sonic was hit the wrong way one 
day after school and was later told by a doctor that he should never play 
again.  ull contact, anyway.  lag football is okay, but bringing this up 
will only upset him.

The night ends that way, with that melancholia of past pain re-
membered. ItGs something roommates eventually share at some point, 
and I guess weGre getting it out of the way early. 

Vnlike Sonic, I know exactly what IGm in school for. IGm going to 
become a famous artist. I donGt even need school. IGm zust trying to get 
a degree to make my parents happy and put them at ease while I climb 
the ladder all the way to SothebyGs. 

Anyway, it was a moment, and probably the 9rst meaningful one 
that me and Sonic shared. HeGll probably tell this story to strangers at 
bars all over Rersey until heGs an old man. But at the time, it felt like we 
were sharing something. 

I guess you had to be there.



Chapter Five

The Portrait

“Y ou’re a really good writer,” murmurs Vita in awe.

“I am?”
“You don’t how badly I was stressing about this,” says Vita, letting 

out a sigh of relief. 
She turns from the desk and poAs down on her bed. “cnd now for 

the moral dilemma. I Wan’t hand it in.”
“'hat, the AaAer?”
INm in VitaNs room, helAing her with that AaAer sheNd been asking 

about. xot that ejaWt one, but itNs been an ongoing voke, her running 
away from Wollege, me Aulling her baWk to the edge with my mythiWal 
essay skills. I had to Tnally show and AroEe. xot that I was a great 
writer to begin with, but when youNre in loEe, you start beWoming an 
ejAert in anything you Whoose.

“I don’t know what I was thinking. I shouldn’t haEe asked you to 
write my essay. Khis HjAos Wlass is stressing me out. I’m sorry.”

“Vita, I’d write a hundred Aages vust to be near you.”
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“crghJ You and your words. ‘amn it,” Vita groans and rolls into a 
tight ball. “'hy did you haEe to do suWh a good vob? I Wan’t hand it in 
like this.”

“I Wan make it WraAAier for you if you want. Fust add some literal 
Aauses of thought suWh as Cumm’ and Cuh,’ and a Chmmm’ at the 
beginning of your Tnal AaragraAh. 'hat do you think?” 

“I think you’re the niWest guy I’Ee eEer met,” she says to the Weiling.
I Aause for a moment, holding those words too Wlose to heart. I 

shake it oL and AurAosely bang on the keyboard, Aretending to ruin 
the essay.

Vita bolts uA. “'hat are you doing?”
“I’m Wlearing your WonsWienWe,” I say, with a maniaWal grin on my 

faWe. “cll it takes is one WliWk, and I Wan make this all disaAAear.”
Vita Wries and vumAs into my arms laughing while I Aretend to take 

a Whainsaw to the essay. “2lease, stoAJ”
'e laugh as I grab her arms, not hard, but in a moWk struggle, all 

the while feeling the softness of her biWeAs whiWh I Wan almost enWirWle 
with my hands, the tenseness as she Aushes baWk, her nails digging into 
the skin of my forearms. +inally, I Aush her onto the bed and leaA baWk 
onto her Whair and AreAare to do the deed.

“Rm, what’re you doing?” Vita asks fearfully.
I Aress OK6B7c and highlight the entire doWument. I feel a giddy 

madness bubbling inside me now. 
“It’s not saEed, you know,” I say and hold my Tnger dramatiWally 

oEer the baWksAaWe key.
“2ut your Tnger down and steA away from the WomAuter,” Vita 

Wommands nerEously.
I Aress baWksAaWe. +iEe Aages of ejAository WomAosition disaAAears 

instantly.
“xZJ”
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I’m WraWking uA now.
“'ell, you know what?” Vita roars, leaAing oL the bed. “I Wan Aress 

OK6B -J BHK zH  ZJ ‘anny, if you don’t let go of me, I’m going 
to bite your nose oLJ”

“Say goodbye Wruel worldJ” I Wry. 6estraining her pailing arms in a 
tight one8armed hug, I erase all memory of the forbidden doWument.

“‘Zx’KJ”
'e free"e, barely breathing, our hearts raWing. 'e look at eaWh 

other, wanting to laugh, neither of us making a sound. “I Wan’t belieEe 
you vust did that,” Aants Vita softly. “You’re so badJ”

Vita’s hands are AlaWed on my shoulders like handlebars, her body 
eleEated slightly as she Aresses her pat stomaWh against my solar Alejus 
testing my laWk of breath. Per lower baWk is taut, straddling my laA. 
HEerything in my head swirls like Van  ogh.

Znly the desktoA wallAaAer remains. It’s a AiWture of Vita and zarW 
at her high sWhool graduation.

“Pold on. 'e’Ee got to Whange something.”
Vita turns and watWhes me go into her WomAuter settings and 

searWh. I WliWk the “crt” folder and Tnd Irises by Ean  ogh.
“‘o you like Aost8ImAressionism?” I ask, eEen though I’m already 

Whanging it.
Vita nods wordlessly and watWhes me Whange her wallAaAer. She 

turns from the WomAuter sWreen and looks at my faWe. She’s still on my 
laA, Aressed against me, but neither one of us Wan make a moEe. 'e 
stare at eaWh other as if in shoWk or surArise, unsure of how to AroWeed 
from here. 

“I want to draw your Aortrait,” I deWlare Trmly. INm not taking no 
for an answer.————

“6ight here?” Vita asks. “6ight now?”
I nod solemnly.
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9Khey say you should always start a Aortrait with the eyes,9 I say. 
Khen adding, a little lamely, 9Khe eyes are windows to the soul.9

She ignores the Wheese, and rearranges our Whairs. BuWkily, I always 
Warry a sketWhbook. 2resently, I tear a Aage, taking Ware to leaEe the 
edges Wlean.

9Khe amount of sAaWe between two AuAils is about the si"e of a 
third eye,9 I ramble, like a doWtor whoNs ejAlaining how surgery is done 
to Walm to Aatient. 9+ailure to see the future insAires most of life’s 
haAAiness, liEing in the moment, not seeing how it will end.9

She raises her eyebrow. I shut uA and draw.
Ken minutes in*or maybe itNs an hour*my AenWil is furiously 

outlining her faWe. INm Waught in the aWt of Aretending I know what 
INm doing, but at the same time, INm thinking this might be the greatest 
thing INEe eEer done. 

“‘o you belieEe in moments?” she asks suddenly.
zy hand stoAs moEing and I Aause in the middle of Wross8hatWhing 

the fullness of her liAs, bringing deAth to the pesh without Woloring 
in the emAtiness. I look uA and see the silEery8blaWk orbs of her eyes 
staring into mine with a look of Au""lement like she’s waiting for me 
to say something.

“Bike the idea that one moment Wan last foreEer?” she ejAlains.
Per right eye is a dark WirWle like a blaWk Aond with little white 

stones being sAlashed aWross its surfaWe, her eyelids adorned with a Eeil 
of AurAle shadow, dark in shadeQ eyelashes whiWh fan and waEe. 

“Kell me the truth. Pow many girls haEe you done this with?” she 
asks.

“-ero.”
“xeEer?” 
“You’re my Trst.”
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“You lied to me,” she says. 9You said youNd done it lots of times 
before.9

“I saw the future,” I reAly.
I look at those liAs that know how to sAeak Kagalog. Vita reWently 

taught me to say Kamusta. 
Per skin is the sort of golden brown that you Wan only Tnd on the 

sand of a 2aWiTW ZWean beaWh after the waEes haEe vust made it wet and 
dark, and the interlude of the sun and time make it light again. 

+inally, itNs done.
I sign my name “cS‘+” and do the big reEeal.
“‘id I make it too sensual?” I ask, worrying oEer the session’s 

Tnished AroduWt. 
“I was deTnitely not looking at you like that,” Vita insists Alayfully. 

“I’m vust kidding. I’m going to keeA this foreEer.” 
Per body sliAs against mine like a gloEe. 'e stand there and hold 

eaWh other for what seems longer than would be Arofessional to do so. 

000

cfter the Aortrait is Tnished and hung, we lay down on her bed. She 
asks me about graqti, and so I tell her, the origins of this thing whiWh 
I stumbled into, and somehow landed me here at 6utgers desAite my 
otherwise abyssmal high sWhool Wareer.

9'hatNs CcS‘+’? 'hat does it stand for?” Vita asks nejt, moEing 
on.

“It’s my tag name. zy best friend was 1'H6*9
“Khe guy you wrote graqti with?”
“Yeah, 1uinWy. You know, he gaEe me that name.9



UI PYRx 2c6U5N

9cnd then he Aassed,9 she says, touWhing my hand. She knows 
about 1'H6. She knows a lot of things. cll Aart of the game.

9Pe was the only kid that loEed art as muWh as I did,9 I say Ouietly. 
9Pe should be aliEe, making great art.9

9You want to know why he died,9 she WonWludes softly.
9I mean, yeah,9 I say. 9Bike, why do I get to liEe and why does he die? 

Pe was so muWh better than me.9
9Zne does not haEe to do with the other.9
9I know that.9
9Mut you want to know if someone, something, is in Wontrol,9 she 

says.
'e fall Ouiet for a moment. Khen I ask her if she belieEes in  od.
9Zf Wourse,9 Vita says. 96aised OatholiW, went to OatholiW sWhool 

my whole life.9
9Khat doesnNt mean you haEe to belieEe,9 I say.
9You donNt haEe +iliAino Aarents,9 she Aoints out.
I WhuWkle softly.
9Seriously,9 I say. 9‘o you?9
Vita looks at me and searWhes my eyes. 9Yes,9 she says. 9I do.9
She turns her head and looks at the shadows on the wall. 9Mut it 

doesnNt mean INm AerfeWt.9
9Zf Wourse,9 I say, sitting uA a little. 9xo one says you haEe to be*9
Khe lights are dim, and in between our words, the deWoratiEe glow 

of lights on BynnNs side of the room Aulses. 
“'hat if you knew the real me, ‘anny?” asks Vita Ouietly. 9Khe me 

I was before?”
9INm sure INd like her too,9 I say.
9xot if you knew she was the tyAe of girl to get into any guyNs War,9 

she says, looking down. 
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zy mouth dries uA. I imagine Vita then, PQ or PD or wheneEer sheNs 
talking about. I sAeak Warefully, slowly.

9I haEe my own War,9 I say, reaWhing out Wautiously with my words. 
zy hands stay where they are, sOuee"ing a Aillow oEer my torso. 9cnd 
that was then, this is now.9

“'hat if she stinks uA the War?”
“Pey, I got some luggage I haEe to take also,” I say softly. “Some of 

it might be muddy.”
“I’Ee done a lot of things I’m not Aroud of.”
“ze too.”
'etness forms at the edge of her eyes. I let her lean against me. Per 

shoulders seem to WollaAse a little.
“zy dad has dementia,” Vita says Ouietly.
I AiWk uA the remote and WliWk the KV oL. xow itNs totally silent.
“'hat’s that?”
Vita ejAlains the days of forgotten names and AlaWes, a Wonstant 

drift into the Aast, a Whildlike inability to Ware for oneself, and Tnally 
the Eague smile, the blank stare. 

“I’Ee neEer liEed away from home before. I feel like I vust left him 
there.”

I reaWh oEer and grab a boj of tissues from her windowsill and Aut 
the boj in front of her.

“Pe would want you to go to sWhool and beWome the best doWtor 
you Wan be. Khis was his dream for you.9

Vita nods, sniRing and dabbing her eyes with Uleenej. She takes a 
deeA breath and laughs disAaragingly. 

“‘on’t worry. Khis is what I’m here for,” I reassure her.
“Ko emotionally suAAort your downstairs neighbor while she has 

an emotional breakdown?”
“It was inWluded with my Zrientation doWs.”
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Vita leans baWk and looks at me, smiling sadly.
“‘anny, what do you want from me?”
“I vust like being with you.”
“'hat if I Wan’t giEe you what you want?”
“I’m not vust here for that.”
“Yeah right,” Vita says in disbelief. “'hat if we Wan’t do more than 

this? cre you going to be okay with that?”
“'hat do you want, Vita?” I ask in resAonse.
“'hat do I want?” she reAeats. “'hat do I want?”
Vita is biting her liA so muWh it seems like it’ll start bleeding. I touWh 

her liA and make her stoA.
'e say nothing for a long time. 'e look outside the window silently 

as a grouA of friends make their way uA the Wul8de8saW drunk, singing 
oL8key. I Aeer at our repeWtions in the glass. Khe WatWhlight in her eyes. 
I feel her Tngers interlaWing with mine. I hold her hand and loWk it 
there.

“'hat if I tell you the truth, and you don’t want to be with me 
anymore?” she reAeats softly.

Zur silhouettes shine against the night window, the shadows be8
hind us Wolored by the pashing of Ohristmas lights aboEe Bynn’s bed.

“I wouldn’t Whange anything,” I tell her.
cs if on Wue, we lay baWk down on her bed. I’m pat on my baWk, 

faWing uA at the WeilingQ Vita is on her side, one leg draAed oEer my laA. 
It’s like we’d been rehearsing for a Alay we’re so in synW. cfter a while, 
I feel Vita’s hand tiAAing my Whin down to meet her eyes. Per faWe is 
tilted uAward, her eyes wide and searWhing.

“‘o you want to kiss me?” she asks softly.
I turn my head and stare at the Weiling. +or a minute, I don’t say 

anything.
“xo,” I say at last.
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Khere’s a gray daAAle of leaEes AroveWted by the streetlight below 
in the Wul8de8saW. Khe transfer of light to dark indiWates the wind’s 
moEement and the tree’s rustling against the Worners of the Weiling. 

Oast in shadow is the Aortrait I Aainted. I Wan almost see her faWe.



Chapter Six

Gods and 
Monsters 

I ’m with Jolene in front of a cosee phob a klocy awaM from -aG
pon .ropp“ UNTIEDW SD AE”TWg pidnp anx memorialp ptanx 

xipblaMex kepixe witchep anx pyeletonp“ ”nthrau mayep itp roPnxp 
throPdhoPt the N“A“ voptal Aer,iceF kPt thip hap hax no imbact on the 
bropbect of tricyGorGtreatind“ D,erMone ip doind to det their chocolate 
no matter what“ 

Jolene ip mM frienx from 1idPre Wrawind 0j0“ Se pbent qrpt pemepG
ter learnind the harx waM that xrawind nPxe moxelp ipn’t peuM“ Ehe 
nPxep are xepberate to maye a kPcyF or zPpt reallM into keind nayex“ 
EheM xon’t euercipe mPch“

Ehere’p a homelepp encambment xown kM the bennM foPntain“ ” 
dlimbpe into oPr fPtPre“ Se’re pittind at a pixewaly krPnch takle with 
EGpHPare rPlerp pticyind oPt of oPr bortfoliop“ Se immexiatelM konxex 
o,er oPr pharex aRnitM for anime anx hibGhobF anx I foPnx oPt that 
phe Ppex to ke bart of a draRti crew in vaterpon that’p maxe the badep 
of Graf madaBine more than once“ 
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Jolene ip a betite vPerto Vican keaPtMF anx in Woc -artinpF phe onlM 
ptanxp Y foot ?“ Ahe wearp her cPrlM krown hair in a tidht bonMtail kPt 
PpPallM triep to ospet her peu abbeal with xoryM dlappep anx a pcPsexGPb 
:eece“ Ahe’p one of thope artiptp xeptinex for dreatnepp“ Ahe hap the kept 
linep I’,e e,er peen“

U!allind all paintp“ Shat MoP xreppind Pb apKg Jolene apypF pbreaxind 
cream cheepe on a toaptex kadel“ 

UJPpt another ”pian trMind not to plib ketween the cracypFg I paM anx 
pib mM cosee“ UI’m wearind a hooxie anx hobind for a kou of Terxp“g

UOoo“ 6oP dot to xrepp Pb“ It’p Lalloween“ Won’t MoP lo,e the lidhtp 
anx phitK D,erMone’p Pnxer a pbell for one nidht“ 6oP can ke whate,er 
MoP want“ Woepn’t that det MoP the leapt kit eucitexKg

ULalloween ip for hoepFg I reblM xrilM“ 
Ehe kripy temberatPre hap Jolene in a pheebpyin zacyet anx me in a 

na,M beacoat“ 
ULow xo dirlp maye marchind aroPnx halfGnayex in the colx looy 

po eapMKg
U.Pepp MoP won’t liye mM oPtqt“ Atill not pPre if I’m doind throPdh 

with it or notFg Jolene thinyp aloPx with a xak of cream cheepe on her 
lib“ 

U2et me dPepp7 volice oRcerK 6oP’re !at Soman… Sait a peconxF I 
ynow“ 6oP’re doind to ke xreppex ap a xominatriuF aren’t MoPKg

UTahF that’p oPt“ I’m xoind copblaM“ veoble who ynowF know. 5nlM 
the real onep ynow“ Tot doind to ke walyind aroPnx looyind liye a hoeFg 
Jolene paMpF throwind mM worxp kacy at me“

UI meant that in the mopt repbectfPl waM boppikle“g
UAPreF MoP xixFg phe paMpF rollind her eMep“
UAoF what are we talyind akoPt hereKg
UOootM phortp anx kookp“ APpbenxerp“ Woc -artinp“ Atill can’t det 

itKg
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UAtribber“g
Jolene laPdhp“ U5yaMF well it wap the eapiept coptPme to bPt todether 

kecaPpe I alreaxM hax e,erMthind“ It’p a character from a dame that MoP 
anx I koth lo,e“g

U-p“ vacman“g
U5hF MoP thiny MoP fPnnMFg Jolene pnortp“ UShat akoPt MoPK 6oP 

doind xreppex ap ”xamKg
UIf MoP inpiptF we’ll koth ke nayex“ Shere will MoP ke baraxind thip 

fantaptic copblaMKg
UI met a dPM“g
U”nxKg
ULe’p in a frat“g
I pblPtter into mM cabbPccino“ ” bideon :iep o,er her heaxF mayind 

Jolene pcream anx xPcy“
UVatp with windp…g phe MellpF phayind her qpt“ 1acind meF phe mayep 

a dPiltM eubreppion anx axmitpF UI ynow“ Se alwaMp maye fPn of frat 
koMp“ Le’p xiserent thoPdh“g

UAaix a thoPpanx dirlp zPpt liye MoP“ Shich arraM of .reey letterp ip 
he pewind on hip phirtpKg

UWelta *abbaFg Jolene paMpF the looy on her face comicallM aboloG
detic“ Ahe kitep a kakM carrot“

UEheM’re the onepF hPhK -M koMp are rPphind Welta *abba“ Ehe 
Welta *abba krotherp ha,e a rebPtationF that’p for pPre“ I’m doind to 
their miuer tonidht“g

UEhat’p what’p Pb… I’ll ke thereF too“ !ome checy me oPt… 6oP’ll 
ynow it when MoP pee it“g

U”lridhtF coolF cool“g
U6oP can meet mM koMfrienx“ I thiny MoP’ll liye him“ Lip name ip 

1low“g
U1lowKg
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UWo MoP ynow himKg
UToFg I phaye mM heax anx lidht Pb a cidarette“ U!ool name 

thoPdh“g
ULe’p a rabberFg Jolene paMpF di,ind me a pHPiddlM pmile“ 
UVabberp det all the dirlp“g
UShM xon’t MoP krind MoPr dirlfrienxK Ehe one MoP alwaMp taly 

akoPt7 3ita“g
I let oPt a droan to Jolene’p amPpement“ OPp anx car traRc :owp Pb 

anx xown .eorde Atreet ap Abaniph dPitar blaMp lidhtlM from a pbeayer“ 
!innamon ip pbillex on the klacy metal takle“ 

UEhindp ha,e tayen on a new ximenpion“ I feel weirx akoPt doind 
after her now“ Ehe londGxiptance koMfrienx wap one thindF kPt thip 
other thind ip liye;I xon’t thiny I phoPlx mepp aroPnx with thip one“ 
It’p dettind too xeeb“g

UAheephF what’x MoP xo nowKg
UI zPpt;I feel liye I’m doind to mepp Pb her life or pomethind“g
UOM keind there for her anx lo,ind her anx di,ind her MoPr heart anx 

poPlKg
UI xon’t ynow if I’m what phe neexp ridht now“g
U6oP’re brokaklM ridht“ Ahe xeper,ep a man.g
I idnore mM frienx’p xipp anx continPe mayind eucPpep“ ULer anx her 

koMfrienx ha,e blanp to liyeF pa,e picy yixp in thirxGworlx coPntriep“ I 
zPpt neex to qnx mM own dirl“ 5ne that liyep to xrepp liye a xominatriu“ 
I xeper,e a doox appGyicyind“g

Jolene batp mM hanx in conpolation“ U6oP’x ke a doox pla,e“g

444
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Ehe xoor to the vPrble Voom obenp with a raxioacti,e ,iolet drin anx 
WomF xreppex ap a !atholic brieptF kixp me enter a xaryenex room with 
co,erex winxowpF neon accentp anx the xiptinct aroma of kond water“ 
Ehe far enx of the room looyp liye an alien pbacephib with a wall of 
monitorpF ptacyex anx moPntex in a brecarioPp kalanceF connectex kM 
pnayind robep of tiex corxp anx wirepF blPdp ptPRnd pPrdeGbrotectorp 
in e,erM pocyet“ 

Vaxioacti,e lint :owerp on the carbet anx all pPrfacep“ ” WreamcaptF 
capter of xreampF dlarep in pPserind the orxinarM realitM“ Aonic hanxp 
me a controller anx we blaM a roPnx of Virtua Tennis.

!heepe ip kehinx the monitorp qxxlind with hip blierp anx pcrewG
xri,erp anx dettind Mellex at for it“ Ehe fePx ketween ”nxre ”dappi 
anx vete Aambrap blaMp oPt in a toPrnament that ne,er enxp when 
pPxxenlM the pcreen doep klany“

UShat’re MoP xoindKg Aonic criep oPt“ UI wap akoPt to peal mM name 
in the Lall of 1ame…g

U!heepeF ip thip reallM necepparMKg I axx“
U”lridhtF alridht… JPpt wait… .i,e me a minPte“ Ehat wapn’t pPbG

bopex to habbenFg !heepe criepF kPpilM Pnpcrewind whate,er he 
pcrewex in“

U6oP det that cakle MetKg Wom bilep on from the kacy of the room“
USill MoP dPMp zPpt holx onK .i,e me a minPte“ 2et me qu the 

broklem“ ”p poon ap I qdPre oPt where thip xamn wire ip pPbbopex 
to;there“ Tow MoPr dame ip kacy on“g

5Pr neidhkorhoox hacyer emerdep from kehinx a zPndle of caklep 
anx wirep looyindF ironicallMF liye a diant biece of cheepe“ Oid cartoon 
eMep baintex with e,erlaptind dlee are coPblex kM an iconic toothM drin“ 
1rom the tob of thip animatex enpemkleF !heepe’p kepbectaclex faceF 
comblete with a neon ptrib of woolM hairF bobp oPt with a dlowind 
drin“ Le’p xreppex Pb ap AbondeOok AHParevantp“
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U”nother krilliant berformance kM vete Aambrap…g I crM oPt in a 
faye Oritiph accent anx imitate the xidital pcenep of celekration I’,e 
peen a hPnxrex timep“

UOoo… I call foPl…g Aonic zeerp“ UInterference from the kallGkoM“g
UOallGkoMK Low xare MoP…g !heepe harrPmbhp in xipdPpt“ U!an a 

kall koM di,e MoP thipKg
Ehe E3 pwitchep from the frienxlM drabhicp of the ,ixeo dame to a 

zarrind xipblaM of :eph“ Se xon’t e,en ynow what we’re looyind at Pntil 
akoPt two peconxp later kecaPpe of the eutreme clopeGPb“ OPt there’p 
familiaritM in the hidhGoctane rhMthm“ Se ptanx PbF entrancex in the 
bPrble xary liye ca,emen“ 

U!heepeF in lidht of thip little miracleFg Aonic paMpF UI’ll let the inG
terference plixe“g

!heepe drinp anx enzoMp hip moment of dlorM“ U6oP call that a mirG
acleK ”ll MoP ha,e to xo ip maye a pcreennameF enter the mainframeF 
anx qnx the xidital yeMGcoxe analodoPp to the per,er“g

Tone of Pp are liptenind“ 
ULolx on a pec“ Ehere… Tow MoP can hear it…g
5rdapmic moanp ripe in bitch— a born ptar’p criep of U6ep… 6ep… 6ep…g 

klapt oPr earxrPmp“
UEhat’p too loPx“g
U6eahF that’p a kit mPch“g
UShoobpieGxaipMFg !heepe chPcylep anx krindp the E3 xown to 

normal ,olPme“ UAeeK ”ll it tayep ip a xPmmM accoPnt anx MoP’,e dot 
free Wirect E3“ I pwearF the beoble rPnnind thip combanM are moronp“ 
EheM xeper,e to det their phit ptolen“g

” kPptM klonxe with waterGkalloon titp anx a face that repemklep the 
kottom of a panxal at the enx of pPmmer licyp her hanx anx moPntp a 
kid paPpade atob a rexGchecyerex takle“
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UVe,erpe cowdirlFg Aonic notep with abbreciation“ UNh ohF here 
come two more cPptomerp“ !an phe patipfM three cocyp at onceKg

USellF theM xixn’t come for the darlic ynotpFg Wom HPibp“ U”lridht 
koMpF it’p time“ 2et’p pPit Pb“g

UI neex MoPr :annelF chicoFg Aonic paMp to Wom“ Ehip ip paix with 
a -euican accent to match hip coptPme for the nidht“ ” phirt comep 
:Mind acropp the room anx Aonic :arep it aroPnx anx xoep the kPttonp 
all the waM Pb to the collar“ ” baipleM kanxana ip tiex tidht aroPnx hip 
kid heax“

U”lridht dentlemenF the moment MoP’,e all keen waitind forFg Wom 
intonep liye an annoPncer kefore a kouind match“ UAonicF MoP dot the 
billpKg

Aonic tayep oPt a pmall en,elobe from hip bantp bocyet“ Le embtiep 
it po that foPr billp the color of vebto Oipmol roll into hip balm“ Le 
hanxp one to each of Pp liye a bharmacipt“

UWoPkleGptacyex APberman’p“ LolM phitF xPxe“ Shere’x MoP det 
thepeKg !heepe paMp with wonxer“

UWon’t worrM akoPt itFg Aonic paMp nonchalantlM“ UWelta *abba 
ynowp how to treat itp blexdep ridht“g

UEhepe billp ha,e a 9j‘ content ratio of -W-”Fg !heepe informp 
PpF hip dlappep looyind liye foddex winxowbanep“ UEhen adainF anMone 
can bPt a APberman ptamb on a bill“ ”ll MoP neex ip a bill brepp“ 6oP 
can qnx one cheab online“g

U5 Me of little faithFg Wom paMp anx blPcyp the bill oPt of !heepe’p 
hanx“ U6oP xon’t want itK .i,e it to me“g

ULeM…g !heepe criep anx mayep a drak at hip bill ap Wom xancep awaM 
holxind it o,er hip oben moPth“ Le :icyp it to Aonic who catchep it 
with a pblaph in hip rex blaptic cPb“ Aonic xownp the cPb of zPndle zPice 
in one dPlb anx :aphep a :Porepcent bPrble drin with the bill ketween 
hip teethF pbitp it oPt in hip balm anx hanxp it kacy to !heepe“
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UOomkp awaMFg we all cheerp anx tib oPr heaxp kacy“ 
Ehe blan ip to roll oPr appep os anx zoin the baraxe of dhoptpF ,amG

birepF monpterpF cheerleaxerpF anx peuM nPrpep“ OPt kefore I pwallow 
mineF I ptob“ 

Shat woPlx 3ita paM if phe ynew I wap tayind DcptapMK I wonxer“ 
SoPlx phe ke cool with itK 

I imadine her face“ I xon’t pee her pmilind anx tellind me how cool 
I am“

-M imadination tayep me fPrther“ I en,ipion mMpelf doind Pb to her 
roomF hidh oPt of mM minxF tellind her that I lo,e her;

UI’m doind to bappFg I annoPnce to mM ptPnnex cohort after theM 
qniph their rex cPbp“ UI’m pticyind with zPndle zPice tonidht“ 6oP dPMp 
can ha,e mine“g

UShat’p wrondF xawdKg Aonic apypF fPrrowind hip eMekrowp in conG
cern“ Lip hanx reptp on mM phoPlxerF ap if worriex for mM health“

U6oP alridhtKg 1ather Wom axxpF cocyind an eMekrow“
UI’m not in the mooxFg I paM“ UIt’p all MoPrp“g 
U6oPr callF WannMFg Wom anx tayep kacy thip pacrament“ 
Wom holxp Pb the oserex pacriqce for all to pee anx apyp how 

theM phoPlx xi,ixe the biecep“X!heepe tayep oPt a raBorklaxe from hip 
hanxMGxanxM toolkou anx doep to wory“ EheM pblit the foPrth bill into 
thirxpF anx thepe biecep do xown to qBB rainkowp anx ptroke lidhtp in 
their ptomach acix“ ”lmopt all of them anMwaM“

UI’m not pwallowind mineFg !heepe annoPncepF :aphind a pmile liye 
a JacyG5G2antern“

ULanx it o,erFg Aonic xemanxp“
UTobe“ Wixn’t paM I wapn’t doind to taye it“ I zPpt paix I wapn’t doind 

to pwallow it“g
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USellF what’re MoP doind to xo with it thenK !rPph it Pb anx pmoye 
itK Shat yinx of cracyheax are MoPKg pcosp Aonic with little batience 
for !heepe’p anticp“X

UI’m doind to pticy it Pb mM appFg !heepe wheeBep napallM anx di,ep 
each of Pp a phitGeatind drin“ 

Aonic anx Wom fall to the :oor howlind“ 1PrnitPre ip mo,ex anx 
axzPptex kacy into blace in the qtp of hilaritM that follow“

UWPxe…g Wom criep laPdhind“ UShat the fPcy are theM teachind MoP 
at .ammaKg

UAwallowind it  ip  a  wapte“  6oP can det %j‘ imbro,ement on 
kioa,ailakilitM if MoP akpork it throPdh MoPr rectal tippPe“ Ehe ptomach 
acix zPpt'+

UWPxe…g 1ather Wom pcolxp“ U2andPade…g
UWix MoP zPpt paMF (rectal tippPeK’ Shat the hell ip wrond with MoPF 

!heepeKg
U6oP akpork it throPdh MoPr anal ca,itMFg !heepe triep eublainind 

adain“
U”SS…g we brotept in a riotF all of Pp laPdhind“
U!heepeF xo me a fa,orF alridhtK 2ea,e the room“ ”nx while MoP’re 

at itF pticy that bill Pb MoPr app“g
USill xoFg !heepe retortp xeqantlM“ USatch me“g
!heepe re,ealp teeth liye biano yeMpF a pmile MoP’x rather not pee 

kefore pomeone pticyp pomethind Pb their appF anx he mayep hip euit“ 
Ehe vPrble Voom ip in Pbroar“

U6oF what the;g Aonic ptammerpF phayind hip heax“ ULe’p not doind 
to hPmb me at Welta *abbaF ip heK OecaPpe that woPlx totallM not ke 
cool“ AbondeOok ptartp hPmbind meF I’m ynocyind him oPt“ I ha,e a 
rebPtation to worrM akoPt“g

UWoep that reallM wory thoPdhKg I apy“ UOioa,ailakilitM or whate,G
erKg
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UIt worypF anx thope billp are ptrondFg Wom ptatep matterGofGfactlM“ 
ULe’p doind to ke rollind hip app os“ Le’x ketter not enx Pb in the 
hopbital“ Le’p doind to neex a lot of kakMpittind“g

U”nx lotp of waterF UI axxF thinyind kacy to newp rebortp I’,e peen 
akoPt yixp xMind in the clPkp from xehMxration“

UWon’t worrM akoPt it“ I’ll taye care of him“ I zPpt want to pee how 
thip tPrnp oPt“ 6oP ynow how fPnnM thip ip doind to keKg Wom diddlep“

Een minPtep laterF !heepe retPrnp from the kathroom ptallp with a 
plidhtlM xiserent dait“ I can’t bPt mM qnder on itF kPt there’p pomethind 
xiserent akoPt the waM he’p walyind“ -ore xPcyGliye“

UEooy a while“ Shat’x MoP xoK La,e a little fPn while MoP were in 
thereKg

U6oP waphex MoPr hanxpF ridhtKg
!heepe drinp anx phowp Pp hanxp that none of Pp apyex to pee“
U5ne biny pPberman :Mind in the rearFg !heepe xeclarep“
U”SSS…g
U.oxxammit !heepe…g
U6oP xirtM fPcy…g
Se phaye oPr heaxp anx qle oPt in coptPmeF laPdhind with all the 

klacy lidhtp ptill dlowind kehinx Pp“ 
5n the thirx :oorF 3ita ip in her room with 2Mnn“ Ehe xoor ip 

wixeGoben ap PpPal“ -Pltible lidhtp klaBe at xiserent andlep to maye 
ap thoroPdh an inpbection ap hidh wattade can di,e“

ULeMFg I callF leanind into their xoorwaM“
ULoFg 3ita hollerp kacyF helbind 2Mnn with her coptPme in front of 

the mirrorF a vlaMkoM kPnnM with a biny wid“ 3ita ptanxp kehinx 2Mnn 
axzPptind her accentPatex kPpt“X 

U6’all ke carefPl tonidht nowF hearKg I xrawl“ UWon’t ke eatind no 
canxM that ipn’t wrabbex“ It coPlx ke lacex with pomethind“g
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UShere MoP heaxexF ptranderKg 3ita kreeBep kacyF tPrnind aroPnx 
to looy at me“ Ler mapcara ip xaryer than PpPalF kPt phe peemp in no 
hPrrM to xrepp“ I’m cPrioPp to pee what phe’p wearindF kPt I’m afraix 
that it’ll yill me“ 

U.oind with the fellap to a little miuer’p allFg I paMF mM faye xrawl falG
terind ap I a,ert mM eMep from the re:ection of hot lidhtp anx clea,ade“ 
I looy at a kou of !innamon Eoapt !rPnch on 3ita’p xepy“ Ehe chefp 
looy hobbex Pb on pPdarF liye theM’re on xrPdp“

UAtill earlMF ipn’t itKg 2Mnn apyp meF checyind the xidital alarm clocy 
on her phelf. 

UEheM dot pome brephow kefore the main e,ent“ I’m doind to qnallM 
pee all their pecretpFg I intone in a pbooyM ,oice“

UOetter hobe theM xon’t ptart whacyind each other with baxxlepFg 
2Mnn paMp“ U-idht apy MoP to pteb in for a pmacy or two“g

U!oPlx ke worpe than that“g
UShere are we doind to tonidhtF 2MnnKg 3ita apyp oPt loPx to 

her roommate ap phe locyp eMep with meF commPnicatind pomethind 
withoPt worxp“ ” port ofF USill I pee MoP tonidhtKg

U3iraz claimp there’p a bartM at ”lbhaFg 2Mnn informp PpF mayind 
microGaxzPptmentp to her wid“

U”lbhaF koo…g I ironicallM zeerF ap if I care akoPt frat ri,alrM“
UAhe wantp to pee her !hibbenxaleFg 3ita whipberp anx winyp“ 

UWon .io,anni“g
2Mnn mayep no reblMF laperGfocPpex on her wid“
U.Pepp I’x kept ke on mM waMFg mM ,oice trailp“ UWix MoP xecixe 

what coptPme MoP’ll ke wearindKg
UShat xix we xecixeKg 3ita apyp 2Mnn“
U!atholic pchooldirlF wapn’t itKg
UJPpt a little pomethind from kacy home“ Atill dot itF midht ap well 

Ppe it“ I’m doind to ha,e to hiye mM pyirt Pb to combete with these 
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bPbbiep thoPdhFg 3ita teapep anx bretenxp to cPb 2Mnn’p kreaptp“ I 
can’t helb kPt looy“

UOe pafe oPt thereFg I warn one lapt timeF feelind a little ill at the 
thoPdht of 3ita baraxind aroPnx in the ptreetp with 2MnnF the two of 
them looyind piBBlind hot“ 

I tell the dirlp that I’ll pee them later anx heax xown to the qrpt :oor“ 
I pbrint acropp the cPlGxeGpac anx Pb the poccer qelx to catch Pb to 
mM koMp at the kPp ptobF followind the Pnmiptayakle poPnx of Aonic’p 
hidhGbitchex laPdhter from far os“ 

-M crew ip ptanxind amond the miuex crowx of frephmen koth 
xreppex in coptPme anx notF kPt abbarentlMF we’re the onlM onep who 
are thip intouicatex at %v-“ If anM of the other frephmen want to catch 
a dlimbpe of what their mixnidht ip doind to looy liyeF taye a doox looy“ 
Shat we’ll looy liye at mixnidht will ke a combletelM xiserent ptorM“

UAenoritaF pPcy mM chinchilla…g Aonic pindp boorlM in mayeGkelie,e 
Abaniph“ UEoPch mM !hiHPita kanana… 2et’p do kacy to mM ,illa…g

UWPxeF MoP pee that little nPrpe o,er thereKg Wom whipberp“ U5,er 
there neut to Warth 3axer“ Shat I woPlxn’t di,e to ha,e her holx mM 
kallp anx maye me coPdh“g

Se laPdh“
UEonidhtF  anMthind  doepFg  Wom  continPepF  xoind  hip  kept 

LPmbhreM Oodart“ U6oP krind home a boryer tonidhtF there’p no 
phame in it“ It’p Lalloween“g

Wom panctimonioPplM kleppep Pp with a pidn of the cropp anx we det 
on the kPp“ 

444
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In the atmopbhere of Lalloween nidht ip the nouioPp fradrance of 
xeathF that pweet bPndent oxor of rotten abblep anx pbicex tea“ 

I can feel a tindle on mM pyinF anx I xixn’t e,en xrob D“ Aoon mM 
whole crew ip doind to ke in 2a 2a 2anxF tellind e,erMone theM lo,e 
them anx that theM’re kept frienxpF drinxind their teeth with eMep that 
looy doodlMF rPkkind their armpF their hairF xancind with their entire 
keind kepixe the pbeayerp“

”ndelic traRc bappep Pp ap we waly Pb the crPmklind pixeGptreet that 
leaxp to Welta *abbaF an ironGanxGrPpt fratGmanpion xecoratex with 
JacyGoGlanternp anx pbixer wekp“ Ehe hoPpe alreaxM looyp haPntex“ 
Ehe xecorationp onlM pPcceex in mayind it cheerfPl“ ” dPM callex Olacy 
-opep dreetp Pp at the xoor xreppex liye Ahaft with hip plee,ep cPt os 
to re,eal bMthonic armp“

UShat PbF AonicK Ehepe MoPr koMpK ”lridht dPMpF taye MoPr appep 
xownptairp“ To handind oPt in the hallwaM“g

UShat’p PbF -opepKg Aonic palPtep anx di,ep him a qptGkPmb ap the 
koPncer noxp anx rollp a toothbicy in hip moPth“

ULi there…g !heepe chirbp at the xoor“ -opep di,ep AbondeOok a 
looy from kehinx hip phaxep kPt paMp nothind ap we maye oPr waM 
inpixe“

Ehe hoPpe hap a lond hallwaM of xary woox anx Welta *abba 
inpidnia in e,erM imadinakle blace“ It’p boorlM litF anx the krotherp 
walyind aroPnx in their ,arioPp coptPmep anx holxind their cPbp peem 
more liye a klPrrM mokF or a baintind that pat oPt in the rain with the 
colorp ptartind to rPn“ Se waly bapt the crPmklind qreblace with an 
”merican :ad handind ako,e it“ 

USL”E’A NvF A5TI!Kg a dPM namex )anxer pcreamp“ Le di,ep 
Pp all a qerce kearhPd e,en thoPdh he hap no ixea who the rept of Pp 
are“ 1rom qrpt dlanceF I can tell thip ip the tMbe of dPM who xoep well 
with pororitM kimkop“ Lip hanxpome face ip matchex with white teethF 
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iceGklPe eMepF anx froptex tibp“ 1or LalloweenF he’p xreppex in xoctor’p 
pcrPkpF co,erex with faye klooxptainp“ Le’p clearlM coyex PbF talyind a 
mile a minPte“ U6oF tonidht ip doind to ke craBM;kitchep;yedp;det it 
onF kakM… 6oP koMp are doind to ha,e the time of MoPr li,ep“ Wo MoPr 
thindF kakM… S55…g

In the yitchenF :ephM creatine machinep mill akoPt xrinyind keer 
anx eatind tacop“ Ehe kreayfapt nooy ip pet Pb kPsetGptMle anx the 
eatind area ip qlthMF kPt the krotherp here are a tax more focPpex anx 
denialF rPnnind at a plower baceF mayind time to det their caloriep in“ 
Lalloween or notF theM ptill neex brotein“ 

Eonidht’p fare ip allGkeef tacopF no lettPce or palpa or cheepe“ JPpt 
phellp anx hamkPrder meat“ 

5n Lalloween TidhtF all frephmen are in,itex to rPph anx zoin the 
ranyp of the fraternitiep“ Aonic ip ynown hereF anx kM eutenpion WomF 
!heepeF anx I are di,en deneroPp oserindp to xraw from their yed anx 
zoin their feapt“ Ehe krotherp call Pp UkoMpg anx Udentp“g It’p clear that 
tonidht we’re not zPpt a kPnch of paPpadep comind to the bartM withoPt 
kPnp“ 

XU2ooy ali,eF !hief…g a 3iyind roarp at me anx plophep a keer into 
mM hanx“ Ehe keer ip :at amker bippF kPt it’p ketter than ptanxind 
embtMGhanxex anx pmilind xPmklM“ Oetter to holx pomethind“ D,en 
ketter to ke xrPny“

Wom anx Aonic are mayind pmall taly with the other frephmen“ 
Abortp chatF moptlM“ !heepe ip aroPnx anx akoPtF eublorind the kapeG
ment looyind pweatMF kridhtGeMexF anx fPll of dlee“ U!an I det a pib of 
MoPr keerKg he wheeBep at me after he circlep kacy“ Le peemp liye a lopt 
bPbbMF bantind anx eucitex“ Leatwa,ep anx ,ikrationp raxiate from 
the borep of the Mellow pbonde“ Lip dlappep are foddex“

I hanx !heepe mM cPb anx thiny akoPt how pimilar a biece of cheepe 
ip to a pbonde when MoP xraw itF kPt how theM looy nothind aliye in 
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real life“ U-anF I feel liye a million kPcypFg !heepe ramklep habbilM“ 
UEhanyp for di,ind Pp that bill earlier“ Ehat wap nice of MoP“g

UWon’t pweat it“ ”nx xon’t pweat on me eitherFg I dribe noncomG
mittallMF wonxerind if I phoPlx’,e tayen mM bill after all“

U6oP’re a doox dPMF WannM“ I mean that“ I thiny oPt of all the dPMpF 
MoP peem to ha,e MoPr heax on ptraidht“ I meanF MoP’re weirxF kPt in 
a doox waM“ Aome of thepe moronp ptill act liye theM’re in hidh pchool“ 
2ooy at Aonic for !hrippaye“ Te,er minx“ I taye that kacy“ Aonic’p yinx 
of a xicyF kPt what can MoP xoKg 

I ptare at !heepe ap he kakklep habbilM“ Ehe DcptapM hap him waM too 
oben“ ”dainpt mM willF I ,ipPaliBe the bill akporkind Pb hip app into hip 
klooxptream“ 

U”nMwaMF what’p Pb with MoP anx 3itaK WPxeF phe’p fPcyind hot“ 
I’m not into ”pian dirlpF kPt if I wapF well I xon’t ynow“ 6oP dot 
pomethind pbecial thereF kPxxM“ I’m not zPpt paMind that kecaPpe phe’p 
dooxGlooyind“ Ahe’p a cool chicy“ .irlp liye that are harx to qnx“ 6oP 
brokaklM want to yeeb an eMe on that“ I mean pince phe’p brokaklM 
wanxerind aroPnx with 2Mnn tonidht“g

U6eahF maMke MoP’re ridhtFg I reblMF wonxerind if tonidht will ke the 
nidht that I tell 3ita that I lo,e her“ 

UDhF what xo I ynowK Eell 3ita to det rix of her koMfrienx“ Le$p 
thereF anx MoP$re here“ It$p liye CZC“ AorrMF I thiny I’m rollind mM app 
os“ JPpt fordet I paix anMthind“ LolM phitF I’m ptartind to feel it…g 

!heepe wibep berpbiration from hip dlappep anx ptPmklep into the 
pPkterranean dloomF pearchind for vatricy Atarqph“ Le hap a boint“

Ehe mPpic pPxxenlM cPtp os“ Ehere’p a phift in the room“ Ooxiep 
alidn thempel,ep on ptade phoPlxer to phoPlxer“ ”p all the frephmen 
tPrn to the ptadeF theM’re facex with the pbectacle of an armM“ 1iftM 
krotherp ptanx todetherF krotherp of e,erM raceF wearind klacy EGphirtp 
with the Welta *abba inpidnia on their kicebp“ 
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Ehe krotherp are dMmGptrond anx wear kanxanap“ EheM’re xreppex 
in motleM liye a radtad droPb of conHPerorp from another worlx here 
to axxrepp the lower ranyp in the hPll of a leayM phib“ )anxerF the 
cPrrent Welta *abba brepixentF ptanxp in the centerF looyind pomehow 
xidniqex xepbite hip conptant pniUind“ vrepixind ap the emcee of the 
e,enind’p main e,entF xreppex ap DaBMGDF Jeri cPrl anx allF ip Jolene’p 
new koMfrienxF the rabber namex 1low“ Lip pyillp on the microbhone 
maye him an ok,ioPp inGhoPpe choice for emcee“

U65F 65F 65 ALNE ELD 1N!* Nv…g
D,erMone phPtp Pb“
1low ptanxp in front of the diant pPkwooferp“ Le looyp liye a dandG

pter Taboleon in front of the Imberial 1orcep“
U”lridht M’all“ Ehip ip it“ Ehip ip the moment MoP’,e keen waitind for“ 

OPt kefore we det into itF we’,e dot to det into pome kPpinepp qrpt“ Ehe 
krotherp of Welta *abba'+

U'WD2E” *”v…g all the krotherp kary in Pnipon“
USelcome MoP to oPr Cjj0 1rephman 5rientation“ If MoP’re here 

nowF anx MoP’re ptill ptanxindF that meanp MoP’,e dot pome fPcyind 
kallp“ .i,e MoPrpel,ep a roPnx of abblaPpeF M’all“g

Ehere’p a roPnx of abblaPpeF pbiyex with whiptlind anx feet ptambG
ind on the cement :oor“

UEonidhtF we’re akoPt to phow MoP the doox life“g
Atrainp of wilx hootind from the crowx“ 
UOPt MoP’,e dot to rememker what thip ip all akoPt“ It’p more than 

zPpt dirlp anx bartMind anx ha,ind a doox time“ It’p akoPt keind with 
MoPr krotherpF it’p akoPt keind there for each otherF ha,ind each other’p 
kacyp“ It’p akoPt keind xown for the caPpe…g

UEL”E’A VI.LE…g pcreamp a dinderGkearxex lPmkerzacy liye he’p 
one VexkPll awaM from an anePrMpm“
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UIf MoP’re xown for Welta *abbaF then MoP’re mayind a commitG
ment“ It’p an oathF to bromipe anx ynow that MoP’re doind to ke xown 
for e,erM pindle one of MoPr krotherp“ D,erMone one of mM krotherp 
ptanxind here kehinx me dot mM kacyF zPpt liye theM ynow I dot their 
kacy“g

1low xibp anx phPUep on ptade kefore the crowx of frephmenF 
looyind at each blexde in hip eMep“

UIf M’all ha,en’t hearxF lapt nidht pome bPnyGapp little cowarx from 
”lbha pneayGattacyex oPr krother 1rexo with a kapekall kat“ Le’p ptill 
in critical conxition“ AoF ap we do akoPt oPr kPpinepp tonidhtF ap M’all 
ha,e a doox timeF zPpt rememker oPr krother“ Shen MoP pib MoPr 
xrinyF maye pPre MoP xriny one for 1rexo“ Le’p in Vokert Soox 
Johnpon Lopbital ridht now“g

1ierceF xary drowlp ripe amond the mok“ ”bbarentlMF 1rexo ip a 
krother mPch lo,ex“

UI ynow what pome of Pp are thinyind“ Se phoPlx do o,er there anx 
hanxle oPr kPpinepp“ Oelie,e meF Welta *abba alwaMp hanxlep itp kPpiG
nepp“ OPt there’p a time anx a blace“ Won’t xo anMthind ptPbix“ Ehat’p 
not what we’re akoPt“ 5nce MoP kecome one of PpF MoP rebrepent PpF 
anx MoPr actionp rebrepent Pp“ Se xon’t neex ,idilante phit“ JPpt ynow 
that thope cowarxp are doind to det what’p comind to them“ Se taye 
care of oPr own…g

Voarp of abbro,al anx a thirpt for kloox ribble throPdh the room“
U1N!* ”2vL”… 1N!* ”2vL”…g pe,eral imbappionex blexdep 

pcreamF HPicylM apcenxind to a fPllGon chant“
1low noxp anx chPcylepF enzoMind the moment of rPcyPp“
UEonidhtF we dot pome pbecial dPeptp in the hoPpe“ vleape di,e it Pb 

for; (what are their names?)….i,e it Pb for !herrM anx veachepF M’all…g
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5n 1low’p commanxF pome tantric Tew ”de mPpic ptartp kPmbind 
from the diant pbeayerp anx a xipco kall kedinp pbinnind anx lidhtind 
Pb the room with lPrix colorp“

USe’re akoPt to det naptM Pb in here…g
Ehe dirlp come oPtF anx from the detGdoF e,erMthind ip boliticallM 

incorrect anx tacyM“ Ehe mPpic ip InxianF the ptribberp are 2atinaF anx 
theM’re wearind ,eilp liye ”rakian kellMGxancerp“ To one peemp to care 
that the kaddM xreppep theM’re wearind are meant to pPddept kPrHap 
pince the coptPmep come :Mind os in q,e peconxp anMwaM“ 

Ehe center ptade ip pmall kPt ptPrxMF kPilt kM hanx from rebPrbopex 
lPmker“ Ehe WJ :ibp the recorx to T“D“V“W’p Lapdance anx it’p liye 
an U5ng pwitch for the ptribberp“ Ehe kapement ip qllex with banxeG
moniPm ap !herrM anx veachep plindphot their krap into the aPxience“ 

Ehere’p a pPrde to the wooxen blatform kM all the frephmen brepent“ 
Oid krotherp namex APmo Joe anx Olacy -opep are brebarex to keat 
the crab oPt of anM blexde who detp too hanxpMF or in other worxpF 
withoPt the brober repbect of broserind a xollar kill“

U.DE 65NV W522”VA 5NE… ELD6’VD T5E LDVD 15V 
AL5SF O”O6… 2DE’A .5…g

UI’m not feelind anMthind…g Aonic phoPtp in mM ear“ I looy anx pee 
hip kanxana now xroobind a taxF ap if to pidnal hip xipabbointment“ UI 
thiny thepe billp are keat… Low xo mM eMep looyKg

I dlance at Aonic’p bPbilp to pee if theM’re xilatex“ ”ll I pee are xipco 
kallp“

U-Plticolorex…g I Mell kacy anx HPicylM retPrn mM attention to 
!herrM anx veachep ap theM do into a lepkian roPtineF feelind each 
other’p kreaptp anx remo,ind each other’p .Gptrindp“ I’m fapcinatex kM 
the waM theM pteb oPt of their Pnxerwear“ Ao xaintilM in their ptilettop“ 
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Wollarp :Ptter in the air“ ”cropp the koxM of frephmen blexdepF dreat 
pPmp of biBBa moneM are euhaPptex ap !herrM anx veachep wriddle 
kPttGnayex in a dariph rainkow ptroke“ 

I looy harxF kliny mM eMep onceF twiceF anx pPxxenlM pee !heepe ptill 
xreppex ap AbondeOok panxwichex ketween !herrM anx veachep“ Ehe 
craBM kaptarx mPpt’,e rPphex the ptade… 

Lip tondPe ip handind oPt liye an o,ereucitex bPbbM“ Lip dlappep are 
thicy with conxenpation“ Lip NryelGliye face looyp klippfPl anx andelic“ 
Le hap no ixea where he ip“ 

Ehe mPpic chandep to pome pbaceM DW-F penxind !heepe into a 
trance“ !herrM anx veachep drobe himF feelind hip boroPp foam koxMF 
pearchind for a Bibber on thope pHPare bantp“ Sith berfect timindF 
the xipco lidhtp pwitch to ptrokeF anx in the rabix klinyind :aphep 
of hidh Ov-pF veachep Vor !herrMW kedinp to remo,e AbondeOok’p 
krown phortp“ I inptincti,elM phPt mM eMep anx hear Aonic phrieyind 
hMptericallM amixpt an Pbroar of whiptlind anx cheerp“

UAbondeOok ip bacyind pome heatF koM…g 1low annoPncepF ptill berG
formind ap the mapter of ceremoniep“ Wom drakp mM arm anx pHPealpF 
UI can’t looy…g

In the klPiphGwhite :aphep ketween lidht anx xaryneppF I pee the 
ptribberp with liftex ,eilpF koth on their yneep kokkind their heaxp anx 
woryind on a pemiGerect AbondeOok“ !heepe’p benip looyp liye a fat 
xolbhin awaitind repcPe“ 

Ehe air ip fPll of hilaritM anx horninepp“ Ehe ptribberp epcort their 
kelo,ex cartoon hero osptadeF brepPmaklM to taye tPrnp rixind him 
with hip coptPme ptill on“ I feel liye a wetGrad keneath a keerGbond takle 
hap keen wrPnd oPt o,er mM innocence“ Ehe teptopterone le,el ip po 
thicyF a dirl ptanxind too clope midht det brednant kM opmopip“



ELD TDS JDVNA O2NDA 352“ C Y?

U5ne more timeF di,e it Pb for !herrM anx veachepF M’all…g 1low 
annoPncep“ UIf MoP want to det xown tonidhtF it’p XYj for heaxF anx 
X%j for that app…g

” kPBB of eucitement :Prriep in the air ap e,erM frephman blexde 
conpixerp whether he’ll baM to lope hip ,irdinitM for eidhtM kPcyp“ 

U6oP’re doind to ha,e to det AbondeOok’p plobbM peconxp thoPdh…g 
1low cracyp anx walyp awaM from the microbhone laPdhind at hip own 
zoye“ UWon’t worrM“ Se dot conxomp anx 2ipterine“ ”nx nowF let’p det 
itF kakM… 6o WJF xrob that keat…g

”p the WJ throwp on Big Pimpin’ kM JaMGYF the three of Pp con,erde 
in a corner to xipcPpp the neut mo,e“

UIp !heepe dettind xoPkleGteamex ridht nowKg Aonic wonxerp 
aloPxF ptill Pnakle to kelie,e what we’x zPpt witneppex“ Ehe blexdep 
aroPnx Pp rPph to det in line“ UI’,e dot to det me pome“ Sho’p with 
meKg

I looy kacy at the line dettind londer kM the kar“ I coPlx ne,er; 
UEheM ha,e no ixea ynow how lond that wait ip doind to keFg Wom 

pnicyerp“ U!heepe will brokaklM do for hoPrp“g
U6oF pomeone come with meFg Aonic breppep harxer“ UI neex to det 

laix“g
U.o aheax anx hob in lineF balFg Wom Prdep with a pmPd pmile“ UI 

xon’t want mM xicy fallind osF kPt MoP do ridht aheax“g
XU2ipterine maM yill   “ ‘ of dermpF kPt that’p onlM moPth kacteG

riaFg I boint oPt“ UWoepn’t coPnt pMbhilip“g
UIt’ll maye MoPr moPth mintMFg Aonic retortp“
UEhe 2ipterine ip brokaklM for the laxiepFg I ardPe“ UI imadine theM’x 

neex to frephen Pb after yippind po manM;xPxep“g
UI thiny thepe billp are keatFg Aonic drPmklep“ UI xon’t feel a xamn 

thind“ Wo MoP dPMp feel anMthindKg
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UI felt pomethind when the mPpic anx all the lidhtp came onFg Wom 
conqrmp“ UWeqnitelM felt pomethind“ JPpt di,e it time“ Webenxp on 
MoPr en,ironment“ Shen the bartM ptartpF we’ll ke feelind it“ ErPpt me“g

UNpPallM tayep an hoPr to yicy in“ It’p keen two hoPrp alreaxMFg 
Aonic comblainp“ UI thiny )anxer keat me on thepe billp“ I phoPlx do 
o,er there anx det oPr moneM kacy“g

Se looy o,er to )anxer who manp the karF boPrind photp xown the 
oben moPthp of blexdep“

UAhoPlx we do taly to himKg Aonic apypF hip zaw ,ipiklM tenpe“
UI paM we zPpt waitFg Wom paMp xecipi,elM“ U6oP zPpt neex to meet a 

hottie“ It’ll habben“ JPpt relau“g
U.oxxamn !heepeFg Aonic mPtterp en,ioPplM anx dlancep kacy at 

the line of frephmen waitind for their tPrn“ U-aMke I phoPlx’,e ptPcy 
the bill Pb mM app“g

UTah kro“g
Se xipberpe into the crowxF each to hip own bPrbope“ ”p the nidht 

pbinp on itp auipF I accebt anMthind hanxex to me“ Ahotp are keind 
xiptrikPtex amond the blexdep liye Lalloween canxM“ VPm miuex with 
xeath“ Ehe thirx phot almopt mayep me bPye“ 

In no timeF the kapement anx the whole hoPpe are qllex with bartM 
crapherp anx in,itep“ Lere in the near bitchGklacy dloomF neon dhoPlp 
anx nMmbhp xance in a xipco ptroke of zacyGoGlanternp anx faPuGcanG
xlep“ I blaM a roPnx of keer bond with Wom adainpt a peuM referee anx a 
dirl xreppex in leobarx pyin“ Se det ynocyex oPtF kPt Wom broceexp to 
charm the dirlp ap I apy for xirectionp to the kathroom“ I’m tolx that it’p 
PbptairpF liye no phit“ I’m on mM own“ I want to ke near the kathroom 
zPpt in cape I bPye“

EhroPdh the pweat anx berfPmeF fradrant pilhoPettep laPdh anx 
ptare xown at anMthind that xarep to looy in their xirection“ Nbptairp 
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throPdh the creayM dloomF I qnx the pticyinepp of the yitchen :oor 
once adainF anx all takle pPrfacep ha,e keen rebPrbopex for keer bond“ 

D,erM q,e minPtepF the krotherp toapt to each other for another 
dreat nidht“ I imadine theM xo thip a lot“ I notice a few ”pian krop 
amond their nPmker anx wonxer if theM feel liye one of thope ptarp 
pewn on the ”merican fakricF an axxex ptribe for an axxex beobleF 
iconp in the nidht pyMF we are the worlxF anx all that phit“ 

What do you bring to the table, little man? Do you know what it takes 
to get into this club called America?

Do a keg-stand! 
”n hoPr laterF I’m caPdht ptealind xrinyp at the kar“ ” ,iolation 

mopt foPl“ I can’t helb it“ I’m waM too xrPny anx the line ne,er enxp“ I 
coPlx zPpt do kacy to the xorm kPt pomehow that xoepn’t peem to ke 
an obtion di,en the fact that I’m certain 3ita will arri,e at anM moment“ 
”ll the xoPchekad kartenxerp idnore me“ !optPme or noneF I xon’t 
euipt“ Ehe cPb pnatchind occPrp ap Oiddie rabp on 00C’p Only You“ 
OeerGkobbind throPdh the crowxF anx kehinx me pome dirl pcreampF 
UAtob him…g 

Stop who, bitch?
Oacy Pbptairp throPdh the cokwekp anx katp in the hallwaM kepixe 

the yitchenF I pbot Aonic anx Wom in what looyp to ke pome yinx of 
barleM done wrond“ )anxer ip ptanxind thereF anx hip xancind pyMGklPe 
eMep ha,e done colx“ Ehe kloox on hip hopbital dark ip ptartind to looy 
a little more real“ ” tall rexheax xreppex ap Jeppica Vakkit ptanxp kepixe 
him okper,ind colxlM with a twiptex pmile“ ” few other krotherp who I 
xon’t ynowF anx Aonic’p OidF a hPde Wominican meatkall namex vereBF 
are xisPpind the pitPation“

UI paix det on MoPr yneepFg )anxer threatenp Aonic while idnorind 
the roomF Uanx yipp mM rindF MoP mPtt“g
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Aonic’p eMep looy liye chipelex draniteF hip pHPare chin ip bointex Pb 
pharblM ap if to cPt )anxer’p face“ It feelp liye MoP coPlx boliph ptone on 
Aonic’p cheeykonep“ Le hap that looy liye he’p akoPt to taye )anxer’p 
heax osF kPt repiptpF wantind to blaM kM the rPlep“ Tot kPxdindF not 
kenxind one ynee“ Salyind awaM ip os the takle“ ” harx plam onto the 
wooxen :oor peemp more liyelM“

U1Pcy MoP anx MoPr rind…g I crM oPtF more of a hecyler than a 
barticibant“ Ehip ip a boorlM calcPlatex interzection“ 

USho the fPcy ip thipKg )anxer xemanxp to ynowF hip attention 
xi,ertex alond with the rept of the room“ ”ll eMep fall on me“ !apPal 
bartMdoerp anx PnaRliatex xPxep reax the room anx :ee the pcene“ 
U2et’p pee what’p doind on in the kapementFg their eMep peem to paM ap 
theM ,acate the li,ind room“

U6oP little kaptarxp“ 6oP come into oPr hoPpeF xriny oPr kooBeF 
enzoM oPr hopbitalitMF anx then tell Pp to do fPcy oPrpel,epK Sho xo 
MoP thiny MoP areKg )anxer apyp in a xeaxlM ,oiceF anx the room 
almopt peemp ptill enoPdh to hear a dranxfather clocy ticy“ OPt there’p 
a hPdeGapp bartM doind on xown in the kapement anx kepixepF there’p 
no dranxfather clocy in thip xPmb“

I’m thinyind of pomethind cle,er to paMF kPt 1ather Wom detp there 
qrpt with reapon“ UI thiny we zPpt neex to calm xown“ -M koM’p a little 
xrPny ridht now“ Se’,e all hax a lot to xriny“g

U6oP xon’t det to ha,e an obinionF pledgeFg )anxer pneerp“ Wom 
holxp Pb hip hanxp ap if xeclarind hip innocence“ 2ooyind kacy at Aonic 
)anxer qrepF UI di,e MoP billp from mM berponal ptaphF anx MoP ha,e the 
kallp to come in here paMind mM phit ip weayK I’m willind to let thip plixe 
anx chaly it Pb to MoP dPMp keind xPmkGapp blexdep who xon’t ynow 
ketterF kPt MoP’,e dot to maye it ridht“ .o onF kitch“ *ipp the rind“g
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U6o )anxerF Aonic’p a doox yixFg vereB bibep PbF pticyind Pb for hip 
2ittle“ ULe zPpt hax too mPch to xriny“ AonicF MoP phoPlx abolodiBe 
anx then let’p beace Pb“ !ome onF dPMp“g

UI xon’t ha,e to beace Pb with a blexde“ ”re MoP phittind meK *ipp 
mM rindF or MoP’re oPt“g

UAonicF MoP yipp thip motherfPcyer’p rindF MoP’ll redret it for the rept 
of MoPr lifeFg I warn anx then feel hanxp on me“ Aomeone drakp me 
Pb anx pbinp me aroPnx anx I qnx mMpelf face to face with an andrM 
dorilla“ I meanF literallMF the xPxe ip xreppex ap *ind *ond“

XXU6oF thip ip the yix who’p keen ptealind xrinyp from the kar…g he 
eubloxep in mM faceF hip eMep qllex with brimal rade“

U6oP perioPpKg
U6oF yicy thip little ”pian’p appF kro…g
I feel mMpelf liftex os the droPnx kM three krotherpF two of them at 

mM phoPlxerp anx one of them at mM ledp while )anxerF vereBF Jeppica 
Vakkit anx mM koMp watch me det carriex osF clump, clump, clumpF 
liye a xeax man throPdh a kacyxoor in the yitchen anx toppex oPtpixe“

Ehe kacyMarx ip more liye a baryind lotF with one pax karkecPe drill 
that no one’p kotherex to clean pince ten pPmmerp ado“ Aeatex aroPnx 
the batio takle on mipmatchex lawn fPrnitPre are 1low anx Jolene 
anx a few other krotherp anx their dirlpF holxind what looyp to ke a 
canxlelidht ,idil“

U6oF what the hell are MoP xoindKg 1low criep oPt ap *ind *ond anx 
the otherp topp me into an o,er:owind recMclind kin“ DmbtM keer canp 
clatter all o,er the concrete“ I det Pb on one yneeF then brebare an arm 
klocy for xefenpeF zPpt in cape I det pocyex in the face“

UWannM…g Jolene criep anx zPmbp Pb from 1low’p lab wearind a lond 
klacy widF tidht klacy phortp with pPpbenxerp anx a white tany tob with 
her kookp bobbind oPt“ Ler hanxp do to her moPth zPpt liye an anime 
character“ Ahe’p xreppex ap Eifa from Final Fantasy VII. 
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U-p“ 2ocyheartFg I paM with a nox of mM heaxF acynowlexdind her“ 
I dlance at 1lowF wonxerind if I phoPlx introxPce mMpelf“

UEhip bPny wap ptealind xrinyp at the karFg *ind *ond drowlp“
U”nx rPnnind hip moPthFg Jimi Lenxriu axxp for doox meapPre“ 

Ehe thirx one zPpt ptanxp there looyind liye a ,erM intenpe zepter“
U6oP dot the wrond dPM“ Le’p doox beobleFg Jolene ,oPchepF pidnalG

ind me to come pit xown“ I port of lean towarx her inpteaxF not wantind 
to det ynocyex oPt while pittind on a batio chair“

U6oPr frienx ipn’t welcome here anMmoreFg *ind *ond radep“ USe 
want him oPt“g

UIp thip MoPr koMKg 1low apypF yeebind hip cool anx dlancind o,er at 
Jolene“ Le di,ep me the onceGo,erF ptill xreppex ap DaBMGDF not kotherG
ind to remo,e hip phaxep“ U2et me taly to him“g

*ind *ond ptartp to broteptF kPt it’p clear that he’p oPtranyex“
ULe’p not allowex kacy in the hoPpe“ )anxer paix po“g
U”lridht coolF zPpt let me rab with mM man real HPicy anx we’ll penx 

him home“g
U1ineFg *ind *ond drPmklep anx ptormp os“
UOetter thany MoPr lPcyM ptarp when MoP det homeFg Lenxriu pnarlp 

at meF ptarind me xown“ Ehe max zepter kreathep hea,ilM anx di,ep me 
the wilx eMep ap if to let me ynow I’,e epcabex certain xeath“

U6oF tell mM koMp I’m alridht thoPdh…g I call after them“ Ehe xoor 
phPtp kehinx themF mPUind the craBM ,olPme thPmbind from the 
hoPpe“ Ehe kapp from the kapement continPep to ,ikrate the batio“ 
Eaberp anx a pmall collection of kathroom canxlep in their little metal 
xiphep :icyer in boolp of meltex wau“ Ehe lidht xancep os the liHPix— 
the :amep droo,e to the keat“ Ehere’p a bortrait of a MoPnd dPM in hip 
twentiep with a crewGcPtF klPeGdreen eMepF anx a ximblex chin“

U.ot a little craBM in thereF hPhKg Jolene paMp anx winyp at me in fPll 
copblaM“
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U6oP waptexKg 1low axxp klPntlM“
U*inx of“g
U6oP ptole xrinypKg 1low interrodatep“
UEhe kartenxerp were idnorind me on bPrbope“ I’m zPpt ha,ind one 

of thope nidhtp“ I’m yinx of waitind for pomeoneF kPt phe ne,er phowex 
Pb“g

1low noxp ap if he PnxerptanxpF kPt a xreaxlocyex dPM who peemp 
to ke xreppex ap Ook -arleM karypF UEhip ip oPr hoPpe“ SoPlx MoP liye 
it if I went into MoPr hoPpe anx tooy a crab in MoPr fooxK LPhF little 
manK SoPlx MoP liye thatKg

U!hill VoderF I dot thip“g
Voder wantp nothind to xo with me“ Le detp Pb anx lea,ep the batioF 

alond with a few of the krotherp followind himF Pntil the lapt of the 
dirlfrienxp do with them“

UEhat wap xramaticFg 1low pnortp anx laPdhp a pmoyer’p laPdhF 
reidnitind a klPnt that hax keen eutindPiphex“

UShere MoPr crew atK ShM MoP all aloneKg HPeptionp JoleneF cPxG
xlind Pb adainpt her new dandpter koMfrienx“

UEhere wap pome xrama with )anxer anx AonicFg I mPtterF ptill 
xrPnyF watchind the :amep :icyer anx xance in the nidht’p kreeBe“

UShat habbenexKg 
UI’m not pPreF kPt he wap tellind Aonic to yipp hip rind in front 

of e,erMkoxMFg I eublainF dettind more animatex“ UEhen *ind *ond 
pbottex me anx callex me oPt for liftind xrinyp“ I axmit it wap the 
wrond thind to xoF anx I abolodiBe“ I xixn’t mean anM xiprepbect“g

1low bappep me the klPnt“ I’m pPrbripex anx honorexF ynowind that 
thip ip the beace bibe“ I hit the klPnt a few timep anx bapp it kacy with 
thanyp“

UJoleneF MoP xon’t pmoyeKg
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UTot meF I onlM xo OaM OreeBe anx ,oxyap“ SaitF po what habG
benexK Wix Aonic xo itKg

UI xon’t ynow“ I xon’t reallM feel liye doind kacy in there anx apyG
ind“g

1low phayep hip heax in xipabbointment“
U6oP ynow whatF I lo,e mM krotherp kPt pometimep theM let bower 

do to their heaxp“ WPrind VPphF a krother can maye a blexde xo 
whate,er theM want“ I mean xamn near anything… I xon’t ynow whM 
theM alwaMp taye it that far“ EheM ptart tribbind anx fordet e,erMthind 
they hax to do throPdh“ It’p liye a cMcle“g

UEheM’re fPcyind tribbindFg I noxF mirrorind 1low’p ,ernacPlar“
UEhat’p meppex PbFg Jolene axxp“ U!oPlxn’t )anxer zPpt maye 

Aonic berform eutra xPtiep or pomethindKg
U)anxer can ke yinx of a bricyFg 1low adreep“ UvlPpF he liye to xo a 

little too mPch;g
1low mayep a face coPblex with the deptPre of pniRnd linep withoPt 

the poPnx esectp“
ULe ptill xon’t ha,e to ke actind liye thatFg Jolene moanpF the bictPre 

comind clear“
UAonic wantp to ke xown with MoP dPMpFg I bleaxF tPrnind to 1low“ 

ULe’ll xo anMthind“ OPt )anxer callex Aonic a mPtt in front of e,erMG
one…g

1low anx Jolene euchande dlancepF pimPltaneoPplM mayind the facial 
eubreppion for U6iyep…g

UAonic ip vereB’p 2ittleFg 1low bonxerpF thinyind oPt loPx“ UI thiny 
we can pmooth it oPt“g

UShat if Aonic HPitpKg I wonxer“
U6oP neex to ke apyind what habbenp if he detp kicked outFg 1low 

correctpF tayind os hip phaxep anx looyind me in mM eMep nowF mano M 
mano“ UTokoxM quits Welta *ab“ 6oP midht ke pPrbripex if MoPr man 
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yippex that rindF kPt if he xixn’tF he zPpt went throPdh a whole worlx 
of kPllphit for nothind“ ”in’t no HPittind in Welta *abba“g

Jolene looyp liye phe wantp to xefenx meF kPt pince 1low ip her new 
koMfrienxF thip ip Pnfamiliar territorM“ Ahe zPpt rPkp hip yneeF kPt he’p 
blentM calm“ Le’p the reapon I’m ptill pittind here on the brobertM“

U6o phortMF do det Pp pome keerpFg 1low paMp pmoothlM“
U6oP want me to wait in lineKg Jolene apypF not parcapticallMF kPt 

okexientlMF which yinx of phocyp me“
UTahF ap a matter of factF I dot pome xrinyp in mM room“ 2et me taly 

with mM man o,er here“ I’ll ke Pb in a minPte“g
Jolene detp Pb anx toPchep me on the phoPlxer“
UI’ll pee MoP in clappF WannM“ -aye pPre MoP det home pafeF oyaMKg
UIf MoP pee 3itaF can MoP tell her where I amKg I reHPeptF e,en thoPdh 

the two of them ha,e ne,er met“
Ahe noxp pMmbatheticallMF ptill copblaMind ap the anime character“ 

1low waitp for her to xipabbear kefore lidhtind Pb a Tewbort“ Le 
oserp me oneF after I maye the deptPre for keind freph oPt“

U6oP lope anMone in the EowerpKg apyp 1lowF tayind a xrad anx 
noxxind to the bictPre of the cleanGcPt xPxe with a broPx pmileF the 
canxlep :icyerind on hip face“

U6eahFg I reblM poftlM“ U” dPM I ynew from chPrch“ Le woryex at 
Eower 5ne“g

1low noxp“
U(5nlM the doox xie MoPndF’g HPotep 1low“ 
ULe wap MoPr frienxKg I apyF inxicatind the bhotodrabh“ 
ULe wap mM brotherFg 1low correctp me“ ULe wap mM Oid when I wap 

a blexde“ Le xiex in Eower Ewo“ Le’p with the andelp now“g
UI’m porrMFg I mPrmPr oPt of repbect anx kow mM heax“ 1low mayep 

the pidn of the cropp anx lidhtp another canxle for him“
1low bappep me a canxle anx tellp meF U1or MoPr xeax“g
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I lidht the canxle anx paM a krief braMer“
U.ox klepp the xeaxFg 1low rapbp once moreF croppind himpelf“ UI 

mipp MoPF Werey“ 6oP were the kept“g
” moment bappep ap 1low drowp pilentF boppiklM qdhtind kacy tearp“ 

I xon’t xare checy“ 
U6oP’re not trMind to blexdeKg 1low apyp meF bPttind hip phaxep 

kacy on“
UTahF not me“g
UShM notK Aomethind wrond with Welta *abbaKg
UIt’p not for e,erMkoxMFg I paM“ I can’t tell if thip comep os facetioPp 

or boliticallM correct“ 
1low xoepn’t liye thip anpwer“ UShM ipn’t it for youKg he breppep“ 
UAome beoble neex to ke in a droPbFg I kedinF which mPpt ke 

pomethind he’p hearx a million timep keforeF zPxdind kM hip reaction“
U(Aome beoble neex to ke in a droPbF’g he barrotp kacy to me“ UTidG

daF everyone’s in a droPb“ 6oP thiny MoP li,e alone on thip earthK (To 
man ip an iplanx Pnto himpelf“’ Wo MoP ynow what that phit meanpK 
Ehat meanp MoP dot a kPnch of beoble aroPnx MoPF repbonpikle for 
your lifeF yeebind your app ali,eF anx MoP xon’t e,en thany them“ 6oP 
zPpt taye it for drantex that e,erMone phoPlx zPpt taye care of MoPr kPm 
appF po that MoP can xo whate,er MoP want to“g

UAome beoble ynow how to maye it on their ownFg I attembt to 
barrM feeklM“ -M ardPment ip akoPt ap thin ap baber anx woPlxn’t ptanx 
Pb to a kreeBeF let alone 1low’p fPrioPp winx“

UEhip worlx ip pPr,i,al kakM…g 1low criep loPxlMF fPllM chardex Pb“ 
Le’p tabbind the pixe of hip temble anx looyind at me liyeF Think! 
Think! XU6oP’,e ne,er keen oPt there with the wol,epF hPhK 6oP xon’t 
ynow anMthind akoPt that“ 5therwipeF MoP woPlxn’t ke paMind xPmk 
phit liyeF (Aome beoble neex to ke in a droPb“’ AoF in other worxpF MoP 
thiny MoP’re pbecial“g
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UToF it’p not thatFg I broteptF kPt ap poon ap he paMp itF I ynow he 
hap me beddex“ UI zPpt want to xo mM own thind— MoP ynow what I’m 
paMindKg

UShat akoPt MoPr kropKg 1low apypF calmind xown a notch“ U6oP 
xon’t ha,e their kacyKg

U5f coPrpeF I xo“ OPt I’m paMindF we’re not liye a group“ Se’re zPpt 
a kPnch of inxi,ixPalp bPt todether in thip craBM euberiment callex 
(collede“’g

It’p liye watchind a car craph in plow motion“ In the binwheel anx 
tPmkle of mM bhilopobhMF I can pee two thindp7 5ne7 that for pome 
reaponF I xepberatelM want thip man’p repbect“ Ewo7 e,erMthind that 
comep oPt of mM moPth ip xoind the obbopite of achie,ind that“ 1low 
phayep hip heaxF amPpex at mM nai,ete“

UI fordot that MoP’re zPpt a frephman“ 6oP xon’t ynow anMthind“ 6oP 
ha,en’t keen with the wol,ep“ 6oP’re ptill eatind that broceppex foox 
theM’re di,ind MoP“ 6oP xon’t ynow how to eat raw meat“ Ehat’p what 
wol,ep eat“g

I ptare at him klanylMF Pncertain how xeeblM I phoPlx do with thip 
wolf metabhor“

UI’m talyind akoPt ynowlexdeF motherfPcyer…g 1low pPxxenlM 
phoPtpF ap if to anpwer mM HPeptionF tabbind the pixe of hip heax once 
adain“ U6oP’,e dot to do throPdh bain to ynow how to mo,e in thip 
worlx“ Ehat phit ipn’t a possibility“ Ehat phit ip a guarantee“ Ehe onlM 
HPeption ipF when it doep xownF how xo MoP mo,eK Wo MoP ha,e a 
dame blanK Wo MoP ha,e a coxe of ethicp or a ptrPctPre that’ll dPixe MoP 
throPdhK 5r are MoP zPpt doind to xo what MoP feel liyeK 1Pcy feelindpF 
kro“ 1eelindp chande e,erM xaM“ 1Pcy that phit“g

1low leanp kacyF anx e,ixentlM thip ip hip main boint“ I’m too feelM“ 
I’m too wiphMGwaphM“ I’m a romantic“ I’m PpeleppF in harx timep anx in 
timep of war“ 
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1low ripep oPt of hip peat“ Le’p xone lectPrind me“ I ha,e no ixea 
whether we’,e kecome frienxp“

UTeut time MoP come throPdhFg 1low ptartp to oserF rethinyp hip 
ptatementF anx pwitchep it Pb“ U6oF I’ll pee MoP aroPnxF alridhtK Shat’p 
MoPr nameF blaMerKg

UWannMFg I reblM“
U”lridht thenF WannM“g 
I watch in awe ap 1low ptrPtp imberioPplM kacy to the frat hoPpe“ 

Ehe mPpic ip ptill kPmbind after he’p xipabbearex“ I’m left alone in 
pilenceF in,itex kM phaxowp to maye mM lea,eF howe,er ptPnnex I midht 
ke“ 1low ip mayind hip waM PbptairpF pbenxind the rept of hip e,enind 
with JoleneF the T6! art worlx’p fPtPre HPeen“ 

I euit throPdh the pixe date anx bapp throPdh circlep of bartM beoble 
pmoyind cidarettep anx phrieyind with laPdhter“ Aomewhere in the 
kPphepF I hear pomeone throwind Pb“ I heax xown the ptreet when I 
hear pe,eral ,oicep call mM name“

U6oF WannM…g
USait Pb…g
WomF AonicF anx !heepe catch Pb to meF relie,ex at ha,ind foPnx 

me“ I feel a little cheer ripe kacy Pb in mM poPl“ EheM arri,e ap brieptF 
dandpterF anx AbondeOokF howe,er intouicatex anx xiphe,elex“ Ehe 
noipe from the neidhkorhoox poPnxp liye the fPn bart of hell“ !obp 
are encoPradind the bexeptrian traRc to mo,e onF kPt more liyelMF 
enzoMind the phow“ !optPmex freayp let loope the xaryer enerdiep of 
the moon“ 

Se inpbect each other anx pee no klooxF thoPdh on their pixe 
there’,e keen pome abbarent chemical chandep“ 1rom the cPtGoPt hole 
bobp !heepe’p face where hip dlappep peem to remain on bermaGfodF hip 
moPth obenF bantind liye a bPbbM“ 5xxlMF Wom anx Aonic peem to 
match AbondeOok’p eubreppion ap well“ Ehope dixxM eMepF froBen in 
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eucitement“ Ehe pniUind di,ep them awaM“ ” kax pitPation caPpex kM 
xrPdpF repol,ex kM what elpeF kPt more xrPdpK

UShat’x theM xo to MoPKg Wom wonxerp with amPpementF dlax to 
pee me in one biece“ I krPph mMpelf os zPpt to maye pPre“ I phoPlx’,e 
dotten bPnchex in the face“ U6oP dot carriex oPt“ 6oP’re a fPcyind 
ledenxF kro“g

U6oF WannM hap dot pome kallpFg Aonic conqrmp polemnlMF holxind 
hip qpt oPt in repbect“ U-ax brobpF xawd“ I ynow MoP dot mM kacyF for 
real“ I’ll ne,er fordet that“g

I di,e Aonic a qpt kPmbF anx then he pPxxenlM bPllp me inF hPddind 
me qercelM“ I’m crPphex kM the ,ice drib of hip kPlyF kPt ap intenpe anx 
pweatM ap he ipF I can feel the lo,e“ Le pHPeeBep more air oPt of me anx 
kreathep hea,ilM into mM ear“ Le’p almopt on the exde of tearp“ It feelp 
dooxF yinx of“

UEhat’p what krotherp are forFg I aRrm ap he plowlM letp me kreathe 
adain“ It hitp me that I’m echoind 1low“ I looy at !heepe anx apyF UWix 
theM fPcy the phit oPt of MoP or whatKg

UI wiph…g !heepe bibep Pb cheerfPllM“ U-M xipc wap a :obbM“ DcptapM 
will xo that“ ”nMwaMF we zPpt talyex“ Ehope dirlp were pPber nice“ 
veachep hap a yixF anx !herrM ip zPpt ptribbind to taye care of her abuelo“ 
Ehat meanp (dranxfather’ in Abaniph“g

U”lridhtF po what habbenex to MoPKg Wom apyp me“
I redale mM koMp with what hax habbenex oPtpixeF akoPt dettind 

toppex into the darkadeF anx keind two peconxp awaM from dettind a 
keatxown“ I eublain to them how Jolene anx 1low bPt a baPpe to the 
poccer dame on mM rikp“

UShat akoPt MoP dPMpKg I apy anx then baPpeF pearchind Aonic’p 
eMep“ UWix MoP;Kg

Wom anx Aonic euchande a looy anx immexiatelM I ynow“
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UI pcrewex Pb“ I wap keind a xicy to )anxerFg Aonic pheebiphlM 
mPmklepF hip kanxana fPllM xroobind os hip pweatM heax“ UI xixn’t 
phow the brober repbect“g 

U6oP xix what MoP hax to xoFg Wom axxp haptilM ap he anx !heepe 
bat Aonic on the phoPlxer“ Aonic noxp hip heaxF accebtind the xefeat 
liye a kouer tayind the fall“ I ptare at them in xipkeliefF Pnakle to accebt 
the ixea that Aonic hax dotten xown on hip yneep anx yippex that 
apphole’p rind“ OPt then adainF there are a lot of thindp that I xon’t 
Pnxerptanx“ ”koPt keind in a droPb“ ”koPt ptrendth in nPmkerp“ 
”koPt climkind the laxxer“ ”koPt neexind to kelond“

UI xix what I hax to xoFg Aonic rebeatp with a nox“ UIt woPlx’,e 
keen a miptaye to come thip far zPpt to HPit“g

I bretenx to adreeF kPt I wonxer if thip ip one of thope little bPrchapG
ep on MoPr poPl that enxp Pb keind nonrefPnxakle“ Low will Aonic 
feel a month from nowF a Mear from nowF ten Mearp from nowK Sill he 
krPph it osF thip memorM of pPkmittind to another manF yippind hip 
doxxamn rindK 

U)anxer wap max cool akoPt it afterwarxpFg Aonic notep kridhtlM“ 
U6o WannMF if MoP weren’t ptealind xrinyp;g

UOroF the cocaina thip xPxe hax wap bPre pnowFg Wom paMp in a low 
,oice“ I pPxxenlM rememker that theM’re alpo on DcptapM“ UI thiny it 
zPmbptartex the bill“g

U1or realFg Aonic concPrp in a manner fPllM patiatexF liye he’p qnallM 
kPptex hip nPt“ UI’m xeqnitelM feelind pomethind now“g

XXU-e tooFg !heepe paMp“ UI’m fPcyind rolling.g
U”wF do pho,e another bill Pb MoPr appFg Aonic paMp anx laPdhp“
USith bleapPre…g !heepe adreep“
XUAoF what’p doind on nowKg I wonxer“
UI xon’t ynowF kPt I feel liye xancind…g Wom diddlep eucitexlMF 

zPmbind Pb anx xown anx twixxlind hip qnderp“
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U6oP dPMp xown to do to the citMKg Aonic pPddeptp“ I can alreaxM pee 
them thereF rixind the trainF waitind in lineF anx trMind to pcore more 
xrPdp in the kathroom“

U2et’p xo itF kakM…g Wom whoobpF zPmbind liye it’p dame time“
”ll I can thiny akoPt ip 3ita“ Shere ip pheK ShM xixn’t phe comeK
U6oP dPMp do aheax“ I’m doind kacy to the xormpFg I tell them“
WomF AonicF anx e,en !heepeF xepbite keind pomewhere on the 

moonF Pnxerptanx what I neex to xo“
UOrind it inFg Wom Ppherp anx datherp Pp in a hPxxle“ Le bPtp hip 

heax in the mixxleF anx the rept of Pp follow“ !heepe leanp in ap far 
ap hip AbondeOok coptPme will allow“ 5Pr foreheaxp are toPchind ap 
Wom pbeayp with a kapyetkall coach’p con,iction“ U6oP dPMp are the 
kept crew I’,e e,er met in mM life“ Ehip ip what it’p all akoPt ridht here“g

” daddle of hoep bapp Pp kM anx mocy oPr little moment on the 
pixewalyF kPt we xon’t care“

U6oP dPMp are mM koMp…g Aonic roarp into the hPxxle“ 
WomF !heepeF anx Aonic heax to Tew OrPnpwicy Atation to catch a 

train doind into venn Atation“ I do the other waM anx catch a kPp from 
!ollede ”,e“ kacy to cambPp“ Ehe kPp pmellp wretchex with bPye“ I’m 
pPrroPnxex kM xrPnyen con,erpationF anx I yeeb to mMpelf ap raPcoPp 
laPdhter klenxp with xrPnyen pokkind“ ”ll thip whirlwinx of emotion 
miuex with PnfPlqllex wiphepF onlM to ke pPkxPex kM lateGnidht biBBa 
xeli,eriep“ 

444
”p I det os the kPp anx waly acropp the poccer qelx to the xormF I 

focPp on qnxind 3ita pafe in her roomF with all the whoriph mayeGPb 
remo,ex“ 5r yebt onF kPt onlM for me“ 3ita will tell me the reapon whM 
phe xixn’t come to Welta *abba“ Acenariop that we’ll laPdh akoPt blaM 
in mM heax“ 2Mnn hax too mPch to xriny“ 3iraz paw an eu anx hax to 
ke conpolex“ Aomethind“
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Se’ll phare ptoriep of oPr craBM nidhtp anx enx the e,enind with 
ramen“ Ehen it can all ke o,erF thip horrikle LalloweenF thip ptPbix 
holixaM that once meant dhoptp anx canxMF kPt now euiptp onlM to tept 
oPr repiptance adainpt tembtationF euberimentind with the ptrendth of 
oPr bPritM“ Shen the enchantment ip o,erF we can do kacy to keind 
littleF olx Pp adainF anx I won’t ha,e to wonxer if 3ita ip pafe“ I won’t 
ha,e to worrM that phe’p oPt thereF trMind to xance while pome creeb 
mo,ep in with blanp to bPt hip hanxp all o,er her app“ 

Shen I arri,eF I ynow it’p ptill earlM accorxind to the ptanxarxp of a 
1rixaM nidht“ Ehere are onlM the HPiet poPnxp of homekoxM frephmen 
who ne,er do oPt“ Ehe mPUex xialodPe of mo,iep keind blaMex on 
labtobpF anx the kleebp anx klibp of ,ixeo damep“

Oepixep thatF it’p eerilM HPiet“ Ehe air feelp pPsocatind anx ptill“
Ehe thirx :oor ip xeaxF kPt 3ita’p xoor ip oben with lidht pbillind 

oPt into the hallwaM“ Ehope pillM dirlp mPpt’,e left their lidhtp on in a 
hPrrM to ke oPt the xoor“ 

I abbroach 3ita’p xoor anx hear ,oicep“ -M heart kedinp keatind“ 
I’m afraix of what I’ll pee“

”p I beey into the roomF I pee pomeone xreppex ap a cobF xown on 
one ynee“ Le’p holxind 3ita’p hanxp ap phe’p pokkind anx noxxind her 
heax“

I immexiatelM kacy awaM thinyindF 5h .oxF it’p -arc“ Le’p apyind 
3ita to marrM him…

I can harxlM mo,e“ I feel liye I’,e zPpt keen hit with a harboon“ I 
ptadder xown the hall anx baPpe in front of the reptroom“ OPt then it 
hitp me“ Sap that 3itaF or pomeone elpeK ”ll I paw wap the cob“ Le wap 
xown on one yneeF klocyind mM ,iew of 3ita or whoe,er it wap“

” cob’p raxio kreayp the pilence“ It wapn’t a coptPme“ Ehat dPM’p a 
real cob“

What the fuck? 



ELD TDS JDVNA O2NDA 352“ C 8 

I rPph kacy to 3ita’p room anx kPrpt throPdh the xoorwaM“ It’p not 
3ita“ It’p 2Mnn… 

3ita’p roommate meetp mM eMep o,er the cob’p phoPlxer“ I PnxerG
ptanx now that he’p a cambPp cob kM hip Pniform“ Le’p bPxdM anx 
ptern anx looyp at me with ptis aPthoritM“ Le ripep os hip ynee ap 
hip moPth obenp with commanxp“ I xon’t e,en hear him“ ”ll I pee ip 
2Mnn pittind on 3ita’p kex“ 2Mnn’p face ip a klotchM mepp“ Ler eMep are 
pmPxdex in mayeGPb from tearp“ 

UShere’p 3itaKg I xemanx to ynowF ap the cob klocyp me from 
fPrther entrM“

UAirF MoP’re doind to ha,e to pteb oPt of the roomFg the cob rebeatpF 
breppind me kacy towarx the xoor“ Le mo,ep forwarx with hip hanxp 
raipexF bPphind me oPt“

U2MnnF where’p 3itaKg I rebeat ap I kacy Pb“ I’m comblMind with the 
cob’p commanxp Pb to a boint“ Le wantp me to lea,e the room entirelMF 
kPt I won’t xo that Pntil I det an anpwer“ 

UAirF I’m tellind MoP one lapt time“ Ateb oPt of the room“gEhe cob 
pho,ep me into the hallwaM“ Ehip bippep me os“ Tow I’m reaxM to ke a 
bain in the app“ I’m not lea,ind“ Ehe cob hap me pho,ex adainpt the wallF 
kPt he can pee that I’m not doind anMwhere“ Le raxiop for kacyGPb“ ”t 
the poPnx of the ptrPddleF 3iraz enterp the hallwaM anx ptartp to bPll me 
awaM“ Lip normallM cheerfPl eMep are fPll of fear“

UWannMFg 3iraz choyepF ptill xreppex in hip ,ambire coptPmeF hip 
WracPla mayeGPb anx eMeliner pmearex aroPnx hip face“ I can’t mo,e 
or pbeay“ 3iraz ip holxind mM phoPlxerp ap if one of Pp midht fall“ U3ita 
ip in the hopbital“g

UIp thip himKg I hear a female oRcer karyind kehinx me“ UAirF tPrn 
aroPnx“ 5ben MoPr eMep“g

” :aphlidht keamp into mM bPbilpF klinxind me“ Ehe klinxind lidht 
:icyp kacy anx forth liye theM’re trMind to pee what’p inpixe mM pyPll“ I 
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trM to bPll awaMF kPt the oRcer hap her hanx dribbex aroPnx mM zawp 
with rPkker dlo,ep“ 

UShat habbenex to 3itaKg I apyF forcefPllM remo,ind her hanx 
from mM chin“ 

UAitF MoP’re Pnxer arreptFg phe paMpF idnorind me“ I trM to bPph her 
os meF which I axmit ip a kax xecipion“ Ahe reactp liye I zPpt triex to 
pwind on her“ ULe’p repiptind arrept“ Lolx him xown…g

UShere’p 3itaGaGaKg
Ehepe lapt pMllaklep falter ap the winx :iep oPt of mM xiabhradm anx 

e,erMthind doep klacy“ It onlM laptp a peconx“ It onlM tooy a peconxF 
too“ I xon’t ynow how the male cob kroPdht me xown euactlMF kPt in 
mM minxF it wap a zPxo hib topp“ 5ne minPte I wap on mM feetF actind 
kelliderent“ ” peconx laterF I’m on mM ptomach with mM face adainpt 
the :oor anx the winx ynocyex oPt of me“ -M armp Many kehinx mM 
kacy“ LanxcPsp kite mM wriptp with their teeth“ 

U6oP ha,e the ridht to remain pilent“ ”nMthind MoP paM or xo maM 
ke helx adainpt MoP;g

I’,e ne,er felt cPsp keforeF xepbite ha,ind keen arreptex for draRti 
once“ Ehat wap more of a ticyetind pitPation“ Ehip ip combletelM xifG
ferent“ Sith mM armp locyex kehinx mM kacyF I can’t e,en det Pb“ Ehe 
cobp pcoob Pb all 0Cj boPnxp of me anx xrad me xown the hall“

XUWannM…g 2Mnn criep franticallM“ UShere are MoP tayind himK 2et 
him do…g

OM nowF the commotion hap caPpex frephmen to come oPt of their 
roomp“ EheM’re followind kehinx ap the cobp hPptle me oPt of the 
xorm“ 

UIt’p WannM…g
UShere are theM tayind himKg
D,erMone ynowp who I am on the thirx :oor“ I’m the dPM who 

xoep draRti“ I’,e xecoratex ULeM’pg room with pyetchep anx xrawn 
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renxitionp of UWPxe’pg dranxma or whate,er“ Ehere’p phoPtind all 
aroPnx me from ptPxentp broteptind to let me do“ OPt the onlM thind 
that peemp to ke habbenind ip mM feet keind xraddex acropp the :oor“ 

Se’re followex into the cPlGxeGpac where the pHPax car ip waitind“
U2et him do…g ip keind phoPtex in all xirectionpF kPt the cobp are 

trainex to idnore taPntp“ Nb to a bointF at leapt“ Ehe male cob pho,ep 
me into the kacypeat anx threatenp e,erMone to do kacy inpixeF or elpe“

3iraz ip depticPlatind in front of the mokF kPt the lapt thind I focPp 
on ip 2Mnn’p tearfPl face looyind on ap the pHPax car xri,ep os“ Shat 
habbenex to 3itaK

Ehe xorm ip dettind pmaller“ I’,e ne,er keen in the kacy of a pHPax 
car kefore“ Ehe peatp are oxxlM comfortakle“ It’p ,erM pbacioPp“



Chapter Seven

Pizza, 
Motherfucker

H i, you’ve reached the Dela Rosa’s. I’m sorry we can’t take your 
call right now. Leave us a message and we’ll hit you back!

I try Vita a week after she’s gone, but no one picks up the phone. I 
get her machine and come close to uttering something unintelligible 
into the receiver but end up hanging up instead. 

I know that whatever I say on a voice recording will be regretful, so 
I choose to reach out to her in writing instead. She’ll probably check 
her inbox eventually, even if she does drop out of Rutgers. 

Like a haiku poet, I try to compose something brief. I go for three 
lines, allowing what is said to be just as important as what is not. 

The qrst line should be a Huestion. The second line should be qlled 
with hope. The third line should be a wish or a prayer, or perhaps a 
light comical observation that sort of sums up the meaning of life with 
its sparsity of words. 
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Out the three lines turn into multiple paragraphs of meandering 
thoughts, apologies, condolences, confessions, inspirational Huotes, 
and reports on cafeteria menu changes. 

I ASelect ”llK and press AOackspace.K 
Let’s start over.
Hey, it’s me. Just thought of you today. Wondering if you’re okay. 

Wondering if you’re ever coming back lol.
Oackspace.
Hey, it’s me. I hope you’re doing better…I wish I knew what to say.
Just thought I’d give this email thing a try and fill you in on what’s 

been going on since you left. 
First, Viraj and Lynn lodged a formal complaint with the police. 

Hopefully, that gets the wheels rolling and we put those bastards in jail. 
We also did some digging on our own. Delta Kappa and Alpha are 

arch-rivals, so the brothers at Delta Kappa know who all the Alpha guys 
are. Just before Halloween, one of the Alpha bros was all hopped up on 
coke and steroids and hit a brother at Delta Kappa named Fredo in 
the head with a baseball bat. Since then, Delta Kappa has declared an 
all-out war. There’s been mad drama on Frat Row. There was even an 
ABC News van parked on College Ave. a couple days ago. The university 
is shutting down the frats until further notice.

There have also been a few bomb threats here and there—you know, 
from terrorists. A Sikh guy got beat up at a gas station because some 
asshole can’t tell the difference between Sikhs and Arabs. Also, some lady 
thought she got anthrax in an envelope, but it turned out to be baby 
powder? Like, why anyone would mail baby powder in an envelope is 
beyond me. So, yeah. Fun times. 

It’s been pretty lonely without you. We all miss you. I think about you 
all the time. I bet the last thing that you want to think about is Rutgers 
or anything related to college. And maybe that’s the right way to think. 
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You didn’t do anything wrong, and you certainly didn’t deserve it. But 
wherever you are, I just hope that you remember that it’s a big world 
out there. Please don’t forget that. Fuck Rutgers. Fuck those guys. Fuck 
everybody. 

If it makes you feel better, just forget about us—but don’t forget about 
me. If you never see me again and move on with your life, I don’t blame 
you. Put it all behind you. Just take time and heal. 

But in case you do come back, just know that I’ll be in front of our 
smoking tree waiting for you.

 CCCCCCCCC Danny
I press Mtrl ”.
*y qnger hovers over the button. The cursor stands by, emotion 

less.

DDD

APou have until the end of Wovember to make your own arrange 
ments. The Bniversity has decided not to get involved with the crim 
inal aspect of your o?ense. Je’re going to let this remain a housing 
matter. Pou’ll still be enrolled as a Rutgers Bniversity student, but 
you’ll need to provide your own housing or commute from home. 
Pou will no longer be allowed within the dormitories. 5o you under 
stand;K

I’m sentenced a week after Ealloween. I take it without any re 
action. I’m not sure if they expected an apology, but I’m not in the 
mood. Jhen I turn to leave the room, the R.”. adds, AI’m sorry about 
what happened to Vita. Je all are. Oelieve me, she’ll get the justice she 
deserves. I’ve qled an ozcial complaint, and an investigation will soon 
be under way.K
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I leave the ozce and wait for the bus to take me back to the dorm. 
I have a few weeks before I get kicked out. I wonder how to tell my 
parents that I’ll soon need to borrow the car.

DDD

It’s near the end of Wovember. Mlouds and the wind hint at fallen 
powder. 5om, Sonic, and I are on our way to 5elta Yappa to take part 
in a simple act of vengeance. Je’ve waited two weeks to let things cool 
down, but none of us have forgotten the need to act on behalf of Vita. 
These aren’t exactly our plans, but we participate gladly, certain that 
at the end of this day, we’ll feel better, and something will have been 
achieved. ” lesson will have been taughtX a girl’s honor will have been 
restored. These and other medieval thoughts swirl in our heads like so 
many dead leaves.

Mheese remains behind since his asthma makes him a liability. 
There’s a good chance that we’ll need to run from the cops, and it’s 
better if he does what he does best and uses his keyboard for revenge. 
Mheese waits until the big day, just to sync the giant middle qnger 
perfectly, and hacks into the university mainframe. Je already have 
Luke and Mhewy’s real names, so qnding their academic transcripts 
isn’t too hard, at least for Mheese. Ee turns a lot of digits into Feroes 
and then sends out class wide emails from Luke and Mhewy’s logins 
with subject headings like, AI’* ” R”4ISTK.

There’s amusement and satisfaction in these acts of destruction, 
but 5elta Yappa wants blood. Je’re not Huenched of our thirst either. 
Sonic and 5om use their connections at 5elta Yappa to collaborate on 
common interests. Je put on black clothes and go to Mollege ”venue.
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In 5elta Yappa’s war room, we’re introduced to a level of articulate 
savagery that we ourselves would be unable to muster. Some of our 
own powwows in the 4urple Room produced ideas like running into 
one of Luke or Mhewy’s classes and hitting them in the head with a 
brick. The brothers at 5elta Yappa are more interested in teaching all 
of ”lpha a lesson they won’t forget. ” good old fashioned melee. In 
the throes of which, if we can locate our targets, we can do whatever 
we feel.

:ander and 8low deploy the brothers of 5elta Yappa as blunt 
objects in formation. ” blueprint of ”lpha headHuarters is obtained 
from who knows where, as well as a municipal street map. 2ne of the 
5elta Yappa boys used a school highlighter to mark entrances and 
exits. 5om, Sonic, and I are just grunts beside these generals, so we 
just stand on the side and do as commanded.

In total, the sting, known as 2peration 4iFFa Oox, will be executed 
by eleven brothers, fourteen including us. Seven will enter from the 
front, and seven from the back. The raid will be led by Sonic’s Oig, the 
5ominican tank named 4ereF. Though he’s the largest of our party, 
he’s by no means our only muscle. Nvery member of this 5elta 8orce 
knows how to brawl. It’s us who seem nervous, something :ander 
remedies with a few lines of blow. It’s my qrst time, and I guess I can 
say, I understand the appeal.

Whoosh! 
Suddenly I feel thunder and lightning bursting forth from my 

chest. I swear that I can knock out a giant twice my siFe. It’s like I’ve 
been plugged into the *atrix. Like Weo, I whisper to myself, AI know 
kung fu.K

AJe split up into teams. Pou guys come with me,K 4ereF com 
mands, pointing at 5om, Sonic and me. A*ost of these assholes will 
probably be in the living room, but any weapons they have will be 
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upstairs in their rooms. Oats, hockey sticks, all that shit. 9rab it before 
they do.K

C4ereF claps and brings us in for a huddle, looking into our peep 
holes with his huge warrior god eyes. ARemember, if you’ve got to hit 
them with something, go for body shots. Je don’t want to give them 
anything they can use in court. ”nd don’t nobody use real names. 
Pour name is Olack. Pour name is Olue. Pour name is 9ray. 5on’t act 
like a hero. This ain’t a movie.K

”lpha headHuarters sits at the top of 8rat Row on a hill. It’s a dead 
end, set far back from the main drag of Mollege ”ve. It has a colonial 
brick facade with white pillars !anking its double wide door. I’ve 
never been here before, but it looks exactly like what it is0 a notorious 
house of vice and pleasure. 

A8uck these douchebags,K 4ereF tells us as we walk over. AOunch of 
Eawaiian shirt wearing assholes.K

ATrust fund babies,K another 5elta Yappa member adds with dis 
dain, trying to hype us up. AThey’re mad because even with all of 
5addy’s money, they couldn’t get into Ivy League.K 

I wonder how he feels about the fact that none of us could get 
into Ivy League, but this thought Huickly passes as we approach. It’s 
remarkable how conspicuous we appear, and how little any of them 
seems to give a shit. Je look exactly like what we are0 ” bunch of guys 
who’ve come to fuck shit up. The cocaine helps us all embrace this.

Je’re just outside now, about to pull black stockings over our faces 
to mask our identities. I can tell from the level of lawncare that ”lpha 
has an alumnus that cares about its reputation. 5elta Yappa may not 
even belong to an ozcial charter now that I think about it.

2peration 4iFFa Oox is under way. 4ereF and a few others sHuat at 
the bottom of the front porch steps. The decoy carries a piFFa box with 
his baseball cap low over his eyes. The rest of us are waiting next to 
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the hedges. ”nother team waits for the signal to storm in through the 
back door. The doorbell rings. ” minute later, someone answers the 
door with a lilt that goes upward as if to wonder, A5id someone order 
a pie;K 

The piFFaman shoves his way through the front door as 4ereF and 
company Huickly charge in behind him. Je all follow the war path like 
motorbikes !anking a *ack truck. *ore members of our 5elta 8orce 
storm the house from the rear. *e and my boys are running around 
like kits as the foxes do their work, chasing down chickens, catching 
them by their necks. 

The 5elta Yappa boys, qlled with a sense of purpose, do not hesi 
tate to attack anyone inside the house. Thankfully, there are no girls in 
there, but upon re!ection, we really have no idea who’s even a member 
of ”lpha. Some of these guys might’ve just stopped by to hang out and 
play videogames. There are only qve of them in the living room, and 
they don’t stand a chance. The 5elta 8orces are on them, beating the 
living shit out of them, while the rest of us !ush through the kitchen 
and adjoining rooms, qnding no one, but leaving a trail of destruction 
anyway. 

I don’t touch anything. I’m just running about, craFed with adren 
aline. Jhen Sonic motions for me to go upstairs with him, I sprint up 
two steps at a time as if I’m in a *ario game, looking for a qre !ower 
or a glowing star. 

4ereF is already up there, now armed with a baseball bat, encourag 
ing us to follow his lead as we locate some hockey sticks in a random 
closet. Bpon his orders, we ransack the drawers for drugs. 5om locates 
a twist tied baggie of hard white powder we assume to be coke, and 
shoves it in his pocket. Eis eyes light up, and we keep searching. It’s 
just a game, I say to myself. It’s just a game. Out my high is wearing o?, 
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and by now the ”lpha boys downstairs are probably on their stomachs 
with their hands Fip tied behind their backs. These are serious crimes.

Out even this thought gets lost as I become cogniFant that I’m now 
in the place where Vita was taken. 5own a dark corridor that smells 
like stale beer. 2ne of these rooms. 

Suddenly, an ”lpha bro with a shaved head pops out of a room to 
make a run for it. 

A9et him, OlueKK 4ereF yells at Sonic. Sonic, without any hesitation 
to obey his Oig, gets low and spears the guy from behind. Jhat Sonic 
doesn’t expect is the switchblade that comes !ashing side to side as 
the shaved headed guy scrambles back onto his feet. Sonic is naturally 
Huick, but on cocaine, he lives up to his name. Ee jumps back and 
barely avoids getting his stomach slashed.

AJatch outK Jatch outKK I cry, useless on the sidelines, looking for 
something to throw at the guy.

Sonic feints and then hits the guy’s hand with a Oruce Lee kick. The 
knife is loosened from the ”lpha’s grip and 5om dives on it. 

APo, OlackKK 5om calls, and does a lateral pass back to me so that 
the knife is out of reach of our enemy. The blade lands at my feet and 
I scoop it up, closing the blade.

4ereF holds 5om and I back as Sonic and the ”lpha with the shaved 
head struggle for a few seconds on the ground. 4ereF wants to see what 
his Little is made of. 

Sonic !ips the ”lpha onto his back as if he’s in a varsity wrestling 
match and puts him in an arm bar. 4ereF is proud. 

ALet him upKK 4ereF orders. 
APo, chillK MhillKK the ”lpha cries, slowly rising and holding up his 

hands. 4ereF signals two of his bros and they drag the ”lpha bro by 
his collar down the hall. The next thing we know there’s the sound of 
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his body tumbling down the stairs. 8uck, I think to myself. Je’re all 
going to jail.

4ereF marches us room to room to make sure they’re all empty. Ee 
and his boys have stu?ed their pockets with treasures and are ordering 
5om and Sonic to qll their own. 

8inally, we come to the room at the end of the hall. The door is 
locked. 

ASomebody’s in there,K Sonic says. 
A5ude, we’ve got to get out of here,K 5om says, his eyes paranoid. 
I look at the door. AIf they’re in there...K
4ereF ignores our chatter, stomps past us, and kicks the door open 

with a siFe M“ Timberland. Inside are two guys, ”lpha bros. 2ne of 
them is a tall blonde kid who may or may not be Mhewy. Out the short 
kid with the caterpillar brow is deqnitely Luke Skywalker, as per Vita’s 
description. 

AJhat’s up, bitches;K 4ereF booms and springs forward, decking 
the blonde kid with a swinging right. The kid’s knees fail him. 4ereF 
swings his qst on its return trajectory and backqsts Luke on top of 
the head. 5om, Sonic, and I stand there, idling in front of the door, 
holding hockey sticks, and watching. 4ereF would be better o? in the 
police academy, but he’s probably an accounting major. Ee kicks the 
blonde kid in the face, and as the kid goes down, 4ereF proceeds to 
stomp his head.

A8or 8redo, motherfuckerK 5elta Yap, motherfuckerKK 
The blonde kid is seriously hurt. Ee’s either bleeding from his nose 

or his mouth. I don’t know if he’s unconscious or just choosing to lie 
there. Nither way, not moving is probably a good idea for him.

A5udeKK the guy with the caterpillar brow yells, still leaned against 
the wall, holding his head where 4ereF bopped him. A”re you guys 
fucking craFy;K 
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It’s ironic how I’m now here, at the threshold of taking my revenge, 
but my conscience is telling me to leave. Is this just cowardice; Jhat 
was the point of coming here if not to take care of this guy; Ee’s here 
now, right in front of me, but I just feel scared, worried, and sick. The 
5elta Yappa boys are fucking craFy. So what if 8redo got clocked in 
the head; 5oes that mean that it’s okay to just run through here and 
enact violence on everyone we see;

Out ASo whatK is just an excuse. Pou’ve got to do something. Pou 
can’t just let them attack you. Scorched earth. Two thousand of oursX 
two million of theirs. I’m not saying it’s right. Nverything about it is 
wrong. 

Out here’s another reason0 Je’re fucking wolves. Nveryone else is 
raw meat. 8ood. Something 8low said, but I forgot his exact words. 
Something about being there for your brothers. 

8or Vita. Wot because of what he did, but what he would’ve done 
if he could’ve. Ee would’ve destroyed her life. 

Eey, you know what; 8uck it, he deserves it.
Luke is pleading for us to call an ambulance. I’m looking right 

through him and taking in the setting behind him. The shitty posters 
and stained wallpaper. The lights strung up in the room. Is this the 
room; 

I let go of the hockey stick. I !ick the knife open.
AEalloween Wight;K Sonic growls at Luke, making sure we’re on 

the same page. APou messed with the wrong girl.K
I point the tip of the blade at Luke’s unibrow, my voice emitting a 

strangled rage. APou spiked my girl’s drink.K
AI swear to 9od, bro. I didn’t know she had a boyfriend. I thought 

she was drunkKK
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APo, Olack,K 5om urges, putting his hand on my shoulder. APou’ve 
got the green light to do whatever you want to him but give me the 
knife.K

*y hand trembles, and for an instant, I wonder if I really could stab 
him. 9o to jail. Say it was worth it.

I hand the knife to 5om.
A8uck him up, OlackKK Sonic urges me.
I open palm Luke on the cheek as if to get his adrenaline ready for 

a duel. ” ring, either consciously or unconsciously, forms around us 
as the other 5elta Yappa brothers create a wall. 

Luke is on his feet, hands open and pleading. Ee knows that if he 
qghts back, the wolves will fall upon his body. Ee has no choice. I guess 
I don’t either.

I hit Luke with a straight taekwondo punch, my knuckles crunch 
ing hard against his nose. Ee goes down clutching his face. I kick him 
in the jaw, and he falls backwards. 

Je take turns stomping on his face. Eis blood splatters like a Uack 
son 4ollock.



Chapter Eight

Shrooms

W e meet in the Purple Room the following Saturday and stand 
in a circle chewing psilocybin mushrooms. Black lights turn 

our teeth neon as we masticate the fetid matter. We make yuck faces 
and listen to each other gag without judgment, getting the job done.

Captain’s Log: We’ve got patterns. I repeat, we’ve got patterns.
“Next time I say we make brownies,” Cheese groans.
“What’re you, the Food Channel?” Sonic scoDs and then shudders. 

“‘om, how’s that peanut butter?”
“It cuts the taste, but it makes it harder to swallow,” ‘om replies. 

“If I start losing it, someone say, TPeanut butter.’ Ahat’s my safety 
word.”

“Peanut butter,” Cheese chimes.
qs if on command, ‘om almost empties his guts. ‘om vuickly 

reco!ers and punches his roommate on the arm.
“qssholeK I almost puked up all my shroomsK”
“Peanut butter,” Cheese repeats merrily, this time dodging the 

swinging blow.
Four plastic baggies drift into a waste basket. qll the dust, crumbs 

and spores are being absorbed into our bodies. “Peanut butter” is 
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the safety word, our sil!er rope back to reality. In an hour, we’!e 
become clinically insane. Whose idea was it to wander the cul—de—sac? 
We pretend that we’re science majors, highly curious about plant 
lifeObotany studentsObut anyone who’s been on campus from ‘ay 
zne knows we’re high as shit. 

‘om, Sonic, and Cheese are on the lawn obser!ing the grass with 
keen interest, tossing autumn lea!es in the air and watching them fall 
like crinkled airplanes. Ahe Resident ‘irector is probably watching us 
with binoculars. We need to get away from the dorms, but it’s going 
to take a concerted eDort to mobiliMe. I tap ‘om on the shoulder and 
interrupt him as he inhales the fragrance of a dried leaf.

“‘ude, smell this.”
“Yey man, I think we’re acting kind of weird. Jaybe we should not 

be in front of dorm smelling lea!es.”
‘om pauses and smiles blissfully like an in!alid, pondering my 

statement. Yis eyes, no longer sleepy oli!es, are instead dominated by 
glassy blackholes.

“Eesus, how long ha!e we been here?” asks ‘om without urgency or 
concern. “Eust smell this leaf. Aell me this leaf doesn’t smell amaMing.”

Ye crinkles the leaf into potpourri, releasing the trapped smells of 
autumnOa noxious odor of death and apricot, rotten svuash, fos—
siliMed amber and mildewed marmalade. It’s like sex and beauty and 
the primordial di!ine order of yesterday in one whiD.

“Who’s got a watch?” ‘om rambles, trying to mentally organiMe, 
and we look back and see Sonic on all fours, mooing like a cow as he 
pretends to eat the grass. Freshmen gather around him, attracted by 
his antics. “Ahere is no Aime. Fuck Aime,” ‘om decides.

Yoodies under our fall coats, all of us looking like we’re about 
to commit a robbery, we mo!e amoeba—like away from the dorms in 
hopes of escaping the threat of sur!eillance. We’ll be members of a 
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forgotten utopia, lost sa!ages, a new cult. Ahe clouds follow us like 
angels of :od. 

We barely make it past the bus stop when things take a turn for the 
worst and ‘om whispers with worried eyes that his stomach hurts. 
We need to go into the dining hall and face its traps before he shits his 
pants. I can see the disaster that lies ahead6 our unity will crumble, each 
of us scattered inside the belly of the whale. Ahe look on the custo—
dian’s face will haunt me as she smokes a Newport by the dumpsters 
and shakes her head. She will not be calling me “Sugar.” Not today.

“I want to look at myself in the mirror,” Cheese announces cheer—
fully, obli!ious to my dread. “I want to see how my eyes look.”

“Ahey’re dilated, now shut the fuck upK” I hiss. “L!eryone can hear 
us. L!eryone knows.”

Suddenly, I feel my own stomach lurching. It’s only a matter of 
time. We bounce like pinballs into the dining hall, and I abandon my 
unit. I head straight to the bathroom with sweat breaking out at my 
temples. Inside a bathroom stall, I yank my pants down and barely get 
into position before the cosmos empties itself from my bowels. Ahis 
aborted future, an alternate reality of things that might’!e been, is left 
7oating in the toilet with a color like coal. Ahere are bits and pieces I 
recogniMe as undigested caps and stems.

It starts to hit me. If I wasn’t tripping before, I am now. I know so 
because of a sudden burst of inspiration to create. I take out the Black 
Jagnum I always carry in my pocket and put some ink on the inner 
door of the bathroom stall6 a psychedelic mushroom growing out of 
a cloud, the cloud growing out of a brain, the brain growing out of 
a tree, the tree growing out of a human skullOa symbol of life after 
death.

I want to keep going but I’m out of time. Someone is knocking, 
knocking on the door.
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Is that you, Jesus? Pounding on the bathroom stall?
“I left something in there for you,” I inform the bewildered face of 

an ape before he can knock again. Ahe light in the bathroom is spectral 
and wa!y, as if I’m underwater, tongues of Ere on refracted water.

“Uou drop the kids oD at the pool?” a familiar, yet distorted !oice 
says behind me.

I turn and see ‘om smiling like a sleepy—eyed turtle, waiting for my 
reply.

It takes me a few seconds to comprehend his meaning, and when I 
do I lose control. I laugh so hard that I fall to the tiled 7oor. ‘om is 
right beside me, both of us holding each other, unable to stand up.

We both come out of the bathroom looking deranged with toilet 
paper sticking to the bottoms of our sneakers. Sonic and Cheese are 
wandering the food—line, neither of them carrying trays in their hands, 
just poking around holding up pieces of fruit and examining them like 
managers in the produce section of a grocery store.

Impulsi!ely, I pick up a uni!ersity newspaper, and as soon as I 
do, its headline shouts at me in so!iet gibberish. Ahe ink from the 
newsprint begins crawling onto my skin. Ahe words become a part of 
me like a !irus. Ahe letters 7oat on my clothes like alphabet soup, the 
propaganda, the “truth.”

Somehow, we reassemble and manage to escape the dining hall. We 
hop on a bus to get as far away from campus as possible. When it 
occurs to us that the bus will circuit the same route repeatedly, we 
hop back oD and take a shuttle to Rutgers :ardens. Ahe ride is full 
of disappro!ing glances as my friends howl like mental patients.

Finally, we arri!e at the botanical gardens. We’re safe. Yere, no one 
will judge us for our keen interest in foliage and 7owers. I look up at 
the autumn canopy to see the sunlight poking through the lea!es like 
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stars in the constellations. Ahe dappled light descends into a bamboo 
gro!e. Ahe earth rustles with No!ember hues and shades.

qs we take a rest by a babbling brook, I Egure that this is a good time 
to call 2ita and let her know that I’ll be late for dinner. I look at my 
Nokia and can’t Egure out the buttons. Ahe numbers on the buttons 
ha!e little friends. Strange symbols with secret meanings. I want to call 
my girlfriend, but I don’t know how to use my phone.

Ahe afternoon !anishes. ‘usk comes and drapes our shoulders 
with fading light as if we’re kings.

“Ahis is what hea!en will be like one day,” I say to no one. “When 
we die, we’ll walk around like this and be with :od. We’ll look at 
things, taste things, and we’ll just keep on walking, fore!er.”

We lay down in the glade and stare  up at  the sky.  Ahe dark 
bluish—green shadows grow longer, and we can see the birds 7ying 
in the sky in echoed trails, e!ery feather on their wings exempliEed a 
million times in the pixelated light.

Jy friends are just Egments of my imagination, I realiMe pri!ately. 
:hosts tra!eling with me for a moment in time, their absence, a re—
minder of the life I once had. I’ll remember these moments from now, 
and they’ll just seem like echoes, lost in time.

Vater Cheese wanders back and forth repeating, “Peanut—butter. 
Peanut—butter,” like a broken toy. ‘om and Sonic ha!e totally lost it, 
making faces at themsel!es in the pond. I’m sitting beneath a gnarly 
tree, chain—smoking, trying to stay within the edge of shifting frames.

“Ahe trees ha!e spirits,” I whisper to myself, “these branches twist—
ed by some unknown wind. She was a beautiful woman, her soul cast 
under a spell and placed in a froMen prison with weeping limbs. She 
was a goddess, a maiden, a lo!er, a prostituteG”

No one’s listening, but I pray for the souls of the dead.



Chapter Nine

Virgo

W hen Vita came back in December, I met her outside the dorm 
that I’d been strictly forbidden from entering. I’d only been 

in my new accommodation for a week when I got Vita’s email telling 
me that she’d returned. 

I got on the prst bus back to camvus. I didn’t care that it was winter. 
I would’ze become a snowman for her.

We met on the bleachers by the soccer peld, since I felt weird 
about braTenly hanging out in front like I used to. -he bleachers were 
cold under the bluish“white soccer lights. -he windows looked like 
marigold rectangles glowing from a distance.

”I called your name when I was in the hosvital,N Vita confesses. 
”Mot ?arc’s name, but yours.N

Vita’s eyes are venetrating dark orbs, …ecked with streetlight. ”Do 
you understand what I’m saying to youFN her gaTe seems to say.

”I—N
I haze no idea what to say.
Hor all the vracticeEfor all the fantasies and scenarios vlayed out in 

front of mirrors, in the dark walking beneath the moon, in moments 
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when I would gaTe uv at her windowEI’ze forgotten how simvle it is, 
the one line that I’ze been gizen to memoriTe, but can’t seem to say.

”I thought about not coming back,N says Vita, taking another av“
vroach. Lhe takes a deev drag. RYhales. ”Do you know why I didFN

”Mo, whyFN I ask.
”-hat email you sent me,N she says.
I feel suddenly bashful. ?y cheeks get hot, desvite the frigid air. 
”I Gust wanted to make sure you were okay,N I stammer.
”Kou don’t know how much that meant to me, Danny,N she says 

and vuts her hand on mine. 
I look at her hand. It’s strangeEhow many times I’ze sketched these 

things, trying to cavture their weirdness, their eYvressizeness, their 
soft, gnarly beauty. Drawing a verfect hand means embracing all the 
awkward angles, and ezery delicate curze.

Out it’s a thing that we take for granted ezery day. It’s simvly meant 
to reach out and grab what we need and say, ”It’s mine.N Out beyond 
the eYvression of desire, of need, of want, it’s an eYvression of togeth“
erness, of oneness. 

8f vrotection. 8f loze.
Mow, with her hand simvly resting on mine in late December night, 

I know that it belongs there. I …iv my hand ozer and feel her pngers 
slide into the vlaces where Pod remozed …esh and bone to make room 
for what was needed to hold anything at all.

”I’m sure other veovle wrote you,N I mumble, unsure how to say 
that one line that she needs to hear. It’s so simvle, so easy, yet I’ze nezer 
thought it to be vossible or ezen true. I don’t want to say it unless it’s 
true. 

How can you know what love really is?
Vita vuts her cigarette out. -ime’s uv.
”Mo more games, Danny. I want to know.N
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Vita turns her body toward me so that we no longer sit side by side 
but instead face each other. 8ur knees touch against the cold air. 

”Do you loze meFN she asks. 
I gaTe into her eyes, and I see the rest of the tomorrows that might 

follow from this one moment. I know that no matter how this goes, I 
want to take that chance, and that whatezer havvens, there will be no 
regrets. Uust to haze that chance, for more days. 

Yeah, I think I know.
I nod my head solemnly.
”@an you say itFN she asks, her hands in my hands.
”I loze you, Vita,N I tell her prmly, looking right into her eyes.
”-ell me again,N she whisvers, her soft eyes searching back and forth 

between mine.
”I loze you.N
Lhe leans forward and we begin to kiss. -he lights ozer the soccer 

peld go out, leazing us to embrace this moment, this feeling of loze, 
lost beneath winter stars and all the surrounding darkness. 

We kiss all the way from the front of the dorm, uv the stairs, and to 
the front of her room. It’s the middle of the night, and 2ynn is gone. 
-he lights are oA, eYcevt for the soft vulse of the @hristmas lights 
strung around her bed. When I get in her bed this time, it’s without 
clothes. I hide myself beneath the cozers. Cnd then she Goins me. 

”-his is my prst time,N I tell her, not knowing what might havven, 
trusting her to know better than I.

BI know,B Vita says.
Lhe kisses me and then takes her tov oA. 



Chapter Ten

Loft Parties

“R ushing into a painting, it’s like rushing into making love,” 
Professor Nabokov says in the middle of a lecture. “You go 

too fast and miss everything that’s important in creating the moment.”
Sophomore year: Same studio where I once drew sketches of nudes. 

Now, we’re doing full-on pieces, and getting our dreams torn apart in 
the process.

Art students encircle a gangly old man wearing a moth-eaten 
sweater that smells like pipe tobacco as he kneels on the Boor with his 
gnarled hands smoothing out the edges of a canvas, pulling it tight and 
clean.

“Mecome religious about stretching your canvases. Gake this a rit-
ual in your daily lives,” declares Professor Nabokov. “Cet on your 
knees, feel each part of the canvas, the screws, the brackets, the pieces 
of wood. Cet involved with every step of the process. Personally, I 
always feel like a Roman soldier, building a cross to hang Thrist. jhis 
is evidence of both my reverence and sanctimony.”

jhe professor chuckles, then stops after seeing that we don’t get the 
Koke.
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“Jell, get to it then. You have your wood and your screws. Trucify 
yourself and your dreams, then hang it for the world to see.”

It’s me and Folene again, still painting our way towards a degree. 
Je hang up our pieces and make comments on each other’s work, 

everybody keeping it nice and cordial. —or most of us, the golden rule 
still applies. Je’re all too fragile to admit that we’re no longer the best 
in the room. jhis isn’t high school anymore. 

“jhe way you made the subKect look so mysterious by blurring her 
eyeO”

“…h, and the hairO”
“Yeah, the hair is fantasticVSo lifelike...”
“jhe shadows are really well-doneVEery dramatic...—ull of tragedy, 

sort of a nod to the Creeks...”
“Yeah, it’s a throwback for sure, but like, in the best of ways...”
Professor Nabokov steps forward, observing every line and every 

smudge, xnding the strokes intended or not, his laser focus being that 
of a historian, curator, mathematician, and poet laureate, all at the 
same time. Lverything is conte3tual, literal, and metaphorical. If it 
works, he’ll praise you for about ten seconds and move on. If it doesn’t, 
he’ll let you know why in monologues that stretch to the end of class.

You never end up with the thing that’s in your head. All of us know 
we’re failures in that regard. Mob Ross isn’t here to help us plant happy 
little trees. 

Professor Nabokov limps closer to the wall and we step out of 
the way. All our talk about strokes and colors, composition, and the 
use of negative space evaporates like paint thinner. Uis is the face of 
Kudgement. 

Ue often lets us burble happily for a while, xnding truth and beauty 
in our own vanity. And then we’re like insects pinned to the wall. 
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It’s time to have our legs plucked out, our antenna straightened and 
skewered by pins. …nly then will we pay attention to the truth. 

It’s not his intention to be cruel, only to make us see. —or all his 
brutal honesty, some of us walk away as better artists with a more 
obKective point of view. jhe rest of us spiral into e3istential crises.

“It was so fucking bad,” I tell Eita on the phone. “I don’t even want 
to repeat it. It’s too horrixc.”

“Fust tell me.”
“Ue said it wasO”
“Otrite.”
Professor Nabokov stands there, dark glasses and cane. Ue pauses 

long and hard staring at my xnal proKect. 
“jhe colors seem to evoke memory and emotion. It’s visually in-

terestingq the colors are eye-catching, but ultimately, it’s trite. It means 
nothing, concludes nothing. I see no meaning, or even the suggestion 
of one, other than to seem ironic, which I xnd somewhat irritating in 
this conte3t. 

“jhe goal seems to mean to suggest something of love without 
getting there, perhaps because love in its most superxcial aspects has 
been considered. A zboy meets girl’ kind of love, without anything 
being lost or broken or paid for. It’s a dream of a su4erer who enKoys 
his pain because he thinks it makes him uniïue. Ue enKoys the feeling 
of light, da**le, and believes in fairy tales and happy endings. Sort of 
Romeo and Juliet, but without poetry, or originality. It doesn’t even 
have the heart to be cynical. 

“Eisually, going back to the technical aspects of the painting, it has 
enough techniïue to draw you in and focus your attention on the 
subKect, and while the color choices are tasteful, they don’t challenge 
the viewer in any way. It seems like an advertisement, and so in this 
sense, perhaps it’s meant to represent anti-love. Mut ultimately, even 
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this subte3t escapes me, and that strikes me not so much as immature 
as it is na!ve in intention, which is far more egregious in my opinion.”

555

“Jhat if our sense of purpose is Kust a vehicle for transcendenceD” I ask 
Folene after class. Je’re at our co4ee shop, ne3t to the State jheater on 
Ceorge Street. “Gaybe the search for beauty is worthless,” I complain. 
“Lverything is Kust meant to fade into oblivion.”

“—orget what Professor Nabokov thinks,” Folene assures me and 
reaches across the table to sïuee*e my arm. “You know you’re dope, 
so who cares what one professor saysD” 

Folene has ditched the dorky glasses this year.  Jith her new 
make-up and hair, Folene seems ready for the world in a way that I’m 
still trying to xgure out. Jhen she makes it to the big time, I’ll ask if I 
can clean her smocks for her.

“So, if you’re not totally Kaded then it has no artistic value,” I gripe 
vehemently. “Jell, e3cuse me Professor Nabokov, but I’m in love6”

Folene smiles, glad that I’ve gone from freshman puppy to proud 
ambassador of love.

“Are you doneD” she ïuips.
“Yeah, I’m done,” I say, calming down and sipping my latte.
“I’ve been rewatching Neon Genesis Evangelion from start to xnish, 

and it’s driving —eli3 cra*y. jhis morning though I caught him singing 
Fly Me to the Moon in the shower.”

“Mest close-out song ever,” I say supportively. “Uow does —low feel 
about the hairD I’m guessing you were inspired by ReiD”

“Not sure if he loves the color. Jhat do you thinkD” Folene asks, 
shaking her shoulder-length curls, the underside of her dark locks 
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highlighted with a metallic plum. She’s dressed in an army green Kacket 
with sleeves rolled up, baggy Keans, and commando boots for some 
urban chic. She looks like she’s already living in SoUo, or some-
where in New York where people know how to dress like fashionable 
vagabonds.

“It looks great,” I assure her. “I mean, every guy who’s ever watched 
Uentai is dexnitely a fan.”

“7on’t ruin it for me. —eli3 doesn’t watch anime. Ue doesn’t even 
watch cartoons. Ue’s too grown sometimes.”

“Jhat happened with his record contractD” I ask, reBecting on 
—low. “I picked up one his mi3tapes at a bodega the other day. Ue’s 
the ne3t one up. Seriously, I’m still banging it in the car.”

Folene makes an awkward face, something she is not known to do. 
“Ue turned it down. Ue be on some vigilante shit. I don’t know. You 
see him, you can ask him.”

“I heard all the 7elta Happa boys still party at each other’s houses. 
It’s kind of like the frat splintered into little factions.”

“jhat’s what happens when you try to act all gangster,” Folene 
says, knowing all. “Ain’t them boys supposed to be chasing a degreeD 
Jhat’re they doing beating each other up in the streetD I mean, over 
whatD”

“I think it started over a girl,” I say, repeating rumors from the 
grapevine. “I mean, it always is, rightD”

“jhat or money,” Folene agrees.
“Anyway, if I see him, I’ll tell him that I’m a fan,” I say with a laugh. 

“jhe guys on the xrst Boor of my house are all e3-7elta Happa. So, it’s 
kind of like we live in the remains of a frat house.”

“Sounds fun,” Folene says sarcastically. She’s had enough of the 
frats, even though she’s still romantically tied to an e3-member. I can 
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see it in her eyes. She wants to get out of Rutgers. “Jhat happened 
with your boy SonicD”

“Ah,” I say, making an awkward face of my own. “Ue’s taken on a 
new Kob.”

“Not trying to get back into schoolD” she asks, sipping her co4ee.
“Nah,” I say, holding back all that I could say, shouldn’t say, about 

his newfound vocation as a drug dealer’s apprentice. 
“My the way, —eli3 was asking about you.”
“GeD Jhat aboutD”
“Ue Kust rented out a new studio on Tommercial Ave. Ue wants to 

know if you’ll do some artwork there. You know, designing the walk-in 
area and the interior and stu4. Ue wanted me to do something, but my 
style doesn’t really match the vibe. Uis music is, you know, it’s street. I 
recommended you. You can thank me later. I’ll be e3pecting my cut.”

I pop the last of the cinnamon raisin bagel into my mouth and chew 
thoughtfully. Suddenly, the air is xlled with the sense of hope and new 
beginnings that only September can bring. Fust a minute ago, I felt like 
ïuitting. Now, I feel a resurgence. Cod, is this what it’s like to be an 
artistD 7owntrodden one minute, xlled with elation the ne3t, Boating 
Kob to KobD 

Fuck yeah, sign me up!
11111111111 “Alright, I’ll do it. Mut I must warn you, my self-esteem is still 

blown to smithereens.”
11111111111  “I have a glue stick that I can lend you,” Folene Kokes, 

pretending to search in her art bo3.
Je laugh as, down the street, a homeless prophet speaks to pigeons.
“Alright, I have one more thing to tell you. I was going to tell 

you when we sat down, but then after the thing with Professor 
NabokovV” Folene says in a mi3 of e3citement and hesitation.
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“Spare my feelings. jell me the news,” I reply and throw the rest of 
my latte back like a shot of whisky.

“Cod, I can’t contain it anymore6” Folene cries, on the silly side of 
giddy. “Are you ready for some big newsD”

“Lnough preamble. ;et’s have it,” I snap with fau3 impatience.
“You can’t tell anyone.” 
“…h Kee*,” I utter, thinking that she might be pregnant.
“I met someone this summer,” Folene gushes. “You’ll never guess 

who.”
“JhoD”
“Ale3ander EieKo6”
“JhoD”
“Mro, you don’t know himD Ue’s like a god right now in New York. 

You know those Fapanese toys and the couture mashups with the 
cartoonsD jhat’s him6”

“I thought that was HAJS.”
“Jell, it’s also EieKo,” Folene says, admitting her star might not be 

so original. “It’s a lot of them. Mut that’s what’s hot right now. I met 
him at a loft party in Mrooklyn and he wants me to do a show6”

“JhatD You’re going to loft parties nowD Jhat kind of showD ;ike 
a fashion show or a show-showD”

“A show-show6 At a gallery on Mowery Street. Isn’t that cra*yD”
“Uow did this happenD” I wonder with my heart palpitating, pos-

sibly from the chai latte and bagel.
“Ue was like,” Folene starts and pauses, too ecstatic to tell the story 

properly. “I can’t even e3plain. Ue’s a total freak. jhat’s how geniuses 
are6 At xrst, he was interested in my hair. jhen we started talking 
about modeling. jhen we started talking about art, and I happened 
to have some slides with meO”

I lean back in my chair, impressed by Folene’s game.
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“I showed him some stu4 I’d been working on over the summer. 
;ike distorted prints from all the anime I’ve been watchingOI’ll show 
you laterOanyway, long story short, he loved it and invited me to be 
part of his ne3t show6”

“jhis is like when Masïuiat met Jarhol6 Uow does this happenD” 
I wonder.

“I’m only allowed three pieces, but still6” Folene cries, her eyes on 
megawattage.

To become a professional artist at the age of 19. To skip college and go 
straight to the league. 

None of us want to be here. Je want to be there, in New York 
Tity, living under the bright lights, doing what we love: Painting and 
being the voice of a generation. jhis appeals to our inner narcissists, 
but it also serves as the ultimate validation of our innate genius and 
skills. Jho the hell wants to spend the ne3t four years tinkering with 
PhotoshopD 

“If it was going to happen to anyone, I knew it would be you,” I 
say, not without envy. I lay it on thick. “You’re a maKor talent. You’re 
going to become NYT’s newest darling. I know it. jhe Moricua girl 
from Paterson with the best lines the world has ever seen.” 

“Are you okayD” Folene asks, deBating a little. She can sense the 
overstatement.

“Yeah, Kust hire me to write up your introduction,” I Koke, trying to 
recover from my Kealousy. “I’ll use the big words and describe you as 
zluminous’ and zavant-garde.’”

“9gh, come on, 7anny. I Kust ate.”
“Sorry.”
“You’re going to come though, rightD It’s —ebruary N?th. Gark it 

on your calendar6”
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“Jhoa, that’s Ealentine’s 7ay,” I say, holding her horses. “I have a 
girlfriend now. You know that, rightD”

“Mring her6 You’re supposed to introduce me, yo6 You can drop by 
the show and have a romantic night in the city afterwards.”

“You know whatD I think Eita might like that,” I say, imagining a 
night with Eita in the big city full of roses and snow. It’ll be our xrst 
Ealentine’s. A date in the big city sounds perfect.

“I can introduce you to some people, so when you come, make sure 
you bring some slides. You never know who you’ll meet. CraOti might 
be the ne3t big thing.”

“Tan we drink out of plastic cupsD”
“Mut for realD I need your help. I’m going to show you some stu4, 

and I need you to be as honest as possible. I only have,” Folene ïuickly 
does some math, “si3 months to prepare6 I trust you to destroy me if 
necessary. Tan you do thatD”

“Jell, I am a sadistic bastard. Jhy notD”
…ur laughter comes easily now.
We’re going to be famous!
I ignore the sad reality that once Folene gets picked up, she’ll prob-

ably drop out of Rutgers and move to the city, and I’ll be minus a best 
friend at art school. Mut then again, who knowsD Gaybe she’ll invite 
me to all those loft parties and shit.



Chapter Eleven

Wildwood

V ita lives in a town called Medford Lakes, oE x5it h on tTe u-rnp
bike, wTicT will take -s a.o-t an To-r to driveI ’my .eTind 

tTe wTeel, congdentlC sbeedinj tTe “elica and enNoCinj tTe syootT 
Tandlinj of tTe rideI Vita is on tTe bassenjer side, tellinj ye stories 
a.o-t Ter dadI

HMC dad was so jentleI ”ever raised Tis voiceI Ge was alwaCs so 
caly, and if Te ever jot -bset, Te N-st closed Tis eCes and syiled -ntil 
ye and yoyyC calyed down,q Vita saCs and tTen la-jTs aEectionp
atelCI H—od, we y-stmve .een a Tandf-l soyetiyesI Ge loved -s so 
y-cTIq

Vita ba-ses and looks o-t tTe windowI
H’ sbeak a.o-t Tiy in bast tense soyetiyes,q sTe adyits W-ietlCI H’ 

wisT ’ didnmt do tTatIq
Vita trails oE a.o-t tTeir daCs in tTe jarden, on tTe .oat, caybinj 

and joinj for TikesI 
’my listeninj to stories froy Ter cTildToodJ.-t ’my also learninj 

a lot a.o-t tTis tTinj called dementiaI 
’tms not like cancerI ’t doesnmt arrive witT a .anjI ’t creebs in, W-iet 

as fojI 
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’n tTe .ejinninj, tTere was forjetf-lnessI ”otTinj T-jeI uTen it 
jot worseI 

Dt grst, Ter dad felt fr-stratedI uTis was a yan wTo co-ld recite 
Tistorical dates or bajes froy tTe Merck Man-al like a coyb-terI 

2-t once Tis yind started to slib, so did everCtTinj elseJTis 
yoods, Tis abbetite, Tis yotivationI 

uTen it took Tis No.I
Dnd worst of all, it took Tis bersonalitCI Gis cTaryI 
H’ still see tTe old Tiy in yoyents,q Vita saCs, .ackbedalinj and 

clarifCinjI 
RTat sTe doesnmt saCJwTat ’ W-ietlC inferJis tTat tTose yoyents 

are sTowinj -b less and lessI
Ge Tad Tad to jive -b Tis brivate bractice, wTicT Te and Tis wife ran 

tojetTerI uTeC were .otT bediatricians, and desbite .einj KilibinoJa 
.ackjro-nd tTat often yade beoble ass-ye tTeC were HtTe Telbq 
ratTer tTan tTe ownersJtTeC tTrived in tTe yostlC wTite, s-.-r.an 
coyy-nitCI 

uTere wasnmt a kid YrI Yela Sosa co-ldnmt cTary into takinj a sTot 
witT a Noke and a syileI xverC.odC loved TiyI 

uTeC sold tTe bractice, wTicT jave tTey gnancial sta.ilitC, .-t it 
also left Ter dad Toye.o-ndI Ger yotTer took on a No. as an assistant 
at a foryer colleaj-ems clinicJa steb down froy r-nninj Ter own, .-t 
it covered tTe .illsI 

uTeC Tired a f-llptiye n-rse to care for Tiy d-rinj tTe daCI Ge was 
brescri.ed yild sedatives to keeb Tis yoods in cTeckJ.-t reallC, it 
was to yake Tiy yanajea.leI Ge Tad .ecoye -nbredicta.le, soyep
tiyes as irrita.le and st-..orn as a cTildI 

uTere were a few incidentsI 1nce Te ran o-t of tTe To-se coyp
bletelC nakedI Ooyetiyes Temd insist on joinj for Tikes or lonj drip
vesJtTinjs Te co-ld no lonjer safelC do aloneI Ge jrew baranoid, 



P’ G9B” /DSPAF0

s-sbicio-s of tTe n-rse, and event-allC, Tis own wifeI uTe dosaje went 
-bI 

uTese daCs, Te yostlC listens to DM radio and blaCs Oolitaire on Tis 
YellI

HGems still sTarb in a lot of waCsI Gems still a .ij yilitarC .-EI Ge 
knows everCtTinj tTatms joinj on witT tTe war in DfjTanistan,q Vita 
saCsI uTen sTe jives a syall la-jTI HGemll forjet o-r nayes, forjet 
wTere we liveI 2-t Temll never forjet z3AAIq

uTe Noke isnmt tTat f-nnC, a rare yisgre for VitaI 2-t ’ jet Ter bointI
’ tTink a.o-t yC own barents and o-r fayilCms str-jjles, wTicT 

yostlC Tave to do witT tTeir lives as iyyijrants, and tTe daCptopdaC 
life of drC cleaners in a criyepglled neijT.orToodI ’mve never Tad to 
worrC a.o-t tTeir TealtT tTo-jTI xven seeinj yC dad catcT a cold .ad 
eno-jT to yake Tiy yiss workJwTicT Tas Tabbened e5actlC once 
in yC entire lifeJsTook ye to yC coreI ’ canmt iyajine wTat Vita Tas 
jone tTro-jT, watcTinj Ter fatTer sTrink into a world of sTadows and 
tTe a.sence of yeyorCI 

How much of life is just a memory? What happens to life when those 
memories fade away?

uTe abbearance of a Rawa jas station tells ye wemre in Oo-tT UerseCI 
’tms woodsier tTan ”ortT UerseC wTere ’ liveI Oet far .ack froy tTe 
streets, a lot of tTe To-ses look like old yansions witT jates at tTe end 
of tTeir drivewaCs, or windinj lanes tTat lead -b to circ-lar barkinjI 
Dll in all, Vitams neijT.orTood is scenic, idCllic, and looks like tTe cover 
of a ReicTert Sealtors .rocT-reI

1f co-rse, to Vita, tTis is N-st ToyeI
HuTatms yC swinj,q Vita boints o-t an old tire swinj wTicT Tanjs 

la:ilC froy a tree .rancT stretcTed over tTe lakems waterI uTree larje 
Toyes sit at a distance froy tTe road, none of tTey coybetinj in 
si:e necessarilC, .-t coe5istinj in tTe coyfort and sec-ritC of knowinj 
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tTat all tTe gelds and W-iet co-ntrC roads s-rro-ndinj are tTeirsI uTe 
To-ses sit sbaced o-t aro-nd tTe lake, wTicT is .ij eno-jT to skib 
stones acrossI

’ b-ll tTe “elica oE tTe yain road and into tTe c-lpdepsacI 
xacT yail.o5 yakes tTe saye W-iet anno-nceyentJof wealtT, 

sec-ritC, and a wellpdefended brivacC tTat onlC looks cas-alI xven tTe 
.rick ones seey like tTeC co-ld do-.le as e5bensive Toyes for sW-irrels 
or soyetTinjI

Bb tTe drive, 'ower.eds .riy witT 'owers ’ recojni:e and otTers 
’ donmt4 TCdranjeas 'oatinj in soft wTite clo-ds, Cellow cTrCsantTep
y-ys .looyinj froy .l-isT jreen .-sTes, and b-rble aster lininj tTe 
.lack soil aro-nd tTe ornayental treesI 

Vita doesnmt boint o-t tTe sakuraJTer yind is elsewTereJ.-t ’my 
brettC s-re itms tTe one near tTe drivewaC, tTe one tTat sbrinkles wTite 
betals across tTeir Card everC sbrinjI 

’ ass-ye tTe landscabinj coybanC yaintains it all nowI xverCtTinj 
is triyyed and bict-repberfect, .-t not fakeI 

?Ds we b-ll -b Ter drivewaC and bark tTe car, ’my at a loss for wordsI 
’ donmt want to saC tTe o.vio-sJ.eca-se saCinj it feels like adp

yittinj tTat, .C coybarison, ’my boorI 2-t Ter To-se is T-je, a .rick 
—eorjian, as ’ recentlC learned froy soye arcTitect-re .ookI 

’tms tTe kind of To-se tTat, as kids, yC older .rotTer Uayes and ’ 
wo-ld boint at froy tTe .ackseat of o-r yoyms car and saC, HuTatms 
yC To-se,qJas if claiyinj it co-ld .rinj it closerI 

1tTer tTan tTis .old, cTildisT declarations of f-t-re wealtT, ’mve 
never driven in a neijT.orTood like tTis witTo-t soye bart of ye 
e5bectinj a cob to b-ll ye over and tell ye to jet lostI

’ b-ll Vita6s car -b to tTe drivewaC -b tTe jentle c-rve to tTe front 
of tTe doorI
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Ds we e5it tTe car, ’ can Tear .irds cTirbinjI uTe neijT.orTood 
is W-iet and beacef-lI ’ jra. Ter d-Eel .aj and follow, alyost like 
tTat grst daC sTe took ye to Ter rooy in tTe doryJtrailinj .eTind 
witTo-t wordsI

’my alyost e5bectinj Vita to knock on tTe door, .-t of co-rse, sTems 
tTe brincess of tTis castle, so tTerems no need to anno-nce TerselfI OTe 
obens tTe door, wTicT is -nlocked, and calls o-t in uajalojI

H’ tTo-jTt Co-r yoy was at work,q ’ saC, tijTteninj -b, -nbrep
bared to yeet Ter yoy for tTe grst tiyeI uTis wasnmt a yoyent tTat 
’md reali:ed ’ wo-ld .e nervo-s a.o-t, .-t now ’ knowI

HMarcia, o-r n-rse,q Vita e5blainsI Huake Co-r sToes oEI Remre 
DsianIq

Marcia is an older woyan witT a slijTtlC jraCinj .-n of Tair b-lled 
.ack tijTtI OTems wearinj a bleasantlC inW-isitive e5bression, and a bink 
abron tTat yakes ye tTink sTems jot soyetTinj joinj on in tTe kitcTen 
tTat yijTt .e wortT e5blorinj laterJesbeciallC since itms alyost noon 
and ’my skibbinj yC -s-al traC of dininj Tall slobI 

uTerems a welcoyinj aroya like leyonjrass or t-ryeric, savorC and 
a little sbicCI uTe To-se looks and syells like Marcia never skibs a 
cToreI 

Marcia syiles and nods Ter Tead as Vita e5blains wTo ’ ay in 
uajalojI 

HVerC Tandsoye,q Marcia saCs to ye and jijjles witT VitaI 
Vita and Marcia seey to .e alyost fayilC, .-t Marcia sTows no 

sense of entitleyentI 
’ was e5bectinj a yedical brofessional in a wTite -nifory, .-t sTems 

yore of a To-sekeeberJwitT an added d-tC of yakinj s-re YrI Yela 
Sosa takes Tis yedication on scTed-le and doesnmt wander oE on Tis 
ownI 
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Vita and Marciams conversation takes on a diEerent tone, and ’ 
.ecoye aware tTat tTeCmre disc-ssinj HtTe fallIq

HGems okaC now,q Marcia saCs in xnjlisT now, berTabs for yC .enp
egtI OTe Tas a Kilibino accentI HGems restinjIq

HuTank Co-, Marcia,q Vita saCs, and Marcia dey-relC retreats into 
Ter d-tiesI

Vita t-rns to ye and syilesI HRelcoye to yC ToyeI Rant to yeet 
yC dad8q

Ds we walk tTro-jT tTe corridor, ’ ca-se -s to ba-se in front of 
vario-s frayed bTotojrabTs, takinj in snabsTots of Ter life .efore ’ 
yeet tTe yan of tTe To-seI 

uTe No-rneC starts in Gawaii wTere sTe was .ornI OTe was a little 
island jirl witT bo-tC libs takinj -b Talf of Ter faceI Gere sTe is witT 
Ter barents at a l-a-, Ter yoy and dad lookinj Co-nj and rejalI 
xverCone is wearinj a 'ower necklace, tTe ones tTeC call a leiI 

Ds we broceed down tTe Tall, Vitams barents take to wearinj dark 
jlasses as Vita e5bands in si:e, .ea-tC, and jravitC, at tTe forefront of 
eacT bTotojrabT, wTile soyeTow Ter barents seey to sTrinkI 

KinallC, tTe yost recent bToto of Vita at Ter jrad-ation is T-nj 
broyinentlC over a decorative TallwaC ta.le carved in a Oo-tTeast 
Dsian stCleI Vita is Toldinj Ter dibloya, standinj .etween .otT YrI 
Yela SosamsI 

Remve coye to tTe door of Tis st-dC, wTere Te sbends yost of Tis 
tiyeI

HOTo-ld ’ .ow8 Gow do ’ address Tiy8q ’ ask nervo-slCI
H9o- can N-st sTake Tis Tand if Te jives itI Yonmt worrC, Tems on lijTt 

sedatives,q Vita reass-res yeI
’ follow Vita inside as sTe slowlC b-sTes oben tTe door as if Ter 

fatTer yijTt .e asleebI 
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“oybared to tTe otTer rooys, tTis one carries a y-stC odorJnot 
-nbleasant, .-t lived in, like a sbace tTatms .een sittinj W-ietlC for too 
lonjI uTe radio blaCs at f-ll vol-ye, .roadcastinj -bon tTe war in 
DfjTanistanI uTe windowp.linds c-t tTe s-nlijTt into narrow slatsI 

Uabanese yables line tTe front of tTe jro-nd 'oor st-dC, and in tTe 
far corner, ’ sbot YrI Yela Sosa T-ncTed over an old Yell, blaCinj 
OolitaireI 

Ge senses o-r bresence and yeets Vitams face witT a delijTted syile, 
TabbC tTat sTems ToyeI OTe r-ns -b to Tiy, tTrowinj Ter arys aro-nd 
Tiy, as ’ keeb a distance to jive Ter tiye witT Ter fatTerI

Gems battinj Ter .ack, and sTe yijTt .e crCinj for tTe waC Ter .ack 
is sTakinj, .-t Te seeys -naware of wTat wemre doinj Tere, or even tTe 
fact tTat Tis da-jTter is s-bbosed to .e at -niversitCI 

YrI Yela Sosa wears .ij fraye jlasses tTat feel reyiniscent of tTe 
seventiesI Gems wearinj a .l-e ro.e and crisb wTite baNayasI Gis skin 
is coEeepcolored and syootT, Tis Tair jraCinj and coy.ed .ackI 2-t 
coybared to tTe ro.-st yan wTo was bTotojrabTed wTen Vita was a 
little jirl, Te seeys to .e slowlC disabbearinj into Tis own skinI

HYaddC, tTerems soyeone ’ want Co- to yeet,q Vita saCs, straijTtp
eninj -b and stebbinj .ackI HuTis is yC .oCfriend, YannCI Re jo to 
scTool tojetTerIq 

HMC naye is YannC Piy, sirI ’tms an Tonor to yeet Co-,q ’ alyost 
.ark, -nbrebared for tTe nerves of tTis yoyentI 

’ steb forward and sTake Ter fatTerms TandI 
YrI Yela Sosams jrib is sW-isTC, like itms yade of b-ttCI Ge syiles 

vaj-elC, .-t Te doesnmt .otTer to ask ye W-estions or tTink of anCp
tTinj to askI 

Ge nods Tis Tead vaj-elC and syiles, as if Tems a.o-t to tell a Noke 
.-t forjets Tow it joesI 
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Vita .ejins sbeakinj to Tiy in uajaloj to jet Tis version of tTe 
events of wTat TabbenedI OTems bointinj at Tis lej, wTicT Tas a .anp
daje wTere Te y-stmve c-t Tiyself on soyetTinj or otTer, .-t desbite 
Tis liyb, Te waves Ter oE witTo-t anC atteybts to e5blain wTat Tabp
benedI 

MaC.e Tems stoic, or yaC.e Te doesnmt reyey.er wTat TabbenedI 
xitTer waC, Te deals witT Ter W-estions .C risinj in Tis slibbers and 
t-rninj tTe radio oEI 

Vita contin-es bressinj Tiy and jestic-latinj, in wTat seeys yore 
like tTe yanner of a yotTer or a wife tTan a da-jTter, cTastisinj Tiy 
for soye carelessness wTicT Te ijnoresI 

Ge r-yyajes aro-nd on Tis .ooksTelf wTere ’ notice a larje colp
lection of cassette tabes and “Ys are arranjed .eside soye old, .-t 
iybressive lookinj sbeakers yade of waln-t or soye e5bensive kind 
of woodI

YrI Yela Sosa gnds wTat Tems lookinj for and t-rns -b tTe vol-ye 
at wTat ’ tTink yijTt W-alifC as tTe ya5 and starts .lastinj a sonj tTat 
’ recojni:e as “Tobinms Nocturne No. 9.

H’vita blaCed tTis at Ter biano recital,q Te sTo-ts over tTe y-sic, 
lockinj eCes witT ye for tTe grst tiyeI Gis eCes dance witT delijTtI

Gis xnjlisT is berfectJwTicT s-rbrises ye tTo-jTt ’my not s-re 
wTCI MaC.e .eca-se yC own barents, wTo are aro-nd Tis aje, still 
str-jjle to fory jrayyaticallC correct sentences, even after yore tTan 
twentC Cears in DyericaI 

HGis dreay was for ye to .e a bianist,q Vita e5blains over tTe 
vol-yeI HuCbical Kilibino fatTerI U-st wanted Tis little jirl to .e sittinj 
on staje in a .ij boofC dressIq 

HMC yoy -sed to blaC tTis for ye as a kid,q ’ sTo-t .ack, for lack 
of anCtTinj intelliji.le to saCI 
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uTe s-dden .ooy of y-sic doesnmt fa:e tTeyJyaC.e itms a sTared 
love of so-ndI

YrI Yela Sosa leans .ack in Tis cTair, eCes closed, berfectlC contentI 
Ge waves Tis Tands .ack and fortT, la:ilC cond-ctinj an invisi.le 
orcTestraI

Vita siyblC jives ye a look and ind-ljentlC rolls Ter eCesI
Hxars, YaddC$q sTe sTo-ts, and tTen t-rns tTe y-sic down .C Talf 

tTe vol-yeI YrI Yela Sosa looks -b at Ter like sTems a dearI Vita kisses 
Ter dad on tTe foreTeadI

HRemll .e -bstairs,q sTe saCsI 
’ s-ddenlC wonder if ’my sleebinj Tere, since itms tTe weekendI 
Would Dr. Dela Rosa even notice or care if I did?
H’t was an Tonor to yeet Co-, sir,q ’ saC and atteybt to yeet Tis 

eCes ajain, .-t Tems syilinj W-aintlC and sTakinj Tis Tead softlC witT 
tTe 'ow of tTe biano keCsI

H2Ce, Yonnie$q ’ Tear Tiy saC as we e5it tTe rooyI
Re jo -b tTe stairs to Vitams rooy, bassinj yore fayilC bortraits 

and “atTolic relics on tTe waCI 
1n tTe second 'oor, we bass several rooys wTose b-rboses ’ canmt 

even j-essJonlC tTree beoble live in tTis yansionI Ko-r, ’ reyind 
yCself, co-ntinj Marcia wTo Tas a rooy downstairsI

Vitams rooy is now in tTe yaster .edrooyI Ger barents no lonjer 
-se itI Ger yotTer sleebs in a syall .ed down tTe Tall, and Ter dad 
staCs on tTe grst 'oor to avoid tTe risk of slibbinj or fallinjI 

Vitams .edrooy is notTinj like Ter dory rooyI Kor one, it Tas a 
s-nroof and a brivate .atTrooy witT a Nac-::iI 

HGere it is$q sTe saCs witT false .rijTtnessJand tTen broceeds 
to let Terself Tave a .reakdownI Ger cTeer beels awaC, and tTe real 
eyotionsJj-ilt, sadness, bitCJcoye 'oodinj inI
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’ sit on tTe .ed witT Ter as sTe cries, overwTelyed froy seeinj Ter 
fatTer ajainI 

YrI Yela Sosa is bres-ya.lC in Tis oMce, -naware tTat wemre still 
in tTe To-seI Marcia is joinj a.o-t Ter noryal daC .-t wiselC keebs 
to tTe grst 'oorI

Dfter wTat sTe calls Ha jood crCqJTer words, not yine, tTo-jT ’ 
tear -b tooJwe Told eacT otTer on tTe .edI uTis leads to kissesI uTen 
To-rs of slow, bassionate, -ninterr-bted se5I 

2C yidpafternoon, wemre drainedJyore ye tTan TerJand start 
wonderinj wTat to do witT tTe rest of o-r -nearned KridaC oEI

Re decide to jo to tTe sTore, for no real reason tTat ’my aware of 
e5cebt tTat Vita isnmt readC to see Ter yotTer, or deal witT tTe botential 
.acklasT for tTe foolisTness and Hoverpeyotionalq reaction to skib class 
and coye ToyeI

H’ tTink tTat itms joinj to .e too cold to swiy,q ’ boint o-t, not 
o.Nectinj e5actlC, N-st tabbinj tTe .rakes to see if tTeC workI uTis kind 
of sbontaneitC isnmt reallC like VitaI

HRe -sed to jo to tTis blace in RildwoodI uTeC Tave tTe .est lo.p
ster,q Vita saCs, lCinj in yC arys, Ter Tand -nder tTe sTeets, keebinj 
ye as docile as a kittenI

H’ like lo.ster,q ’ saC d-y.lC, .-t ’ know sTems coyinj -b witT 
reasons to jet awaC froy tTe To-seI ’tms nearlC 7 omclockI Ger yoy 
will .e Toye soonI 

H’my act-allC starvinj,q ’ addI
HMe too,q Vita ajreesI HLetms joI

NNN
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Re drive witT tTe tob down, cTasinj tTe end of s-yyerI Vita leans 
ajainst ye sinjinj ORVms Weak like wemre in a karaoke .arI 

uTerems no real waC to yeas-re Tabbiness, .-t yaC.e it .looys in 
blaces wTere bain glls tTe eybtC sbaceI

’f yC No. is to Telb yake soye jood tiyes Tabben witT soye sand 
and a nice seafood dinner, tTen ’my all for tTatI

’tms o-r grst trib anCwTere tojetTer, so we stob .C a “VO to .-C a 
disbosa.le Podak to coyyeyorate o-r grst yini vacationI 

’ didnmt reali:e Tow y-cT Vita loves tTe .eacT -ntil wemre standinj 
on itI 

Ds ’ watcT Ter twirl in tTe water, ’ reyey.er tTat sTe was .orn in 
GawaiiI uTe s-n creates tTat yajic jlow .eTind Ter, witT droblets of 
sea sbraC coyinj -b aro-nd Ter .are lejs in deniy sTorts, and sTems in 
Ter eleyentI 

OTe tries to teacT ye tTe T-la, .-t ’ canmt follow tTe stebs, so ’ N-st sit 
on tTe sand and watcT as sTe transg5es ye, a 'ock of seaj-lls, and a few 
Oebtey.er .eacTcoy.ers and tTeir dojsJyovinj like sTems drawinj 
tTe s-n, tTe sea, and tTe rain tojetTer witT eacT '-id jest-reI

RTen sTems done, sTe jets a wellpdeserved abbla-seI
H’ -sed to coye Tere a lot in TijT scTool,q sTe tells ye as we walk on 

tTe .eacT and let tTe 'owinj waves swirl aro-nd o-r .are toesI HuTis 
is wTere ’ caye wTen ’ needed to escabeIq

H’ -sed to N-st dreay on yC street corner,q ’ saC, addinj yC own 
e5berience witT tTat desireI H’md iyajine travelinj Rest across Dyerica 
and startinj overIq

OTe ba-ses and looks -b at yeI ’ Told yC arys aro-nd Ter waistI 
HU-st listen to tTe ocean,q Vita saCsI H9o- donmt Tave to saC anCp

tTinjIq
Re stand tTere, Toldinj eacT otTer, watcTinjJand listeninjJto 

tTe waves tell a storC as old as tiye itselfI
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Ds d-sk .ejins to settle over tTe sea, we drive down to tTe bier to 
Tave dinner at a blace called “abtain UackmsI ’t looks like an old gsT 
yarketJand ’ j-ess it was onceJ.-t now itms a blastic ta.lepclotT 
Noint tTat .oasts tTe .est lo.sters and botatoes in RildwoodI 

“abtain Uackms Tas a lowpdown, salt of tTe eartT kind of vi.e, .-t tTe 
crowdJtotinj .ottles of wTite wineJlets Co- know tTat tTe brices 
are no NokeI

’ yake a f-nnC noise once we jet seated .C tTe waterms edjeI uTose 
lo.sters y-st .e aya:inj, or else ’ j-ess wemre baCinj for tTe viewI ’t 
is a st-nninj view witT gsTinj .oats, CacTts, and sail.oats 'oatinj on 
tTe bink and .l-e Tori:onI 

H’ can baC for it,q Vita ass-res ye jentlCI HuTeC Nack -b tTe brices 
TereI 2-t itms jood, ’ broyiseIq

H’ j-ess tTatms wTC tTeC called Tiy O“abtain Uackm,q ’ W-ib, and we 
la-jTI 

1ne daC, ’my joinj to .e a.le to .-C Co- everCtTinj Co- want, ’ 
tTink to yCselfI

Vita reacTes o-t across tTe ta.le, rijTt bast tTe ketcT-b and tTe salt, 
and ’ b-t yC Tand in Ters and Told it tTere as we ja:e o-t into tTe 
jatTerinj clo-ds on tTe Tori:onI

1-r waitress is a Co-nj .londe wTo introd-ces Terself as Yara, 
wToms bro.a.lC in colleje tooI OTe cTats -s -b as ’ sit and let Vita do 
all tTe talkinjI uTe two cTary eacT otTer so y-cT ’ wonder if Yara 
will let -s jo on tTe tibI

Remre tTe Co-njest co-ble on tTe deck .C farI Most of tTe diners 
are aP-ent locals, enNoCinj dinner witT fayilC or friends, and witT a 
.ottle of wine and a few .eers, tTeCmll Tave a few la-jTs a.o-t tTe old 
daCsJtTe !Fms, *Fms, and ‘Fms wTen tTeC were Co-njI

Remre also tTe onlC Dsians, .-t wTateverI 
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’tms yC grst tiye Tavinj fried calayari, wTicT Vita insists is a 
y-stpTaveI ’mve never even Teard of tTis creat-re called calamari, .-t 
tTen ’ gnd o-t tTat itms N-st sW-idI

H9o-mve never Tad calayari8q Vita asks, sTockedI
H’ -s-allC jet yo::arella sticks,q ’ reblC, wTicT yakes Ter crack -b 

for soye reasonI ’ syile at Ter, totallC in loveI
HurC it witT tTe leyon,q sTe saCs and sW-ee:es leyon N-ice over o-r 

fried blateI OTe feeds it to ye, and itms aya:injI 
“alayari8 ’my a fanI
?1-r lo.sters coye ne5tI uTe little .askets over'ow witT tTe 

steayed cr-stacean, yakinj it alyost convincinj tTat wemre a.o-t 
to jet o-r Q0FF wortTI uTe fries are jolden .rown and seasoned to 
berfectionI uTe leyonp.-tter sa-ce coyes in a little blastic c-bI Re 
toast witT o-r sodas and jet crackinj witT o-r toolsI

Djain, Vita Telbs ye .eca-se tTis is bro.a.lC tTe second tiye ’mve 
eaten lo.ster in yC lifeI ’ tTink tTe grst tiye was in a “Tinese resta-p
rant or soyetTinjI

?H9o-mve never .een to Sed Lo.ster8q sTe asks, ajain st-nned at yC 
lack of food e5beriencesI

H9eaT, .-t wTo orders lo.ster at Sed Lo.ster8q ’ ask, TalfpNokinjI 
uTe Noke is tTat yC fayilC co-ld never sbl-rje on iteys like lo.ster, 
even at Sed Lo.sterI HGavenmt Co- Teard of Oxndless OTriybm8q Vita 
is crackinj -b ajainI H9o- know Dsians love a jood deal$ ’ tTink yC 
yoy took soye Toye in Ter b-rseIq

Re crack claws and feed eacT otTer tTe .est yorselsI uTe s-n is 
settinj over tTe darkeninj water, creatinj refractions tTat onlC Monet 
wo-ld .e a.le to repcreateI

’ take Vitams Tand and blace tTe last little fried calayari on Ter gnjerI 
uTe jreasC rinj is cold now, and even tTo-jT it bro.a.lC feels jross, 
sTe tears -b a littleI
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?H1ne daC, itms joinj to .e a real one,q ’ broyise TerI
HSeallC8q sTe asks, Ter eCes searcTinj for liesI
H’my joinj to .e fayo-s one daCI RTen ’ sell yC grst baintinj, 

’my .-Cinj Co- a rinj, and .-Cinj -s a To-se,q ’ tell Ter, .elievinj 
yC wildest dreays, Tere in Rildwood, lettinj tTese .old assertions 
yanifest tTeyselves soyeTow into o-r -niverseI

H9o- can do anCtTinj as lonj as Co- .elieve in Co-rself,q Vita saCs, 
congdentlCI H’ .elieve in Co-Iq

Re lean over tTe ta.le and kiss, ijnorinj tTe ta.les of old co-bles 
watcTinj witT wistf-l syiles on tTeir faces, reyey.erinj wTenI

O-ddenlC, tTe wind bicks -b and .lows one of o-r OtCrofoay blates 
across tTe deckI 

’ feel a belt of rain Tit -s in a sTeet like soyeone N-st .lasted -s witT 
a O-ber Ooaker to cool down o-r TorninessI 

’ look at Vita and see Ter look of s-rbrise, and tTen we jlance -b 
and see tTat oyino-s .lack clo-ds Tave jatTered a.ove -s, doinj yore 
tTan tTreateninj rainI uTeCmre jivinj -s a gvepyin-te co-ntdown, 
coyblete witT a s-dden jale tTat starts .lowinj blates and eybtC c-bs 
oE ta.les all aro-nd -sI 

’n yoyents, tTe waitstaE sbrinj into action, relocatinj diners inp
doors and closinj tTe deck -y.rellas .efore tTeC 'C awaCI

uTe wind is joinj n-ts nowI Yara r-sTes -b to -s and aboloji:es, 
.-t we N-st la-jT and tell Ter wemre gneI OTe broyises to coye .ack 
witT boncTos, .-t we ass-re Ter wemll .e okaCI

Ds tTe cTaos ens-es, Vita and ’ sit in wTat is now a downbo-r, 
coyblete witT T-je swirlinj j-sts, and let o-r Tair Tanj strinjC froy 
tTe rainI Re Told eacT otTerms Tands, sec-rinj o-r blastic cTairs onlC 
witT tTe weijTt of o-r own .odies as f-rnit-re 'ibs over and jets 
drajjed across tTe bier .C tTe windI
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H’ tTink ’my fallinj in love witT Co- all over ajain$q ’ crC over tTe 
roarinj windI

Vitams face Tas an e5bression tTat ’ canmt W-ite discernI uTere are no 
words for itI ’tms soyetTinj ’mve never felt or seen .eforeI Like calayari, 
itms yC grst tiyeI

OTe looks at ye and N-st la-jTs and syiles, tTe rain beltinj down at 
-s froy a.oveI

uTe .lack clo-ds roll over tTe ocean, darkeninj tTe seaI uTe raCs of 
s-nsTine tTat boke tTro-jT are soft and joldenI

RTen Yara coyes .ack, we ask Ter to take o-r bict-re, desbite tTe 
downbo-rI OTe la-jTs and o.lijes, tTen Tands .ack o-r PodakI uTen 
Vita asks one of tTe jrandyas wToms N-st watcTinj -sJlookinj on 
witT a syile of contentyentJto take a bict-re witT ye, Vita, and 
YaraI 

Remre crackinj -b tTe wTole tiye like wemre tTe ones wTo drank tTe 
wineI

KinallC, .efore we leave tTe bier, drencTed and sTiverinj, ’ -se o-r 
last bict-re to take a sTot of tTe dark clo-ds, and tTose distant boints 
of lijTt over tTe Tori:onJnot knowinj wTen tTe rain will endI

NNN

Re drive -b to Vitams To-se tTe saye nijTtI uTe ride .ack is W-ip
etI Remre cold and wetI? Vitams also brivatelC facinj Ter yoy in Ter 
yindJwTo is degnitelC ToyeJ.-t Vita yakes -s enter tTe darkened 
Toye tTro-jT tTe .ack doorI uTerems a lot of wTisberinj and tibtoeinj 
wTicT doesnmt yake ye feel tTat coyforta.le, .-t all ’ reallC want is a 
Tot .atTI Vita takes -s tTro-jT tTat .ackdoor to a side staircase tTat 
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also leads -b to tTe second 'oor, alyost like itms a sebarate bart of tTe 
To-seI Oerio-slC, Tow .ij is tTis blace8

OafelC in Ter rooy, we yake no royantic rit-al of takinj o-r 
clotTes oEI ’ stand awkwardlC in tTe .atTrooy and wait for tTe water 
to Teat -bI ”oryallC, we wo-ld .e yakinj o-t and bro.a.lC alreadC 
f-ckinj .efore even jettinj into tTe sTowerI ”ow, wemre N-st standinj 
witT o-r teetT cTatterinj, lookinj at eacT otTer and sbeedinj -b tTe 
Teat witT o-r yindsI

DT$ KinallC, tTe Tot sTowerI Re tTaw o-r fro:en .odies, and it isnmt 
-ntil wemve .otT jotten -nder tTe covers tTat wemre a.le to let o-r 
.odies settle into tTe warytT of eacT otTerms .odC and tTe sTeetsI

?Vita reyey.ers tTe wet Teab on tTe 'oor and b-ts on Ter baNayasI 
OTe joes down to tTe la-ndrC rooy to tTrow yC soaked clotTes in tTe 
drCerI RTen sTe ret-rns, sTe takes Ter baNayas oE and reNoins ye in 
.ed nakedI

HDre Co- readC to yeet yC yoy toyorrow8q sTe asks, rijTt .efore 
we yake loveI uTis isnmt e5actlC a t-rn onI ’ N-st nod yC Tead, kind of 
scared, .-t still yC dick is TardI

H’tmll .e okaC,q sTe saCs, and becks yC nose aEectionatelCI H9o-, 
sTemll loveI ’tms ye tTat ’my worried a.o-tIq

NNN

uTe ne5t yorninj, ’my awoken .C Vitams yintC .reatT and tTe syell 
of .acon froy downstairsI

HMC yoy is waitinj to yeet Co-,q Vita coos in yC earI
’ sit -b as if ’md tTo-jTt it was a dreayI ’ look -nder tTe covers at 

yC naked .odC and stare .ack in Vita in sTockI
H’tms okaC, sTe knows Co- slebt over,q Vita saCsI 
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Vita is alreadC dressed in a lijTt Dyerican xajle :ibp-b ToodC and 
a fresT bair of deniy sTortsI Ger Tair is tied -b, and sTe looks cas-al, 
.-t readC for tTe daCI 1r, as ’ reali:e later, readC to leave as soon as 
bossi.leI

H’ wasTed and dried Co-r clotTes,q Vita saCs sweetlC, jivinj ye 
bleasant jliybses of wTat yarried life yijTt .e like, at least in yC 
fantasiesI H“oye down wTen Co-mre readCIq

OTe leaves tTe rooy and ’ ca-tio-slC jet o-t of .ed, .-tt naked, and 
T-rrC into tTe .atTrooyI Ds ’ do yC .-siness, ’ see a new tootT.r-sT 
and tootTbaste on tTe co-nter like itms a TotelI 

’ wasT -b and coye o-t ajain, baranoid tTat eitTer Marcia or YrI 
Yela Sosa will s-ddenlC .-rst inI ’ jra. yC 2r-ce Lee tpsTirt and Neans 
oE tTe .ack of Vitams desk cTair and canmt resist tTe -rje to sniEI 

RTat can ’ saC8 uTeCmre YownC fresTI
’ creeb downstairs, wantinj to 'ee tTe To-se, .-t tTe syell of .acon 

Tas cartoon arys tTat l-re ye to tTe kitcTenI
YrI Yela Sosa is in tTe yassive kitcTen, Ter hm0 stat-re dwarfed even 

f-rtTer .C tTe T-je kitcTen islands and stainlesspsteel abbliances in tTe 
.eije yar.le kitcTenI 

RTen sTe sees ye walkinj in, sTC and nervo-s as Tell, sTe drobs tTe 
sbat-la and coyes toward ye witT a .ij syile and Ter arys oben like 
wemre lonjplost relativesI

HYannC, welcoye to yC ToyeI “all ye DnaI Vitams told ye so 
y-cT a.o-t Co-Iq

’my sort of st-nned .eca-se -ntil tTis yoyent ’ was coybletelC 
-naware tTat ’md .een disc-ssed at allI Vita never yentioned itI ’ 
tTo-jTt ’ was still a secret, sort ofI

’ jlance at tTe wall clockI ’tms Oat-rdaC yorninj, N-st bast eijTtI 
Marcia is nowTere in sijTtI ’t y-st .e Ter daC oEI
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YrI Yela Sosa is dressed in wTat looks like e5bensive leis-re wearI 
’ can see tTe resey.lance .etween Ter and Vita4 tTe saye eCes, saye 
nose, and saye libsI Vita, standinj at hmh, jot a little yore TeijTt froy 
Ter dadms side, ’ j-essI

’ jlance over at Vita, wToms leaninj over tTe kitcTen island witT Ter 
cTin c-bbed in one Tand, watcTinj tTe sTowI OTe looks verC ay-sed 
and isnmt trCinj to Telb ye o-t at allI

H9o- Tave a .ea-tif-l Toye,q ’ saC bolitelCI HVita alwaCs talks a.o-t 
Co-, tooIq

HD.o-t wTat a terror ’ ay, ’ .et$q Dna declares and la-jTs TeartilCI 
’ like Ter alreadCI 

Dna looks at ye witT a look of abbraisal, brocessinj all kinds of 
inforyation tTat ’ donmt even know a.o-tI H’ can see wTC sTe likes 
Co-,q Dna saCs after a yin-te of -na.asTed analCsisI H’vita canmt stop 
talkinj a.o-t Co-Iq

HMoyyC$q
uajaloj jets e5cTanjed .etween yotTer and da-jTterI Ya-jTter 

-bset, .-t not reallCI MotTer Tootinj witT delijTtI ’ take a seat at tTe 
ta.le and watcT tTe conversation jo .ack and fortT like a binjpbonj 
yatcTI

’ jet -b to Telb, .-t ay W-icklC re.-Eed and told to staC seatedI 
Vita and Ter yoy .otT serve ye a .ij .reakfast blate laden witT a 
bebberpandpcTeese oyelet, TasTedp.rown, toast and Nay, alonj witT 
tTe yCtTical .aconJwTicT is act-allC a Kilibino sa-saje called long-
ganisa. 

’tms aya:injI 
’ jet .-sC sTovelinj food into yC yo-tT, yostlC .eca-se ’ feel 

awkward, .-t also .eca-se itms delicio-sI YrI Yela Sosa, or Dna as sTe 
likes to .e called, blaCs detective witT Ter da-jTter, not lettinj Ter oE 
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tTe Took on tTe facts of last nijTtms trib to tTe sTore, and skibbinj 
classI

Dfter tTis is done, Dna sits witT a blaCf-l e5bression as sTe st-dies 
-s over Ter teac-b, lookinj .ack and fortT at o-r eCe contactI

HOo, Tow lonj Tave Co- two .een doinj it8q sTe asks gnallC, drawinj 
sTocked brotests froy Vita, ijnitinj an onset of la-jTter froy yoyI 
Vita covers Ter face and sTakes Ter Tead as YrI Yela Sosa cackles 
warylCI 

HRemre joinj .ack to scTool,q Vita anno-nces after .reakfastI
H9o- sTo-ldnmt Tave .een Toye,q Dna saCs, a little serio-slCI HLet 

ye worrC a.o-t Co-r dadI Remll .e gneI 9o- do wTat Co- need to doI 
Yonmt forjet wTC Co-mre tTereIq

uTis gnal line tells ye wTat itms like .etween tTey4 tTe -nvarnisTed 
e5bectation, and tTe str-jjle to f-lgll itI

2-t to ye, sTems berfectlC sweetI
HYannC, it was nice to yeet Co-,q Dna saCs warylCI H“oye over anC 

tiye Co- wantIq
’ can sense tTat sTe act-allC yeans tTat, and ’ tTank Ter warylC for 

.reakfastI 
HVita,q Dna saCs, lettinj Ter da-jTter oE witT a lijTt, .-t gnal 

warninj .efore we jo, H2e joodIq
Dnd we doI Re trC to .e joodI Re tTink wemre joodI Dnd in anC 

case, we trCI
2-t so seldoy does anCone trC to jet brejnant at AzI
’t N-st TabbensI



Chapter Twelve

Off Campus

P rofessor Nabokov once said something to me that I’ll never 
forget: 

“You don’t end up with what you want. What you get is a series of 
accidents that complete the chaos.”

I knew he was talking about painting, but as everything in my life 
started to fall apart, those words stuck with me. 

I’d gone to Professor Nabokov for advice after he devastated me 
in front of the class. He had his little lawn chair unfolded, his cane 
leaning against the seat, and he was sitting there—contemplating—in 
front of his own wall-sized canvas. 

What was he thinking, sitting there in silence, staring at all that 
avant-garde gibberish splashed across the canvas? 

How would he even know if it was done?
Jackson Pollock was once asked how he knew when a painting 

was xnished. He famously replied, “How do you know when you’re 
xnished making love?”

I don’t know if Pollock was being a smartass, since his all paintings 
resemble a gargantuan color ejplosion of Kizz on canvas, but I under-
stand what he meant: 
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You know when you know. Rnd afterwards, there’s nothing else to 
do but walk away.

I’ve been searching for that same feeling in art, in painting, in my 
life even. Tvery time I touch a canvas, I’m xlled with the hope that this 
one could be the one.

Bhe one to do what?
Bhat’s the part I failed to ask myself. 
I Kust kept reapplying gesso to old canvases, starting over and over 

again—chasing this dream that I couldn’t grasp—to become some-
thing that I never was:

Good enough.
We all want simple things. Gut the older you get, the more you 

realize that everything you used to want was wrong: *ood grades, 
good times, a good girl—those tiny tags of happiness that elude you, 
and break in your xngers like charcoal sticks. 

Rll you’re left with are the smudges—the stains of what you almost 
had.

SSS

Fonic would have done anything for those assholes. He committed 
felonies to win their favor, and he was ready to be at their beck and call. 
He would’ve run into a shitstorm for his coach and his team, broken 
body and all. 

Bo Fonic, being part of something meant everything. ‘or me, that 
Vsomething’ was always more abstract. Rn idea of self that was based 
on talent and merit. R future of fame or obscurity: to be Picasso or 
Lan *ogh—either way, to live for love. 
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We wanted the same thing in the end. We Kust had no way to capture 
it or say ejactly what it was.

Fonic got kicked out of his house by his parents, who said he was 
out of control. Bhey were religious types, and they didn’t like what 
they were seeing. His destructive behavior, his anger, his newfound 
self-medication in the form of beer cans and cheap liMuor. 

It only took one winter vacation at home before they gave him 
the boot, and he sort of drifted around New Grunswick throughout 
Fpring and Fummer of 0EE0, talking about how he was going to enroll 
in Ciddlesej Dommunity Dollege and get back into 1utgers, a plan 
that remained unfulxlled. 

Fonic  also  said  he  was  going  to  Koin  the  Carines  and go  to 
Rfghanistan, but the closest step he made to fulxlling that patriotic 
duty was shaving his head. Rll those glorious Dragonball spikes went 
Xuttering into a bathroom sink somewhere. When he raised his head 
to look at himself in the mirror, he went from the goofy, slightly 
douchey meathead—to looking like a straight-up menace. 

I don’t want to say too much about that last night of Hell Week 
since I wasn’t there, but I understood what it meant—perhaps more 
than any of our friends could. 

I can imagine the scene, with a little Hollywood mijed in. Bhe 
pledges all kneeling on the Xoor in their underwear, soaked in sweat, 
alcohol, and who knows what other liMuids. Borches lit. Bhe brothers 
of 3elta Uappa wearing masks—or something eMually ritualistic and 
terrifying. *iant paddles, marked with gra4ti, blood, and battle scars 
whipping the air in practice swings. 

Tach pledge is called to the middle to receive lashings, and made to 
repeat the fraternal code perfectly, with the added weight of ejtreme 
fatigue mulling their brains. 
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Fonic takes his beatings. He barks out the code. Gut when it’s over, 
he’s not welcomed in. No insignia, no brotherhood. Just silence. 

9ander’s blue eyes say it all as he removes his mask. 9ander will 
remind Fonic one last time where he stands, and who is above who.

“Dongratulations, Cutt,” 9ander says softly as he circles around 
Fonic, hitting his open palm with his bloodied paddle. He leans in 
behind Fonic and whispers into his ear, almost tenderly with the hiss 
of a snake, the humor of a sadistic bastard.

“3rop your pants, Cutt. Oet’s see what side of the gene pool you’re 
on.”

Cy pencil snaps with the weight of this memory—and it’s not even 
mine. 

Gut it lives in both of us.
In our blood. 
In what we inherit. 

SSS

Feptember 0EE0. Rnother school year starts—this time o/-cam-
pus—and we’re free men, able to do whatever the fuck we want. 

Lita helps me move into my room on the second Xoor, a cramped 
corner boj, but at least it’s all mine. R place to get my paintings done 
without any interruptions. Within the xrst week, I paint the walls top 
to bottom with color xelds that look like 1othko sunsets. 

Fonic takes the biggest room, which is meant to be a double, and 
pays ejtra rent. He’s Xush with newfound cash, a fact that I’ll ejplain 
soon. 

3om and Dheese double up once again, keeping the spirit of the 
Purple 1oom alive. Bhey bring those black lights with them, but their 
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room is smaller now, so it practically burns your eyes to hang out in 
there. Oike the qlympic torch, they refuse to turn those things o/. 
Bhe purple haze reigns now on Oouis Ftreet, though I’m not sure if 
we’ve discussed how to split the electric bill.

Bhe day we all come back to 1utgers feels like a family reunion. 
We spend a few days moving our shit in, helping each other out, 
decorating our shared spaces, passing blunts and brews all the while. 
We top it all o/ with a barbecue and bump our music in the concrete 
backyard, a tiny little patch of grass big enough to let the dog piss on. 

Linnie  is  our  guard dog.  He’s  a  half-*erman Fhepherd and 
half-Pitbull stray that one of the guys from downstairs picked up over 
the summer. He’s got the body of Rrnold Fchwarzenegger, but he’s 
Kust a puppy at heart.

Bhe guys on the xrst Xoor are all 3elta Uappa boys. ‘ormer pledges 
who Fonic once stood in line with to get paddled. Bhey don’t say 
anything about what happened to Fonic, but they’re good guys. qr 
whatever—at least they’re not narcs, so they’re cool. Gut it gets very 
bro-heavy down there. Oots of beer pong, and Tminem’s latest album 
in heavy rotation. 

qne Fonic is already enough for me to deal with. I try to keep my 
distance.

3uring that xrst month, Fonic, 3om, Dheese, and I make a strong 
e/ort to split up chores. We want our shared domicile to reXect our 
new selves: mature, responsible, and ready to take on the world. 

Gy qctober, reality starts to settle in, and there’s a pile of dishes 
in the kitchen sink that no one’s touched in weeks. We’ve o4cially 
switched to paper-plates. It seems like we only use the microwave to 
reheat Dhinese take-out or cook-up licks of Fpecial U. 

1ich Goy Dhris, one of the ej-3elta Uappa boys from downstairs, 
gets these little glass Kars xlled with liMuid cat-tranMuilizer. He pours 
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the clear liMuid onto a glass plate and then voila, thirty seconds later 
the plate comes out crusty white, powder Xu/ed into little crystals that 
you can scrape and sni/. 

Uetamine right out of the microwave is ten times more potent than 
when it has a chance to cool. qne little bump and we all start shrinking 
beneath the kitchen table like Rlice in Wonderland and disappear into 
U-holes. Inside the videogame, slam-dunking, me personally hitting 
the skyhook in NGR OILT. We’re inside the neon lights. We live in 
waves.

“Gro, think about it,” 3om says. “You’ve got the Dovenant. Bhe 
aliens are called Prophets. Bhey’re trying to unleash this 3oomsday 
weapon called Halo. Bell me this isn’t a metaphor for the Cuslims and 
their Kihad.” 

“Gut they made the game years ago, before ;622,” Dheese contends, 
unconvinced. “How would anyone have known?”

“3awg, I think they knew. It was all planned,” Fonic analyzes. “Bhe 
Gush family is mad shady. Bhere’s a reason why we’re over there, and 
it ain’t Kust about terrorism. Bhat’s all I’m saying.”

“Fo, you think the DIR told the programmers to put this story plot 
in the game?” Dheese snorts. 

“Caybe it was Kust out there in the universe. Tveryone feeding on 
the same information,” I hypothesize, stoned out of my mind. “Bun-
ing in to signals we can’t see or recognize.”

“3ude, I Kust learned about this shit in Psych 2E27” 3om ejclaims, 
getting ejcited. “Bhat’s Darl Jung, right?”

“Yo, hold on a second.”
Bhen—knock, knock, knock.
Bhere’s a Xash of paranoia that’s normal in this home full of pot-

heads.
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“Dalm down, you pussies,” Fonic says, peeling himself o/ the 
couch. “It’s Ba-Ba’s.”

Plumes of smoke hang in the air. Feated on a long black couch that 
we found nejt to a dumpster. Tach of us has an 9-Goj controller in 
our hands. 

R big screen Hitachi illuminates the room, and the air is foggy from 
bong hits. R vast black and white Bony Contana poster behind us 
features a scene from Scarface and covers half the wall. 

Bhe food has arrived. Press Pause. 
We pop tabs on tall boys, Rrizona *reen Bea, to wash down pep-

peroni pizza, gyros, or kebabs… Italian subs, chicken parmesan, and 
Dhinese to-go bojes. In the kitchen, take-out menus are attached by 
magnet to a fridge that’s almost always empty. 

“3awg, I should go to the DIR7” Fonic cries, slice in hand, dancing 
with his shirt o/. 

“He means the VDulinary Institute of Rmerica,’” 3om informs us.
“Gullshit,” Dheese snorts. “If he said Dentral Intelligence Rgency, 

I’d at least half-believe him. Bhey could always use another decoy.” 
Jacksons and xfties. Rss and titties. Firens and Alysses—all your 

dreams in transit. 
Bhe dripping streetlights and buses at dawn. People in front of 

televisions being brainwashed. Oike Tdward Hopper—the loneliness 
of being together in the same room. 

Cen behind curtains push buttons on the mechanisms of war. 
Tntertainment is simply shock-value. Bhe awe of hell raining down 
and lighting up Gaghdad. Night-Lision on the eight o’clock news. 
Bhe Rjis of Tvil. Berror Rlert qrange. Rnother day as an art student, 
moseying toward the back of the store. 
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It’s time to reup on art supplies. Flipping long tubes of paint up 
my sleeves. What masterpiece will this Bitanium White, Prussian Glue, 
and Yellow qchre create? 

If it’s any consolation to the sta/ of the Rrts and Drafts section, tell 
them one day, I’m going to be famous.

My name is Danny Kim. I used to go to school here…

SSS

Rfter Lita and I get back from the shore, I lock in and get to work. 
I’m not Kust painting—I’m doing things I’ve never done before. Fome 
artists use transcendental meditation or OF3 to break through—for 
me it comes from the audacity to tell myself that I’ve already made 
it. It’s like an out-of-body ejperience—I’m not even trying. I’m Kust 
watching myself work.

Antil this point, I’ve been happily messing around, doing little 
sketches, poems and half-xnished pieces that never connect or go 
anywhere. Bhey’ve Kust been ideas. Fcribbles. Tjperiments.

Bhis time, I go full Lan *ogh mode and produce with multiple 
canvases a week. I work feverishly for a month straight, painting any-
thing I see, everything that’s around me—portraits of my friends, a 
still life of a bong, I even sketch a turd that Linnie left on the Xoor and 
render bright little green and yellow scribbles around it to show that 
it came from nature, and it’s beautiful to somebody somewhere in the 
universe.

I’m smoking a lot of weed—but I’m also thinking a lot. What was 
Lan *ogh without his su/ering? Would we care about his sunXowers, 
his irises, or his lonely little chair—with the myth of who he was?

I throw the xnished canvases to the side and keep going. 
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I stretch and staple canvas like I’m nailing dead parts of myself to 
the cross. *esso is slathered on and I’m using brushes, markers, and 
even spray cans like I don’t even give a fuck—I’m abyssally deep in the 
zone. 

Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going?
Bhat’s what I want to know too, Paul. 
What the fuck is Western Civilization? Do I even belong?
What about my ancestors? 3o we know their names—or Kust dy-

nasties and vases in glass cases?
I used to write my tag in bathroom stalls.
qtherwise, I was fucking invisible.
If you’re good enough, you get instant fame. 
Dalligraphy is gra4ti. What’s the di/erence? 
*ive me a place to write my name. 
I Xing paint, scrape o/ dried crust, and let the canvas shit all over 

itself. I’m violent, loving, tender, hateful, angry, soft, and gentle. I 
poke with pencils and make little swirls. I wield palette knives to 
scrape, spread, and smear. I draw heavy black outlines like mascara on 
the eyes of a porn star. Dlouds and slashes bleed ink like the ritualistic 
suicide of heaven.

Bime to show Lita. I’m done.
Is it done?
What have I done?
Boo late. Fhe’s here.
I’m so ejcited I can barely contain myself.
I don’t want to put all the weight of my ejpectations on her. 
I’m Kust doing something for class. Bhat’s what I told her. 
Fhe shows up on a Faturday afternoon wearing a baby blue Gebe 

Fport leisure suit that brings out her ass and curves so nicely, I almost 
forget my true purpose. 
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Gut she seems distracted. Did I already give it away?
“Hey there,” I say and lean in to kiss her. “You look beautiful.”
I feel something di/erent about her today. Normally, when I lean 

in to kiss her, Lita kisses me right back. Fometimes, we Kust stand at 
the door making out obscenely before rushing upstairs to my room to 
make love. I feel hesitation, but I let it go.

“What’s the big surprise?” she asks, her eyes looking wet and kind 
of nervous. 

“Nothing, Kust been working on this thing,” I tell her casually as we 
head upstairs to my room.

We open the door and there’s an immediate stench of mariKuana 
that I’ve grown numb to, but not Lita. Fhe makes a face and waves the 
air in front of her face comically, coughing all the while. Bhe boys grin 
at her, stoned out of their heads. 

“You might want to crack a window in here,” Lita says with her 
trademark humor, making them laugh bashfully, but of course, none 
of them attempts to move.

I escort Lita down the hall to my room and open the door fast, like 
all her family and friends are in there, waiting to shout, “Furprise7”

1ight nejt to my bojspring, front and center in the room, is my 
latest piece, the one I consider my pièce de resistance, a huge canvas that 
I went kind of crazy on. It looks like it’s still dripping wet. It’s powerful 
and all-encompassing, but I’m secretly worried that it sucks and Kust 
looks like the work of a madman.

“Whoa7” Lita ejclaims, and stops before entering further, almost as 
if afraid. 

Is this a good reaction or bad?
“What do you think?” I ask hopefully.
“Is this for class?” she asks. “It’s huge.”
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“3o you like it?” I ask again, my smile stretching tighter to maintain 
its hold.

“I mean, it’s really—wow7” Lita says, looking it up and down. It 
measures three feet wide and four feet high—my biggest canvas yet. I 
guess I went for size. 

“VWow’ good?” I ask.
“Is this why I haven’t been allowed to come over?” Lita asks with 

light humor, cautiously entering the room as I close the door. Fhe 
walks over to the edge of the bed and sits down gingerly, as if my canvas 
is a wild beast that I’ve brought home to raise on human souls.

Fhe’s not answering my Muestion, but I know her. Lita never lies. 
I feel let down. I want her to be standing in front of it, looking at 
every inch, all the details, the little secret tejtures and mijtures of 
paint around the tiny abstract forest and over the rolling clouds of the 
metaphorical mountains.

“Just tell me—good or bad?” I ask, almost begging for a bone.
Fhe’s looking at me, not the canvas. Fhe doesn’t even mention the 

smaller pieces that are lined around the room. I’d set the whole thing 
up to have a gallery e/ect. qkay, the canvases are all on the Xoor, but 
this was the best I could do. 

Fhe can’t focus. Fhe’s Kust trying to appease me.
“I like it,” Lita says, and smiles. Fhe studies my face and adds, “It’s 

a big statement7”
“I’m trying something new,” I ejplain. “Fomething without shapes 

ejactly, but impressions of—” I pause, stammering, feeling perspira-
tion despite the brisk late-November air coming in through the open 
window. “It’s like, going back to those old Dhinese paintings where 
the landscape is really wide and things on the land are really small, to 
give a sense of heavenP” 

Cy voice trails o/. 
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I feel so fucking desperate—I hate that she sees it all over my face.
“I like it,” says Lita softly, this time less convincingly. “It’s Kust a 

lot.”
“I know,” I say downcast. “Caybe too much.”
Lita bites her lip and looks at the painting a little more. Her eyes 

drift around the room. I know that she feels like the 1othko on the 
walls are a little overstated and somewhat—well, disorienting—but 
I don’t like the way she’s looking around, like she’s never been here 
before.

“Is everything okay?” I ask, concerned.
Lita smiles weakly. “I Kust feelPa little nauseous.”
“qh,” I say, my annoyance dissipating. Cy brow furrowed. “3o 

you want some water?”
Lita looks at me. Fhe’s searching my eyes in a way that wants to 

guess what I feel before I even know myself.
“3anny, I have big news,” she says slowly.
“Ce, too,” I say with a deep ejhalation, and sit down on the bed. 

I Kust want to tell her about Jolene’s art show and my chance to make 
it big so that she’ll support me. I Kust need her to tell me what I need 
to hear—that I can do anything if I put my mind to it, or something 
eMually reassuring—words that I can only believe if Lita tells me.

Fhe looks at me, biting her lower lip nervously. R habit of hers.
I put my xnger on her lips. Cy little way of making her stop.
Fhe opens her mouth a little and pauses.
“qkay, you xrst,” she says.



Chapter Thirteen

Meet the Parents

E verything was so perfect. I had my own room. I was living with 
my boys. I had a great girl who loved me. She would sleep over, 

and I’d wake up next to her and make love to her before we even 
brushed our teeth. 

We would get breakfast sandwiches at Hole-In-The-Wall with iced 
coMees melting in the streets. Her hand holding my hand. Her legs in 
cut-oMs. Fe in basketball shorts. Glip-Bops scratching the pavement. 
Her shadow and my shadow. Orowing longer. Oone.

?ut summer’s over, and now my life is over, too. 
jkay, that’s fucked up. What am I saying!
Fy life is —ust beginningA
Our life—and the life of this little one…a product of our love.
L product ofCunprotected sex. Rots of it. Tons of it.
Shit.
She was on birth control. I didn’t know I had to still use a condom. 

Dondoms are for strangers. Kight!
We should sue the company that makes those pillsA YefectiveA Ye-

fectiveA
jkay, breathe.
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Fostly, the big news hasn’t derailed our lives yet. “ita and I are still 
going to class, and I’m still painting like a maniac as if nothing has 
changed…though I often ”nd myself absentmindedly painting little 
blobs that I later recogniJe as fetuses.

The point is that we’re taking the news in stride most of the time. I 
even introduce “ita to my parents. She’s two months pregnant, so I 
”gure they should meet my girlfriend once before we tell them she’s 
going to give them a grandchild. 

The conversation is awkward with my parents, as usual.
I call home. Fy mom picks up. 8Hello!ç
8Hi Fom, it’s Yanny.ç
8YannyAç my mom says and then screeches into the background. 

8Husband, pick up the phone. It’s YannyAç
Someone picks up the other line. It’s my dad.
8Hello!ç he answers.
8Hi, Yad.ç
8Hang up the phoneAç my dad shouts into the background. He’s 

upstairs. She’s downstairs.
81o, wait. I have to talk to both of you.ç
8What!ç my mom screeches back upstairs to my dad.
8I have to…ç
8I can’t hear anything,ç my dad says and yells back downstairs. 

8Hang up the phoneAç
It takes some eMort, but ”nally I manage to explain…in broken 

Uorean…that I have a girlfriend. Would they like to meet her!
This completely catches them oM-guard. They ask me if I’m in 

trouble.
I hate that the answer is 8Uind ofç…but still automatically process 

how this news would have been received so diMerently if it was coming 
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from my older brother ‘ohn, who is currently in his last year of Dor-
nell, preparing to go to law school.

Lnyway, we set a date. 
I take gigantic bong rips after hanging up, to wipe my mind clean 

of this memory.
We’re standing in front of a Dhinese restaurant called Emperor ‘ade 

oM Koute 24. I selected it for its regal fa ade since it looks like a Dhinese 
palace, but upon closer inspection, the place is kind of a dump. Lt 
least it’s far away enough from Kutgers that my parents won’t suggest 
visiting the crack house where they are currently paying my rent. 

8Lre you ready to do this!ç I ask “ita after we’ve been seated. 8What 
if we —ust send pictures later and say, 5SurpriseA’!ç

8That’s going to create a lasting impression, don’t you think!ç “ita 
replies. 

8Yid I tell you how amaJing you look!ç I ask, putting my hand on 
her knee. I can see the look on my parents’ faces when they see me 
sitting next to this stunning beauty. “ita is the girl next door when she 
wants to be, but when she turns it up, it’s all the way up. Isn’t there 
something called 8pregnancy glowç! 

If so, she’s shimmering. I hate the fact that we still have sex three 
times a day. I mean, it’s good for the relationship. ?ut damn it, we have 
no self-control. 

What if we have twins! What if we get pregnant again right after the 
”rst one! What if I can never stop fucking!

Well, I might as well lean into this. ?eing with “ita is the height 
of my life’s shortlist of accomplishments. What accomplishments! I 
barely existed in high school, and in my brother’s shadow, I’m —ust a 
blip. 

If I was born to do anything on this Earth, clearly it was to repro-
duce and continue the Uim family lineA
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1ot that it matters what my parents think, but okay, it does. I’m 
still a Uorean guy at heart. There’s no eloping in our family history, 
no straying from the inheritance of kimchi in the Y1L. I want this 
night to go smoothly. 

I’m a so—u cocktail of fear and pride, a true Uorean. ?ut I love “ita, 
and I have to tell her what to expect so she knows how to duck when 
the left hooks come swinging. I gently informed her prior to our arrival 
that she would be —udged, mostly on the basis that she’s not Uorean. 

85Feet the 3arents’ is a dangerous game,ç I say again, repeating 
things I’ve already said out of anxiety. 8It almost always goes south.ç 

8?abe, it’s going to be okay,ç “ita says. 8I mean, how bad can it be!ç 
8The ”rst thing my mom is going to ask you is whether you go to 

church. That’ll probably come up before we even order the food.ç
8I’m Datholic. We call it mass,ç “ita teases me. 
8Ret’s go over our notes. I think we’re Fethodists. We were brought 

to Lmerica by missionaries. Foney is loaned unoqcially, without 
interest, at church meetings. This is called a ‘gye’ and that’s how we 
got to open our dry cleaner. Yon’t do a Hail Fary, because that will 
be met with suspicion. ?ut feel free to speak in tongues if the Holy 
Spirit strikes you.ç

“ita’s listening, watching me with fascination. She ”nds my ner-
vousness to be cute. She’s not rattled at all.

8I think I’ll be okay,ç “ita says lightly, putting her hand on my hand. 
8Stop worrying.ç

6I’m still amaJed that “ita wanted to meet my parents. Is she insane!
8?elieve it or not, I want to know more about the people who raised 

you to become the wonderful person that you are,ç “ita says. 8Is that 
strange!ç

8That had nothing to do with them,ç I reply. 8That was all me.ç
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“ita laughs, but I’m kind of serious. Yo I even know who my 
parents are! 

Dertainly not the way she knows her parents. I mean, I know what 
kind of people my parents are, but she knows her parents intimately7 
Where they grew up, how they ”rst met, how they fell in love, and so 
on. 

Fy parents wouldn’t speak about their childhoods if there was 
a bayonet pointed at their chests. It’s like pulling teeth to get them 
to say anything about Uorea, even though their hearts are obviously 
inseparable from that divided peninsula.

There’s a lot of hustle and bustle in Emperor ‘ade. I wish I didn’t 
pick a place that was so noisy. ?ut maybe an inability to hear each other 
speak is —ust what the doctor ordered. 

Servers with ill-”tting ruby-colored tuxedo —ackets Jip around with 
huge platters of mouthwatering food balanced on their shoulders. 
This chaos will ”ll in the awkward silences and cancel out any embar-
rassing 9uestions my mom might ask. 

8What do you feel like eating!ç I ask distractedly, for the third or 
fourth time. We’ve already decided on Dourse L, but Dourse ? is not 
without its charms. What I really want is a cigarette, but we’ve decided 
to go cold turkey together.

8Oosh, I’m starving,ç says “ita, looking down at her belly. 8I think 
this little guy likes Dhinese food.ç

8Well, he is Lsian.ç
8Nou think it’s a boy!ç
8I don’t know. Faybe!ç 
8I’m ready,ç “ita says, her eyes warm and trusting. 8Lre you ready!ç
She’s been asking this a lot lately. Faybe because she needs to keep 

pulling me down to earth to stay with her, making sure I don’t Boat 
away.
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I’ll never abandon her or the baby, if that’s what she means. ?ut 
that’s not what she means. She —ust wants to let me know that she loves 
me, and I love her. I do. jf course, I do. I’ll do anythingC

I spot my parents walking in. “ita and I rise from the table. 
Ph oh. Fy mom has her look of consternation set to Revel /. Nou 

can always tell by my mother’s perm the level of formality of the 
occasion. It’s very tight.

Ls they approach, “ita gives a little bow. 
8HiAç she says charmingly. 8I’m Ivita. It’s so nice to ”nally meet 

you.ç
8Nes, hello. 1ice to meet you,ç my dad replies in a Uorean accent. 

He chuckles a little. Lfter thirty years in Lmerica, he still thinks it’s 
funny that he can speak English.

81ice to see you,ç my mom says and smiles at “ita. Turning to me, 
her face switches to worry and she asks in Uorean, 8Have you been 
well!ç

I give a canned response, and we sit down. Fy dad starts ranting 
as if “ita isn’t even there. She sits with a patient smile waiting for 
translation.

8Fy dad is upset about the traqc,ç I explain to her and play trans-
lator for the rest of the night when they aren’t talking directly to her.

I ”eld their 9uestions in Uorean, mostly about the house I’d moved 
into with Sonic, Yom, and Dheese. They don’t ask about my art 
classes. They —ust want to know if I’m at risk of being homeless again. 
8Fy living situation is good,ç I convince them, leaving out the fact 
that the place smells like weed z:0;. 

8What’s yourCyour ma—or!ç my dad asks swiveling his attention to 
“ita ”nally, addressing her head on. He smiles charmingly, a grin full 
of gold crowns and uninsured dental work. He sniNes unconsciously 
as his nose runs constantly from years at the steam press.
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8Kight now, I’m in premed. I’m hoping to become a doctor.ç
Fy parents make happy noises upon receiving this information. It 

really changes the mood at the table.
Fy dad takes this as a cue to launch into his standup act, my high 

school blunder years serving as comedic material. Soft and awkward 
throat clearings emit from my mom. She looks uncomfortable as my 
dad laughs, —ust plain confounded that he could’ve produced a son 
with such a lack of academic rigor.

Ginally, the food arrives. Dhinese dishes gleaming with sauce, sprin-
kled with sesame seeds, the peppers bright red and green, the bowls of 
rice as white as steam are placed in front of us.

8Ret’s eat,ç my dad proclaims, but before his chopsticks reach the 
beef, my mom stops him.

8We must pray ”rst,ç she urges in Uorean with a frown on her face, 
and then to “ita she asks, 8Lre you Dhristian!ç

8Nes, I am,ç “ita responds in a way that seems as if she’s been 
anticipating this 9uestion, a small release of breath. 

8Yo you go to church!ç my mom asks, her eyes searching “ita’s eyes 
for any hesitation, any Binching from the truth.

8I was raised Datholic,ç says “ita. I’m unconsciously gritting my 
teeth.

8L good thing,ç my mom says to me, after a moment, perhaps con-
sidering all the other religions it could’ve been. 8She’s pretty, smart, 
and a Dhristian,ç my mom announces, letting us we know that we’ve 
passed the ”rst of many tests.

8Thank you,ç “ita says, genuinely relieved, or maybe it’s —ust me 
sucking in my breath this whole time. Fore like 8Thank Ood.ç

We bow our heads in prayer, and “ita automatically crosses herself, 
but my mom has her eyes closed.



UI HNP1 3LKU2V4

The rest of dinner goes well because my dad does most of the 
talking, not curious about the details of our relationship exactly, but 
carrying on with his usual brand of dinner conversation7 complaining 
about the rising cost of insulin for his diabetes, the goings-on at the 
White House, and the cost of the things in general. 

“ita matches my dad’s every passing thought with grace, engaging 
him like a voice in his head to urge forward his views on the economy, 
healthcare, ?ush, the war in Lfghanistan, electricity, and plumbing. 
Somewhere toward the end of the meal, as the last giblets of chicken 
and the scrawny pieces of broccoli drown in the sauce, the 9uestion of 
how we met each other is asked.

I begin hesitantly, knowing that by mentioning the dorm that I’m 
guaranteed to set oM my dad. He hasn’t gotten over my getting kicked 
out of freshman housing for smoking weed. 

8Yoes she know you do drugs!ç he interrogates, not to be a —erk, 
but there’s a level of unveiled scorn that hurts. 

The waiter comes over and asks us if we want ice cream or oranges. 
“ita and I both order ice cream and my parents order oranges.

8Yoesn’t she know why you got kicked out of student housing!ç 
my dad asks again, the change in mood totally abrupt. Fy mom’s 
ob—ections are ignored.

8I wasn’t on drugs,ç I rebut in Uorean and then in English add, 8I 
had drinks at a party. Is that a good reason to kick me out of the dorm!ç

8Husband, don’t talk about that here,ç my mom hisses in Uorean, 
looking embarrassed. 8Yanny promised he’d 9uit. He doesn’t do it 
anymore.ç

“Kkae-ddok-ghat-eun-mahl-ha-ji-ma!” my dad almost yells. Yon’t 
say words that sound like dogshit. His favorite phrase. 8That’s what 
you said last time. Every time, it’s someone else’s fault. 1ot your fault.ç
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8What’re we talking about here!ç “ita whispers to me from the side 
of her mouth.

8Fe getting booted from the dorms.ç
8jh,ç “ita utters and looks worried.6
8Lfter you graduate, you can do whatever you want,ç my dad con-

tinues in Uorean. 8I don’t care. Faybe one day you’ll become a famous 
artist, or you can get a —ob as a designer, I don’t know.ç

8Yad, I…P
8?ut don’t get this nice girl in trouble. She’s going to become a 

doctorAç he blasts me with his voice rising and pointing a ”nger at “ita.
8Husband, please. Yanny is going to study and do a good —ob. He’s 

going to graduate. We —ust need to keep praying every day.ç
8Dan’t you —ust sit still without talking!ç my dad snaps, his good 

cheer sucked out of him like there’s nothing left but the rind.
8Nour son is really talented,ç “ita inter—ects expertly, trying to sal-

vage this portion of the night. 8Were either of you artists! I was won-
dering where he may have gotten it from.ç

Fy parents look at “ita like she’s nuts. If either of them ever drew 
a picture, they left it somewhere in Uorea with the shoes they never 
had.

8Nou were lucky to get into the university,ç my dad continues. 
8With your grades, you were lucky to graduate high school. ?ut now 
is your chance. Nou can get a degree and do anything you want. ?ut 
without a degree, what can you do! Nou’ll end up back where you 
started, pumping gas for the rest of your life.ç

8Fy dad’s ”rst —ob in Lmerica was at a pump station. It’s something 
he never forgets to remind me,ç I tell “ita 9uietly.

L tense silence wraps around us like tablecloth. The vanilla ice 
cream is an eggshell-colored ball slipping and sliding around the glass 
bowl as I chase it with my teaspoon.
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Lfter dinner, I ”ght with my dad to pay for the check. He insists 
on paying for it and pulls out the huge wad of cash he always brings 
home after emptying the register. He peels oM ”ve moist twenties and 
mutters about how expensive food is getting. I glance over at “ita 
looking beautiful in her winter coat, miniskirt, and 8hookerç boots as 
she makes small talk with my mom. 

We escort my parents back to my dad’s old Yodge and say goodbye. 
?efore they leave, my mom hands over a grocery bag full of groceries 
for me and my housemates to eat. I can already see from a glance that 
there’s a big —ar of kimchi. 

We get in “ita’s Delica and drive back to my place on Rouis Street. 
Through the window, partially obscured by a 8curtainç that someone 
had rigged poorly, we see some of the ex-Yelta Uappa boys playing beer 
pong on the ”rst Boor. Shoes hang from telephone wires in front of 
the houseR the street is speckled with broken glass. 

How the hell am I going to pay for rent and everything else we need?
8What if I started selling weed!ç I ask “ita point-blankly after I par-

allel park. 1ot the most graceful approach, but I leave the car running 
so that the heater stays hot. I don’t mention the many transactions 
that have already taken place. 

8Lre you serious!ç “ita utters. She’s searching my eyes to see if I’m 
—oking. I can play it oM like I was, but it’s too late.

8We’re going to need to get our own place soon,ç I explain. 8It’s 
going to be hard for me to keep going to school and make money at 
the same time. I mean, I guess we could both drop out temporarily. 
jr maybe you can have the baby and go back to school, and I can —ust 
work and paint on the side.ç

8Nou’ve got to be kidding me. Nou’re thinking about becoming a 
drug-dealer!ç “ita asks, genuinely perplexed.



THE 1EW ‘EKPS ?RPES “jR. z 2:2

8Sonic already has a little racket going on,ç I fumble on. 8They’re 
friends mostly. Lssociates, colleagues, ac9uaintances, people we know. 
I don’t have to do anything except answer the door.ç

8Nou  guys  are  going  to  get  caught,ç  she  predicts  in  a 
how-can-you-be-so-dumb voice.

8It’s not like that. 3eople come over, they smoke a little, they leave. 
They do it all the time anywayAç

“ita counts streetlights all the way to Rittle Fexico before breaking 
the silence. 

8I want to go home. Dan you drop me oM!ç she says. 
8Lre you mad!ç
“ita makes a face and thinks for a moment, trying her best not to 

treat me like the idiot that I am. She reaches out and strokes my hair, 
letting me know that she still loves me, even if I am dumb.

8I feel sorry that Sonic Bunked out and got kicked out of his house. 
?ut that’s his life. Nou need to think about us now, okay! Nou’re not 
on the same path as him.ç

8I know. I —ust want to make sure we have everything. I don’t want 
to depend on our parents for help.ç

8We’ll be ”ne. If I have to live at my parents’ house and take a break 
from school, I’m okay with that,ç “ita says. 8I’m not okay with you 
going to —ail and not being around to see our baby.ç

8Nou’re right,ç I admit. 8It —ust seems so easy. Lll I have to do is…ç 
8Lll we have to do is be there for each other. We’ll be ”ne. We’re not 

the ”rst and we won’t be the last,ç “ita says ”rmly.
8I don’t want you to have give up your dream,ç I say.
8It was never my dream, Yanny,ç “ita says softly, looking into my 

eyes. 8It was my parents’. They’re not going to be happy, but we’ll be 
”ne.ç
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8I’ll look in the classi”eds,ç I say, agreeing with her. 8There’s always 
something.ç

8Lnd you can still paint,ç “ita says. 8I don’t want you to give up 
your dreams either.ç

We go in and lay down on my bed, which is —ust a boxspring on the 
Boor. I talk to “ita’s belly where our little seed is growing day by day. 

Lfter we make love, I draw her naked in bed. Fy pencil slips out 
of my hand and rolls to a stop beside her boots, lying on their sides, 
lifeless apart from her legs. I take in the old, stained carpet under the 
lamplight and feel depressed. 

I watch “ita sleep peacefully in the reddish glow of the heat lamp 
and think about somehow selling my artwork for a million dollars. 
1othing is impossible if you put your mind to it, right!

I sit there in the dark and can’t sleep.
Too many things on my mind. Too many things I can’t draw my 

way out of.



Chapter Fourteen

Hustlers, Inc.

W atching Sonic get  money was something the rest  of  us 
couldn’t ignore. 

Within months, he went from a shiftless nomad to our fearless 
leader. None of us would have said so openly—since on some level, 
he was still a dumbass for getting kicked out after one semester—but 
money talks, and whether we wanted to admit it or not, seeing Sonic 
transform piece by piece—with diamonds in his ears, a gold chain 
around his neck, two phones, and a Movado on his wrist, made a deep 
impression. 

Piles of cash laid out on the billiard table in our living room became 
a normal sight—next to a duOel bag full of drugs, with Sonic in the 
middle, handing us our cut. qur Brst customers were friends from 
class or from back home, but soon our reach expanded as word got 
out about the Juality of Sonic’s weed—and his ability to maintain a 
steadfast supply when other dealers ran dry. 

Refore long, potheads from all over -ersey were getting their stash 
from Vutgers. We even had friends drive down from schools in MassaE
chusetts and Kermont to oOset their local drought. Iventually, all that 
weed would break down—pounds, to ounces, eighths to grams, and 
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probably even into nickel bags for high school kids trying to dance 
with Mary -ane for the very Brst time.

Not saying we were selling weed to high school kids—not directly 
anyway. Y voted Temocrat, you know what Y’m sayingj “rickle Town 
Iconomics, baby.

Rut with every image of “ony Montana, there’s a part of the movie 
you don’t see. 

Y’m not even talking about the comeEup—the scrambling, the husE
tling, the against the odds montage of taking no prisoners. Y’m talking 
about private moments in the dark, when you’re talking to yourself, 
wondering if you should even be alive.

4fter Sonic got kicked out, he had plenty of those moments. 
Ue ”oated from couch to couch, crashing with guys he knew from 
wrestling or football. Ue didn’t have class. Ue didn’t have a home. Ue 
didn’t even have a Fob. 4nd he was dumb broke.

Ue hid his despair whenever we would hang out, but when it came 
time for us to push oO and attend our schedules, he was left alone to 
wander around, looking for someone else with as much free time as he 
had. Ue tried to front like he was Qliving the lifeG, but he was basically 
living the life of a bum. 

Ue tried working at a gym where the owner let him crash and showE
er. Lor a while, Sonic posed as a personal trainer, but he couldn’t keep 
a schedule. Ue kept missing appointments, so the owner downgraded 
him to mop duty—and even that didn’t last. 

4fter that, Sonic must’ve had a wakeup call. “o start making money 
to pay his own way. “hat’s when he ran into an old comrade, an 
exEwrestler named 4ram, at a bar on Iaston 4venue—qld 2ueens 
“avern or “he 5olden Vail—one of those.

4ram was a dude whose eyes that never exactly connected with 
whatever you thought he might be looking at. Cike Sonic, his eyes were 
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small and slanted, but that was mostly from drugs. Ue had the sort of 
face that made you wonder if he was mentally challenged, but he did 
get into college somehow, so he must’ve been literate at least. 

Ue had a shaved head, like Sonic, and he was beefy but not in shape 
anymore. Yf you asked him what he did, he would hand you a mixtape 
and tell you to check out his rhymes. 

Y personally had three copies of his mixtape, because every time he 
gave me one, he forgot the other time he’d given me one, and Y kept 
them because it was pointless to correct the mistake—and besides, 3T 
cases make good weed plates. 

Y never listened to 4ram’s 3T 7or should Y say Q4ETollaGz, which 
is kind of fucked up, but Fust from talking to 4ram, it was hard to 
imagine that this slob would have anything coherent to say, let alone 
a lyrical feast that FustiBed the tape’s 0X tracks. Ue was bad enough in 
conversation, who the hell wanted to listen to his ben6oEed drawl over 
a beatj

4ram was a Vussian -ew, who would’ve smelled like vodka and 
herring if he were in Tostoyevsky novel. Yn (‘‘(, he smelled like weed 
and—somehow—fresh laundry. Ue sni8ed constantly from cocaine 
use and was either on an insomniac binge from the substance, or on 
lots of /anax to come down and get some sleep. Yt was either one or 
the other, and Y don’t think Y’d ever seen him sober.

Y think the fact that 4ram was so messy bothered me. Yf he spoke 
with any kind of clarity, or was able to focus and make eye contact 
with you when he spoke, and didn’t have Torito crumbs at the corners 
of his mouth, and if he was generally in better shape and more put 
together, Y would’ve found it easier to accept that for some reason, 
this guy was really good at what he did for a living—which was selling 
drugs. 
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Sonic and 4ram reconnected around the end of summer and were 
soon a part of each other’s lives, which then made 4ram a part of 
our lives—if only for a couple of months—but it was something to 
remember, and we didn’t appreciate it at all.

Ry the time Sonic fully came back to us as a comrade and houseE
mate, we’d all spent our summers separately, going through life exE
periences away from school—presumably maturing and becoming 
more prepared to make it on our own. Tom spent time down in 
Llorida working at a country club, perfecting the art of schmoo6ing 
with ballers and big timers—Bnance guys who had yachts bought and 
paid for by various pyramid schemes. 3heese spent the summer in 
New Ingland where his white mom had some kind of organics store 
connected to a farm. 4nd Y had spent the summer with Kita, long 
distance, with the keypad of my phone imprinted on the side of my 
face.

Sonic came back to us with a triangular grin, a nonchalant attitude 
about the world and its many avenues of Veni, Vidi, Vici. Physically, 
he was even bigger than before from living in the gym—and as we 
would later Bnd out, steroid cycles. “he world, for him, had become 
partEwrestling match, partEtransaction. 

Ue seemed to crawl out from under some boardwalk at Seaside 
Ueights, bearing meditations about strippers who didn’t like being 
called QhoesG, the beneBts of mixing pink liJuor with cocaine, and 
constant rea$rmations about his own body—not Fust the obvious 
bulking, but proud assurances that his erection had enough surface 
area for two strippers to do separate lines of blow.

Q“hey prefer to be called *pole Fockeys’,G Tom pointed out wryly, 
having dated his own share of dancers.

QAeah man, why’re you disrespecting the hoesjG Y added.
Q“here’s no need to demean them,G 3heese mumbled.
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QLuck outta here,G Sonic chortled gru8y, trying to save face. Rut 
moving forward, he toned it down a little. Ue had to remember after a 
summer with 4ram, that we weren’t 4ram—and a little recalibration 
was needed.

September brought its new start, with the end of summer vibes in 
the bree6e, and classes to be attended, and bills to be paid, but we still 
gathered at 3ooper Tining Uall on “uesdays for Soul Lood Night, 
to pack those Styrofoam takeaway boxes with ribs, mashed potatoes, 
corn, and steamed veggies, to sit in front of the “K stoned and enFoy 
the sense that we were now the kings of our own castle.

Sonic was also there sometimes, but we lived in diOerent rhythms. 
Ue was always home during the day and usually gone at night. Uis 
life was now moving in a 3ircadian rhythm that matched whenever 
4ram would wake up from being comatose to report for duty to drive 
4ram around the city to sell drugs. Yn other words, Sonic had become 
4ram’s chauOeur.

Sonic drove around New Rrunswick in his green Miata—an absurd 
contraption given Sonic’s expanding girth. 4ram, riding shotgun, did 
his own share of dragging the chassis down to the pavement. “he 
arrangement was that Sonic would drive, and act as 4ram’s muscle 
when necessary. 4ram did a lot of coke, and talked a lot of shit, so it 
was necessary. Plus, 4ram was forbidden from legally being behind the 
wheel of a car—for the rest of his life. Y’m not sure why, but Y can make 
a few safe bets.

“he arrangement worked out nicely between them, and together 
they made a lot of money. Sonic knocked out a few guys who owed 
4ram or were his wouldEbe competitors. Ue drove 4ram around with 
a consistency that let 4ram expand his business. Yn return, 4ram gave 
Sonic discounts on weight. Pounds of weed. Uuge green pillows that 
seemed to have been born from the tiny trunk of that Miata. Yt was 
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truly a strange turn of events. We found ourselves with more weed 
than we knew what to do with—except, of course, we knew exactly 
what to do with it. Make Money.

Sonic’s target customers were his exEbrothers at Telta Happa. “his 
was a wise move, because Brst, there were a lot of them. Second, they 
all imbibed, one way or another, and:or knew tons of people who did 
also. “hird, it served as a nice little QLuck you, look at me now. Aou’re 
buying from me bitch.G 

Sonic never said it out loud. Ue didn’t have to. “hat was the point. 
Y imagine that to Sonic, that was almost as good, if not better than the 
cash—the humility that was now being shown when he showed up 
with product better than anyone else’s, at prices that couldn’t be beat. 
4s far as the boys at Telta Happa knew, it was all coming from him. 
“hey could only wonder how this scrappy exEpledge had come to be 
their supplier. Rut in the end, it also didn’t matter, because in the drug 
game, it’s all about proBts. 

Sonic had the game on lock. “he rest of us Fust opened it up further, 
making the handEtoEhand sales of eighths and Juarters and sometimes 
ounces that Sonic didn’t want to deal with. Sonic only dealt in Juarter 
pounds and up. “hat meant he was getting at least a 5 per sale. Where 
the fuck was all this weed coming from thoughj Who was 4ram 
connected to and howj 

More inJuiring minds would’ve been cautious to have the facts 
before cooperating. Rut we were only too happy to have won the 
lottery.

4s for me, Y wasn’t doing as well as my friends. Y was trying to 
balance my life as an artist, a boyfriend, a soonEtoEbeEfather, and a 
fullEtime student. Y was preparing to meet 4lexander KieFos with a few 
canvases that Y went from absolutely believing in—to now wanting to 
throw in the trash. 
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Ivery now and then Y’d get a text on my Nokia, asking if Y had anyE
thing. Y always did, but it wasn’t enough to make a dent in my savings. 
4 couple of regulars from my art classes were my main clientele. Rut 
they were also the brokest bunch of goodEforEnothings Y’d ever met. 
“hese motherfuckers were always asking me to front them grams for 
crying out loud. 

Y understood exactly where they were coming from—but still, Y was 
Blled with disgust. Y now knew what I looked like. We were in the same 
sinking boat—complaining about the price of paint and wondering if 
it was worth dumpsterEdiving for canvases. 

4n eighth here, a Juarter there. Y averaged about PD‘‘ a week. Yt 
was nothing.

“hings ramped up after Sonic knocked 4ram out. “hat was around 
November. Y’d Fust found out that Kita was pregnant, and there was a 
lot more than Fust weed moving in and out of the house by then. So 
much so that we almost forgot about the misadventures of 4ram, the 
fat VussianE-ew who used to pass out on our ”oor. 

Rut he wouldn’t forget us. 
Y was looking for a way to get plugged in and tap into the magic 

that had made Sonic a thousandEaire, which wasn’t enough to sit on 
forever, but it was far more than Y could make at a partEtime Fob. 

QY Fust need D‘ 5’s,G Y kept telling myself. 
Why Y decided on that number Y’ll never even know.
Y’m 4sian. Y should’ve done the math.

QQQ
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4 few days after Kita and Y had dinner with my parentsR Y went and 
got myself a Fob. Yt was one of those ads you see every week in the 
classiBeds, as if stamped there foreverS 

“elemarketing.
Y got dressed in a suit and showed up early. qnce Y got there, Y 

reali6ed that Y was already making a big mistake. 
“he Fob interview was so easy, it was embarrassing. QTo you speak 

InglishjG was the Brst Juestion they asked me. 
QUave you ever used a phone beforejG 
“his was number two on their grandiose list of reJuirements.
Y soon came to Bnd out that most of the people in there were 

exEcons. “hey were almost all invariably high when they came to work. 
“hey came from Newark, Ili6abeth, and Yrvington. Y knew these guys, 
and by that, Y mean that Y was familiar with the way they spoke, the way 
they dressed. “he type that hung around in front of our dry cleaner, 
bottled water in hand, one knee up, leaned against the gra$tied wall 
of our store, looking as if all they were missing was a newspaper, that’s 
how casual they were in wasting their afternoons. 

4fter the rigorous interview, which included a literacy test to ensure 
that Y would be able to read the teleprompter, Y texted Kita and told 
her the good news. QY got the FobTG

Y added the exclamation mark there, sort of as a Foke, but Kita was 
proud of me anyway.

Y was outside the o$ce smoking a cigarette when one of the other 
guys Y’d been in the waiting room with walked up to me. 

Y looked up and saw a big Rlack guy with braids standing over me. 
Ue looked down at me with a smile to show he had come in peace. 

QAo, that was some bullshit,G he said to me in a baritone voice. Ue 
shook his braids and grinned. Ue looked to be about 9’?, ()‘ pounds. 
Y agreed.
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QAou get the FobjG he asked, following up earnestly. 
Y felt nervous, wondering what he wanted.
QAeah, Y got it. Start tomorrow.G
QWord,G he said and exhaled from his own cigarette. 4 Hool.
Y watched some pigeons pecking the ground a foot away from us 

and decided to head back to Couis Street. 
Q5ood luck,G Y said and started to leave.
QUold up, hold up,G the dude said, shifting his weight from foot to 

foot, looking bashful.
Y paused, wondering what this giant wanted from me.
QAEyEyEou pEpEplay video gamesjG he asked, with a noticeable stutE

ter. Y would later Bnd out his stutter came out whenever he got excited. 
Y doubt anyone made fun of his speech impediment though. Uis si6e 
and general thuggish demeanor ensured that most people pretended 
he spoke Fust Bne.

Y didn’t deny that Y played video games, but Y didn’t claim to be 
good either.

Qqh, by the way, my name is “re,G he said, and held out his hand. 
We slapped hands in the way of the streets, and his hand made mine 
feel like a baby’s.

“re looked side to side conspiratorially. QY need sEsEsome help,G he 
said Juietly.

QWhat’s upjG Y asked. 
“re shook his braids again and ducked down a little so no one could 

overhear our conversation. “hen, conBdentially he asked, QAou ever 
play Final Fantasyj”

QQQ
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Yt’s cra6y how fast things can change.
Ry the end of (‘‘(, our house on Couis Street was like a call center, 

each of us with our cellphones 7or booster phonesz chirping with 
secret codes for materials and weights desired, times to meet, etcetera. 

3ustomers would come over, play video games, and whenever they 
felt like making the move, ask for the thing they came for—mostly 
weed. Rut we had mushrooms on occasion, and Icstasy on weekends. 
We had a whole pharmacy of pills, too—4dderall was the most popuE
lar, but we had /anax and Kalium, too. We even had regular amounts 
of cocaine, courtesy of my new connect, the video game freak with the 
braids named “re.

QYf Y can Fust get this 4lexander KieFo guy to cosign me, Y Fust might 
be able to sell some paintings,G Y tell my boys late one night, coked up 
out of my head.

QUow much does a painting usually go forjG Tom asks between 
sni8es, not being funny, Fust totally ignorant. 4s Y was.

QShit, Y don’t know. Maybe if Y can get on Sotheby’s, like a millionjG 
Y guess.

QWow, this coke is really something,G 3heese chirps, brushing his 
teeth with a powdered Bnger. Q4ram was a fucking scumbag, but 
you’ve got to hand it to him. Ue had the good shit.G

Q“his is the last of it,G Sonic frowns. Q3onsider that connect gone.G
QWhere can we get more of this stuOjG 3heese asks, itching for 

more.
Q“ry this next bag,G Y say, reaching into my pocket. Q“his one’s 

mine.G
“hey all start laughing but then stop when Y produce a gram of 

rock. Yf we were a band, Y’d been playing glockenspiel until now. “his is 
the moment Y pick up the electric guitar and suddenly show everyone 
Y’m Uendrix.
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Y pop the plastic baggie open and let the rock clink on the plateEglass 
mirror, music to a cokehead’s ears—an invitation for all.

3heese begins cutting it up right away, with Tom not far behind 
him eagerly rolling up a dollar bill. Sonic sits still, eyeing me with 
appraisal, but with the blow in my system, Y’m a statue. Y look right 
back at him. Cet’s do business, my eyes say. Y’m as hungry as you are.

Q3oke is coke,G Sonic grunts, assuming the coke is mid. Ue has a 
glint in his eye, but he knows he knocked his former connect out cold. 
Q“he frat boys will still buy it.G

Y take this as a yes, happy to see that Sonic is wondering where Y got 
it from. Y’m not trying to compete with him thoughR Y’m Fust trying 
to make a faster buck. Y’m tired of being broke. Plus, Y’ve got a kid to 
feedT

7“his is all said in my head in rhymes that don’t rhyme, but Y’m 
channeling Riggie Smalls here.z

“he boys take turns doing lines. “he conversation bubbles up 
again—cokedEout chitterEchatter, and “re’s coke is praised like a little 
girl at a beauty pageant. “hey’re gushing over the Juality, but that 
could Fust be the coke talking.

Still, Sonic is our main supplier, and this must be acknowledged 
through some level of assEkissing. “he conversation turns back to him, 
which is to his liking.

QYt’s good to have you back, Sonic,G Tom tells the big lug and 
shakes him like a puppy. Sonic smiles sheepishly, knowing exactly what 
Tom means. QY was worried you were becoming 4ram’s little bitch.G

We all laugh, thinking back on how Sonic was at 4ram’s beck and 
call. 

Sonic hawks a spitball of phlegm. QLuck that, Y ain’t nobody’s 
bitch.G



HY UA1N P4VHD)?

Sonic starts saying something about some kid named Nick from 
New Aork, but no one’s even listening. 4t the mention of 4ram, we 
begin reminiscing over 4ram as if he was a friend. Ue was like an odd 
character who drifted into our sitcom, and then was written out after 
a few episodes, and nothing more. 

QY’ll miss the way we used to step over his body and eat our breakfast 
as if he wasn’t even there,G Y say nostalgically.

QVemember how he kept using our cupboards and mattresses as his 
personal hideyEholesjG Tom says with a laugh.

QTo you know how many times Y found drugs hidden in my Cucky 
3harmsjG 3heese exclaims.

QSo, what happened with you guysjG Tom asks Sonic. 
Sonic gets Juiet and grins evilly. 
QUe got too comfortable, dawg,G Sonic says, cracking his knuckles. 

QStarted talking to me the wrong way.G
Q3ome on, seriously,G Tom insists. QNo bullshitting. What hapE

penedj Aou didn’t Fust knock him out for no reason.G
Sonic won’t say. Maybe it was an 4sian Foke gone wrong, or some 

remark about his unknown parentage. Sonic didn’t Qshine shoes anyE
more,G as the line from Goodfellas goes. Maybe it was calculated. Y 
wouldn’t put anything past Sonic anymore.

4ram’s knockEout was discussed in the neighborhood for about a 
week, but it solidiBed Sonic as that dude on Couis that you don’t fuck 
with. 4nd it only got worse from there, either because of the ego or 
the reputation—but fuck it, call it karma. Rad vibes started creeping 
in. Mysterious phone calls. 3ars parked out front that drove oO in a 
way that didn’t feel reassuring.

“here was a lot of stuO we didn’t really know. 
Yt was already weird enough that the guys who lived nextEdoor 

thought 4ram lived at our house, when we thought he lived at theirs.
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Y knew 4ram wasn’t a nuisance that would simply vanish. Ue was 
sloppy and he was dumb, but he had connections, and people with 
plugs like that, plus a total lack of any kind of schedule, are bound to 
pop up again in one way or another. “hey don’t disappearR they wait 
in motel rooms with savage nomads and come outside when it’s time 
to pay the rent.

QWhat am Y going to dojG Y ask Sonic. 
Kita is pregnant, Y tell him. Y need to make money fast. My plan is 

to get PD‘,‘‘‘ and then get out, Fust enough to have a pillow. Y’ve seen 
Sonic make that much in two weeks. Y Fust need a month or two and 
then get out with my nose clean. 

We’re driving on the 5arden State Parkway in Sonic’s Miata. 
Ue takes out an orange plastic vial. 
3ancerous streetlights pulse like brainEscans over hushed baseball 

Belds.
Y had gotten Sonic to Foin me on a tempEFob, going door to door 

canvasing houses for vinyl siding. Walking around in the winter air was 
brutal. Now the season’s over. Y made about P9‘‘, which isn’t bad. 
Rut also, ain’t shit.

Yt had paid us both PD‘ an hour. 3ommission if we were able to 
schedule a visit from one of the salesmen, which we never did. 

4ccording to Sonic, no one wants vinylEsiding. Iveryone Fust wants 
drugs.

QYf the LT4 approves, then so do Y,G Sonic says on our way back to 
Vutgers. QY ain’t trying to get busted over a pound of weed.G

We cruise towards the exit for New Rrunswick, a Beld of dead grass 
surrounded by concrete and metal bridges, fro6en weeds growing at 
the foot of metal signs with the impossible 1E“urns that only New 
-ersey has.
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Q4ll Y have to do is make a phone call to Master 3hief,G Sonic says, 
mentioning one of the guys who plays at our /ERox tournaments. 
QUe’s got a crooked doctor who writes him fake scripts for qxy3onE
tin. Y’m Fust letting you know because you’re my boy.G

“he blunt burns down to a roach.
QAou want any more of thisjG
Y take the roach and manage to milk out a few more puOs. We open 

the windows and light cigarettes.
QWe’re becoming part of the cancer,G Y say sadly.
QNah dawg. “his is the cure,G Sonic retorts. 
We’re stoned, drifting through winter twilight on the Parkway. 
QYt’s almost 3hristmas,G Sonic says out of nowhere.
QAeah,G Y murmur. Kita is only going to get more pregnant, not less. 

Yt feels like Y’m trading my future for cold calls, like selling pieces of my 
dream to settle a tab. 

4t least it pays hourly.
Y didn’t last too long in the telemarketing game. Ry the end of (‘‘(, 

Y’d had as much as Y could take. 
Y soon Bnd out why it’s always in the classiBeds. “here’s always an 

opening, because unless you want your soul to die right there in the 
cubicle, midEsentence in front of the teleprompter, you gotta get the 
fuck out of there.

Y’m autoEdialing and raising money for the Liremen’s Lreedom 
Loundation, a charity for !:DD which Y Bnd out later doesn’t even exist. 
“he calls roll from one to the next. Some people Fust wait for you to 
Bnish talking out of some sense of decency. “hey don’t know that all 
Y hear is the click—then the next call. 

qld folks always have time to listen and talk. qn my last day, Y get 
an old man who asks me please not to hang up on him, Fust because 
he’s so damned lonely. Y listen to him talk about his dead wife and his 
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noEgood son who never calls him. Ue talks for over an hour, and Y Fust 
listen. 

Y wonder what ever happened to him. Y wonder if he’s dead now. 
Leel like Y should’ve gone to his funeral, Fust in case no one else 

would.



Chapter Fifteen

Everything You 
Used to Want 
Was Wrong

T he gynecologist’s odce is still recoawter mith the aefnwnts oC 
.haistfwsp Theae’s w blwstic taee thwt they’ll baovwvly gi-e wnk

othea mee,x veCoae vouing Vb wnr tawnsitioning into w Dwlentine’s —wy 
thefep 

The wtfosbheae sfells the mwy wll roctoas’ odces sfellSsteailex 
neVtawlx slightly fenwcingp 

Icents wae no goor Coa vwviesx Ditw wnr W lewanSwlong mith w list oC 
othea seefingly noafwl things mhich wae nom oPklifitsp Me’ae taying 
to lewan thef wllp 

zictVaes oC eubecting coVbles wae hVng wnr Cawfer in the mwiting 
aoofp Hen wnr mofen oC riPeaent ethnic vwc,gaoVnrsx mho wbbwak
ently shob wt the swfe rebwatfent stoaesx loo, Cwa Caof Vnbaebwaer oa 
stVnner ws they gwEe romn wt the eubecting fothea’s vVlgex sfiling wt 
the vwvy to vep 
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qll soats oC fof fwgwEines mith baegnwnt forels awnging Caof Cwk
foVs to aelwtwvle wae Cwnner oVt on the coPee twvle wlong mith fericwl 
vaochVaesp These wae inteasbeaser mith CVanitVae cwtwlogs CewtVaing the 
lwtest in staollea technology wnr blVsh caivs mhich cwaay baice twgs thwt 
liteawlly fw,e fy foVth raobp 

Ditw lwys on hea vwc, ws the roctoa sbaewrs gel on hea velly wnr 
bao“ects Ditw’s VteaVs onto w scaeenp qbbewaing on the fonitoa is w 
riswbbointingly gawiny wnr lomkaesolVtion vlwc,kwnrkmhite ifwgep 

Things wae eublwiner in blwin Jnglishx vVt wll W see is negwti-e sbwcex w 
!Vic,sil-ea !Vwlity to mhwt’s re”niti-ely theae ws tissVe wnr then rwa,k
ness mheae oVa vwvy is (owting li,e w gawnVle oC rVst in the cosfosp 

).ongawtVlwtionsG… the roctoa ?mhose nwfe W CoagetK swys mith w 
mwaf sfilep )Me hw-e w hewatvewtG…

)1h fy YorG… Ditw euclwifsx wnr to fy sVabaisex is cayingp 
W loo, on ws the roctoa wnr Ditwx voth Cefwlex shwae this fofent 

mhich W ,nom W shoVlr wlso ve w bwat oCx vVt sofehomx wf notp 
q hewatvewtp Thwt fewns it’s wli-ep
Thwt’s goorp
1C coVasex thwt’s6thwt’s mhwt me mwntp
W stwnr wt mhwt Ceels li,e the ristwnce oC wnothea aoof wnr monrea 

iC the vwvy senses the -wstness waoVnr itx iC it cwn Ceel its fotheax oa 
e-en ,noms thwt it’s wli-ep

Ditw gaibs fy hwnr tightly ws W vlwn, oVtp Me’ae gVirer vy the 
roctoa thaoVgh lwvels wnr eubectwtionsx ws mell ws aewssVawnces thwt 
e-eaything is noafwlx vVt W cwn’t see oa e-en hewap W only cwtch the Cwct 
thwt it’s ”-e fillifeteas longp 

W fwintwin w Coacer wia oC enthVsiwsf wnr cwaep Ditw is aelie-er thwt 
the vwvy is o,wyp Ihe’s moaaier wvoVt hea bwst ws w chaonic sfo,eap 

)—o yoV hw-e w genrea baeCeaence0… Ditw ws,s ws W rai-e Vs vwc, to 
cwfbVsp W feet hea rwa, eubectwnt eyes wnr sVrrenly thin, oC w aight 
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wnsmeax instewr oC mhwt W wctVwlly mwntp —o W cwae0 W gVess W rop OVt 
hom moVlr W e-en ,nom mhwt to choose0

)Yialx W gVessx… W swyx choosing the chilr thwt W thin, moVlr fw,e 
Ditw hwbbieap )Thwt mwy she cwn loo, li,e yoVp…

)Bewlly0 W mwnt w voyp W mwnt to raess hif Vb li,e w little gentlefwnp 
W thin, he’ll ve so cVtex… Ditw swysx vewfingp

W escoat Ditw to the Caont rooa oC the sVite mheae she li-es mith 2ynn 
wnr tmo othea gialsp 

)W lo-e yoVx… W tell heap 
Ihe bVts hea wafs waoVnr fy nec, wnr ,isses fex one hwnr holring 

the en-elobe mith the VltawsoVnr ifwges insirep 
W tay to lew-ex vVt she roesn’t mwnt fe top ).ofe inx… she swysp )Mhy 

wae yoV wlmwys in sVch w aVsh0 W Ceel li,e W vwaely see yoV wnyfoaep…
F)W’-e got this bwinting thwt W’f taying to ”nishx… W stwffeax ,nomk

ing W shoVlr ve heae Coa hea in this fofentp Mhwte-ea thwt fewnsp 
Iitting waoVnr wnr loo,ing wt the vlVaay rot togetheap Twl,ing wvoVt 
vwvy nwfesp Thin,ing wvoVt vwvy clothes in oVa finrsp 

To ve honestx W hw-e foney to fw,e wnr raVgs to sellp W hw-e 
raVgs to rop W hwte fyselCSW mwnt thwt to ve clewa aight nomp OVt W’f 
”enring li,e w fotheaCVc,eap W neer to get oVt oC heaep

)1hx aightx… Ditw swysx not hiring hea riswbbointfentp )The wat 
shomp Wt’s only w fonth wmwyx aight0… 

W ,nom mhwt she’s thin,ing3 1nce he gets this oVt oC the mwyx no 
foae ristawctionsp 1ne foae fonthp 

Ihe cwn mwitp Ihe’ll ve theaep
W hw-en’t e-en veen bwintingp qnr it’s still the fost ifboatwnt thing 

in fy liCep
.wll fe wn ouyfoaonp .wll fe wn 1uy.ontin wrrictp
Ditw tells fe to teut hea lwteap 
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W go vwc, to the bwa,ing lot wnr get in hea .elicwx mhich she hws 
vwsicwlly gi-en to fe since W’-e veen going vwc, wnr Coath Caof fy 
hoVse to hea sVite e-eay rwyp qs soon ws W get in the cwax W tw,e oVt w 
little vwggie ”ller mith w caVsher 7* fgp billx rVc, fy hewr Vnrea the 
steeaing mheelx aefo-e w aollerkVb rollwa vill Caof fy boc,etx wnr tw,e 
w hitp

Yes…
WC yoV e-ea mwnt to ,nom mhwt 1uy Ceels li,eSwnr W ron’t sVggest 

yoV thin, wvoVt it fVchx oa e-en tay it to ”nr oVt the mwy W rirSthwt’s 
mhwt it Ceels li,e in one moar3

:esp
W tw,e fy hit wnr nom thwt W Ceel cwlf wnr swtiwterx wlfost cwll Ditw 

wnr tell hea thwt W’-e cwnceler fy blwnsp W’f w-wilwvlep 2et’s loo, wt the 
vwvyp

OVt W ron’t ro thwtp
W “Vst ws, hea mhwt she’s roing ws W bVll oVt oC the bwa,ing lotp Wt’s 

veen ”Cteen finVtes since me bwaterx wnr she tells fe thwt she’s in verx 
loo,ing wt oVa vwvySthe vlib thwt aebaesents oVa CVtVaep q mhite rot 
the siEe oC w billp

XXX

W tw,e the zwa,mwy to Juit 97Ax wnr bVll onto the euit Coa Hwin Itaeetx 
Jwst 1awngex Oaic, .hVach Itwtionp UwnVway’s shoat rwylight wlaewry 
hws the w-enVe lit wgwinst sVnsetp The yellom glom oC chic,en shwc,sx 
the neon minroms oC li!Voa stoaesx wnr the taobicwl gaeen Caof w 
Nwitiwn fwa,et let fe ,nom mheae W wfp 

W bwss vy oVa raykclewnea neut to the -wcwnt lotx vVt ron’t stob in to 
see fy bwaentsp W ifwgine they’ae in theae ws VsVwlSfy rwr moa,ing 
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o-ea the stewf baessx fy fof wt the seming fwchinep q blwce they’ll 
ne-ea get oVt oC Vntil they’ae too olr to ro wnything elsep

Hy vaothea mill CVl”ll the  oaewn raewf wnr vecofe w vigktife 
lwmyeap Ne’ll fw,e enoVgh foney to get thef oVt oC the stoae so 
they cwn sbenr the aest oC theia li-es blwying golC wnr vawgging to theia 
Caienrs wvoVt mhwt w hotshot he isp

qnr wvoVt fex they’ll ,eeb silentp They’ll fw,e noises in theia 
thaowts wnr aefinr mhoe-ea’s neut thwt it’s theia tVan to hit the vwllp 

W stob wt w aer light in Caont oC theia stoaep The minrom’s litx vVt 
they’ae sofemheae in the vwc,p Ro one bic,s Vb clothes oa raobs oP 
wt this hoVax so they’ae baovwvly “Vst roing theia vest to get e-eaything 
oVt on tifep Hy rwr mill Vse his bole to ”sh oVt w gVy’s clothes Caof 
the hVge awc,s oC blwstickmawbber gwafentsx the  oaewn qH nems 
stwtion cawc,ling in the vwc,gaoVnrp q smeetx cheficwl sfell oC stwachp 
The hVf oC fy fof’s seming fwchine in the coaneaSaVstyx taVstyx 
wnr olrp 

The light tVans gaeenx wnr W tell Tae W’f wlfost wt his hoVsex on 
Bosefont Itaeetx w Cem vloc,s wmwyp

F)Iming thaoVghx fy niggwx… Tae’s vwaitone voofs wnr me hwng Vbp 
$i-e finVtes lwteax W get oVt oC the cwax bwa,ing it in his rai-emwy so 

Ditw’s .elicw roesn’t get “wc,erp The neighvoahoor is CVll oC rVbleuesx 
mith one heae wnr theae vwaely stwnring ws the -ictif oC wasonp $iae 
CawVrx oa sofethingp Hwyve w cawc,hewr vVaner it romn mith theia 
bibep Mho ,noms0

W hewr into the vwsefent oC Tae’s fothea’s hoVsep q !Vic, little 
hwllmwy bwst w lwVnray fwchine wnr w fw,eshiCt ,itchenp W swy mhwt’s 
Vb to Tae’s hwlCkvaotheax Hontaelx mho isx W thin,x o-ea 8* yewas olr 
wnr cogniti-ely cofbaofiserx vVt coo,s Vb the vest chic,en W’-e e-ea 
hwr in fy liCep

)Mhwt’s yoVa secaet0… W ws,er hif wCtea he oPeaer fe w biecep
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Hontael gainner wt fex his lwEy eye con-eniently bointer wt the cwn 
oC qccent in his hwnrp 

Tae tolr fe lwtea thwt Hontael )CVc,s mith qsiwnsx… mhich mws to 
swy thwt he li,er fex fwyve vecwVse he wlso li,er ,VngkCV fo-iesp The 
aest oC this logic mws not eublwinerx eucebt thwt Tae wrrer thwt Hontael 
roesn’t shwae his chic,en mith wnyvoryp

Tae is in his aoofx mhich is ,inr oC w vwaevones s!Vwae mith conk
caete (ooas wnr mwllsp The only recoawtion in the aoof is w bostea 
oC Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles II: The Secret of the Ooze (1991) 
mith the CoVa tVatles loo,ing romn wt w vao,en cwnistea lew,ing gaeen 
goop The ”ast tife W cwfe o-ea to Tae’s hoVse wnr sbotter this orr 
recoawtion in mhwt mws otheamise w vwaaen veraoofx W lwVgher oVt 
loVr wnr ws,er Tae mhwt the rewl mwsp W thoVght theae mws sofe hirren 
fewning thwt fy lwc, oC Olwc,ness oa gwng wdliwtion bae-enter fe 
Caof Vnreastwnringp

):oV ron’t CVc, mith The Oozex niggw0 Thwt fo-ie hwar ws CVc,x… 
Tae wnsmeaer mith cofblete sinceaityp 

Thwt mws wll theae mws to itp
Wn wnothea moalrx in wnothea voryx Tae moVlr’-e veen w totwl nearp 

Ne lo-er -ireo gwfes foae thwn wnythingp Ne hwr fVltible consolesx 
vVt zlwyItwtion WW mws his Cw-oaitep Ne sbent fost wCteanoons wnr 
e-enings on the erge oC his verx gwfe contaollea in hwnrx mith his 
Caienrs sewter on blwstickcawtes Coa chwiasp 

Wt too, w coVble in-itwtions veCoae W ”nwlly wgaeer to rai-e Tae hofe 
wCtea moa, wnr hwng oVtp Nis baofise oC meer wnr Nennessy mws 
enoVgh to gi-e fe w aewsonx vVt W aewlly mwnter to see iC he mws seaioVs 
wvoVt the Final Fantasy thingp 

Ne mwsp
Tae’s Caienrsx gwngvwngeas Caof the neighvoahoorx meae Madden 

gVys fostlyp This mws 5**5x wnr iC Tae’s wssociwtes ,nem thwt he mws 
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gee,ing oVt o-ea wn BzY mith fwgicwl baincesses wnr sofe meiar 
elefent cwller )Hwteaiw…x it coVlr hw-e seaioVs conse!Vencesp 

Mhen W got theaex he mws wlfost wt the enr oC the gwfe vVt stVc, on 
se-eawl sire !Vests veCoae the ”nwl vwttle mith the stoay’s wachknefesis 
Iebhiaothp 

W ,nem the gwfe wnr its secaetsx hw-ing ovsesser o-ea it fyselC 
rVaing high schoolp W gVirer Tae thaoVghx wnr o-ea the coVase oC fwny 
shwaer vlVntsx vottles oC Nennessyx the occwsionwl rVet o-ea wn ql 
Yaeen songx me got to ve Caienrsp W e-en tolr hif wvoVt the sitVwtion 
wt ää 2oVis Itaeetx wnr he oPeaer to get fe wnything W neererSCaof 
w stolen qVri to w sVvfwchine gVnp 

).VE yoV fy niggax… Tae swir mith wn efbhwsis fewnt to shom 
wPectionp 

W ment thaoVgh w lwVnray list oC things he coVlr bossivly getx wnr 
the only thing he wrfitter to not veing wvle to get mws fethx wnr the 
one thing he mws hesitant to get mws heaoinp )Hy Vncle w robe ”enr to 
this dayx… Tae wrfitterp )TaVst fex yoV ron’t mwnt thwtp…

)Nom wvoVt co,e0… W ws,erx “Vst Coa CVnx since me meae sbinning the 
mheelsp

).o,e win’t nothingx… Tae swirp )WC me twl,ing meightx yoV gottw 
mwitp OVt iC it’s less thwn wn oVncex W coVlr get thwt shit Coa yoV right 
now.…

The cognwc hwr Vs voth twl,ing aec,lessx so W rirn’t thin, fVch 
oC itp OVt mhen W ws,er hif wgwinx soveax he “Vst ws,er fe mhen wnr 
mheaep Ne rirn’t seef to thin, fVch oC itp

W entea the aoof wnr his fwn 2il .x mho W’-e wlaewry fet se-eawl 
tifesx is blwying Grand Theft Auto III in CVll concentawtion forep

)Mhwt’s Vbx .0… W swyx gi-ing w !Vic, hwnrkslwb to Tae’s Caienrx mho 
tw,es his hwnr oP the contaollea “Vst long enoVgh to melcofe fep 2il . 
?mho’s aewl nwfe W ron’t ,nom wnr ne-ea ws,K loo,s li,e w fini -easion 
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oC Inoob —oggx his long Cwce soat oC bVbbykli,e mith his vawirs bVller 
tightp 2i,e Taex he’s mewaing wn ;;2 mhite tee shiat wnr rwa,kvlVe 
.hVc, Twyloa’sp Ooth oC thefx W ”nr oVt e-entVwllyx velong to w locwl 
set oC .aibsp

)qy yox —wnnyp W “Vst got this shitx fy niggwp :oV sekseen this shit 
yet0… Tae stVtteas wnr hoots euciterlyp ):oG TVan leCtx niggwG Riggw 
tVanx tVanG… 

2il . is nw-igwting the staeets wnr escwbing the siaens mwiling vehinr 
hifp

):oG W’f tayingx sonG W neer w vettea cwaG W cwn’t tVan in the fothk
eaCVc,ing qstaoG…

)Mellx mho tolr yoV to stewl thwt biece oC shit aire0 qy yox —wnnyG 
This niggw going on fissionx wnr he tw,es w fotheaCVc,ing fini-wnG…

The tmo oC thef wae CVlly engwger in the -ireo gwfesx wnr it’s not 
thwt fVch riPeaent Caof the wction oC 2oVis Itaeetx eucebt thwt Tae 
hws w swmerkoP shotgVn wnr bistols tVc,er Vnrea his verp

Me mwtch ws 2il . fw,es his chwawctea “Vfb oVt oC the fini-wn to 
”nwlly Cwce the incofing s!Vwr oC cob cwasp Ne vawnrishes wn wVtok
fwtic ai(ep 

)Iq: NJ221 T1 H: 2WTT2J $BWJR—G…
Tmo bolice cwas eublore wnr the cobs mho cofe oVt get airrler 

mith vVlletsp Hoae hw-oc ensVes Vntil ”nwlly his chwawctea is blomer 
o-ea wnr ,iller vy w s!Vwr cwa mhich then cawshes into wnothea cwa 
mhich then eublores ws the scene vegins to Cwre into w contaol fenVp

)Thwt’s hom yoV go oVt fy niggwG… Tone shoVts wnr snwtches the 
contaollea Caof 2il .p )Rom gi-e fe this shitx fy niggwp 2et fe shom 
y’wll hom this shit gets roneG…

):o Taex W cwn’t stwy longp W got clwssx… W tell hifp
Tae norsp
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):oV gi-ing thwt shit vwc, to fe in w finVtep —on’t ve awising fy 
stwasx niggwx… Tae tells 2il . wnr lew-es the aoofp

)Riggwx mhwt yoV swy0… 2il . fVfvles to hifselC bVdng on the 
aowchp ):o —wnnyx chec, this oVtp qll mewbonsx CVllkwafoax wnr fy 
mee,enr airex hofiep…

q twn, fwteaiwliEes in the wia wnr raobs to the gaoVnr mith w little 
voVncep

2il . vlwsts oP the cwnnon wt wny cobs on the staeet hoaiEonp Wt 
mon’t ve long veCoae the $ers cofep

)Mhwt yoV’-e veen Vb tox .0… W ws,x “Vst to fw,e con-easwtion 
so W’f not mwtching hif blwy in silencep . is wn wPwvle chwawcteap q 
sfooth cwar mith the lwriesx wccoaring to Taep This VsVwlly bao-ires 
blenty oC stoaies ewch tife W feet hifp

)The fwn bic,er fe Vb o-ea the mee,enrx… 2il . swys in his 
soCtksbo,en refewnoap )They hwr fe CVc,erx fwnp W coVlrn’t mwit to 
get oVt thwt vitchp…

)Mhwt0 :oV meae in “wil0… W ws,x stVnnerp
2il . baoceers to eublwin thwt he’r gotten bic,er Vb Coa not fw,ing 

his wlifonyp Ne mws only 59 yewas olr wnr he hwr thaee ,irsp
Tae aetVans to the aoofp Wn his hwnrx he hws w vaomn bwbea swc, mith 

euwctly one oVnce oC cocwine insirep Wt’s w aoc, the siEe oC w vwsevwll 
thwt W’ll tw,e vwc, to 2oVis Itaeet wnr cVt Vb to ristaivVte to fy voysp 
q thoVswnr rollwas in fy boc,et once it’s wll swir wnr ronep 

W hwnr Tae his bwyfent oC P99**p W hw-e no irew mhwt Tae’s cVt isx 
vVt W ,nom he’ll baovwvly sbenr it on foae -ireo gwfesp

):ox Taep This gVy swys he mws waaester Coa not bwying wlifonyp…
Tae shw,es his hewr wnr fw,es w Cwcep )Ihietx fy niggwp Nif wnr 

e-eay othea niggw 
 W ,nomp Thwt’s hom they get yoVp They bic, yoV Vbx aVn yoVa ”lex wnr 
see iC they cwn’t thaom in yoV in the benp…
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)Thwt’s CVc,er Vbx… W aeblyp
Tae wnr 2il . seef VnCwEerx w Cwct oC liCe wccebter vy thef wnr 

e-eayone else they ,nomp
W lew-e the hoVse mith baofises to hwng oVt neut tifex vVt theae 

mon’t ve w neut tifep 
Tae mill get shot w coVble mee,s lwtea mhile taying to baotect his 

gialCaienr Caof w stwl,eap
W mon’t e-en ,nom wvoVt it Vntil fonths lwteap Ne “Vst mon’t bic, 

Vb his bhonep

XXX

W’f thin,ing wvoVt W Jq wnr vwvy caivs mhen W see Vltawkvaight hewrk
lights Colloming fe oP fy euitp W’f on BoVte 9Qx not Cwa Caof cwfbVsp 
q vlwc, 2euVs aires on fy aewax bVshing Vb vehinr fe Coa no goor 
aewson wt wllp W smitch to the aight lwne so they cwn go whewr wnr bwss 
fep The vlwc, 2euVs Collomsx ,eebing its highkvewfs stewry on fy 
aewa-iemx taying to vlinr fep 

W smitch vwc, to the firrle lwnep The vlwc, 2euVs smitches lwnes 
vehinr fep W shiCt romn to the sbeer lifit wnr mwtch it slom romnp 
Wt sloms romn mith fex wnr aires wt the swfe sbeer so thwt me’ae nec, 
wnr nec,p The cwas vehinr Vs ws veebing CVaioVslyp

What the fuck is this guy doing?
W sbeer Vb wnr tw,e oP Coa the euit into the thewtea ristaict romnk

tomnp Ihw,enx W rai-e waoVnr the fetao stwtion tw,ing w Cem maong 
tVans to thaom oP the twilp W Ceel li,e W’f losing fy finrp 

Was that car even real? Am I losing my mind?

XXX
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Wt’s $evaVway 9stp Ionic’s viathrwyp Ne’s thaoming w shinrigx wnr W’f 
sVbboser to helb mith bwaty sVbbliesp

W cwll Taex vVt theae’s no wnsmeap HVltible teutsp Rothingp
W e-en rai-e Vb to the Caont oC his hoVsex vVt W ron’t hw-e the 

coVawge to aing the vellp Nis fof oa stebrwr moVlr wnsmeax wnr W’-e 
ne-ea veen intaorVcerp

W lingea in Ditw’s .elicwx vVt sofe rVres wt the enr oC the vloc, stwae 
mith w hostility thwt fw,es it clewa W’f eithea going to rai-e oP nom oa 
mwl, fy wss to the vVs stobSmithoVt Ditw’s cwap

W sbeer vwc, to BVtgeasx moaaier wnr conCVserp
Wt’s eight o’cloc,x wnr the baegwfe is onp
1n the ”ast (ooax the eneagy is bwlbwvlep Jfinef wnr A* .ent wae 

going vwc, wnr Coath on ‘Till I Collapse. The ,egs hw-e waai-erx ws hws 
the ice lVge Coa shots oC URgeafeisteax wll set Vb in the vwsefentp W sniP 
sofe foae 1uy veCoae W entea the hoVsep Rot vecwVse W cwn’t ro it 
insirex vVt it’s vecofing w gaoming vewst insire fex sofething W hw-e 
to ro veCoae W vwsicwlly ro anything.

W sit in the rai-emwy Coa w fofent wnr hewa -oices cwlling to ewch 
othea mith feaaifent wnr lwVghteap Oeea bong hwbbens on wny gi-en 
rwy oC the mee,x vVt on nights li,e these mhen voth (ooas cofvine 
to thaom w bwatyx the mhole hoVse Coafs li,e Doltaon to vecofe one 
giwnt fwchine oC revwVcheayp The scent oC cologne is ofnibaesentS the 
soVnr oC toilets (Vshing li,e w choaVs in oVa rain,ing songp 

W’-e wlaewry tolr Ditw thwt W mws going to sleeb wt hea blwce tonightp 
W’-e veen HpWpqp wccoaring to heap Rot goorx consireaing thwt she’s 
nom in hea tenth mee,p 

What the fuck am I doing? I need help.
Wt’s Ionic’s viathrwyx W tell hea lwfelyp W’f “Vst going to helb hif 

vlom oVt sofe cwnrles wnr rib oVt ewalyp
When did it become so easy for me to lie to her?
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1n the seconr (ooa w hwlCkhewater wttefbt to clewn Vb the hoVse 
fw,es ifferiwte sVaCwce sbwce w-wilwvle Coa setting romn rain,sp Dink
niex the hwlC Yeafwn Ihebhear wnr zitvVll fiu mho velongs to no onex 
gaeets fe wt the rooa vy bawcticwlly ,noc,ing fe o-eap Ne lic,s fy Cwce 
wnr tawils wCtea fep 

—of wnr .heese wae shooting w gwfe oC bool in the li-ing aoofp 
Bich Ooy .haisx one oC the —eltw  wbbw voys Caof romnstwiasx is 
mwl,ing waoVnr loo,ing li,e w fVscVlwa cawvp Ne’s w goorkloo,ing ,irx 
-eay mellkvaer W gVess yoV coVlr swyp W’-e ne-ea rescaiver wnyone thwt 
W’-e e-ea ,nomn ws )mellkvaer…x vVt Coa .hais it “Vst ”tsp Iofething 
wvoVt his vlVekgawy eyes wnr shoat vlonre hwia fw,es hif loo, li,e w 
voan mhitekcollwa caifinwlx vVt thwt’s only vecwVse W ,nom hifp Ne’s 
veen roing cycles oC steaoirs mith Ionic aecentlyx wnr it’s veen fw,ing 
thef voth incaewsingly ovtVse wnr ridcVlt to ”t thaoVgh rooasp 

W cwtch the cVe vwll ws it (ies oP the twvle wnr gi-e w fw,ekvelie-e toss 
veCoae hwnring it vwc, to —ofp )Nom’s it0… he ws,s fe mith w gainp 

W ,nom mhwt he mwntsp )Mheae’s the co,e0… vVt he “Vst mwits Coa fe 
to settle inp

W w-oir wny riaect !Vestions wnr hewr stawight to fy aoofp Hy voys 
wae going to ve the ”ast ones to ”nr oVt thwt theae’s no co,e tonightx 
oa wt lewst not ws fVch ws they’r hoberp W still hw-e w Cem vwgs leCto-ea 
Caof the bic,kVb w coVble mee,s wgop 

W’ll gi-e those to .haisx mho W ,nom mill ve milling to bwy P5** 
w gawfx the cawEy CVc,p W’ll gi-e one to Ionic since it’s his viathrwyp 
J-eayone else is going to ve bisserp 

W shVt the rooa wnr vaew, romn fy lwst 7* fgp bill Vnrea w rollwa 
villx cVt tmo lines oC 1uy.ontin mith fy BVtgeas Wp—p cwar wnr sniP 
the bomrea mith the swfe rollwap Tonight is the lwst night oC getting 
highx wnr then it’s w nem liCex W swy to fyselCp 

Hwyve Tae isn’t bic,ing Vb vecwVse he ,noms thwt W neer to CocVsp
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How would he know that? I’d never even mentioned that Vita was 
pregnant.

Begwarlessx W tell fyselC mhwte-ea moa,s in the fofentp W’f going 
to stwat 5**8 clewnx W tell fyselCp Yoing colr tVa,eyp Yoing to ve the 
vest rwr in the moalrp 

W’-e wlaewry CVc,er Vb thwt Rem :ewa’s BesolVtionp OVt theae’s still 
.hinese Rem :ewa’s aight waoVnr the coaneaG

These novle thoVghts felt into mwaf goo ws W sVvfeage fyselC 
into w sew oC tawn!Vilityp 

q vewVtiCVl vwvy to cofep 
W’f going to ve w rwrp :oVng wnr Vnbaebwaer fwyvex vVt in lo-e 

wnr hwbbyp 
How hard can it be?
W’ll baobose to Ditw veCoae the vwvy is voanp W’ll fw,e fillions oC 

rollwas vy selling fy watp
W’ll ve the nem -oice in wat wnr not “Vst veing aeCeaaer to ws sofe 

)qsiwn senswtionp… 
W’f going to ve so goor thwt fy awce mon’t e-en ve wn issVep 
W’ll sifbly ve ,nomn ws )the neut gaewt qfeaicwn watistp… 
2i-ing the qfeaicwn —aewfp 
IVrrenlyx theae’s w coffotion oVt in the li-ing aoofp Dinnie is 

vwa,ing wn wlwafp W oben fy rooa wnr see Ionic stwnring neut to the 
villiwar twvle mith vloor on his Cwce wnr his shiat oP resbite the sVvEeao 
tefbeawtVae oVtsirep 

The steaoirs wnr vloor fw,e hif loo, li,e sofe ,ir’s wttefbt wt 
rawming w Hwa-el chwawctea mith w vlVnt cawyon wt WN1zp 

)W mws wvoVt to fVarea those fotheaCVc,easG… Ionic aowas wnr 
boVnrs the raymwll li,e lightning vesire the rwatvowarp 

Theae is nom w sVn Coa wll the othea tiny holes in the mwll to oavitp 
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Dinnie yibs in conceanx “Vfbing Vb to sniP the vloor on Ionic’s 
Cwcep 

).wlf romnx vaop Tell Vs mhwt hwbbenerx… —of lewrs mith cwlfx 
wcting ws the -oice oC aewsonp 

qll oC Vs gwthea vy the bool twvle ws Dinnie goes vwc, wnr Coath vek
tmeen Ionicx .haisx —ofx .heesex wnr fe snidng oVa hwnrsx lic,ing 
oVa ”ngeasx clewaly conceaner wt the scent oC -iolencep

)Theae meae these thaee gVys in 2wk2w’s ziEEw gi-ing fe vwr -ivesp W 
coVlr Ceel thef mwtching fep W tolr thef to !Vit stwaing wt fy coc,p…

)Ro mwyx yoV swir thwt0… me aesbonrx lwVghingp 
Ionic vaightens Vb wnr Coagets he’s still vleeringp Nis eyes tmin,le 

mith the “oy oC w swristp 
)Then they slwbber the biEEw vou oVt oC fy hwnrsp…
)1h shitx… me fVafVax -isVwliEing the tawgery oC w 2wk2w’s slice on 

the gaVngy (ooap
)Iox mhwt’r yoV ro0… .hais ws,sp
)W tolr thef to see fe oVtsire wnr W mhoober theia wssesG… shoVts 

Ionicp
Dinnie vwa,s in wbbao-wlx his mwgging twil ,noc,ing o-ea sofeone’s 

hwlCk”nisher veea cwnp 
):oV sVae it mwsn’t the othea mwy waoVnr0 :oV loo, li,e yoV got hit 

vy w taVc,x… .heese snic,easp
)$Vc, yoVp W coVlr’-e fVareaer thef iC the cobs rirn’t shom VbG…
)—ir yoV ,nom mho they meae0… —of inteaaogwtesp
)Re-ea seen thef veCoaex… Ionic gaVfvles wnr stofbs oP to the 

,itchen to fw,e wn ice bwc, mith Dinnie bwrring wlong vehinr hifp
):oV get wny foae vlom0… .hais ws,s fex his wttention !Vic,ly 

aeCocVsing to foae baessing fwtteasp
)W got w Cem vwgsx… W tell hif !Vietlyp



 W N:LR zqB 9ä5

)Mhwt ro yoV fewn0 —irn’t yoV bic, Vb0… .hais ws,s fex mith wn 
wacher eyevaomp

W shw,e fy hewrp
)Iofething hwbbenerp W got thaee gawfs leCtp They’ae yoVas iC yoV 

mwnt thefx… W swyx wvoVt to nwfe fy baicep W !Vic,ly chwnge fy finr 
to get mhwt W aewlly mwntp )OVt W’f only tawring thef Coa 1uyp…

)W got yoVx… .hais nors wnr lights w cigwaette ws me aesVfe w foae 
cwsVwl bostVae waoVnr the villiwar twvlep )Hy gialCaienr is cofing o-ea 
tonight mith hea Caienrsp W baofiser W’r hw-e sofething Coa thefp…

)Ney .haissiex rirn’t yoV swy hea rwr mws w cob0… —of ws,sx “Vst 
to vVst .hais’s vwllsx ws obboser to hw-ing w sense oC aewl conceanp

)Rem OaVnsmic, bolice cwbtwinx… .hais shaVgsp )OVt she li-es mith 
hea fof in Tof’s Bi-eap Ihe cwn’t stwnr hea olr fwnp Iwys he’s w 
CVc,ing wssholep…

)—wrry issVesx… .heese wnwlyEesp )WC yoV vaew, hea hewatx yoV’ll get 
Vs wll waaesterp…

W tw,e oVt fy vlwc, vou wnr Vnloc, it to tw,e oVt the aest oC the co,e 
W hw-e leCtp W loo, wt the aVvveakvwnrer stwc,s oC cwshp Wt Ceels goor 
to ,nom thwt this cawEy gwfe is cofing to wn enrx vVt sVrrenly thwt 
foney seefs -eay ”nitep W monrea hom long it’ll lwstp 

Ionic vVasts in w finVte lwteap W shoVlr’-e loc,er the rooap
Ne boints w shiny ae-ol-ea wt fy hewrp $oa w sblit seconrx W see the 

tob oC fy vawin sitting on w bile oC foneyp
)Mheae the CVc, rir yoV get thwt0… W nea-oVsly lwVgh wnr shVt fy 

vlwc, vou ws he gains li,e wn wlligwtoap )Wt’s not lowrerx is it0…
Ionic hwnrs fe the biecep W holr the snVvknose ae-ol-ea wloCtx Ceel 

the heCtx bVsh the hwffea Vb wnr hwnr it vwc, to hifp 
)W’f not ,eebing it lowrerx… Ionic eublwinsx ws iC thwt fw,es it 

beaCectly o,wyp Ne wifs wt the mwll wnr bVlls the taiggeap 
The hwffea (ies mith w clic,p The mheelkchwfvea sbinsp
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Ionic loo,s li,e mhwt he isSw baife contenrea Coa the glwriwk
toa e-ents mhich occVa “Vst wvoVt e-eay mee,enr on Jwston q-enVep 
UVicehewrs mill get into staeetkvawmls o-ea liteawlly wnythingp Minnea 
gets nothingp

F):oV aewlly thin, qawf’s going to tay to ro sofething0…
)The bwst is the bwstx rwmgx… Ionic shaVgs wnr twbs the ”aewaf in 

his “ewnsp )Wn cwse he’s taying to fw,e w cofevwc,x W got sofething Coa 
hifp…

)Iox mhwtx yoV’ae going to bVt w hole in hif0… W ws, in shoc,p
)W’f “Vst going to let hif ,nomx W win’t the onep…
)UesVsx… is wll W cwn swyp 
)Iofeone’s oVt to get fep W rirn’t mwnt to swy it oVt loVr wnr get 

e-eayone moaaierx… Ionic con”res !Vietlyx norring his hewr tomwar 
the li-ing aoofx inricwting the aest oC oVa Caienrsx )vVt thwt shit in 
2wk2w’s mws w setkVbp —on’t ws, fe hom W ,nomp…

):oV sVae yoV’ae not getting bwawnoir0… W ws,p 
)W’r awthea ve taier vy tmel-e thwn cwaaier vy siux… Ionic swys wnr 

mith bawcticer ewsex !Vic,rawms the ae-ol-ea Caof the mwistvwnr oC his 
“ewns wnr s!VeeEes the taiggea wt the fiaaoap 

Ne tVc,s the ”aewaf vwc, Vnrea his “easey wnr lew-es the aoofp 
.hais cofes in neut wnr closes the rooa vehinr hifx loc,ing itp Ne 

lic,s wn oawnge 7* fgp bill oC 1uycontin wnr mibes it on w tissVep The 
oawnge tifeksewl sfVrges oP lew-ing the bill mhite Vnreanewthp 

)—wfn vaox mhwt’s hwbbening0… W monrea oVt loVrx fy finr 
aowfing Caof one tawgery to the neutp )J-en Hwstea .hieC awn oVt oC 
billsp…

)W ,nomx… .hais fVafVas mith eyes thwt aest on the vlVe light Caof 
fy cofbVteax loo,ing wt nothingpF 



 W N:LR zqB 9ä7

):oV’ae going to hw-e to go to mwa o-ea these once yoV’ae oVt theaex… 
W tell .hais ws he aewches his hwnr oVt Coa the tmistktier vwgs oC co,ep 
)Mhwt w CVc,ing tife to ve rayp… 

W hwnr the gawfs to Bich Ooy .hais wnr mwtch ws he obens one Vb 
wnr baebwaes to fiu the co,e mith the 1uyp 

W shoVlrn’t ro wnyfoaex W tell fyselCp W neer to go vwc, to Ditw’s 
qIqzp

OVt the thoVght thwt this is sVbboser to ve fy lwst night oC e-ea 
getting high fw,es fe aeconsireap 

One more line won’t hurt. I’ve already done three. 
The rollwa goes aight to fy nosep 
W lwy on the ver wnr close fy eyes wnr Ceel fyselC (owting li,e w lewC 

in w vlwc, staewfp W’f in w Coaest mith wVtVfn lew-es Cwlling gently Caof 
the taeesp 

The raib is li,e wn wafy oC snwils fw,ing theia bwsswge oC euorVs 
wcaoss siremwl,s on awiny rwysp 1awnge snwils cawmling wll o-ea the 
staeetx getting caVsher VnreaCoot wnr sfwsher onto the bw-efent 
Vnrea the mheels oC oVa NVPy vi,es wnr the heels oC oVa Ri,esp 

Iofemheae in the bwst W see the aising sVn oVtsire the minromp 
W hewa sofeone vaVshing the snom oP theia cwa in the stillness oC 
vlVeveaay rwmnx thwt vewVtiCVl vlVe light thwt one cwn only see in 
mintea wt ”ast lightp 

Mhen the mhole moalr is wglom mith itx illVfinwter vy this ristwnt 
light on oVa colr blwnetx Caof w stwa slomly ryingp OaVshing the snom 
oP yoVa minrshielrx the hot coPeex caewfy wnr sVgwayx still in yoVa 
stofwchx the hot vaew,Cwst nom gonex the fefoay oC it thwt ,eebs yoV 
mwafp 

)Nom’s the nem soVnr systef0… W ws,x aeCeaaing to the moa, .hais is 
hw-ing rone to his nem H8p Nis bwaents gw-e hif w vawnrknem OHM 
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ws w baesent Coa getting into vVsiness schoolx vVt e-en thwt mwsn’t 
enoVgh Coa .haisp The sbew,eas hwr to vlom yoVa ewas oVtp

)Tw,ing Coae-eax… .hais gaownsp )OVt once it wll gets ronex it’s going 
to ve sic,p…

W hewa .hais awfvle on wvoVt instwlling scaeens in the vwc, oC the 
hewr aestsx vVt W’f so high W cwn vwaely bwy wttentionp 

Ne Vses the moar )sic,… ws wn wr“ecti-e o-ea wnr o-ea ws W nor oP 
mith fy eyes hwlCkcloser swyingx )—obeppprobeppp…

Theae’s w ,noc, on the rooap .hais hires the aollerkVb rollwa in his 
boc,et ws W cwll oVt Caof the verx )Mho is it0…

)Wt’s fex Ionicp…
)qlaightp…
W get Vb wnr oben the rooap 
)Mhwt’ae yoV tmo hofos roing heae in the rwa,x eh0 W’f not ink

teaaVbting wnythingx wf W0 .Vt fe w linex .haisp…
)Me “Vst vlem romn sofe Tmin Tomeasx… .hais swysx vVt fw,es no 

fo-e to cVt Ionic w line oC wnythingp 
)Ney rwmgx aesbect the Tomeasp…
)Mhwte-eax… .hais swys wnr tw,es w reeb bVll oP his cigwaettep 
qs high ws W wfx W’f wvle to ewsily ignoae the tension thwt otheamise 

moVlr Ceel thic, enoVgh to sbaewr on w vwgelp The tmo oC thef hw-e 
veen wt it Coa w mhile nomp W gVess vecwVse .hais mws wvle to go thaoVgh 
the swfe baocess oC hwEing wnr e-eaything else thwt Ionic rir wnr 
fwnwger to stwy in schoolx mheaews Ionicx mellp 

qnymwyp
):o —wnnyx let fe get the vlomp W’f taying to get CVc,er Vb 

tonightp…
)qh shitp .hais too, the lwst oC itx… W swyx aefefveaing it’s Ionic’s 

viathrwyp
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).haisx yoV cwn’t “Vst ,eeb thwt wll Coa yoVaselCp 2et fe wnr —of get 
onep :oV ,eeb onex wnr then yoVa gialCaienr wnr hea Caienrs get onep 
Thwt’s thaee gawfsp…

F)W’ll cVt yoV w Cem linesx vVt W neer these Coa tonightp W wlaewry 
baofiser fy gial w vwg Coa hea wnr hea Caienrsp…

):o .haissiep Yials wae heaep Mhwt’s going on0… —of bobs inx his 
eyes coficwlly beeaing Caof sire to sirep 

).hais is wcting li,e w little vitchp…
.hais volts Vb Caof his chwia wnr feets Ionic chin to chinp They’ae 

wvoVt w hwlCkseconr Caof thaoming romnp
).wlf romnG… —of yells ws he wnr W intea-ene to sblit thef wbwatp 

)2et’s “Vst tw,e it ewsyp…
Wt’s not so sifble bVlling eithea oC thef wmwyp The tmo “VicerkVb 

lVgs wae veyonr bhysicwl contaolp 
).haissiex let fe wnr Ionic holr one vwgx… —of taies aewsoningp 

)Me’ae baovwvly going to ve vVgging yoV wll night Coa lines wnymwyp…
)W wlaewry baofiser .wssie thwt W’r gi-e hea sofep WC yoV gVys mwnt 

to sblit vwgs mith hea gooCykwss Caienrsx go whewrp…
)$Vc, thisG… Ionic vwa,sx his eyes glitteaing wnr hwar li,e vlwc, 

riwfonrsp )W hoo, yoV Vb wll rwyx e-eay rwyp This is hom yoV aebwy 
fep…

)Tw,e it ewsyx… —of soothesx fwsswging Ionic’s shoVlreasp )—on’t 
go oVt theae bisserp 2et’s not scwae oP the lwriesp…

)Ionicx “Vst chillx… W swyx thaoming in fy hwlCkwkcentp ):oV cwn still 
hw-e w goor tife mithoVt raVgsp…

Ionic loo,s wt fe li,e W’f cawEyp W’f so high W coVlr baovwvly 
le-itwte iC W concentawter hwar enoVghp 

—of bVshes Ionic oVtx mho lew-es mithoVt wnothea moarx his 
chwins “wngling wll the mwy to his aoofp
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):oV gVys wae awgingx… —of lectVaes steanlyp ).Vt oVt the steaoirsx 
Cellwsp…

Mith thwtx he lew-es the aoof shw,ing his hewrp
)$Vc, Ionicp Thin,s he’s Tony Hontwnw oa sofethingx… .hais 

gaVfvlesx sitting vwc, romn mith w hVPp )WC he mwnts to ”ght fex W’ll 
vewt his wss aight nomp…

Theae’s wnothea ,noc, on the rooap Wt’s .wssie mith hwia li,e honk
eyerksnom wnr hea Caienrs —eek—ee wnr Dwnessw mith hwia li,e vaomn 
$Vsillip

):oV gVys going to ve “ea,ing ewch othea oP wll nightx oa mhwt0… 
—eek—ee gaeets Vs mith hea Itwten Wslwnr wccentp

)Ney vwvyx… .wssie bVaas smeetlyp
)Ney vwvep Me’ae cofing aight oVtp UVst gi-e Vs w finVtep…
The thaee gials lew-ex wnr me hewa —of in the li-ing aoof loVrly 

fw,ing o-eatVaesp
.hais tw,es the aollerkVb rollwa wnr bVts it vehinr his ewax clewas his 

nostailsx wnr hwm,s w thic, co,ekloogyp Me ro foae linesx wnr ro foae 
linesx wnr then recire it’s tife to go oVtsirep 

Me mwl, into the li-ing aoof li,e sofe viEwaae -easion oC The 
Bachelorp The gials hw-e tw,en oP theia cowts wnr wae sitting on the 
coVchp They’ae Wtwliwn chic,s mith tight vwvyktees thwt efbhwsiEe theia 
Bofwn hillsp 

qs e-eayone stwats baegwfingx W stwat teuting Ditwp )UVst hw-e to tw,e 
cwae oC w Cem thingsx… W tybep 

Wt’s not e-en 9*zH yetp W’ll lew-e in wn hoVax W tell fyselCp 
qn hoVa lwteax W go to bV,e oP the -eawnrwp 
The li!Vir Caof fy gVts (oms mithoVt wny bwin oa Ceelingp 
W cwn’t e-en Ceel the wiap W loo, wt the night stwasp J-eaything is clewa 

wnr beaCectp
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IVrrenly theae’s w cawsh wnr the soVnrs oC gials scaewfing cofk
ing Caof insirep W aVn into the hoVse wnr ”nr .hais in the ,itchen 
s!VwaerkVb wgwinst Ionicp 

Ionic aewches vwc, wnr sfwshes his ,nVc,les into .hais’s “wmvonex 
mho stVfvles vwc,mwars wnr Cwllsx vVt is aight vwc, on his Ceet Coa 
wnothea aoVnrp

)Itob itG… the gials wae cayingp
Host oC the fwle gVestsx Caienrs wnr awnrofsx wae cheeaing it on 

li,e Fight Club. 
The tmo clwshing fonsteas hw-e vecofe Vnfwnwgewvle wnr vek

yonr the helb oC w nonksteaoir wvVsing citiEenayp 
Ionic smings wt .haisx fissesx wnr gets hit mith w coVntea aight caoss 

mhich senrs hif vwc,p Ionic gets lom li,e his olr -wasity maestling rwys 
wnr wttefbts to sbewap

)1h fy gorG Itob itG…
.hais cwtches hif wnr bVshes vwc,p The tmo oC thef slwf into the 

aeCaigeawtoap Dinnie cofes sbainging Vb the vwc,stwias Caof the ”ast 
(ooa wnr stwats vwa,ing wt the tmo maestleas mith his clwms scawvvling 
on the tilep The rVres Caof the ”ast (ooa cofe aVnning Vb neutp

)Hw,e thef stobG… caies .wssiep
):oV gVys wae cawEyG… —eek—ee scaewfsp
Bich Ooy .hais wnr Ionic go shot Coa shot in the Cwcep Theia hewrs 

seef li,e vloorier cwvvwgep
)2et thef settle itG… Bov Caof the ”astk(ooa oareas ws the —eltw 

 wbbw voys holr the aest oC Vs vwc,p )They hw-e to let the vwr vloor 
oVtp…

.hais’s eye is aer Caof w stawight shotp Ionic’s nose is vleeringp 

.hais cloc,s Ionic in the tefblex wnr Ionic’s ,nees gi-e oVtp Ne 
taies to get Vb vVt Cwilsp

)Thwt’s enoVghp .hais minsp…
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)qlaightx nom bewce Vb gVysp Wt’s o-eap…
.hais wnr Ionic slwb hwnrs wnr wbologiEex lwVghing it oPp They 

riswbbewa into Ionic’s aoofx baesVfwvly to shwae the cocwine thwt they 
meae ”ghting o-eap 

The aest oC the shinrig is baobeap 
Ro one is waaester wnr no one riesp 
Yials wnr gVys ”ll wll li-wvle sbwce wnr continVe to lose tawc, oC theia 

aer cVbsp Oeea bong toVanwfents aVn wll nightp 
J-eay aoof is oben wnr CVll oC hewrs sfo,ingx bwssing gaw-ity vongs 

wnr vlVntsx e-eayone in the vwsefent is rwncing wnr getting li!Voa 
boVaer romn theia thaowtsp 

W shoVlr tell Ditw thwt W’f on fy mwyx vVt W “Vst rir w Cem foae linesp 
Ionic wnr W Caeestyle in the aoofx so high me not only thin, me cwn 

awbx vVt me’ae wlso wlaewry in the twl,s oC fw,ing wn wlvVfp 
Yials wae rwncing on the villiwar twvlep ql zwcino ws Tony Hontwnw 

mwtches mith w sfia, oC contefbtx vVt w bwat oC fe velie-es thwt he 
li,es mhwt he seesx e-en mith w vVllet in his shoVlrea wnr bhone cwlls to 
fw,ep 

Then theae cofes the hoVa mhen incirents in-ol-ing -ofit hwbben 
foae Cae!Ventlyx wnr beoble innwtely ,nom mhen it’s tife to lew-ex 
mhich is aight waoVnr nomp 

The night wlfost enrs sfoothly Vntil Ionic stwats to hwawngVe 
.hais Coa w aefwtchp 

J-eayone’s sVllen wnr in theia sebwawte coaneas nomp 
—of’s taying to ro clewn Vbx Yor ,noms mhyp 
W sVbbose the wnsmea is vecwVse he sniPer foae co,e li,e the aest oC 

Vs wnr cwn’t sleebx vVt wnymwy it’ll tw,e foae thwn w aoll oC bwbea tomel 
wnr w vottle oC Minreu to clewn this shitp 

qll oVa gVestsx those mho me in-iter wnr the fwny foae mho “Vst 
shomer Vbx wae gonep 
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W mws sVbboser to hw-e leCt hoVas wgop W neer to baesea-e the illVsion 
thwt W’f aewry to ve w Cwtheap W “Vst neerer to go oVt mith w vwngp W’f 
going to ve w goor Cwtheap

W loo, wt fy bhonep 
—wffitp Ditwp
HELLO??? WHERE ARE YOU???
W loo, wt fyselC in the fiaaoap W’f not e-en sVae mhwt W seep The 

vwthaoof sfells li,e shitp The toilet is cloggerp Those met Maxim 
fwgwEines coVlr baovwvly Vse sofe stawightening Vbx vVt mho ,noms 
hom fwny beoble bisser on thef0 

The ,itchen is wlfost veyonr aerefbtionp Theae’s w fob vVc,et 
in the coanea mith (ies Eigging waoVnr wn oroa oC Vainep 

qs iC on cVex Dinnie cofes wnr nVEEles oVa hwnrs wnr then bisses 
li,e w awcehoasep

)Me’ae oVt oC contaolp W cwn’t ro this wnyfoaex… —of swysx cwlling 
it !Vitsp 

Ne beels oP his rishmwshing glo-es in risgVstp
W loo, wt —of ws he’s sbew,ingx wnr Coa sofe aewson wttefbt to tw,e 

the rishkglo-es wmwy Caof hif thoVgh W hw-e no intention oC clewningp 
)W’f not going romn mith this shibx… —of gaifwcesp )Tonight “Vst 

obener fy eyesp Those tmo iriotsx ”ghting in oVa ,itchen o-ea w vwg 
oC co,ep…

):oV ,nom it’s wvoVt foae thwn thwtp They hwr vwr vloorx… W swy 
seaioVslyp

):oV gVys wae losing itp Wt’s not CVn wnr gwfes wnyfoaep The co,ex 
the steaoirsx wnr nom 1uy0 Mhwt’s neut0 qae yoV gVys going to stwat 
sbi,ing yoVa -eins0 Mwtch wnr see mhwt hwbbens iC yoV ,eeb snidng 
thwt shitp qll oC yoVG…
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UVst thenx w rooa obensx wnr me hewa Ionic shoVtx )$Vc, yoV gVys 
Coa twl,ing wvoVt fe vehinr fy vwc,p :oV bVssiesp .ofe wnr swy it to 
fy CwceG…

The rooa slwfs shVtp —of wnr W loo, wt ewch otheap
)W’f not w snitchx… W fVafVa hesitwntlyx )vVt yoV shoVlrn’t biss 

hif oPp Ne hws w gVnp…
)q gVn0… —of hisses wt fe in risvelieCp )Mhwt is hex A* .ent nom0 

$oaget itp W ron’t cwae wnyfoaep W’f ronep…
)W thin, sofeone’s wCtea hifx… W fVfvlex glwncing wt Ionic’s closer 

rooap 
—of lwVghs cynicwllyx shw,es his hewrx wnr stwnrs Vbp Ne aVns his 

hwnrs thaoVgh his hwia wnr aVvs his eyesx loo,ing sVrrenly -eay olrp 
Ne shw,es his hewrp

)Wt coVlr ve qawf cofing vwc, Coa ae-engex… W eublwinx mwtching 
—of mwl, tomwars the -eawnrwp

—of gestVaes Coa fe to loo, oVtsirep
Me stwnr on the -eawnrw loo,ing wt the staeet velomp 
MithoVt w moarx me chec, Coa Vnreaco-ea cob cwasx oa -wnsx oa wny 

,inr oC -ehicle thwt loo,s sVsbicioVsp W s!Vint fy eyes wnr sewach Coa w 
vlwc, 2euVsx vVt W ron’t see onep 

W Collom —of vwc, insire ws he slomly euhwles cigwaette sfo,ep 
Ne stwnrs wt the enteatwinfent Vnit Coa w fofent wnr then bVts 

oVt his cigwaettep

XXX

The minr stwvs yoV li,e w ,niCep W aefefvea thwt line Caof w stoay 
vy Milliwf Ip OVaaoVghsp The “Priest” They Called Him. W thin, it 
mws wvoVt w “Vn,yx vVt W cwn’t aefefvea it nomp W mwl, thaoVgh the 
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lwteknight gloof Vb $aench Itaeet wnr romn the hill on IVyrwfp The 
scene tawnsitions Caof college slVf to Heuicwn vwaaiop Oy the tife the 
sVn aisesx W’ll ve on cwfbVsp

Wt’s CaeeEingx vVt W ron’t Ceel wnythingp W’f too CVc,er Vbp W monrea 
iC she’ll e-en wnsmea the rooap W bVsh vVttons on fy Ro,iw to let hea 
,nom thwt W’f cofingp

The Caeshfwn cwfbVs is vlwn,eter in mhite ws W bwss vy the soccea 
”elr thwt fy roaf minrom Vser to o-ealoo,p The roaf mheae me 
”ast fet stwnrs in the vlVishkgawy nightx illVfinwter vy w ae(ection 
oC celestiwl light cwVser vy the snomp The s,y hws vegVn to clewa Vb 
wnr stwas tmin,le Caof vehinr the cloVrsp Iofemheae in this mintea 
scene is the sakura, oVa sfo,ing taeep W mish me meae still heaep W’r 
wlmwys mwnter to sbeer things Vbx to s,ib this stwge wnr get to thwt 
blwce mheae me coVlr hw-e the foney wnr the Caeerof to fw,e oVa 
omn cwllsp Wt only rwmns on fe thwtx contaway to mhwt me thoVghtx me 
rirn’t vewt the systefS me meae sifbly li-ing oVt the conse!Vences oC 
oVa fistw,esp

W ,noc, on the rooa oncex wnr it obensp Ihe’s veen Vbx mwiting Coa 
fep

)Oe !Vietx… Ditw tells fe ws she lets fe inp )J-eayone’s sleebingp…
Ihe’s mewaing w shiffeaing sil, vwthaove thwt cwbtVaes the lVnwa 

glomp Ihe soCtly shVts the rooap W tw,e oP fy snomy shoes wnr hwng 
fy cowtp W’f shi-eaingp

)qae yoV cawEy0 Wt’s CaeeEing oVtsirex… she swysx wnr gi-es fe w loo,p
)W’f soaayx… W stwat wbologiEingx vVt she “Vst holrs hea ”ngea to hea 

libs wnr lewrs fe into hea aoofp Ber nVfveas glom A387 qHp W gawv 
w chwia wt hea res, wnr Cwce it tomwars heap

)Mhwt moVlr yoV swy iC W too, sofe tife oP Caof school0… she swysx 
hea -oice sofemhwt ristwntp

)Mellx yoV ,inr oC hw-e tox… W swy slomlyx VnsVae mhwt she fewnsp
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)Rox W fewn li,e tofoaaomp This mee,enrp W’f thin,ing wvoVt 
going hofep…

Hy vloor CaeeEesp What’s going on?
)qnr6not cofing vwc,0…
)Mhwt’s the boint0 W’f baegnwntp W’f “Vst going to enr Vb (Vn,ing 

wnymwyp Mhy shoVlr W sVPea wnr tay to stVry mhen W ron’t e-en cwae0…
FW stwnr Vb nom wnr mwl, tomwar the minromp W chec, to see mho’s 

oVt theaex mho fight ve listeningx wn instinct W’-e re-elober oVt oC 
bwawnoiwp W Ceel wshwfer wnr shVt the vlinrs so thwt me’ae mawbber in 
steely rwa,nessp

)W ,nom W hw-en’t veen the gaewtest voyCaienrp OVt W’f going to ve 
heae Coa yoVp…

)—wnnyx ron’t baofise fe sofething yoV cwn’t reli-eax… Ditw swys 
(wtlyx wnr sits Vbp Nea eyes loo, aight wt fex vVaning mith wn efotion 
W’-e ne-ea seen veCoaep Ihe’s bisserp )2oo, insire yoVa hewat wnr ve 
honestp Thwt’s wll W ws,p WC yoV mwnt to ve mith Vsx then ve mith Vsp 
W mwnt to ve mith yoVx vVt only iC yoV mwnt itx toop W ron’t mwnt Vs 
to holr yoV vwc, Caof mhwte-ea it is oVt theae thwt ,eebs fw,ing yoV 
chec, yoVa mwtch wnr loo, oVt the minromp W moVlr hwte to ve the 
aewson yoV Celt li,e yoV rirn’t fw,e itx vecwVse me meae holring yoV 
vwc, Caof roing the moa, thwt yoV neerer to ve roingp…

)Ditwx yoV’ae fy fVsep… 
)W Vser to vep…
Ouch.
)Ditwx theae’s so fVch going on aight nomp W mwnt to eublwinp W “Vst 

cwn’t aight nomp OVt it’ll ve ”nep W “Vst neer w little tifep —on’t moaayp…
)Twl, to fex —wnnyp This is mhwt coVbles rop Mhen tmo beoble swy 

they lo-e ewch otheax they tell ewch othea the taVthp Ro fwttea mhwtp…
W cwn’t swy itp W ,nom W shoVlr tell hea thwt W rirn’t aewliEe it veCoaex 

vVt W shoVlr baovwvly ve in aehwvp 
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)Mhwt’s hwbbening to Vs0… ws,s Ditw oVt loVrx ahetoaicwllyx ws iC 
theae’s no wnsmeap

W mwnt to swy sofething aewssVaing wnr re”niti-ex vVt W’-e got 
nothingp W tell hea W’f going to the vwthaoof wnr then W stwnr theae 
Coa w mhilex “Vst loo,ing wt fyselC in the fiaaoax monreaing iC W shoVlr 
“Vst tell hea the taVthp Hy Cwce is w gwVntx gVilty ifwge in the fiaaoap W 
loo, li,e shit Vnrea the (Voaescent lightsp 

Mhen W cofe oVt oC the vwthaoofx W see Ditw sitting Vb in verx 
holring fy bhonep W stob colrp The scaeen is lit Vbp 

)Ie-enteen Vnaewr fesswgesx… she swysx bwatly ws w reclwawtion oC 
Cwctx bwatly ws wn wccVswtionp qll oC it tinger mith w sense oC vetawywlp 
)Ten wae Caof sofeone nwfer zetex wnr one Caof sofeone nwfer 
Uolenep —o yoV mwnt fe to aewr it to yoV0…

).wn W hw-e fy bhone vwc,0… W ws, howaselyp
Ihe aewrs3
)’.wn yoV stob vy lwtea0 W neer yoV to loo, wt sofething Coa fep’ 

1h wnr loo,x theae’s w little hewat wt the enrx… Ditw wrrs wnr (ings the 
cellbhone wt fep 

Ihe roesn’t neer to cVase wt fep W wlaewry hewa it in fy hewrp
You piece of shit.
)Mho is she0… she ws,s ws W !Vietly bic, Vb fy Ro,iw wnr bVt it in 

fy boc,etp
)Mho0… W ws, rVfvlyx stwlling Coa tifex fy finr awcing Coa w aewk

sonp
)Uolenep :oV ,nomx the gial yoV got w fesswge Caofp Ws she the one 

Caof wat clwss0…
):ewhp…
)qnr she’s the one mhose shom me’ae going to see wt the gwlleay0…
):ewhp…
)W ron’t mwnt to gop…
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)Mhwt0…
)W’f not goingp :oV cwn go hw-e yoVa CVnx sell yoVa watx get CwfoVsx 

mhwte-eap…
)Owvex it’s not li,e thwtp Ihe hws w voyCaienrp Ne’s w awbbeap Ne’r 

shoot fe iC W taier wnythingp…
)Iox yoV’-e thoVght wvoVt itp…
)Rox it mws w “o,ep 2oo,x W ,nom W’-e veen vVsyp W’-e veen going 

thaoVgh w slVfbp Wt’s li,e the watx the eneagyx it “Vst isn’t theaep qnr 
W ”nwlly aewliEer thwt it’s vecwVse W’f bwinting Coa w foti-e nomx w 
bVabosex mhich rilVtes the bVaity wnr fesses Vb the baocessS…

)—wnnyx let’s Cwce itp 1n the list oC wll the ifboatwnt things yoV 
shoVlr ve cwaing wvoVt aight nomx mheae wf W0 Mheae is the vwvy0 qae 
me nVfvea one0 .lewaly notp RVfvea tmo0 —oVvt itp qae me e-en in 
yoVa Tob $i-e0…

)Mhy wae yoV twl,ing li,e this0 Mho’s bVtting this in yoVa hewr0…
).offVnicwtion is foae thwn moarsp :oV oC wll beoble shoVlr 

Vnreastwnr thwtp…
)W “Vst mwnt to ve the vestx thwt’s wllp —o yoV mwnt fe to !Vit0 

IhoVlr W “Vst s,ib the shom0 Wt’s not w vig rewlp Wt’s not e-en fy shomG…
)Rox vecwVse then yoV’ll aesent fe Coa fw,ing yoV !Vitp W mwnt yoV 

to go wnr mom thefp W mwnt yoV to fw,e connections wnr vecofe the 
vest watist thwt yoV cwn vep W mwnt yoV to ve hwbbyp :oV hw-e this gaewt 
-ision Coa yoVa liCex Oaip W “Vst ron’t ,nom iC W’f in itp Mhen yoV see 
yoVaselC taw-eling the moalrx feeting CwfoVs watistsx wnr roing wll oC 
the things yoV’-e wlmwys raewft wvoVtx wf W theae mith yoV0…

)1C coVasep…
)—o yoV e-en see thwt Cwa whewr0…
)Ditwx me’ae nineteen yewas olrp Mhwt ro yoV mwnt fe to swy0…
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)Me cwn’t ve ,irs wnyfoaep Me’ae going to hw-e w vwvyp q chilrp 
—on’t yoV Vnreastwnr thwt0 W neer w aewl fwnp W neer sofeone mho’s 
going to ve theae Coa Vsp Ws thwt too fVch to ws,0…

)W’f heae Coa yoVp W’f heae nomp…
)Rox yoV’ae notp W “Vst tolr yoV thwt W’f lew-ingx wnr yoV ron’t e-en 

cwaep…
)W cwaep W’f going to -isit yoV e-eay mee,enrG…
):ewh aightp :oV cwn vwaely get yoVaselC heae to see fe wnr it’s w 

tenkfinVte rai-e Caof thwt raVg hoVse yoV li-e inp…
)—o yoV mwnt to get w blwce togethea0 IhoVlr me fo-e in0 W’f sic, 

oC thwt blwcep Owvex tell fe mhwt yoV mwntp…
)W mwnt yoV to ve hwbbyp…
)Mhwt is this0 Mhy wae yoV blwying wll these finr gwfes0…
):oV ,nomx theae mws w tife W Vser to loo, wt yoV wnr ,nom euwctly 

mhwt yoV meae thin,ing oa hom yoV meae Ceelingx “Vst vy the mwy yoV’r 
ve lwying romnp Rom W loo, wt yoV wnr W cwn’t e-en tell iC yoV’ae in 
theaep :oV’ae sofemheae elsex ristwntx wnr mheae-ea it isx it’s clewa W’f 
not in-iterp W hw-e no irew mhwt’s going on insire thwt hewr oC yoVasp 
Wt’s wll w vig secaetp qnr W’f sVae theae’s w aewsonp Theae’s wlmwys w 
aewsonp…

):oV’ae mwy oPx… W renyx shw,ing fy hewrx vVt W hw-e the loo, oC 
sofeone mho’s veen cwVght stewlingp

)qf W0 Mho wae yoV wnymwyx —wnny0 Nf0 :oV “Vst cofe in wnr 
vVst into fy liCex fw,e fe Cwll in lo-e mith yoVx wnr then yoV fo-e 
on0 Ws thwt mhwt W mws sVbboser to eubect0 W leCt w -eay nVatVaing wnr 
swCe aelwtionshib Coa yoVp W’f not vlwfing yoV Coa thwtx vVt it’s taVep 
:oV neer to hewa thisp W vao,e thwt fwn’s hewatp Ne tolr fe he mwnter 
to ,ill hifselCp —o yoV ,nom mhwt it’s li,e to listen to sofething li,e 
thwt wnr ,nom it’s yoVa CwVlt0 
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)W’f not vlwfing yoVp Wt moVlrn’t hw-e moa,er wnymwyx wnr W ,nom 
thwtp OVt he mws theae Coa fex wnr he lo-er fex wnr he mwnter to ve 
mith fex wnr he still chec,s in on fe to see iC W’f o,wy wCtea e-eaything 
thwt hwbbenerp Ne still lo-es fep OVt W ron’t lo-e hifp $oa sofe 
aewsonx W lo-e yoVp W lo-e yoV Coa the mwy yoV loo, wt fex wnr Coa the 
mwy yoV fw,e fe lwVghx Coa yoVa ,inrness wnr mwaf hewatp OVt nom W 
ron’t e-en ,nom mho yoV waep Io “Vst go oVt wnr chwse yoVa raewfsp… 

)Mhwt ro yoV mwnt Caof fex Ditw0 W tolr yoV this mws hom it’s 
going to ve Vntil W get w vVEE goingp OVt yoV’ae aightx W mwnt to ve 
CwfoVsx wnr fwyve it’s “Vst fy omn ego oa -wnity thwt fw,es fe 
thin, W e-en hw-e w shotx vVt e-eay tife W bwint sofethingx W Ceel 
closea to toVching fy restinyp —o yoV ,nom mhwt thwt isx Ditw0 Wt’s 
transcendencep W ron’t mwnt fy liCe to fewn nothingp W ron’t mwnt wll 
oC this to “Vst Cwre wmwyp W mwnt to ve aefefveaerp W mwnt to shom fy 
bwaents thwt theia swcai”ce mwsn’t mwsterS…

):oV ,nom mhwt W mwntx —wnny0 W ron’t cwae iC beoble to aefefvea 
fy nwfe yewas Caof nomp W “Vst mwnt fy rwrry to aefefvea mho 
W wfx nowp WC W coVlrx W’r in-ent w cVae Coa refentiw so thwt W coVlr 
vaing vwc, e-eay single rwy thwt me’-e lost since thenp OVt thwt’ll ne-ea 
hwbbenp :oV seex —wnny0 This mill ne-ea hwbben wgwin eitheap :oV 
wnr fex in this fofentp Wt seefs li,e nothing nom vecwVse yoV’ae 
so sVae thwt theae’ll ve w tofoaaomp OVt yoV ron’t ,nom mhen those 
tofoaaoms mill enrp :oV mon’t ,nom Vntil yoV lewan euwctly hom little 
contaol yoV aewlly hw-ep Tife is sofething yoV ron’t get vwc,p…



Chapter Sixteen

Basquiat

T he streets are sealed with black ice like the slick spit of a demon 
folding up this Valentine’s Day’s card. I’m in a gallery on Bow-

ery Street watching Alexander Viejo stroke his goatee. I pray that he 
doesn’t notice how shaky my hands are, or the fact that I’m sweating 
all over the “lm. It’s like all the pores in my palms have opened and 
someone turned a spigot. 

”A lot of graYti,N Alexander notes with a slight rise in his voice that 
makes me unsure if he’s impressed or disappointed with my portfolio.

”Keah, I started with spray cans before I ever held a brush,N I ex-
plain. ”In this next slide you’ll notice a satirical take on zorth Horean 
propaganda mixed with the United We Stand motif.N 

Alexander Viejo is wearing leather pants, a Valentine red Versace 
sweater, looking bored and handsome with his hair pulled back in a 
ponytail all gleaming. 

It’s weird meeting a celebrity and terrifying to try to impress one. 
It’s like he stepped out of one of the magaEines he’s been featured in, 
like Interview and Vogue, and ended up in front of me. 
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I’m wearing an 1xford shirt underneath my best black hoodie, 
black Timberland boots, and jeans. I don’t know what ”semi-formalN 
means. 

”I want to show you one more picture. Do you have a secondM 
It’s a portrait of my girlfriend. Re’re going to get married. I haven’t 
proposed yet, but just between you and me,N I press on and take out 
my last slide. ”This is something that I drew last year.N

It’s that “rst portrait that I drew of her, the one Vita sat for in her 
dorm room. 

This wins me a few more seconds with Alexander Viejo, because for 
some reason people always want to see pictures of other people’s kids, 
family members, or signi“cant others. 

”She’s beautiful,N Alexander Viejo says and clicks his tongue after 
holding the slide up to the lights for a few seconds, but he doesn’t 
mention anything about the techniPue or color executed in the por-
trait. I take what I can.

”Thanks,N I say, and then wonder if it’s weird to thank him in this 
situation. We’s probably talking about her, not the picture. 

”I’m trying to get into fashion or design,N I fumble forward. 
”0aybe I’ll even feature my work in a gallery one day, like this one.N

Rhere is Uolene when I need herM She’s supposed to appear at this 
exact moment and help me be memorable and charming. And where 
the fuck is Sonic with the phone call that’ll make these cold sweats go 
awayM 

I just need Alexander Viejo to give me the nod and introduce me to 
someone who has the power to take me from being an anonymous art 
student to the higher echelons of the game. 

There’s a sick sensation of insect legs crawling all over my clammy 
Cesh as Alexander Viejo, embodying all my last hopes, saunters away. 
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”It sounds foolish now, but I really thought that if I did graYti, that 
as long people saw it, that that would be enough,N I say distantly to an 
old socialite who happens to be nearby. ”I didn’t think about money 
or fame. I had a little plastic card that had my name and the university’s 
name on it that I could use to get food in the dining hall. I didn’t have 
any concerns.N

Jveryone is talking, meeting, greeting, and getting to know each 
other. This is my version of purgatory. I make a run for the bathroom. 
I feel like I’m going to shit myself. I spot Uolene who waves at me. She’s 
amid gallery owners, fellow artists, and clients, having her moment. 
I’m about to splatter my jeans. 

I make it to the bathroom stall right on time. There’s no shit be-
cause by this time, there’s nothing left to shit. It’s just liPuid from my 
body. Wateful liPuid, hating me for all the things I’ve done. It’s been 
a week since I did my last 1xy, and since then, it’s been a carnival ride 
into The Inferno.

This is it, I said. 
This will be my last one. I just need a little bit to end the chills. Welp 

me recompose myself to make the rest of this night happen. Sonic will 
call any minute now. We came to 0anhattan with me for the show. 
zot to support my artwork, necessarily, but to meet up with a guy 
named zick from zew Kork. 1ne of Aram’s old connects.

”This time it’ll be di‘erent,N Sonic told me. 
”This time I’m done for real,N I replied. 
”0aster 3hief says he’s working on something, but we can’t sit 

around and wait, dawg. We’s already going to the Bricks and shooting 
dope in his vein. I ain’t going out like that, dawg.N

”Rhat if this guy is bullshittingMN I wonder about zick from zew 
Kork.
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Sonic didn’t answer. We said he would call once he made the deal. 
That was two hours ago. I check my phone. zo missed calls from 
Sonic. zo text from either. But there’s one from Vita.

Call me.
I pull my pants o‘ and Cush the toilet but stay in the bathroom stall. 

I dial Vita. She hasn’t answered my calls or called me since that night. 
She picks up on the third ring. 

”BabeMN she answers.
She called me “Babe.” Does this mean we’re getting back together?
But her voice sounds weak. Something’s wrong.
”Is everything okayMN I ask, the shock curing all feelings of with-

drawal.
”3an you come overMN she asks. ”I need you. Light now.N
”Vita, I’m at the show. Rhat’s going onMN
”I just need you to come over,N she says. ”!lease.N
”1kay, I’ll be right there,N I tell her and hang up.
I wash my hands and splash water on my face. 
God, I look like shit.
Rhen I exit the bathroom, I bump into Uolene, who is just about 

to be whisked away by a crowd of people, including Alexender Viejo.
”Danny,  I’ve  been looking everywhere for  you,N Uolene says. 

”3omeF Re’re all going to grab sushi and sake.N
”I can’t,N I begin to say.
”Danny, let’s go,N Alexander Viejo says and smiles. 
Fuck, he knows my name. What do I do?
We jerks his head in the direction they’re all heading. I don’t know 

how to say no.
”I’ll be there soon,N I say.
I swallow hard and text Vita… On my way.
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I’ll just sit for “fteen minutes and make enough of an impression 
for him to remember me later. I’ll congratulate Uolene on having a great 
night. I’ll make sure that everyone notices that we’re good friends. The 
train leaves from !enn Station every twenty minutes. If I time it right, 
I can get there right when it arrives.

”In the end, BasPuiat let them get in his head,N Viejo hisses later at 
the table. We’s so uncomfortably close I can almost feel him licking 
my ear with a forked tongue. ”They loved the Black !ride stu‘, all that 
stu‘ about kings and Uoe 2ewis and 3harlie !arker. But when he went 
after the white establishment, they loved him even more. A bunch of 
sick puppiesFN

”0asochists, all of them. There was nothing he could do to them 
that didn’t tickle them pink,N Viejo’s agent, an anorexic-looking les-
bian with a pompadour adds. ”But they would always consider him 
to be a 4Black artist.’ We would never be one of them. It drove him to 
suicide, even if his death was technically an overdose.N

Fuck, I gotta get out of here. Vita needs me. Sonic, where are you?
”It’s a fallacy to think that only the good die young. Re have an 

obsession with death, youth, and beauty because dying young means 
you get to be froEen in time,N a British Black lady holding a hairless cat 
remarks. ”There’s no end to human vanity, that we would sacri“ce a 
long life of love and happiness just to be pretty when we die.N 

That’s right, lady. I just need Viejo to tell me that I’m a genius. Fuck 
it, tell me I’m pretty. Tell me I have a future. Please don’t let this all be 
for nothing.

Viejo nods, his slicked black hair and pencil-thin mustache like a 
Disney animated Satan, multiple cups of sake dissolving that cool and 
aloof artist that he was, revealing eyes of a lunatic. ”Kou are a goddess, 
my dear,N he says gaEing unabashedly at Uolene. ”Rhat a show you put 
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on tonightF 0ay you be forever young, drinking with your pinky in 
the air.N

”Kou know what’s funnyM I only do this at parties,N Uolene says and 
laughs charmingly. She sounds like someone else.

”Sake gets you a little high when you drink it hot,N says a white guy 
with a white mustache. ”It’s really soothing, like tea. It goes straight 
for your head and leaves you in the clouds.N

I chug the sake in one long gulp which makes Uolene laugh. This is 
my contribution to the night.

I order another one and down that one, too. I almost feel better.
The waitress brings the bill and everyone starts to leave. Wow 

long was I here forM Ray more than “fteen minutes. Uolene is saying 
farewell, but like the good friend that she is, lingers after the bill is 
paid by Alexander Viejo and keeps me company before an enchanted 
pumpkin comes to whisk her away.

Re wait outside the sushi restaurant. 2ike a revolving door, some 
come out and others go back in. Taxicabs pick up and drop o‘ party-
goers on the forlornly lit streets. The traYc lights glow a haEy red, and 
then a bluish green.

”Wave you ever seen !icasso’s Blue NudeMN I ask Uolene for no 
reason.

”RhyMN Uolene replies, her eyes somewhere a block away. In less 
than an hour, she’ll be in a Brooklyn studio enjoying cheese, crackers, 
and choriEo. 5or now, she’s stuck with me, because of the time we 
shared, the laughs we had, the co‘ee. 

”Don’t you think it looks like a vaginaM ”
”Omm6I’d have to look at it again.N
”Trust me. Wer head is the clitoris.N
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”Danny, are you okayMN Uolene asks, her warm brown eyes matching 
mine now. She knows something’s up. I’ve never talked to her about 
drugs. But being from !aterson, she probably has a good idea.

”Kou were great tonight. I know you’re going to kill out there,N I 
tell her, knowing this is probably goodbye. 

”I probably should’ve told you earlier, but I’m dropping out of 
school,N Uolene says, thinking the same thing that I am, wrapping it 
up clean.

”Seems like everyone else I know is. At least you’re doing it by 
choice.N

Uolene gives a fake laugh and at the same time looks concerned. 
”Inspiration is everywhere, Danny. Kou know, it’s out there. It’s in 

the street. It’s in the people you meet. Did you get any numbersMN
”Keah. Some lady gave me her card. She asked if I wanted to be a 

model.N
”That’s dopeF Aren’t you glad you cameMN
I think about Vita. ”I need to go, Uolene. Thanks for inviting me. 

Leally.N
”Danny, wait. Uust one piece of advice. I mean, if it’s okay. Shit, that 

sounds wack. I’m not trying to act like I know something6N Uolene 
stammers with uncharacteristic awkwardness. She just made the old 
5reudian slip of saying what we both know inside.

”It’s alright. Ho ahead,N I say.
”Kou know how we love to dump on the mainstream,N Uolene says 

cautiously, ”and it’s fun to laugh at wack artistsM Uust don’t forget that 
we all work for somebody at the end of the day, you knowM Treat this 
like a job. I mean, like if you want to work for the dopest company out 
there, you can do that. 5or real, I believe in you, Danny. But even if 
you have the best portfolio in the world, the powers that be will still 
want to work with someone who6has their shit together. Kou knowMN
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”That’s deep, Uolene,N I say somewhat numbly. ”1ne day, you’re 
going to be rich and famous. 0y advice to you is to always hold your 
drink. Don’t ever put it down. Jspecially when you’ve got your pinky 
in the air.N

Uolene looks surprised for a second, recovers, and is about to say 
something back, but a red BenE pulls up to the sidewalk and blows a 
perfect rendition of La Cucaracha from the horn. 

”Take care of yourself, Danny,N Uolene says, and gives me one last 
look. It’s a sad one.

Uolene gets into the passenger side of the 0ercedes. Viejo is at the 
wheel. The red two-seater drives o‘ under a traYc light that almost 
looks blue in the snow that starts to fall. 

She’ll never answer my calls again.
The streets are sealed with black ice like the slick spit of a demon 

folding up this Valentine’s Day’s card. I’m in a gallery on Bowery Street 
watching Alexander Viejo stroke his goatee. I pray that he doesn’t 
notice how shaky my hands are, or the fact that I’m sweating all over 
the “lm. It’s like all the pores in my palms have opened and someone 
turned a spigot. 

”A lot of graYti,N Alexander notes with a slight rise in his voice that 
makes me unsure if he’s impressed or disappointed with my portfolio.

”Keah, I started with spray cans before I ever held a brush,N I ex-
plain. ”In this next slide you’ll notice a satirical take on zorth Horean 
propaganda mixed with the United We Stand motif.N 

Alexander Viejo is wearing leather pants, a Valentine red Versace 
sweater, looking bored and handsome with his hair pulled back in a 
ponytail all gleaming. 

It’s weird meeting a celebrity and terrifying to try to impress one. 
It’s like he stepped out of one of the magaEines he’s been featured in, 
like Interview and Vogue, and ended up in front of me. 
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I’m wearing an 1xford shirt underneath my best black hoodie, 
black Timberland boots, and jeans. I don’t know what ”semi-formalN 
means. 

”I want to show you one more picture. Do you have a secondM 
It’s a portrait of my girlfriend. Re’re going to get married. I haven’t 
proposed yet, but just between you and me,N I press on and take out 
my last slide. ”This is something that I drew last year.N

It’s that “rst portrait that I drew of her, the one Vita sat for in her 
dorm room. 

This wins me a few more seconds with Alexander Viejo, because for 
some reason people always want to see pictures of other people’s kids, 
family members, or signi“cant others. 

”She’s beautiful,N Alexander Viejo says and clicks his tongue after 
holding the slide up to the lights for a few seconds, but he doesn’t 
mention anything about the techniPue or color executed in the por-
trait. I take what I can.

”Thanks,N I say, and then wonder if it’s weird to thank him in this 
situation. We’s probably talking about her, not the picture. 

”I’m trying to get into fashion or design,N I fumble forward. 
”0aybe I’ll even feature my work in a gallery one day, like this one.N

Rhere is Uolene when I need herM She’s supposed to appear at this 
exact moment and help me be memorable and charming. And where 
the fuck is Sonic with the phone call that’ll make these cold sweats go 
awayM 

I just need Alexander Viejo to give me the nod and introduce me to 
someone who has the power to take me from being an anonymous art 
student to the higher echelons of the game. 

There’s a sick sensation of insect legs crawling all over my clammy 
Cesh as Alexander Viejo, embodying all my last hopes, saunters away. 
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”It sounds foolish now, but I really thought that if I did graYti, that 
as long people saw it, that that would be enough,N I say distantly to an 
old socialite who happens to be nearby. ”I didn’t think about money 
or fame. I had a little plastic card that had my name and the university’s 
name on it that I could use to get food in the dining hall. I didn’t have 
any concerns.N

Jveryone is talking, meeting, greeting, and getting to know each 
other. This is my version of purgatory. I make a run for the bathroom. 
I feel like I’m going to shit myself. I spot Uolene who waves at me. She’s 
amid gallery owners, fellow artists, and clients, having her moment. 
I’m about to splatter my jeans. 

I make it to the bathroom stall right on time. There’s no shit be-
cause by this time, there’s nothing left to shit. It’s just liPuid from my 
body. Wateful liPuid, hating me for all the things I’ve done. It’s been 
a week since I did my last 1xy, and since then, it’s been a carnival ride 
into The Inferno.

This is it, I said. 
This will be my last one. I just need a little bit to end the chills. Welp 

me recompose myself to make the rest of this night happen. Sonic will 
call any minute now. We came to 0anhattan with me for the show. 
zot to support my artwork, necessarily, but to meet up with a guy 
named zick from zew Kork. 1ne of Aram’s old connects.

”This time it’ll be di‘erent,N Sonic told me. 
”This time I’m done for real,N I replied. 
”0aster 3hief says he’s working on something, but we can’t sit 

around and wait, dawg. We’s already going to the Bricks and shooting 
dope in his vein. I ain’t going out like that, dawg.N

”Rhat if this guy is bullshittingMN I wonder about zick from zew 
Kork.



HI WKOz !ALH9q?

Sonic didn’t answer. We said he would call once he made the deal. 
That was two hours ago. I check my phone. zo missed calls from 
Sonic. zo text from either. But there’s one from Vita.

Call me.
I pull my pants o‘ and Cush the toilet but stay in the bathroom stall. 

I dial Vita. She hasn’t answered my calls or called me since that night. 
She picks up on the third ring. 

”BabeMN she answers.
She called me “Babe.” Does this mean we’re getting back together?
But her voice sounds weak. Something’s wrong.
”Is everything okayMN I ask, the shock curing all feelings of with-

drawal.
”3an you come overMN she asks. ”I need you. Light now.N
”Vita, I’m at the show. Rhat’s going onMN
”I just need you to come over,N she says. ”!lease.N
”1kay, I’ll be right there,N I tell her and hang up.
I wash my hands and splash water on my face. 
God, I look like shit.
Rhen I exit the bathroom, I bump into Uolene, who is just about 

to be whisked away by a crowd of people, including Alexender Viejo.
”Danny,  I’ve  been looking everywhere for  you,N Uolene says. 

”3omeF Re’re all going to grab sushi and sake.N
”I can’t,N I begin to say.
”Danny, let’s go,N Alexander Viejo says and smiles. 
Fuck, he knows my name. What do I do?
We jerks his head in the direction they’re all heading. I don’t know 

how to say no.
”I’ll be there soon,N I say.
I swallow hard and text Vita… On my way.
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I’ll just sit for “fteen minutes and make enough of an impression 
for him to remember me later. I’ll congratulate Uolene on having a great 
night. I’ll make sure that everyone notices that we’re good friends. The 
train leaves from !enn Station every twenty minutes. If I time it right, 
I can get there right when it arrives.

”In the end, BasPuiat let them get in his head,N Viejo hisses later at 
the table. We’s so uncomfortably close I can almost feel him licking 
my ear with a forked tongue. ”They loved the Black !ride stu‘, all that 
stu‘ about kings and Uoe 2ewis and 3harlie !arker. But when he went 
after the white establishment, they loved him even more. A bunch of 
sick puppiesFN

”0asochists, all of them. There was nothing he could do to them 
that didn’t tickle them pink,N Viejo’s agent, an anorexic-looking les-
bian with a pompadour adds. ”But they would always consider him 
to be a 4Black artist.’ We would never be one of them. It drove him to 
suicide, even if his death was technically an overdose.N

Fuck, I gotta get out of here. Vita needs me. Sonic, where are you?
”It’s a fallacy to think that only the good die young. Re have an 

obsession with death, youth, and beauty because dying young means 
you get to be froEen in time,N a British Black lady holding a hairless cat 
remarks. ”There’s no end to human vanity, that we would sacri“ce a 
long life of love and happiness just to be pretty when we die.N 

That’s right, lady. I just need Viejo to tell me that this isn't all for 
nothing.

Viejo nods, his slicked black hair and pencil-thin mustache like a 
Disney animated Satan, multiple cups of sake dissolving that cool and 
aloof artist that he was, revealing eyes of a lunatic. ”Kou are a goddess, 
my dear,N he says gaEing unabashedly at Uolene. ”Rhat a show you put 
on tonightF 0ay you be forever young, drinking with your pinky in 
the air.N
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”Kou know what’s funnyM I only do this at parties,N Uolene says and 
laughs charmingly. She sounds like someone else.

”Sake gets you a little high when you drink it hot,N says a white guy 
with a white mustache. ”It’s really soothing, like tea. It goes straight 
for your head and leaves you in the clouds.N

I chug the sake in one long gulp which makes Uolene laugh. This is 
my contribution to the night.

I order another one and down that one, too. I almost feel better.
The waitress brings the bill and everyone starts to leave. Wow 

long was I here forM Ray more than “fteen minutes. Uolene is saying 
farewell, but like the good friend that she is, lingers after the bill is 
paid by Alexander Viejo and keeps me company before an enchanted 
pumpkin comes to whisk her away.

Re wait outside the sushi restaurant. 2ike a revolving door, some 
come out and others go back in. Taxicabs pick up and drop o‘ party-
goers on the forlornly lit streets. The traYc lights glow a haEy red, and 
then a bluish green.

”Wave you ever seen !icasso’s Blue NudeMN I ask Uolene for no 
reason.

”RhyMN Uolene replies, her eyes somewhere a block away. In less 
than an hour, she’ll be in a Brooklyn studio enjoying cheese, crackers, 
and choriEo. 5or now, she’s stuck with me, because of the time we 
shared, the laughs we had, the co‘ee. 

”Don’t you think it looks like a vaginaM ”
”Omm6I’d have to look at it again.N
”Trust me. Wer head is the clitoris.N
”Danny, are you okayMN Uolene asks, her warm brown eyes matching 

mine now. She knows something’s up. I’ve never talked to her about 
drugs. But being from !aterson, she probably has a good idea.
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”Kou were great tonight. I know you’re going to kill out there,N I 
tell her, knowing this is probably goodbye. 

”I probably should’ve told you earlier, but I’m dropping out of 
school,N Uolene says, thinking the same thing that I am, wrapping it 
up clean.

”Seems like everyone else I know is. At least you’re doing it by 
choice.N

Uolene gives a fake laugh and at the same time looks concerned. 
”Inspiration is everywhere, Danny. Kou know, it’s out there. It’s in 

the street. It’s in the people you meet. Did you get any numbersMN
”Keah. Some lady gave me her card. She asked if I wanted to be a 

model.N
”That’s dopeF Aren’t you glad you cameMN
I think about Vita. ”I need to go, Uolene. Thanks for inviting me. 

Leally.N
”Danny, wait. Uust one piece of advice. I mean, if it’s okay. Shit, that 

sounds wack. I’m not trying to act like I know something6N Uolene 
stammers with uncharacteristic awkwardness. She just made the old 
5reudian slip of saying what we both know inside.

”It’s alright. Ho ahead,N I say.
”Kou know how we love to dump on the mainstream,N Uolene says 

cautiously, ”and it’s fun to laugh at wack artistsM Uust don’t forget that 
we all work for somebody at the end of the day, you knowM Treat this 
like a job. I mean, like if you want to work for the dopest company out 
there, you can do that. 5or real, I believe in you, Danny. But even if 
you have the best portfolio in the world, the powers that be will still 
want to work with someone who6has their shit together. Kou knowMN

”That’s deep, Uolene,N I say somewhat numbly. ”1ne day, you’re 
going to be rich and famous. 0y advice to you is to always hold your 
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drink. Don’t ever put it down. Jspecially when you’ve got your pinky 
in the air.N

Uolene looks surprised for a second, recovers, and is about to say 
something back, but a red BenE pulls up to the sidewalk and blows a 
perfect rendition of La Cucaracha from the horn. 

”Take care of yourself, Danny,N Uolene says, and gives me one last 
look. It’s a sad one.

Uolene gets into the passenger side of the 0ercedes. Viejo is at the 
wheel. The red two-seater drives o‘ under a traYc light that almost 
looks blue in the snow that starts to fall. 

She’ll never answer my calls again.



Chapter Seventeen

Cold Turkey

“I t’s nice,” I dnm ylsefu yrgyrgin.U “bs kein. fihe tVisU I yiss 
tVisU”

“It’s nice,” aito o.gees npncpyyittemfl onm tohes o siS pu kfoch 
cpweeU -Ve’s veogin. moghTgem fiSstich, VeoOl yoscogo, onm o Veomkonm 
vitV Veg Voig in o SpnltoifU -Ve tgies tp syife ketveen mgo.s ugpy Veg 
ci.ogetteU CVege’s o VofuTeoten stoch pu Soncohes ketveen rs, o missectem 
trghelTsonmvicV, onm o Sfote pu cpfm cVeeseTugies vitV cpn.eofem .goOlU

?rg voitgess vitV tVe Oogicpse Oeins off rS onm mpvn Veg fe.s cpyes 
rS onm oshs rs Vpv ve’ge mpin.U “qon I .et lpr .rls onltVin. efseW”

“qon I .et o gedff pn tVe cpweeW” aito geArestsU
“-rge, mpffU xVot okprt lpr, VrnW”
“I’y phol, tVonhs,” I onsvegU
juteg sVe feoOes, I rse yl hniue tp yiH tVe kfrekeggl slgrS vitV tVe 

stgovkeggl zoy onm Soint tVe srnset pn yl SfoteU aito votcVes onm 
syphes Veg neHt ci.ogette cofyflU 

“:pv’s tVegoSlW” I oshU 
“jyoKin.U j fpn. segies pu kgeohtVgpr.VsU xe for.V, ve cgl, ve 

Vpfm eocV ptVeg onm crgse prg Sogents onm yen,” aito AriSs, Veg tpne 
siyifog tp tVe pne I’m ofvols hnpvn onm fpOemY o yiH pu igpnl, sogcosy, 
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onm sincegitlU :eg Opice is gosSieg tVpr.V tVon it vos vVen ve vege 
ugesVyenU “…pnnie sols tVot it yi.Vt ke o kfessin. in mis.riseU xe 
vegen’t geomlU Eiue .pes pnU”

“-p, sVe hnpvs tVot lprDfpst tVe koklW”
I osh tVis vitVprt yeetin. aito’s elesU 
“MOegltVin. I rsem tp vont vos vgpn.,” aito sols Oo.refl onm .oKes 

ot tVe fi.Vts pn tVe Vi.VvolU CVen yeetin. yl eles vitV o cppfness 
eySVosiKem kl o Srw pu syphe sVe omms, “…rt Vel, I’y stiff VegeU”

Cgrchs onm cogs JosV kl in fittfe pgks pu fi.Vt Sossin. ocgpss Veg 
igisesU 

“I VoOe o mgr. Sgpkfey,” I cpnuess gonmpyfl, mecimin. npv is tVe 
tiyeU

aito’s elesVompv fpphs fihe o cpffectipn pu cfprms, upg o ypyent 
missiSotin. vitV goinU I eHSect scpgn onm miskefieuU Insteom, sVe fets ye 
VoOe tVis ypyent pu tpp fittfe, tpp foteU

“CVot’s .ppm, 5onnlU I’y .fom lpr con dnoffl omyit tVotU”
CVe voitgess cpyes koch vitV prg cpweeU -teoy gises ugpy tVe crSs 

os ve sit in sifence, voitin. upg Veg tp feoOeU
“CVot’s keortiurf,” prg voitgess cpyyents, omyigin. yl slgrSl 

fonmscoSeU
“:e’s on ogtist,” aito teffs Veg, on ecVp pu Sgime tVot sVe rsem tp 

eHrme vVeneOeg ve yet stgon.egs vVp sov ye mppmfin. pg shetcVin. 
Veg in SrkficU

“I’Oe neOeg seen onlpne Soint vitV tVeig feutpOeg uppm keupgeU …rt 
I .ress lpr con dnm insSigotipn in onltVin.,” prg voitgess cfrchs 
oyiokfl onm stonms upg o ypyent tp votcV ye scgoSe prt ypge cfprms 
in tVe shlU -Ve vofhs pw onm ve cpntinre tp sit, npt mginhin. prg cpweeU

“:pv oge lprg SogentsW” I osh aitoU
“xeff, eOeg since I .pt koch ugpy tVe VpsSitof, I’Oe srmmenfl kecpye 

dOe leogs pfm o.oinU ‘l ypy vpn’t fet ye sfeeS vitVprt Veg kl yl 
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sime, sp tVot’s keen urnU -Ve con’t feoOe ye ofpne upg o secpnmU ‘l 
momml’s tVe soyeU -pye mols Ve’s .ppm, spye mols npt sp yrcVU :e’s 
keen coffin. ye A‘ogcio’ foteflU CVot’s Vis sisteg’s noyeU”

I tgl tp tprcV Veg VonmU -Ve mpm.es onm .goks Veg cpwee crS insteomU
“qon ve tofhW”
“xVot mp lpr yeonW Isn’t tVot vVot ve’ge mpin.W” aito syighsU 
“PeoV, ve ogeU …rt I zrst vont tpUUU”
aito tohes o meeS kgeotVU
“I vont rs tp stogt pOegU I vont rs tp .p koch tp tVe vol ve vegeU 

5p lpr tVinh ve con mp tVotW”
“xVlW”
:eg Opice is Jot enpr.V tp krtteg krgnt kgeomU
“I fpOe lprU”
aito giSs pSen seOegof sr.og Sochets onm Sprgs tVey pne kl pne intp 

Veg cpwee, stiggin. tVe kfoch fiArim sfpvflU 
“I tVinh okprt lpr off tVe tiye, 5onnlU …rt tVot mpesn’t yeon ve 

VoOe tp ke tp.etVegU” 
“I hnpv tVot I vosn’t tVege upg lpr,” I Veog yl Opice kgeohin.U “I 

vosn’t tVege upg lpr vVen lpr neemem ye tVe ypstUUUI vosn’t in yl 
gi.Vt yinmU”

“Ppr mpn’t .et tp mp tVot,” aito cpggects yeU “I vos tVe pne vVp 
fpst prg koklU I vos tVe pne vVp Vom tp mgpS prt pu scVppfU You vege 
tVe pne vVp soim lpr vprfm ke tVege upg ye np yotteg vVotU You vege 
tVe pne vVp neOeg coffem, neOeg Sichem rS lprg SVpne, neOeg sVpvem 
rS pn tiye, ofvols feut upg spye geospn pg ptVegU jnm vVege vege 
lprW Bettin. stpnem vitV lprg ugienmsW xpghin. pn lprg ogt pg seffin. 
mgr.sW”

“I yessem rSU I .pt cor.Vt rS, fihe lpr soim I vprfmU I fpst tgoch pu 
rs, onm I fpst tgoch pu tiyeU” 
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“Ciye is spyetVin. lpr mpn’t .et koch, geyeykegW” aito gesSpnms, 
fi.Vtin. Veg dutV pg siHtV ci.ogetteU “I mpn’t vont lpr tp ueef spgglU I 
mpn’t vont onltVin. ugpy lprU” 

“I’ff mp vVoteOeg it tohes,” I stoyyegU
“-rge,” sVe sols, onm tVen gises tp .p tp tVe kotVgppyU 
?ne .rl mgpSs Vis sSppn os sVe Sosses klU I con stiff Veog it cfottegin. 

pn tVe tokfeU



Chapter Eighteen

Did Someone 
Order Pizza?

I t’s mid-May, but I’ve stopped going to class since, it doesn’t even 
matter.

I spend most of the semester doing dope and riding the NJ Transit 
train. Up and down, back and forth, getting oR and getting on, wan-
dering the streets of the city. Eahway, Metuchen, zliWabeth, Newark. 
I check out new tags and note which ones are still there, the ones that 
are so good that no one dares to erase them. I wanted to be one of those 
once. That used to be my dream. 

?ell, it’s over. ?ho caresD
Hom’s gone now. No more Hom Mom in the house. Le went back 

to jong Island and called us all Cunkies before he left. Le even cried in 
front of me, begged me to get help. I was stoned on the heroin we’d 
gotten from Master Khief. I didn’t show much reaction, but I still 
remember his tears. Hom was a good friend.

Kheese moved out as well. The house is a lot emptier now. The 
Helta Yappa guys still party downstairs, but on our Poor it’s like a 
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ghost town. Just me and Xonic nodding oR most of the time when 
we’re at home. zven xinnie, our half-2itbull stray, spends more time 
on the Frst Poor now, Fnding our inert bodies to be less entertaining 
than the ones moving around, throwing beer-Pavored ping-pong balls 
for him to chase.

Kheese still comes around to play in our :bo“ tournaments on 
”riday nights, but he spends way less time with us than he used to, 
now that Hom is gone. Kheese has always been steadyO sticking to bong 
hits and coding, hacking into corporate systems for fun. 2lus, he has 
a girlfriend now. Xhe told him that we were crackheads and warned 
him to stay away from us, so he does. z“cept on Halo nights. Le’s the 
number one player, so she gives him that.

q?ith Nick from New Aork, it’s a dollar a milligram or go fuck 
yourself,G Xonic tells me. 

The temperature feels like subWero despite the fact that the win-
dows are open, and the birds are chirping their spring songs. Xonic 
even has the heat is on. The heat goes on and oR. BR and back on. 

qI think Nick is still connected with 0ram,G surmises Xonic with a 
surety I don’t 9uestion. 

q?asn’t that obvious from the beginningDG I ask.
qThese Eussians stick together,G Xonic replies, but this means 

nothing.
qIt all makes sense,G I say, not caring either way as long as we get the 

drugs.
Xonic closes his safe. It beeps shut.
qIt’s going down tonight,G Xonic conFrms, sitting down at his 

computer chair. qYill two birds with one stone. 1et the B“y and stick 
that gun to his head. If we ever see him or his boys following us again, 
we’re coming after him and blowing his brains out.G
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The hunger for B“y leads me to nodding. ?hen you feel like you’re 
dying, everything sounds like a good idea. 

Xonic has the money, but doesn’t want to pay it out of principle, 
knowing we’re getting Cerked around like punks. 0s for me, all that 
drug money that I’d saved for the baby’s crib has gone straight into my 
bloodstream. 

If I wasn’t Fending, maybe I’d feel something besides desperate. I’d 
spent that morning sifting through garbage, searching for discarded 
balls of aluminum foil or the unvacuumed carpet with a magnifying 
glass, putting things up my nose that vaguely resembled drugs.

qTime goes fast,G I murmur distantly, remembering the sight of the 
cherry blossoms Poating on the wind. 

I think of the sakura again. I’d gone back to see it in full bloom, 
the wind breeWing through the petals, the drift of cherry blossoms like 
spring snow. I went there to repent for the loss of our baby, for all 
I’d done to xita, and selFshly, to feel some sense of puriFcation for 
my sins. I even tried to cry, but there was no li9uid I could shed that 
wouldn’t be used to dilute a bag of heroin later. 

qXeems like yesterday it was summer, we were barbecuing and mak-
ing money,G Xonic mumbles.

qAo, you alright manDG
It’s Eich !oy Khris from downstairs. Xomehow, I’m back in my 

room. Xonic is gone. I must’ve nodded oR again.
qI’m chilling,G I reply, opening my eyes from what had been some 

kind of nap. 
q?e’re still doing Halo tonight, rightDG Khris asks.
qBh shit, was that todayDG I say, glancing around for a calendar. No 

such item e“ists. 
?ere we so high that we scheduled the day of the robbery on the 

same day as our Halo tournamentD 
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I should tell Khris that it’s oR. No video games tonight. ?e have 
plans to rob a drug dealer, but the words don’t come. I take a minute 
to analyWe Khris, wondering if he can be of any use. Le seems like he 
might know how to tie some !oy Xcout knots.

qxinnie took a piss in the bathroom,G I hear a familiar voice say in 
the hallway. It’s Kheese, here for the tournament. qLis aim is getting 
better. Le peed on the toilet at least.G

q?hose turn is itDG Xonic calls from his room. qI mopped up last 
time. Xomeone’s got to clean that up.G

I stand in the hallway staring at our half-pit bull half-1erman 
Xhepherd as he walks in like 0rnold XchwarWenegger. Le sniRs his own 
piss on the bathroom tile, then trots oR to the living room at the sound 
of an opening door.

q?ho’s a good boyD Aou’re a good boyDG I hear Kassie cooing to 
xinnie as she enters.

qAou guys hear anything from NickDG Khris asks, putting a cigarette 
out in my ashtray. 

qAou ever build a campFreDG I ask in reply, working my way up to a 
proposal. I feel hesitant, wondering if this means we’ll have to cut him 
in. 

qIs anyone ordering foodDG Xonic asks, coming out of his room.
q2iWWaDG Kheese calls out from across the apartment.
qKassie, you want anythingDG Khris hollers to his girlfriend in the 

living room.
q2iWWaDG she hollers back.
Khris orders the food.
Twenty minutes later, there’s a knock on the door.
qThat was 9uick,G Khris puWWles and walks into the living room to 

open the door. 
I hear Kassie scream. 
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It happens so fast I don’t even make it a foot past my bedroom door. 
I see Khris lying face-down on the Poor, hands spread out like he’s 

getting frisked by the police. 
Ne“t, I’m faced with a black hole. 
It takes a second to realiWe that there’s a gun in my face. I’m backed 

up to where I was Cust sitting at my desk moments before. I’m in-
structed to place my head down with a black 3mm. pressed against my 
temple so hard that it hurts. 

No barking from xinnie, the world’s worst guard dog. Le’s prob-
ably gone back to the Frst Poor. The invaders are a mi“ of white and 
black guys, masks on their faces, masking tape wrapped around their 
Fngertips.

q1ive it up, motherfucker,G I hear a voice say. q?here’s the stash 
atDG

qI only have my wallet,G I say pitifully. qzverything is gone. I don’t 
have anything.G 

I hear voices coming from Xonic’s room. There’s a loud smack and 
then the sound of cursing. 

jater I found out that Xonic took a pistol-whipping across the 
head, but even then, he didn’t give. Le had Fve hundred z-pills, two 
pounds of weed, and about twenty 1’s locked up in his safe. !asically 
everything. If Xonic thought about reaching for his .EV, he changed his 
mind when that 1lock smacked him across the skull. 2robably a good 
thing, because unlike his gun, these pistols were loaded.

The leader took Kassie by her long blonde hair and pried her mouth 
open with the barrel of his 3mm. 0fter that, Xonic gave them the safe 
and they vanished. 0ll told, they must’ve been in the house for less 
than ten minutes.

Khris is the only one who has the wherewithal to take Kassie out of 
the house to work out some kind of story. ?e know that she’s going 
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to call the cops. ?orse, she’s going to tell her father, the police chief of 
New !runswick. There’s no doubt about it. ?e’re fucked.

!y the time Khris gets back to the house to rehearse the Pimsy alibi 
he’s worked out with Kassie, Xonic is already on the run. Bne duRel 
bag is all it takes. Kheese has vamoosed back to his girlfriend’s house, 
and I’ll never see him in the Pesh again. 

I’m sitting on the couch, the fake leather j-shaped thing too big for 
the thieves to take, staring with xinnie at the gaping void left by the 
Tx, the sound system, the things that Xonic’s hustle paid for, in the 
days when we lived like kings. 

qKan’t believe they took my fucking :bo“,G Khris mutters to him-
self, shaking his head in disbelief.



Chapter Nineteen

Knowledge

I t’s early June when some Lebanese guy calls me up and starts 
yelling through the phone. It’s our old landlord from Louis Street. 

He wants us all to go and clear out our stu,“ but he can’t get in 
touch with anyone. vI don’t ha”e contact with anyone from the house 
anymore“N I tell him. vDo one’s heard from Com for months. Eheese 
mo”ed in with his mom on some farm up in Dew kngland. Sonic is 
still on the run.N

I tell my landlord all of this because he Pnows about e”erything that 
happened“ Pnows us all by name“ and doesn’t gi”e a shit. He’d seen his 
relati”es shot by militiamen. He thinPs we’re a bunch of pussies. 

I tell him I’ll go and clean up“ xguring I may ha”e the inPling to 
paint again one day. Maints are eKpensi”e“ so I ha”e no choice but to 
come and collect my stu,. Wy time at art school is o”er. 

I breaP the house down into pieces and get some help from the 
Celta jappa boys from downstairs. Ye don’t say much“ Uust maPe 
our way through the upstairs poster by poster“ throwing garbage o, 
the ”eranda and onto the sidewalP as the sun stains the sPy a wild 
strawberry pinP“ the color of some Pind of ending. 
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2 couple of WeKicans picP up our old couch“ the one we picPed up 
o, the street the year before. qhe one Bita and I used to maPe lo”e 
on when no one was home. qhey carry it o, into the sunset past Joe’s 
LiFuors.

I say peace to the Celta jappa guys and gi”e Binnie a hug and a Piss“ 
his tail going a million miles an hour. He wants to go to the parP“ so 
he Uumps into my passenger seat. Just liPe old times“ his wagging tail 
seems to say. qhis triggers something inside me“ and suddenly all those 
tears I’d been sa”ing Uust pour out of my face as I sit in my car“ hugging 
the stray dog. 

-efore I lea”e Dew -runswicP“ I stop by Eommercial 2”enue on 
the o, chance that ?low might be in the studio. 2s fate has it“ he’s 
putting the xnal touches on his album“ so he’s pulling an allGnighter 
anyway and I’m welcome to stay. He’s got about an ounce of weed and 
plenty of snacPs with him and in”ites me to partaPe. I help myself to a 
Snapple and some chips“ but that’s it. 

?low’s studio is in a ”acantGlooPing building on Eommercial 2”e. 
qhe gangster Dapoleon sits at a soundboard and Peyboard“ e”erything 
looPing stateGofGtheGart“ thousands of dollars of beatGmaPing eFuipG
ment bought with a lot of smoothedGout wrinPled cash.

It’s a legit setGup“ and ?low is the producer“ CJ and emcee. qhe boys 
in his crew are a bunch of hypeGmen“ my own opinion“ based on the 
samples he plays for me. Wonosyllabic death threats. EashGmachine 
sound e,ects and gunshots laced o”er the beats. -ut ?low is the lyricist“ 
the talent“ the Ping. 

vqooP you long enough to come through. I thought you were ne”er 
going to roll up. Aou Pnow how to maPe motherfucPers wait for it“ 
don’t youO I got to say though“ the wait was worth it“ my 5.N

Ye’re taPing a breaP from miKing. We the colors“ him the beat. qhe 
paint is drying on the wall of the studio.
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vI had some personal shit to deal with. -ut yeah“ I’m glad you liPe 
it“N I reply as we stand side by side“ looPing at the mural I’”e xnished 
painting on his studio wall. 

vI had the ”ision: you Pnow what I’m sayingO LiPe alright“ checP 
it out. I want that Reasonable Doubt shit on my wall“N ?low tells me“ 
taPing me bacP to that moment of inspiration months ago“ when he 
xrst asPed Jolene to commission me for a mural in his studio. vI wanted 
JayG ’s xrst album co”er as a testament to what’s happening here. qhe 
music that birthed JayG  before the world e”en Pnew who he was. 
Yho’s your fa”orite rapper“ my 5ON

vMersonally“ I’d ha”e to say lyrics o”er e”erything. So“ in that case“ I 
choose Das.N

vYord“N ?low nods all mellow“ smoPe curling out of his nose liPe 
a blacP dragon. vI’m all about lyrics“ too. It don’t e”en matter about 
all that gangster shit. k”erybody’s got a story. Do o,ense“ but you’re 
from the suburbs“ rightO Yhat’s maPing you feel that connection with 
DasON

I pause and thinP“ wondering if Dasir Jones has e”er thought his 
music would inspire some jorean Pid from Dorth Jersey. qhen again“ 
it’s not e”en about race. 1e6ecting on Das’s beef with JayG  feels liPe 
the ultimate Fuestion7 ?or lo”e“ or moneyO

vI’m going with Das“N I conxrm. vHe speaPs the truth. I don’t 
Pnow what it is“ but when we encounter truth“ we can’t help but pay 
homage. qhat shit is uni”ersal.N

?low nods appreciati”ely. v2lright“ so what you do want to doON
v2bout whatON
vHow much do you wantO I mean“ you got to get paid rightO Aou 

didn’t come through and do this shit for free“N ?low says and cuts o, 
the music from his miKing board. I looP around and checP the mural 
on the wall“ xnished and almost dry.8888888888 
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vHa”e you e”er paid for artworP beforeON I asP as ?low admires the 
monochromatic blue mural of JayG “ fedora tilted low o”er his eye“ the 
white scarf matched with his tuKedo. 

vDah“ this is the xrst time. Cidn’t thinP there was a siK month wait 
list“ my 5.N

vI’”e ne”er been paid for my worP“N I admit. vI don’t e”en Pnow 
what to charge you.N

vI feel you“N ?low nods and switches topics. v-y the way“ I don’t 
Pnow if you heard“ but me and Jolene ain’t together no more. Just ?AI“ 
Pnow what I’m sayingON

v;h“ shit. Yell“ I ha”en’t talPed to her in a minute. 2nyway“ I’m 
sorry to hear that. Aou guys were a good couple.N

vShe’s in Dew AorP now“ doing her thing. I was with her when she 
met that weirdo“N ?low laughs with amused disdain. vkccentric mothG
erfucPer“ but you Pnow how industry folPs be acting. Wad talented 
though. I’”e seen his shit. He’s got the streets on locP.N

vI heard you got an o,er from one of the labels“N I mention. vYhat 
happened with your dealON

vqhey o,ered“N ?low says and shrugs. vI declined. Still trying to get 
my -achelor’s“ you feel meON

I nod my head“ taPing notes from this Jedi.
v2lright man. It’s getting late“ or should I say earlyO Let me breaP 

you o, with some bread.N
vDah man. I can’t taPe it.N
v?or realON
vAeah man. Just consider it a sign of friendship. Aou helped me out 

that one time. Let’s Uust xgure now we’re e”en.N
?low taPes o, his shades and looPs at me with notes of appreciation. 

He nods and puts his shades bacP on.
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v2lright“ let’s do it liPe this. I’m going to hit you with some PnowlG
edge“ Pid. qhat’s my payment.N

vjnowledgeON
vjnowledge and wisdom“ my 5. qhere’s nothing more precious in 

this world than that. 5et in the booth right FuicP.N
vYhat“ am I being recorded or somethingON
vDah“ I’m Uust going to let you in on some game. I don’t want you 

sitting in front of me because I’m going to be talPing to you liPe an 
;.5. homie“ and we’re not that far apart. Ye’”e got to get farther. 5et 
in there“ see how it feels.N

v;Pay.N
I lea”e the producer’s room and go into the booth. It’s a darP 

claustrophobic soundGproof space. Stepping up to the mic“ I feel the 
darPness and silence surrounding me. I close my eyes and feel the world 
disappear.

Suddenly“ I hear ?low’s ”oice come in through the speaPer.
vAo C“ you hear meON
I hear you.
v2lright“ we’re going to do it liPe this. I’m going to gi”e you some 

straight up real deal shit“ bro. Aou readyON
vI’m ready.N
vAou Pnow why I didn’t taPe that dealO qhey heard me on the demo 

and they were liPe“ alright“ he’s nice. Ye can use him. -ut they wanted 
me to do a group deal“ liPe a band member“ you feel meO ?irst o,“ that 
shit is corny. Second“ I’m not signing unless me and my people all get 
signed“ you feel meO 

vAo“ C. I’m from Eamden. Aou Pnow what that meansO Dumber 
one homicide rate in the country. It’s Uust a fact. qhere’s no way out. 
Ye’re a forgotten city. Dobody Pnows where Eamden is“ and nobody 
Pnows where we’re from. Dobody gi”es a damn. Aou Pnow whyO 
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-ecause anybody who e”er made it out of Eamden got the fucP out of 
Eamden. 

vAou’re into that graGti shit“ rightO Aou Pnow where that shit 
startedO qhe -ronK“ TH0I’s. Some of them people didn’t e”en ha”e 
running water. -ut the soul was in the people: it was in the music: 
it was in the parties and the dancing and e”erything was Uust live“ you 
Pnow what I’m sayingO qhere wasn’t anything negati”e about it. It was 
all lo”e. 2nd they sure as hell weren’t doing it for a record deal. 

v2ll the murals those brothers painted weren’t because they were 
pissed o, and Uust trying to ”andaliJe some public property. 5raGti 
was their ”oice. It was the only way they could e”er maPe it out of the 
hood. If not them in their physical form“ then at least on those trains. 
qo show the world their art“ so people could Pnow their names. qhey 
Uust wanted the world to Pnow they eKisted. 

vI’m young“ but I come from the old school. I don’t gi”e a fucP 
about a record deal. I’m maPing music and I’m setting my people free“ 
my brother. Aou can’t put me in a mansion and maPe me forget where I 
come from. Yhate”er you do in this life“ don’t forget where you come 
from. Con’t forget who you are. 2nd don’t forget the people who 
lo”ed you“ because without them you wouldn’t be here. 2nd without 
them“ you won’t be where you are years from now whether you at the 
bottom or the top. Do matter what“ at the end of the day“ it’s about 
who’s going to light the candles for you when you die. k”erything else 
a fade.N



Chapter Twenty

New Jersey Diner

A nother year passes, a period I like to call “The Lost Year” where 
I spend my time as an art school drop-out working at a local 

diner, doing nights mostly, the after-movie crowd. Occasionally I’ll 
draw something on the receipt if I see a girl with nice eyes, but the tips 
still suck. It wouldn’t make a diVerence anyway because I only think 
about 2ita 4/7B, so any attempt at Mirtation is strictly transactional. 
Sut I’m lucky if even that happens. jost of the time it’s truck drivers 
and couples sharing a stack of pancakes or cheese-fries and gravy. 

—ometimes I imagine what it’d be like if 2ita 1ust suddenly came 
walking into the diner, but then I 8gure if she did, she’d probably be 
with some other guy. I guess I try not to think too much while I’m on 
the 1ob, which is half of the reason why I work the graveyard shift in 
the 8rst placeKto avoid lying in bed, thinking all night. 

jy face looks the same as it did when I was HU, but I’d say my eyes 
are diVerent. I look at the world a lot diVerently than I used to, that’s 
for sure. I don’t tell myself that I’m going to be famous anymore. The 
fact that I should be going into my fourth year at art school doesn’t 
totally escape my thoughts either, but it feels less important as time 
goes on. 
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:or the most part, I’ve put my college days behind me, but I do 
catch Mashbacks every now and then. Like one time I thought I saw 
—onic at the counter hunched over a cup of coVee, but it wasn’t him. 
The guy ended up being Pispanic or something, with a shaved head, 
but I thought maybe —onic would do something like that to change his 
appearance. It made me wonder if he was still on the run, or whether 
he was alive or dead.

One thing about the diner is that you learn to listen. Wveryone’s 
going through something. It doesn’t matter who they are. You don’t 
even know the stories people have inside until you make it your busi-
ness to be there, a familiar face who has the time to listen as they sip 
their coVee. It’s good for them, and it’s good for you too. You start to 
realiJe that your voice isn’t yours. It’s made of a million others. 

One of my regulars comes in with his mom, who I think has 
AlJheimer’s or something. They always sit there and don’t talk, and 
you can tell they’re together so much they don’t really have to talk 
outside the house. They 1ust eat at the diner to be out. The guy looks 
like he never got married or even had a girlfriend, but it’s always 1ust 
him and his mom, plus his dog at home. Pe always gets a burger patty 
with no bread, to-go for the dog.

Then there’s this other guy who comes and sits at the counter on 
:ridays. An old guy with white hair and a droopy mustache with his 
back all bent as he leans on the counter with glasses on the tip of his 
nose. jy man named Fhil. Pe orders the same thing every :riday night 
for dinner? turkey and mashed potatoes, cranberry sauce, sweet corn, 
and gravy with a biscuit on the side. Pe doesn’t drink anything but 
water and 1ust talks to me while I wipe glasses with a rag. I tell him I 
used to be an artist when he sees me drawing on a napkin. Pe watches, 
fascinated, and I only stop because his food starts getting cold.
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“xhy do you say you used to be an artist@ You are an artist,” he tells 
me authoritatively. 

I don’t know too much about Fhil eAcept that he likes world music 
and reading. I’ve seen him on many occasions bringing in a sweaty 
dog-eared tome with him even though we usually end up talking the 
whole time he’s here. 

“I can read at home,” he shrugs. “I’d rather talk.” 
I don’t tell Fhil too much about my life, about my situation, though 

I do once, in a moment of weakness, confess that I’d proposed to 
my eA-girlfriend and had gotten re1ected. I tell him that she’s with 
someone else now, that I threw that ring in Fassion Fuddle. I almost 
tell him that sometimes I still drive by her place of employment, a 
Bouble Tree hotel in 0ew Srunswick, but I don’t want to lose my 
favorite customer. 

“You’re summer,” Fhil tells me calmly, with wise aCrmation. “In 
life you go through seasons. xhen you’re a kid in your mom’s house, 
you’re spring. 0ow, as a young man, you’re summer. One day, you’ll 
meet the right girl, and you’ll have your own kids. Then you’ll be 
autumn. je@ I’m winter. 0ote the white hair.”

“Yeah, but summer is supposed to be fun.”
“You’re 1ust going through a slump. You’ll 8nd your way. That 

passion, that love of art was given to you as a gift. xhen was the last 
time you painted@”

“It’s been a while.”
“xhat’s stopping you@”
“I don’t know what to paint.”
“Yes, you do,” Fhil says and starts counting out his tip. “You paint 

your pain.”



Chapter 
Twenty-One

Romeo and Juliet

I f Romeo and Juliet hadn’t died young, they might’ve grown 
to hate each other. Maybe Romeo would’ve cheated, or Juliet 

would’ve stopped believing in love. Not every young romance ends 
tragically—but the happiest ones end early.

I try to paint my pain like Phil said, but nothing good comes out of 
it. I think about going back to art school, but it’s almost like I’m on 
empty. The inspiration is gone. Maybe you only get one chance in life, 
and if you blow it, you’re done.

I put my pen down. I don’t know what I’m doing anymore. I’m 
alive, but I don’t feel that way.

When I proposed to Vita, I was clean. I’d reached the fuzzy orange 
period of being clean with no relapses and no cravings. I spent every 
day in the gym building my body back up. I gained weight and ate 
plenty of chicken breast and salad. I even started juicing, the fruity 
kind, putting a multitude of strawberry and banana concoctions into 
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my veins. I read a few psalms in the morning and sat in the lotus 
position and meditated. I felt ready for anything, even rejection. 

It’d been six months since we broke up. I didn’t think she’d move 
on.

I thought getting clean meant I’d get everything back that I lost, but 
far from it. After all we’ve been through, it’s like Life is telling me, You 
thought it was over? This is just the beginning, bitch. Now we have to 
Dgure out your existential angst. You’ll never paint again. !eal with 
that-

But this is my Blue Period. Everyone has a Blue Period. Picasso’s 
best friend killed himself, that’s what got Pablo so depressed. I think it 
was over a woman, a story of oneKsided love, but either way, that was 
his best friend.

They were living on the streets of Paris, getting drunk, getting 
high, talking life, talking death, talking love, talking about beauty to 
beautiful strangers, making love and making art all day. That life of 
the artist, where having nothing is having everything, with the whole 
world right at your Dngertips.

We spend our lives waiting for love a bus that never comes. You 
can’t sit around and look for it. You have to go through the Dre to get 
to the 4ame. When you hold it in your hands, you can light yourself 
up or hold it up for others to see through the darkness. You light the 
darkness either way.

The female nude’s clitoris. Edge and form of black lines, secret folds 
of the 4ower. Weeping, the most unguarded he ever saw her, twisting 
cigaretteKends together for a smoke. Just a relief from reality and the 
need for wine or candles, bread and no cheese, cold water and no heat, 
nothing but each other and a shared sense of vision we call hopes and 
dreams.
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Pablo’s best friend was in love with her, but while Pablo was 4ying, 
his friend was stuck in a wheelchair. Maybe she even loved him. They 
were both painters, Pablo and his man. I can see Picasso’s humongous 
eyes staring intensely at the angles of her cheekbone and jawline, the 
hexagons in her eyes, the shadow of caf5 lights on her cheeks. MeanK
while, his best friend was loading up the revolver, and Dnally put a 
bullet in his head, right across the dinner table.

Pablo saw him in his dreamsC he saw him in his nightmares. He 
talked to his spirit and lived with his ghost.

His soul was in hell, but they remained good friends until the day 
he died.

Vita moved in with this guy she met at the !ouble Tree where 
she was working after she dropped out of preKmed. He was a valet or 
something, ten years older than her. I met him once when we were 
having a cigarette in the parking lot, and she was telling me for maybe 
the third or fourth time to stop coming to her job, telling me that I had 
to let her go. This !ominican guy with white pants and douchebag 
sunglasses rolled up and asked Vita if everything was okay.

I didn’t see her for a long time after that. A couple of years. She 
moved in with the guy at his place in Edison, and I guess I understood 
her reasons. I was the guy who broke her heart, and he was the new 
guy—the more mature guy. A guy in his thirties, probably past all the 
existential angst. And I’m not gay, but even I noticed the bulge in his 
jeans.

She came by the diner one day and told me all of this, about her 
moving in with him, as if to make it clear that we would never get back 
together again. She didn’t say anything about the size of his dick. I just 
assumed it to be true from what I had already seen in my recurring 
nightmares.

How was I doing, she wanted to know.
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How was I supposed to tell her that I’d been working on something 
every night for the last two years?

How could I tell her that I was painting this picture to show how 
much I loved her? 

I remember it was hot and the rain evaporated like it had never 
happened. We took another swim and stood on the rocks with waves 
crashing all around us. I held her and we just stood there watching the 
sea. Vita was wearing a black bikini and her hair was down. I took one 
last picture of her on the beach. It was the last picture that I would ever 
have of her. It would develop faded from the way the sun slanted into 
the eye of the disposable camera. We didn’t have a good camera back 
then. We must’ve picked it up along the way, getting ice and drinks 
at a 6VS or something. I had that picture for a long time. I used to 
hold it and put my Dngertips on the photo and touch her face for years 
after. She was sitting on the sand, looking up at the camera, and I was 
standing above her. I could see her pretty faceC that face that loved 
and trusted me. I burned all of our other pictures and the letters we 
used to write to each other. I don’t even remember burning them, 
but I must’ve because I used to have them all in a shoebox at home, 
underneath my bed. One day, the shoebox wasn’t there anymore. I 
must’ve taken it into the backyard one day and then set it on Dre. 
Probably sat there and watched it catch Dre, all the pictures “uickly 
melting, the 4ames licking away everything that reminded me of her 
into ashes. But then there was that one picture that wasn’t in the 
shoebox, that escaped the ashes, and so that was the picture I held onto 
and gazed at when I wanted to remember what she looked like, faded 
and smiling, looking up at me, that day at the beach.

When I Dnally got to her house, on the night of the Big Show, she 
was already gone. Her mother had driven her to the hospital. Only her 
father was home. 
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I opened the door and entered their house in a panic. I followed 
the only light that was on. !r. !ela Rosa sat in his study, and when I 
entered a look of recognition 4uttered across his face.

AWhere’s Vita?B I asked, running up to him.
!r. !ela Rosa smiled and got out of his chair.
He turned and stood at the stereo and pressed play.
It was 6hopin’s Nocturne No. 9.
As those opening piano notes Dlled the room, I fell at his knees with 

the folds of his robe in my hands.
And wept.
The afternoon light from the hospital is both bright and pale. I look 

out at the trees. The green looks like the way you would describe it to 
someone who’s never seen light.

AI fell in love with you all over again,B I say numbly, calling back 
the words from a summer forever ago. Vita is in the hospital bed, 
recuperating after losing our baby.

AI held onto those words for a long time,B she says faintly, under 
medication. AI waited and waited for you to come back to me, but you 
never came.B

AVita,B I choke, my words fractured, on my knee. AI love you more 
than anything.B

AI’ll always love you,B whispers Vita. AOne day you’ll understand.B



Chapter Twenty-Two

Irises

O ne of my favorite paintings is called Irises by Ogata Korin. 
It’s hundreds of years old now, done on an ancient Japanese 

folding screen that features these indigo-colored irises on their green 
stalks repeating over and over in a pattern across the panels. It reminds 
me that despite all the sadness that comes with life, there’s beauty that 
comes with it, in endless repetition. 

When 2005 comes around, things are the same. I turn twenty-two, 
still work at the diner, still live with my parents. 

My heart and mind never leave Vita, though I’ve been on a few 
dates since then to move on. One girl I used to work with at the diner 
named Alyssa was kind of into me. We dated for a few weeks, and I 
thought there might be something there. Then she found out she was 
pregnant, so she and her ex-boyfriend got back together. I told her that 
I was happy for her, and she just looked at me with those pretty green 
eyes like, Are you serious?

Sure, why not? At least somebody’s happy.
That’s when you know you’re depressed. You start getting happy 

for other people. 
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There’s another girl named Rita, but her name is too similar to 
“Vita,” and I just can’t handle it. 

Let’s just say there are a few mis—reszall mis—res, who am I kid-
ding? It’s like a catastrophic log at an airport control tower with noth-
ing to record but crashes. Hey, I’m trying to fly a new plane over here! 
Test-trials ending in shattered legs and broken arms, horri—c burns. 
My limbs sticking straight-out, the cast somehow freeDing my right 
hand into a thumbs-up sign.

Mid-November comes around, and it’s our anniversary. I call Vita. 
To my amaDement, she picks up. “I was just thinking about you,” she 
says. It’s been so long since I’ve heard her voice. “I miss you,” she says. 

I’m speechless but somehow manage to sound composed. I ask 
her how she’s doing, and she tells me she’s thinking about leaving 
Alejandro. It turns out that he’s married with a wife and kid in the 
Gominican Republic. I don’t know how he kept it a secret for that 
long, but the point is that she isn’t sure about things. 

“I’m planning on moving out. Coing back to my parents.”
“Go you need some help?”
“I’m okay.”
“Ban I see you?” I croak —nally.
She gives me the address.
It’s a small coDy place in that looks like the kind of place we once 

imagined for ourselves once the baby was born. Vita gives me a hug 
and leads me straight to the bedroom. I realiDe later that it’s because 
she doesn’t want me to see the memories she’s created in this place, 
with Alejandro instead of me. The bedroom isn’t much better, but 
she’s already started removing any history of her being there, so it’s 
ironically neutral. 

I look at the bed. The place where all my nightmares took place. 
Elack satin sheets. Silky and smooth. They slept here, fucked here. 
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What’s worse, they held each other at night and told each other they 
loved each other.

Vita comes over and starts kissing me. This is enough to shake me 
out of the sobering reality, and I reenact those moments of love, to 
recreate what we once had, as I kiss her neck and take her clothes o?. 

We make love with a passion that feels like time travel, but when it’s 
all over, nothing has changed. Vita lays in my arms and I ask her to be 
my wife. She smiles, kisses my hand, and says, “Let’s just be happy now 
while we can.”

She still has that portrait on the wall, the one I’d painted for her 
in freshman year. I don’t know if I should be honored that after 
everything, she still carries that original memento of my adoration for 
her, or if I should feel disrespected that she’s been fucked so many 
times in front of the thing that I once innocently drew for her.

“You still have it,” I say.
“I told you I was going to bring it with me wherever I go.”
Suddenly, the portrait falls o? the wall and lands onto the @oor 

facedown. There are no windows open. All the windows are closed. 
There’s no wind. The portrait just falls. 



Chapter 
Twenty-Three

Rutgers

T he sakura is gone.

When I visit freshman campus the following spring, I’m 
hoping to see cherry blossoms drifting in the wind. I want to reminisce 
beside the tree that used to stand next to the picnic table where I Vrst 
met Bita. kacj when the towers fell and we thought we were all going 
to die, and the days after when we clung to each other out of this 
sense that there was no tomorrow, so Sust live for today. We smojed 
cigarettes by that tree that Bita told me was a cherry tree. The symbol 
of life’s impermanence. Lhe was right about that and everything else. 
kut anyway, the tree is gone. Pije it was never there. 

qassion quddle is still there though. The legend is that if a couple 
waljs around its sylvan banjs three times, they’re going to get married. 
This secluded pond is near the chapel where I once prayed for Bita 
after she went to the hospital and had her stomach pumped. The frat 
guys who rooVed her and who we subseHuently got revenge on, by 
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gathering forces from the rival frat, Kelta 9appa, and barged into their 
frat house, fucjing them all up.

It’s ironic that the same thing would happen to us down the line, 
except those guys weren’t interested in revenge. They only wanted the 
cash and drugs. Ltill, as I lay my head on my desj with the Gmm pressed 
into the bacj of my head, I thought about it and it made an impression 
on me.

I proposed to Bita once. kought her a ring that I could a-ord. Jot 
worth much, but a symbol of my desperation. Fot down on a bended 
jnee at qassion quddle. I imagine the ring is still there at the murjy 
bottom.

Feorge Ltreet has changed. It loojs less lije a derelict street. There 
are high“rise suites for o-“campus senior housing and the vagrants 
have been swept away. The Ltate Theater is still there, the church and 
the fountain. kut everything loojs di-erent in a way that I can’t place. 
I don’t even jnow where I am and the feeling leaves me with the sense 
that there’s no point in trying to revisit the past.

Where they are now, I wonder from time to time. 2ne day, in a 
moment of weajness, I decide to Soin ”acebooj. 

I locj my bedroom door and hit that search bar and start typing in 
names. I start o- light and looj up AKominicj qolenta.C

Rudging from all the pictures on his proVle page, it loojs lije he 
went bacjpacjing across Nurope after all. Ee’s still there in the south 
of ”rance somewhere. There’s one pic of him standing in a Veld of 
sunYowers with his arms spread out to the sapphire sjy. The caption 
reads, ABan Fogh Yow.C ?nd that’s it.

I want to write him a message, but I’m not ready for that yet, so I 
Sust press APije.C

I looj up :heese next. I type in A:harles KujeC and sift through a 
bunch of white people who are obviously not :heese. When I Vnally 
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tracj him down, I notice that under his trucjer’s cap that his wooly 
hair has grown into an afro and he’s jeeping it all natural. Jo more 
dye. Ee has a mustache now, which majes him seem more content 
somehow. ? lot of pics of him showing o- his chicjens, which also 
looj plump and healthy. Who jnew our friendly neighborhood hacj“
er was Sust a country boy at heart4 

Luddenly, I get a message. There are three messages, conversa“
tion“style texts.

I readz
Sonic: Yo, what’s up DAWG? You finally got on this shit, huh? How 

you been?
S: I’m out, bro. We should meet up sometime. You know what I’m 

saying? I ain’t into all that shit anymore though. I heard you got clean, 
too.

S: You still talk to anyone? Seems like everyone’s doing their own shit. 
But whatever, it’s all good.

I taje a sip of water and start to type.
D: Hey man, how’s it going? 
I see he’s still online. It only tajes him a minute to respond.
S: YOOOOO!!! What’s up, DAWG?
D: How are you, man?
S: Good, man. Where you at?
D: Back at my parents. Just working at a diner and shit. What about 

you?
S: I’m back in school, dawg. I got out of jail like a year ago. I did a 

semester at Middlesex County College, and now I’m back at Rutgers. 
Just commuting from home though. Not trying to get back into any 
shenanigans.

To my surprise, he spells AshenanigansC correctly. 5ust be all that 
studying.
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D: That’s awesome, bro. I’m happy for you.
S: How’s life, dawg?
I get into the conversation now. It feels good to reconnect with an 

old buddy. 
D: Forget me, man. How are you? What was jail like?
I can’t believe how comfortable I am writing that. In conversation, 

it’s exactly how we would talj. kut maybe this is faux pas on ”acebooj. 
I’m such a newb.

I wait for a while, but he doesn’t answer. I sit in front of the 
screen, worried that I’ve crossed into uncomfortable territory. I linger 
on ”acebooj a little longer and thinj about loojing up Bita. ?fter a 
half“hour passes, I turn o- my computer, thinjing I’ve either pissed 
o- Lonic or Sust made things awjward. 

I go to sleep. 
The next morning, I turn on my computer, still bothered by this 

abrupt end to my interaction with Lonic. I log into ”acebooj and 
immediately looj at my message box. There’s one message. 

I open it. Eoly shit. It’s long.
The Letter from Sonic:
Yo, my bad for suddenly cutting off like that. I just had to pause for a 

minute, you know what I’m saying? Plus, I was supposed to be studying. 
But honestly, it’s a hard question to answer. What’s jail like? It sucks ass! 
HAHA.

But for real, you just brought me back and I had to take a minute, 
you know?

Anyway, I’m glad you asked me because it’s kind of tied in with 
this writing assignment I’m supposed to do for class. I won’t get into 
the specifics and bore you or whatever, but if you don’t mind being my 
guinea pig and letting me write this shit down, it’ll actually help me a 
lot. I’m supposed to write about a traumatic experience, and I’ve been 
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struggling to get the words. I think I write better when I’m just talking 
to someone, you know what I’m saying? So anyway, you can just delete 
this shit or whatever. I’m not trying to waste your time. But if you don’t 
mind helping me with this one, I appreciate it.

My professor says I’m supposed to write down my experiences, kind of 
like an essay. Shit is hard though. I think they’ll give me another ten years 
if I tell them everything. HAHA. But she says just write down anything. 
I told her Expos was the reason I failed out of college. She told me all the 
more reason to work on my writing. I told her I hate writing. She said 
don’t worry, just write it like a letter. I’m like, a letter? To who? 

So it’s just my luck that you suddenly popped up on Facebook. I saw 
you on my Recommended Friends list and I said to myself, “Uh-uh. 
This can’t be my dawg, Danny.” And there you were. Okay, I’m getting 
off-track. Did I ever tell you that I think I have ADHD?

Anyway, you probably think prison is like 27 or whatever you see on 
TV. It’s not like that at all. It’s one thing to watch people in prison. It’s 
another thing to be in there. The hardest part about prison is being alone 
with your thoughts, and just feeling....alone.

My dad hired a lawyer, a family friend. They told the judge I was 
mixed up and what not. I didn’t like how they played up how I was 
adopted, doing that whole thing about me not knowing who I was, 
searching for my identity and all. I mean, I already told you I wanted to 
find out more about my Korean heritage, but I don’t think that’s what 
made me do all the things that I did. At least, that’s not the reason in 
my mind.

I’ve been trying to figure out how everything happened. It all went 
down so fast. One day we were making money. The next thing I knew 
we were being robbed at gunpoint. And then I stuck up that liquor 
store. I don’t know if I ever thought about the reasons behind everything. 
Addiction makes you selfish. You only think about yourself, and that’s 
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what makes you hurt everyone around you. So I’m mostly sorry about 
that. I’m not sorry for the fights I got into or the scraps I won or lost. 
Everyone knows what it is when they put their fists up. One of you is going 
to get smacked in the head. There’s nothing to be sorry about after that. 
What you feel sorry for is the people who you hurt that you don’t mean 
to hurt. And those people hurt in ways that you don’t see.

When I stuck up the liquor store, I didn’t even run. It was this Arab 
dude, and he wouldn’t give up the safe. I told him that I was going 
to shoot him, and he didn’t move. He kept telling me his boss already 
emptied the safe. I screamed at him and threw a bottle and broke a bunch 
of shit, but he wouldn’t give it up. He told me to give him the gun. He 
could tell I was out of my head.

I don’t know what gave that guy those kind of balls. Maybe he really 
didn’t have the keys. Said he was just an employee and he didn’t have 
access or whatever. He was probably telling the truth. But also, it probably 
wasn’t the first time someone pointed a gun at his face.

I kind of gave up after that. I was so tired of running. I just dropped 
the gun and fell to the ground. I didn’t want to run anymore. Then he 
did the craziest thing. You know what he did? He came around from 
the other side of the counter, took the gun and put it away from me, and 
then he just held me. Dawg, he held me like I was a baby. And I cried 
in his arms. I was still like that when the cops came. (He didn’t call the 
cops, but someone heard the noise from outside and made the call.) He 
picked me up and helped me get myself together before they cuffed me. 
I looked at him and thought about all the bad shit I used to talk about 
Muslims after 9/11. It wasn’t personal, you know what I’m saying? But 
in that moment I just felt like, “How in the world did I ever say those 
things about you? I’d never dare do anything like that to your face.” And 
I promised that I wasn’t ever going to use those words again.
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My lawyer wanted me to talk about my childhood at the hearing. 
I was supposed to talk about how traumatized I was from being an 
orphan. How that eventually led to me being strung-out on heroin and 
sticking up a liquor store with a gun that had no bullets in it. How it 
was an act of desperation. How I only sold drugs because I got in with the 
wrong crowd. Hanging with guys who weren’t athletes. Guys who had 
nothing going for them. That’s how my lawyer played it. Steve was just 
confused. Steve is a good kid from a good family. His parents are active 
in the church. His dad is a football coach. His mom organizes the bake 
sales, etc.

In the end, the judge let me off light, but the truth is that if I was 
Black, they would’ve sent me to County for ten years instead of eighteen 
months for the attempted armed robbery. Eventually that got dropped to 
ten months with some time in a halfway house and probation. The drug 
charges were dropped. Conspiracy and Intent to Distribute or whatever. 
They didn’t have any evidence since those dudes from New York took 
everything anyway. Or maybe Chris’s girlfriend Cassie changed her 
tune for Chrissie’s sake. I feel bad for her though. 18 years old and getting 
a gun stuck in your mouth. She didn’t deserve that. No one does. I don’t 
know how she ever got over it, but her old man left it alone for some 
reason. Maybe it was just God, or the perks of being Asian. I never felt 
so glad to have chinky eyes before in my life. HAHA.

My probation officer is this cool lady named Alicia. She’s big on 
telling the truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God. She’s always 
quoting the Bible. She can quote the Bible like a preacher. I recognized 
some of that stuff from my mom and dad. I don’t know if I ever told 
you this, but my mom and dad are both super-religious. They were 
missionaries in Korea before they adopted me. That’s how we met. They 
were both great parents. I had a happy childhood. I don’t blame them for 
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anything. That’s the truth. So, what is it? Who am I supposed to blame? 
The System?

Alicia tries not to get too religious on me, but I know she and my 
parents just want me to find Jesus.

I’m like, “Where he at?”
“First you must repent. That’s the only way you’re going to change.”
I can hear her voice in my head saying it, and to be honest, I’d just lay 

in bed at night, thinking about it. Like alright, maybe I’ll start going to 
church. I’ll even pray. So what? Is this supposed to fix me?

Anyway, to your original question, jail sucks. Was it hard being 
locked up? Yeah, obviously. Did I get into a lot of fights? Yeah, I did. I won 
some of them, but not all of them. Everyone’s in survival mode. We’re all 
just scared. Some guys even hang themselves.

I had this one night when I realized for the first time that I was 
afraid. Not afraid of someone, but afraid of life. Afraid of the world. I 
was afraid of what people thought of me, of how they would treat me if 
I didn’t have something to attach to my name. Like, what am I going to 
be when I get out? What if I’m just an ex-convict with no money, no car, 
no status, and I can’t even play football anymore? What if I’m just me?

You see what I’m saying? The thing that I’m the most afraid of is 
myself. I don’t want to be me, because I don’t jnow me. I don’t know 
who I am, or where I came from. I just know that I’m not good enough. 

But that’s the lie.
You asked me once, “What are we? What’s our voice? What’s our 

power?”
I don’t have those answers, but maybe you do. 
I want to say I’m sorry, my brother. As a friend, I should’ve told you 

to stay away from the shit I was doing. I didn’t have anything going for 
me, so I was just lost. I didn’t even have a girlfriend. You had your art, 
and you had Vita. You should’ve never gone down the same road I did. I 
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just blew money on strippers and whores. What you had was special and 
real. Nothing can ever change that.

Anyway, enough about that. I just thank God because I’m sober now. 
I don’t even know how long it’s been. I used to tally the days, but the 
number of days don’t matter to me so much anymore. I’m never going 
to break this streak. 

I left the halfway house, and I told my probation officer Alicia that the 
first thing I wanted to do was go to church. She took me to the Tabernacle 
and now I go with her every Sunday. I’m an usher, which is crazy to think 
about. People just hand you plates full of money like they’re not worried 
about it. The ones who lift their hands the highest have been down on the 
ground the lowest. That’s some real shit.

By the way, I even got a girl now. It’s kind of early to talk about but 
might as well tell it. Her name’s Nikki. She’s a girl I met in church. She’s 
going into sports medicine. Super smart girl. I don’t know what she sees 
in me. But she thinks I’m funny. Anyway, it’s still early, but like they 
say, when you know you know. This time I think I do.

When I Vnish reading his essay, I sit bacj and exhale, feeling franjly 
ama7ed. I thinj about Fod, and I thinj about love. I thinj about 
redemption and grace. I have no words to reply or type bacj. It isn’t 
the jind of message you can respond to right away. 5aybe one day, 
after time passes. 5aybe one day when we reali7e how much of the 
hustling, the Vghting, the striving for money and fame was Sust our 
way of Vnding ourselves, trying to Vgure out how to be men.

”illed with emotion, I decide that this is it. It’s time. It’s now or 
never. Pet heartbreaj begin again. 

I search ABita.C
I press ANnter.C
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I sift through a few misses, and then there she is. I can’t explain this 
feeling. It’s been a year since we’ve seen each other, and already she 
feels lije someone I barely jnow.

I clicj.
I start o- with her basic information.
Ivita Gracia Dela Rosa
Student at the University of Hawaii
Works at: V.A. Center PTSD Department in Honolulu
Lives in: Honolulu, Hawaii, United States of America
I blinj several times, confused.
Honolulu?
I clicj on her proVle picture. It’s her silhouette loojing out at a 

Eawaiian sunset. I can’t see her face. The sunset loojs lije starfruit 
and guava melting into the sea. 

Lhe jept her proVle an open booj. Lo lije her.
I clicj on each photo, wondering if she’s one of those people who 

publici7e their life to the world, but her gallery is barebones. Lhe gives 
you enough to jnow it’s her. ”our photosGVve if you include her 
proVle pic. I stare at them for a long time. Ueali7ing once again how 
hard it is to let go. 

The Vrst one is a pic of her and her mom. They’re both sitting 
with some blue raspberry and lime“green cocjtailsGlittle umbrellas in 
eachGlaughing lije whoever tooj the pic Sust said something funny. 
The restaurant is darj, and the caption lets me jnow it’s some place 
called Jack’s Waikiki.

The second pic is a family photo. ? bunch of Eawaiians and ”il“
ipinos at a luau, big white smiles with a bonVre in the bacjground, 
everyone wearing Yowers in their hair or around their necjs. ? large 
family. ”ive generations in one frame. Bita is the closest one to the Vre, 
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holding a little girl I’m guessing to be a cousin’s jid or niece. Lhe loojs 
so beautiful that I bite my lip.

The third pic is a selVe. Bita stands in front of a mirror, pointing to 
her nametag in a bathroom at the B.?. :enter. Lhe’s wearing a blacj 
bla7er and has this looj lije, Yeah, that’s right.

It must’ve been her Vrst day.
Then there’s one more. Bita is on the far left, a head shorter than 

the purple“hearted soldiers bacj from ?fghanistan. ? couple of them 
with prosthetic arms and legs, but they’re all smiling. Lhe loojs happy. 
Lhe loojs great.

?nd that’s it. Jothing else to see. Jothing else to jnow. I stare at 
her face and wonder if she’ll accept my friend reHuest. 

Worjing at the B.?.Gthat’s unexpected. Then again, trauma is 
something that she jnows well.

I scroll down her timeline, bracing myself for Yirty messages from 
guys. There aren’t any.

Instead, I see a message she posted a while ago, about six months 
from the last time we saw each otherz

Wherever you go, you are with me.
I think about you always. I think about you every day.
You are my heart, my spirit, my love, my backbone.
You are the light in the corners of my eyes, you are there every morning 

as I wait…
I love you, Daddy. Till we meet again.
I pause. I close my eyes. I feel exhausted.
I checj out her ”riends Pist and notice that she and Lonic are 

connected. I’m not sure how I feel about thatGuntil I remember he’s 
religious now. ?nd dating a girl from church. I relax.
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?s distracted as I was, I reali7e that I haven’t even seen Lonic’s 
proVle picture. I want to jnow what the new and improved Lonic 
loojs lije. I clicj.

Eis spijy hair is bacjGshorter and more tamed. Eis left pec is 
freshly injed. It’s that pic guys post right after getting a tattooz swollen 
from blood, shiny from Baseline and saranwrap. 

The tattoo is a family crest, a shield with some symbols too blurred 
by the Yuorescent glare to maje out. kut I can tell it’s clean lineworj. 
The caption readsz

AFot this one to celebrate my dad’s sixtieth birthday. I am who I 
am, and I’m proud to be a 5c:ormicj.C

I feel a lump in my throat and clicj bacj to his proVle page. Jext to 
his pic, I see something that majes me smile. 

Steve McCormick
Student at Rutgers University.



Chapter 
Twenty-Four

Grafit�

A lways start a portrait with the eyes. 

This is the outline. Composition and linework are all that 
matter at the start. Measure negative space and fgure where the eye ob 
the viewer will ,e’ whether itIs brom a ,us window or walking on the 
street. -n this case’ itIs pro,a,ly a seated position brom a toilet seat.

The pupils are easily done with the tip ob the ,lack marker and a 
deli,erate amount ob catchlight bor eqect’ almost animeBstyle ,ut not 
Puite. 

jasPuiat painted jlack kings. :icasso Hust thought we were all anB
imals who wore masks. 

- have diqerent caps bor ,igger piecesE Thin caps bor the outline’ bat 
caps bor the ,lends. The inside ob a ,athroom stall is really a Ho, bor 
markers’ oldBschool style’ the same tools - frst held ,ack in Hunior high 
when - belt the power and wonder at ,reaking the law and creating 
something ,eautibul at the same time. 
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A bat ,lack Magnum coupled with a fne Vharpie bresh brom the 
pack like a small ,lade to use one time only. Ner visage looks out 
brom the sides ob trains and under ,ridges. VheIs at corner stores and 
,odegas’ on street signs and su,way grates’ always with that strand 
hanging over her eyezseductive’ defant’ unborgetta,le. 

Rhen - paint 2itaIs bace’ the hope is that one day’ while ,ack in 
Jew Uersey riding on the Turnpike or Soute x’ that sheIll see her bace 
em,laGoned on the concrete’ ,rick’ or metal grating. May,e one day 
2ita will ride the :ATN train to :ort Authority and see a version ob 
that original portrait - painted ob her in the dorm’ only ,igger and this 
time on the side ob a debunct locomotive’ there bor all the world to see. 

-Ive ,een doing this series bor a,out a year now. The frst piece in 
the series happened on that batebul abternoon in her dorm room. Vince 
then’ -Ive taken my act to the train tracks around Jorth Uersey. Rhat 
started as an act ob desperation is now simply an act ob love. 

This is the last one in the series. Tonight’ -Ive decided to hang it up. 
-Im going ,ack to school in Veptem,er’ and - wonIt have time to run 
around at night like a ninHa anymore. -Im going to study bor real this 
time. And ,esides’ - donIt want to ,ecome some oneBtrick pony. -Ive 
got other things that - want to do. - donIt want them to put me in a 
,o; so soon. 

This one will ,e simple’ rendered in ,lack ink on the grimier side ob 
a menIs restroom. ThatIs how - frst saw the end’ that moment clutchB
ing onto the side ob the toilet seat sweating ,uckets ob water’ crying 
and drooling on the porcelain’ going through withdrawal’ looking up 
at the ceiling’ trying to fnd Kod. 

-  didnIt  see  the  bace  ob  Uesus’  ,ut  -  saw the  drawingE  2itaIs 
moonBshaped eyes and arching eye,rows’ with lips the color ob raspB
,erry wineY her cupidIs ,ow marked ,y a single star to the right ob 
our earth,ound horiGon’ the heavens and the ocean ,eing her upper 
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and lower lips. Abter - got clean’ - started painting 2itaIs portrait in 
diqerent versions and variations like an Andy Rarhol silk screen.

As - fnish putting the fnal touches on her eyes’ her lips’ - imagine 
her standing ,ebore me one last time. -Im holding that last photograph 
brom the ,each in my hand. -tIs the last part ob her that - can hold in 
my hands and ever touch.. - light it on fre’ dropping it so that it siGGles 
in toilet water. 4n the ,ack’ - can read the words she wroteE

With endless love,
Vita

“““

ThereIs a light in every drop as it drips down the windshieldY a libe that 
rises through the earth. The green stems that eventually ”ower kiss the 
rain balling on their baces’ upturned and never looking ,ack at the dirt. 

A trail ob rain,owBtinted gasoline bollowed me into the world. 4ne 
,urst brom the sprayBcan and - ,lasted oq’ crossing highways and 
headlights’ painting a landscape ob Jew Uersey. 5rom the trainyards 
ob Jewark to the city ob our ballen towers’ - tagged cold hard surbaces 
with the portrait ob a girl - once knew. 

4ne day it was a masterpiece. The ne;t day’ it was gone.
Jow -Im riding in summer highway mist with my dad’ remem,erB

ing thisE Jew Uersey brom a,ove’ the panorama ob ,umperBtoB,umper 
tra?c’ the contagion ob miniBmalls’ red and green lights tinged with 
,lue halos’ the concrete e;panse darkened with that last rain. 

DYa, i-saeki-ya. This is your ,ig chance’  my dad says in *orean. 
Re inch up in the rain’ getting closer to the e;it bor 5ort Oee near 
Keorge Rashington jridge. DFou mess this up’ thereIs nothing bor you 
anymore. FouIll ,e stuck at home’ wasting your libe’ working at the gas 
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station. Fou know how long - had to pump gas ,ebore - got my chance 
to open my own ,usiness7 Fou think itIs easy7 Anyway’ you have a 
talent’ donIt waste it. Uust use your head and o,ey the law. !onIt make 
trou,le like ,ebore. 

ReIre on our way to 5ort Oee where thereIs a showing at the local 
li,rary spotlighting DAsianBAmerican Artists and 2oices’  a theme - 
used to avoid like the plague when the last thing - wanted was to ,e 
la,eled’ not to mention have my work displayed somewhere as hum,le 
as a local li,rary. My dad’ on the other hand’ is certain’ as he always is’ 
that this could ,e my ,ig moment. Ne insists on driving me there.

8D!ad’ how come you never ,ecame a photographer7  - ask him bor 
the frst time.

Ne sni9es and wipes the windshield. - beel the chill ob breon on my 
arms and hear the static ob *jV radio.

DYa, i-saeki-ya, he repeats in *orean’ this time more gently. D!o 
you know how hard you have to work to raise three children7 !o you 
think itIs easy7 -t doesnIt matter ib you live in America or *orea or 
any country. Rherever you go’ you have to work hard. Fou canIt ,uy 
a house and put your kids in college ,y taking pictures. 

DRhat ib you never got married or had kids7 Fou couldIve traveled 
the world and lived your dreams’  - point out’ halbBHokingly.

!ad grows Puiet bor a moment’ perhaps thinking ob all the places 
he once dreamt ob traveling to’ ,ebore fnding himselb married to my 
mom with three kids. May,e he couldIve ,een snapping photos bor 
magaGines and living with his hair ”owing in a wind that only ,reeGes 
through e;otic locations’ instead ob standing over a steamBpress in 
the ghetto’ opening and shutting the corrugated metal gates ob a dry 
cleaner covered in gra?ti. 

D- wasnIt a great photographer’  !ad replies abter a while’ Puietly’ 
as ib reminding himselb ob all that he has. DThe ,est pictures - ever took 
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were ob you guys when you were growing up. My dream was to ,uy a 
house and see my children go to college. - donIt have regrets. 

D-Im going to make you proud’ Appa. -Im going to go ,ack to 
school. -Im going to work hard. 

DGu-rae’  he concedes’ and sni9es again. DYeolshim-I hae-ra. Rork 
hard. 

Sniff.
!ecades ob working the steam press lebt him with a perpetually 

runny nose.

“““

2incent van Kogh cut his ear oq. ThatIs what everyone remem,ers. 
Ne gave it to a prostitute. Ne told the pimps at the door ob the ,rothel 
to Hust let him speak to her bor as long as he could hold his hand over 
a candleIs ”ame. Ne cut oq his ear and gave it to her so she could hear 
what he had to say.

Most people donIt know van Kogh was epileptic’ and right ,ebore 
each seiGure’ heId see the transcendent and the divine unbold ,ebore his 
eyes. Neaven and hell are obten intermingled like colors on a painterIs 
palette. 2an Kogh is the only artist -Ive ever seen who could paint the 
wind. 

ThereIs no shortage ob tragic artists in the world. True artists donIt 
reproduce ,eauty. TheyIre ,orn like accidents’ or hiccups’ in the evoB
lution ob all things. -tIs their lives in and ob themselves that hold real 
inspiration. -n practical matters ob the world’ theyIre useless. They die 
in poverty’ obten alone’ ravaged ,y psychological disorders or disease. 
They ,ecome drunks or drug addicts’ and they ball in love with prosB
titutes ,ecause they can only ,e married to one thing. 
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2incent went early’ ,ut Nokusai died as an old man. Oike 2incent’ 
his iconic paintings were done at the end ob his libe. Rhen he was on 
his death,ed’ the only thing he belt regret bor was all the paintings 
he couldIve still created. D-Ive only Hust learned how to paintK  he 
reportedly said.

-n a couple ob days -Im going ,ack to school. -tIs ,een a Puiet 
summer. Uust waiting around. 5iguring things out. Ketting my mind 
right. -Ive ,een trying to paint during the day. At night’ -Im a security 
guard.

The site - work at is a glue bactory. - donIt know why a glue bactory 
would need a security guard’ ,ut there have ,een a couple times a 
truck came ,y to drop oq or pick up. - have no idea. -Im supposed 
to sign them in’ ,ut so bar’ -Ive ,een kind ob ducking whenever - 
see headlights. Mostly -Im Hust there ,y myselb. -tIs e;actly what you 
would imagine a glue bactory to ,e like. -tIs old’ itIs dirty’ and there are 
,ig smokestacks where ,illows ob white smoke come out ob. ThereIs 
always a sort ob sweet chemical smell lingering in the air. ThereIre 
also these cats that go roaming a,out in the pitchB,lack catching mice 
which is kind ob creepy. My Ho, is to walk around the bactory once 
an hour and punch in with this oldBbashioned keyBclock thing that - 
wear like a satchel. They use it to make sure - check in at every station 
instead ob sleeping on the Ho,.

-Im supposed to wear the uniborm they gave me’ ,ut abter a couple 
days - realiGe no one is ever going to check up on me’ so -Ive Hust ,een 
walking around in my hoodie and Heans with this keyBclock around my 
neck. :art ob the reason - chose this Ho,’ ,esides the money’ was so - 
could Hust ,e alone and think. Rhen -Im not doing the rounds and 
clocking in’ - sit in the guardBshack and sketch out my recollections. -t 
gets kind ob lonely sometimes. Wight hours ob solitude’ no one to talk 
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to. -tIs great bor getting work done’ ,ut there are plenty ob times - Hust 
start talking to myselb out ob sheer ,oredom. 

-tIs a solitary e;istence’ alone in the dark with nothing ,ut the 
occasional rattling ob chains to tell you the cats are stalking. - look up 
at these huge dark vats ob ,oiling glue and wipe the grime oq gauges 
and meters and wonder what will happen ib thereIs ever a meltdown. 
Vometimes - imagine all this hot glue pouring down in a tidal wave on 
top ob me’ leaving my ,roken pieces sealed ,ack together in its sticky 
chemical wake’ ,ut it never happens. May,e - donIt need it anymore.

Most ob the time - walk around the empty parking lot and look up 
at the stars and think a,out this ,athroom stall gra?ti. 5unny thing is 
2ita will never see it. - do it ,ecause - love it. - do it ,ecause it makes 
me beel alive. jut living is the most important part. Vtaying alive. To 
keep going. All the way till the end.

Wvery day is a chance to redefne yourselbzwithout erasing everyB
thing that made youE your time’ your culture’ your history.

This is the epiphany - have standing under the stars in this empty 
parking lot. -tIs so hard to e;plain. 4n each sakura ,lossom’ thereIs a 
balling petal that holds all ob e;istence. Vhould we not try to hold onto 
whatIs ,eautibul in libe regardless ob what we lose7 

4ne night -Im doing my rounds at the glue bactory’ and - hear a 
sound. -t isnIt the cats ,ecause they donIt make that much noise. jut 
itIs an old bamiliar sound. Vort ob like a hissing.

- go towards the ,ack ob the bactory near the ,ar,edBwire bences 
where there are some a,andoned tracks. A popular tagging spot’ most 
ob the kids there are decent. Vuddenly’ - fnd myselb on the other side ob 
the ”ashlight. Seminds me ob the old days. Ne looks scared. MightIve 
,een seventeen or eighteen. - act like a probessional.

- look around to the right and then to the lebt’ and motion with my 
”ashlight.
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DMake it Puick’  - say and walk away.


