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For my sisters, Tashina and Tatyana









          Oh my God, what have I gotten myself into?


          I’m a human corkscrew and all my wine is blood


          They’re gonna kill me, Mama


          They don’t like me, bud.


—JOHN PRINE









Prologue


              People misremember things. Even if I remember it wrong, this is how I remember it.


—MURRAY SHUBALY


One Sunday morning when I was twenty-two, I was working my way home from a Saturday night out—badly hungover, a trail of orange vomit descending from the collar of my Salvation Army T-shirt all the way down across my Salvation Army pants to the tops of my Salvation Army shoes. When the No. 2 train pulled up at 14th Street, Anne, a girl I had gone to school with, was standing on the train directly in front of me. I hadn’t seen her since I was seventeen, when I’d cheated on my then girlfriend, Riley, with her. As the doors opened, I gave Anne my most winning smile. She surveyed me wistfully.


“Oh, Mishka,” she said as she brushed past with a grimace, “you haven’t changed a bit.”


I boarded the train and rode uptown in silence. I had moved to the city less than a year earlier in order to claim the fame I was sure awaited me. Instead, I’d had to prostrate myself just to find a job I felt beneath my unique gifts, a job I loathed: data entry in the Women’s Apparel Department at Bergdorf Goodman, New York’s most ostentatious department store. I shared a one-room apartment with my stepbrother, Jesse, the most cramped living conditions I’d ever endured for the highest rent I had ever paid. My mother and my younger sister lived in the Virgin Islands, and I saw them one week a year at most. I hadn’t spoken to my older sister or my father in years. I was badly heartbroken, still madly in love with Riley, who had disappeared without a word when I was twenty.


When I emerged onto the 96th Street subway platform to transfer to a local train, a man was playing steel drums. The song was at once light and droning, uplifting and plaintive, foreign and intimately familiar, defiant and inexpressibly sad. I was so light-headed and woozy that I couldn’t make out the tune at first. It was “Amazing Grace.” The song’s lyrics rattled into my dehydrated brain without even being sung, and with them, a terrible epiphany.


In the airless cloister of the subway platform, I wept: suddenly, copiously, uncontrollably, in the same manner I had upchucked my malt liquor and Nacho Cheese Doritos the night before. I didn’t know how to live—anywhere, but especially in the big city. My greatest comfort—my alcohol—had begun to terrify me. My teenage arrogance had been beaten out of me. I had been humbled. I was lost.


As a child, I had learned from my mother’s Arlo Guthrie cassette that “Amazing Grace” had been written by a slave trader. The story goes that this slave trader picked up his human cargo on the coast of western Africa and set sail for America. But when he reached the middle of the ocean, he had an epiphany—I have made a horrible mistake—and he turned the ship around. He returned to Africa, set the people he had abducted free, and devoted his life to fighting against slavery.


Envision this majestic and baffling spectacle: a massive, ancient, handmade wooden ship, under full sail on an ocean bare of land or any sign of humanity, gradually slowing down, then hesitating for a moment, as if in deep contemplation. Then the cumbersome mast swings about, and the mammoth vessel ascribes a slow, wide circle and returns back the way it came, as if under the pull of a bigger force.


Sadly, the slave trader narrative behind “Amazing Grace” is untrue. The song was indeed written by a slave trader named John Newton, but he had no crisis of conscience at sea involving the ethics of slavery. John Newton did experience a spiritual conversion in 1748 during a fierce storm, but no ship turned around, and no one was freed. In fact, Newton was a hellion with a well-documented pattern of coming close to death, swearing to change his life, then enthusiastically plunging back into debauchery, blasphemy, and a level of creative profanity that made even his fellow sailors cringe.


After Newton’s conversion, he continued to work as a slave trader and continued to mistreat his slaves until 1754, when he became physically unable to do so following a stroke. Even then, he continued to invest in slave trading operations for many years. Newton wrote “Amazing Grace” in 1773, and he did finally speak out against slavery . . . but only after he had made his fortune enslaving his fellow human beings.


Still, grace exists. You flail around, you stumble, you weep in public on subway platforms, the cries of trains in your ears, knifing pains in your gut, and orange vomit on your shirt. You get it wrong and you get it wrong and you get it wrong . . . and then one day, somehow, you find your way.









CHAPTER 1


Sucker Punch


One of those swampy, hollowed-out nights in August when anyone with a means of escape has fled New York City and everyone left behind is ready to kill or die, anything to interrupt the boredom and the heat. I was behind the bar making change for Eddie the bartender when we heard the unmistakable sound of Something Going Wrong in a Bar—chairs scraping, the clatter of something falling over, grunts of exertion, the heavy, meaty sound of blows, women squawking. I whipped around and saw the arm of a man in a white long-sleeve shirt rising and falling over someone flat on the ground.


Eddie and I sprinted from behind the bar. Eddie grabbed the guy’s arm, and I got him in a choke hold and dragged him toward the door. I’d lost control of a bar I was managing once before, and the entire room turned on me. I got put through a wall and was lucky to come out of it with just a black eye. My old friend Javad was working the door, and we’d been hanging out all night—where the hell was he now that we needed him?


I heaved the guy outside and shoved him away from me into the street so I’d have warning if he charged me. I was surprised by how preppy he looked—somewhere between Dave Eggers and Timothy Bottoms from The Last Picture Show. He shot me a black look and walked off. These guys fighting were probably just day traders blowing off steam about something I didn’t understand, points and percentages and percentages of points. So make up an ice pack for the bump on the chin of the other dude, buy him a drink or two, and just get through the night.


When I went back inside, I found Javad. He was lying on the floor, eyes closed, body motionless, face flat and lifeless. Javad was one of the first friends I’d made when I’d moved to New York twelve years earlier. I dropped to my knees. Eddie cradled Javad’s head and called his name. There was blood in his mouth and an egg on the back of his head from where he’d hit the floor. Someone touched a piece of ice to his forehead. Slowly, Javad opened his eyes.


After we’d turned the lights on for the paramedics and they had taken Javad off in an ambulance, we watched the incident on the security cameras. The man in the white button-down had been bothering a woman with curly hair in the back. She came and talked to Javad at the front door—an Australian man was bothering her, she’d told him. Javad had politely asked the Australian to leave. As Javad was escorting the man to the door, the curly-haired woman started talking trash to her antagonist. Javad turned his head to tell her to shut it, and the Aussie sucker-punched him, knocking him out, then continued wailing on him after he’d fallen to the floor, unconscious.


At the end of my shift, I was still too rattled to bike home to Brooklyn. I couldn’t even decompress with a couple of drinks. After nearly twenty years of drinking, I’d made it sober for a couple of months, and I knew that even one beer would be my complete undoing. I left my bike chained to a light post and took a cab home, my heart still racing.


My cell phone rang in the cab. Javad was calling me from the ER. He’d just realized he was chewing the same piece of gum he’d been chewing when he got coldcocked—should he hang on to it for forensic evidence? I could hear him grinning on the other end of the phone. At least the blow hadn’t knocked any sense into him.
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I awoke the next morning in a black rage. This Australian asshole, this amateur, this poorly tipping tourist had attacked my friend without provocation and gotten off scot-free. I’d had him in my hands, and I’d let him go. I should have pulped his face.


I had to get my bike. I threw on the clothes that were on my floor and an ancient pair of Adidas indoor soccer shoes, the leather stiff and cracked from a job pouring concrete. I walked out into the stifling heat.


When I’d moved into this apartment, I was determined to insulate my neighbors from the chaos of my life, not something I’d excelled at in the past. My previous living situation, I’d woken up once on the sidewalk a block from my apartment, once directly in front of it, and once on the landing outside my door. My landlord grilled me: “I can never tell if you’re running on blood or alcohol.” I should have pointed out to him that I was narrowing the margin of error, at least.


But I’d failed early and flamboyantly at this apartment, coming home at 5 a.m. covered in blood the day after I moved in. I’d had to knock on the landlady’s first-floor window because I couldn’t get my key to work.


There were three or four people standing at the bus stop, fanning themselves with newspapers. Between the heat radiating off the pavement, the exhaust from passing trucks, and the everyday Brooklyn stench of hot, wet garbage, it was like standing in front of a trash fire. Fuck waiting on a bus. I would run all the way into the city to get my bike.


I had never been a runner. I couldn’t be bothered to run to catch a train. For as long as I could remember, “going on a run” meant I was going to the corner to buy beer or, if I was feeling particularly ambitious, across the street to the liquor store.


Even as a kid, running was only punishment, something you were forced to do for goofing off in PE class: “Shubaly. Shut your mouth and take a lap.” As an adult, the only time I engaged in running—that idiotic behavior where you flail your arms and legs around like you’re drowning in the air—was when addressed directly by a police officer. But that blazing August afternoon, something broke in me. I began to run.


My shoes scuffed the pavement awkwardly or slapped down too hard. My tummy jiggled shamefully with each step. I passed the apartment of Shilpa, my former best friend and current nemesis. Our band had gotten right to the edge of doing something memorable, only to shit the bed at the very last second. In our last communication, she had challenged me to a fistfight. I later got a letter from her lawyer, threatening to sue me for over a million dollars.


I crossed McGuinness Avenue into Williamsburg and over a decade’s worth of shitty memories. Brooklyn was a map of my disappointment, a city built of my failures. The bars I’d been fired from, the bars I’d been tossed out of, the bars I could never, ever return to. The ex-roommate whose last words for me had been a text that just read, “You are a speck of shit.” My oldest and most trusted friend, James, whom I hadn’t spoken to in five years. The ex-friend who I knew was going to take a swing at me the next time he saw me for going home with his girl the night after they broke up. I feared the physical confrontation, not because I might lose—in which case I’d be getting the beating I deserved—but because I might snap on him and win. I’d caused enough injury.


Then, of course, there were the women. Women I’d spent a night or a couple of weeks or a couple of months with before retreating, women I’d stolen drugs from and who had stolen drugs from me, women I’d stormed out on in the middle of dates after pounding both our drinks, women who were mostly justified in hating my guts but who had only made sad eyes at me when they’d seen me staggering around at night or crawling home in the morning.


McCarren Park was the heart of Williamsburg. Summer weekends, it was the neighborhood’s backyard, and everyone convened there: African American, Latino, Polish, Jewish, Italian families barbecuing or picnicking and playing softball or soccer or just hanging out. When I moved to New York in 1998, there had been a small number of kids from Ohio or Michigan or Montreal in black punk and heavy metal T-shirts who hung out in the southwest corner, close enough to conveniently nab a tall, powerful margarita in a Styrofoam cup from the Turkey’s Nest. Each year, we grew more numerous and more dilute, no longer just rocker kids escaping dead-end towns but club kids, DJs, white dudes with dreads, “Internet entrepreneurs,” hacky sackers. Six years later, Young, White, and Not From Here seemed to have reached critical mass. Still, each year the infestation worsened, till the entire park was overrun, till the whole neighborhood became an open-air dormitory for adult children with platinum credit cards, pursuing their MDMA from Red Bull Academy.


The lone corner of resistance was the northern point of McCarren Park, devoted to older Polish men showcasing the four phases of alcohol’s orbit. Some drank slyly out of bottles in brown paper or black plastic bags; some were openly shitfaced; some, already blacked out and snoring; some, freshly awoken, wincing at the sunshine, in grievous pain and eager to move into the next quarter.


Ten years ago, I had been one of those kids at the southwest end of the park in the rock T-shirts, scrambling and starving, looking to get loud and weird and fucked-up and maybe even write for a magazine. Ten years later, the only progress I’d made was a glacial migration of maybe eight hundred feet north—eight hundred feet removed from “hipster” and eight hundred feet closer to “homeless.”


Only minutes into my run, still an unthinkable distance from my bike, I could already feel things going wrong with my body. My T-shirt had cinched up in my armpits, and my floppy upper arms made wet clapping sounds against my torso. I could feel each heartbeat reverberating throughout my body, trying to hammer down the walls of my skull. My face felt so hot it hurt. I kept running.


I had moved to the city at twenty-one with $300 and the naked ambition of becoming a famous writer and musician. In over a decade of hustling in the city, I had worked as an order-entry clerk, furniture mover, audio engineer, editor, customer service rep, ghostwriter, caterer, doorguy, trash picker, barback, bartender, talent buyer, envelope stuffer, night manager, ship’s mate, carpenter, laborer, and office bitch. I had stopped short of gay-for-pay, but just barely. I’d learned to bitterly envy my friends with health insurance the way I once bitterly envied people in love.


The gigs I hadn’t been fired from, I’d quit in a huff. Months or only weeks later, I’d move on in desperation to something even baser. And each one of those depressing, humiliating gigs had earned me more money than I’d made as a writer or musician. But then, everything had come a distant second to my true calling: waster.


For someone who had moved to NYC with the bald intention of getting famous, my anonymity remained so pristinely intact that one would think I’d been fighting to preserve it. (A reporter I knew once told me, “Man . . . you never miss an opportunity to miss an opportunity.”) So many dreams I had neglected and then forgotten, like a child’s old stuffed animals in a wet basement, their bodies filling with humidity, then mildew, then bugs, blossoming only in decay.


Some asshole pedaled by on a ridiculous bike built of three frames welded together, so he towered over cars, as high as a second-story window. He gave me a practiced “What are you staring at?” look.


I was staring at your dangerous, idiotic bike, you fucking imbecile, a bike you went to great lengths to construct not for its practical applications but so people would stare at you. And now I stare, and you’re unhappy with that? Fuck you, I hate you, take your unicycle and your devil sticks and your FREE TIBET and just get the fuck out of here, run back to the affluent DC suburb that spawned you. Fuck your boringly easy life, so vacuous that you must fill it with custom-built bike frames.


The aperture had narrowed to the point where my most reliable source of income was working off Craigslist, picking up stuff from the “free” section, then reposting it and selling it for $60 or $40 or hell, just give me $20, man, and get it out of here. I’d sold the contents of abandoned storage units and even worked a couple of days cleaning out the apartments of people who’d died. I kept any open bottles of liquor I found.


My friends had put in their time and pulled down six-figure salaries as admen or graphic designers or fashion whatevers. They were buying houses or apartments; they were getting married; they were having children. A few had hit it really big. I watched them on TV or read about them in Rolling Stone or the New York Times or the New Yorker. They’d written best sellers, or their bands had blown up, or they’d gotten their own show on HBO. One guy had even won a MacArthur “genius” grant. Fucking hell.


I was thirty-two and getting smaller every day. I didn’t have a house or apartment or wife or girlfriend or child or even a real job. I worked off the books, I didn’t have a lease, I was in the US on temporary status I’d been renewing since I was eight. My last name isn’t a real name, just a bastardization of “Chevalier” that an illiterate French ancestor got stuck with by a hurried immigration official in the Ukraine. My first name isn’t a real name but a child’s nickname I never outgrew. I didn’t have a 401(k), I didn’t have a couch, I didn’t have fucking ice cube trays. I owed $90,000 in student loans. One wall of my room was made up of two sheets. It wasn’t just that I hadn’t made it—I had nearly ceased to exist. Not dying, just slowly bleaching out, like old newsprint in the sunshine.


I had the music I’d written, songs about drinking with leitmotifs of heartbreak and despair to, you know, jazz it up a bit. I hadn’t been some refined, secret binge drinker or guilty closet drunk with nips of vodka squirreled away in a locked drawer of my desk; I was alcohol, the word made flesh. I had a tattoo of Drinky Crow in the center of my chest, X’s on his eyes and a nameless bottle of poison tipped upright, draining into his craw. “Shubaly is a chronicler of mankind’s darkest impulses and failures, a guy with a ticket to hell and back,” said one critic. “One listen will send an AA meeting into complete disarray,” said another. And my favorite, from comedian Doug Stanhope: “If you’ve ever considered suicide at happy hour, this is the songwriter for you.” I had lived with one foot in the gutter and the other in the grave, face down on the bar with both middle fingers in the air.


But now, I was not who I was. I had been sober for three months. Whenever I bumped into people I knew, they commented on how good I looked or asked what was different about me. It was nice, but it was meaningless. We were all waiting for the other shoe to drop. I’d made it three months before, showered and gotten my hair cut, found a new job . . . then turned around and cannonballed right back into the pool of filth I’d crawled out of.
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I was in agony by the time I hit the ramp up the Williamsburg Bridge. I was gushing sweat and could feel my chubby thighs chafing against each other, my boxer shorts so soaked it felt like I was wearing a wet diaper. My T-shirt was drenched, binding and rubbing in my armpits. Every couple of steps, a fresh drop of salty sweat trickled onto the abraded flesh, searing like a bite from a fire ant. I slowed but refused to allow myself to walk.


My father had been a runner. Didn’t that mean I should have the genes for it? But then, I also lacked my dad’s mechanical aptitude, his math brain, his intuitive understanding of physics, his diligence, his focus, everything.


My dad had done a near infinite number of things that I would never do. At fourteen, having already read the Bible, the encyclopedia, and every other book in the house, he read the dictionary. I didn’t make it through the A’s. At eighteen, Dad tore a 1936 Ford Coupe completely apart—every nut, every bolt—cleaned every single part, and then put it back together. Even now, I could barely muddle through an oil change. My father’s university added a wing so that he could continue his physics experiments. I had to plead with my college not to kick me out days before I was to graduate. Dad could crack walnuts with his bare hands; Dad had had his pocket picked and caught the thief; Dad had been spied on and caught the spy; Dad had shot top-secret things into outer space and blown them up with motherfucking laser beams for the government, for Christ’s sake. As my father had mastered doing cool things, I had mastered doing nothing.


I could remember watching him come home from a run when I was only four. He ran up our driveway, his massive chest heaving, his white T-shirt soaked, his dark hair, mustache, and eyebrows a dramatic black from perspiration. He peeled off his headband and wrung it out, his sweat splattering noisily on the blacktop. What a magnificent creature he was, his huge, strong, hairy hands, his bristly mustache . . . I even marveled at the way the bathroom stank after he had used it. Dad was something between a human being and an animal, greater than either, greater than both: a mythological beast. My father sweat so much, you could wring his headband and T-shirt into a glass and drink it! My tiny body didn’t sweat at all. Even as a child, I understood running was only one of the many things he did that I would never be able to do. I was the mortal offspring of an immortal.


As I crested the Williamsburg Bridge, there it was: The City. Even after 9/11, the primacy of the Manhattan skyline was unchallenged. I recalled an old Soul Coughing line: “You can stand on the arms of the Williamsburg Bridge, crying ‘hey man, this is Babylon.’” When I moved to New York, I was convinced the city held some special destiny for me, that I was destined to do something . . . well, at least something memorable if not brilliant or amazing. Now it was over.


The City wasn’t over: I was over. New York was possibility. I could have done anything. Then, almost imperceptibly, my prospects had faded, my options had dwindled. I’d moved seamlessly from promising to failed. New York still shone; it was still the city where dreams became real—but only if you pursued them. I’d had trouble keeping sheets on the bed.


My conviction at twenty-one—that I was special—hadn’t been just bland or commonplace but utterly banal, the most mundane and flawed conviction ever. Sure, we were all special, every one of us: the hunchbacked old man working at Kinko’s, the fat girl at the pet store, the weed delivery guys on battered ten-speeds, the people selling term papers or Adderall or worn panties on Craig’s List, the guys pushing stolen shopping carts overburdened with scrap metal, the tired illegals selling water or Gatorade at stoplights, the bar-backs, the servers, the escorts, the doormen, the janitors, the cleaning ladies, every junkie, every addict, every alcoholic, every single one of us.


Another song lyric crawled unbidden into my head, from the Pogues’s “Fairytale of New York”: “I could have been someone. / Well, so could anyone.” I had scored two free tickets to the Pogues on St. Patrick’s Day. The tickets weren’t just free, I was to write about the band. I was getting paid to go and see the Pogues! I brought my friend Fisher, another struggling musician. We snuck in coke and whiskey, got shitfaced, then bailed during the last song to dodge the thick scrum that would soon form at the exits, off-duty cops who’d been drinking all day and meathead Jersey amateurs in plastic green top hats and shamrock beads.


We’d spilled out into the street together, arms around each other’s necks, crowing with pleasure. Free tickets! Cheap whiskey! Fuck the cops! We were gaming the system! We were making it!


Fisher overdosed a couple of years later in a tiny, overpriced Williamsburg apartment. We hadn’t even been able to scrape together a benefit show for him.
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My shoulders prickled like someone was drawing tiny shards of broken glass out through my pores. My mouth was so dry it felt like it had been stuffed with pink fiberglass insulation. A sticky white film coated my tongue, and when my sweat dripped into my mouth, it mixed with the film and tasted like bile. I wheezed, and my lungs stung as if I’d inhaled some poisonous vapor. My thighs throbbed, then burned till I prayed for them to just seize so I would be forced to stop.


The only logical thing to do was give up. Quit my job—if there was one word to describe my professional life in New York, it was “replaceable”—give my landlord notice, sell my shit, and then . . . what? After years of silence, I’d exchanged a few tentative emails with my father, but I knew I wasn’t welcome there. My mother had lost her house in the California real estate bubble of 2008 and was crashing on my older sister Tatyana’s floor. My little sister Tashina was barely scraping by. I had failed so badly, I couldn’t even give up.


Something catastrophic was coming—a heart attack, a stroke, a brain aneurysm. Had I finally complained myself to death? Bring it on, then. Let’s get this over with. My skull filled with the white noise of my spasming heart and my whistling breath.


But the bridge was now sloping down into Manhattan. That yammering voice in my head went abruptly silent. I relaxed a little as gravity pulled me forward. As I plodded up First Avenue toward 14th Street, I felt nauseous and lightheaded and sore, but also giddy, as if someone had strangled me nearly to death and then, at the last second, loosened his grip and spared my life.


My heart soared when I saw my bike chained to the light pole outside Beauty Bar. I had said I was going to run to get my bike. I had actually done it. I bought a bottle of water at the closest bodega and quickly sucked it down, squatting in the shade, then slowly biked home.


I was stepping out of the shower before I noticed that the rage that had woken me had disappeared completely, like it had been surgically removed.


As an adult, I avoided looking at my body. Now, I forced myself to look.


Shoulders scattered with bad or unfinished tattoos. My torso crisscrossed with scars, most concealed or nearly concealed by the tattoos. Beer belly and love rungs hanging off my front and sides, but less than before. I wasn’t just fooling myself. A couple of months of biking to work, doing some push-ups and not drinking, and my alcoholic tubbiness had gone down considerably. Under that receding layer of blubber, maybe muscles were growing? It wasn’t even approaching good . . . but I looked better than I had before.


I stared at myself in the mirror. Dark, unkempt hair like a drowned crow lying on my head. My face blotchy red and white from the effort of my run. Though I’d dried my face three times, sweat still poured out of me. But I no longer had that “cornered animal” look I had gotten used to. My body was still in a blind panic, fervently trying to recover from the exertion, but my eyes looked almost serene. As torturous as the run had been, I felt strangely at peace.


People had been accusing me of wanting to kill myself since I was a kid. I only ever wanted to kill half of myself—the good half, the half that, against logic, kept hoping, kept trying, kept caring. I’d gotten everything else wrong—maybe I’d just picked the wrong side?


In exhaustion and wonder, I looked up the distance from my house to Beauty Bar. I had run nearly five miles without stopping.


I had run that far once before, when I was thirteen. I tried to remember it. It felt like a lifetime ago. But almost twenty years later, it had mysteriously happened again. My life seemed to shift a few degrees. New possibilities had only been negative for a long time—it was possible that I would wind up in rehab; it was possible that I would wind up in jail. On my run, some invisible divider had cracked and then shattered. It was now possible that I could do good things too.









CHAPTER 2


Chemical Youth


Alcohol is written into my family’s genetic code. My parents were poor farm kids from Saskatchewan, Canada. Three of my four grandparents died from alcoholism. I don’t remember my first drink. Apparently, my folks got a giggle out of watching me slurp down the last drops of my dad’s beer when I was a toddler. “It was a cultural norm then,” my mom said when I quizzed her about it. “We all had pictures of our kids with beer cans to their lips. God, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve thought back to that and wondered if we weren’t making a huge mistake.”


My parents sometimes put a little wine in our apple juice at dinner. I couldn’t have been seven then. Uncle Albert, my mother’s youngest brother, slipped me a couple of rum-and-Cokes on the sly at a family reunion when I was nine, a trespass for which I think my mom is still mad at him. But my first drunk was on seven Budweiser tall boys when I was thirteen. That’s where it all began.
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We moved to New Hampshire from New Mexico in the winter of my eighth-grade year. We had followed my father, a nuclear physicist and our sole provider, to Kingston, New Hampshire, as we had followed him from Ontario, Canada, to Los Alamos, New Mexico, five years earlier. He was the eldest child and only son, fawned over by his mother, grilled relentlessly by his father. Whether doted on or cut down, he was the center of the universe, and his sister, Marilyn, came a distant second. When he returned to his father’s farm with his PhD from the University of Saskatchewan, his father said, “Don’t think this makes you any better than us.”


The second of seventeen children, my mother had always been a mother, minding the children under her, practically raising the youngest as her own. She was independent, the first in her family to get a college degree. She created a small stir in our tiny town by keeping her maiden name when she married, but she had always known she would have children. She had wanted to have “only six,” she told us. She seemed to have her hands full with half that.


Tatyana maintained a hurt silence nearly the entire, days-long December drive to our new life in Kingston. Two years older than I, she’d been popular in Los Alamos, got good grades, and had a boyfriend who skated and drove a pickup with oversize tires. She’d always been getting picked up or dropped off, swapping clothes with her friends, GUESS and Vuarnet and JIMMY’Z, and talking on her Swatch phone for hours. She was distraught about being plucked from her high school clique in the middle of her sophomore year. Not that I cared. Tatyana and I had been embroiled in a cold war for years.


Our grueling cross-country move was just another road trip adventure for my sister Tashina. She was eight, four years younger than I, my mother’s brother’s child. She’d come to live with us when she was four because her parents couldn’t afford to look after her. She was Native American, adopted, and wore hearing aids, which made her unforgivably bizarre to other kids her age. I worried for her.


I worried for me too. My transition from Canada to New Mexico had not gone smoothly. My first day, my teacher made a big production of stopping the Pledge of Allegiance because I wasn’t standing up with my hand over my heart. No one had told me! I stood up, but I didn’t say anything, because I knew she couldn’t make me. Instantly, I became that weird kid from that weird country that had something to do with hockey. Did I speak Canadian? Did we still have dirt floors?


I had skipped a grade and was in the gifted program, a freak even among the freaks. “Potential” was a word frustrated teachers often deposited on my report cards, a word I came to hate: “Mishka has such potential, it’s a shame that his performance is marred by behavioral issues and lack of focus.” Such a bullshit word. Finally, I looked it up: “showing the capacity to develop into something in the future.” Something good? Something bad? It just meant that, right now, I was nothing. When I was nine, I started having panic attacks. When I was ten, I started cutting myself.


By seventh grade, my awkward entry had compounded into genuine alienation. I couldn’t skate, and I sucked at sports despite my size. I didn’t have the confidence to wear clothes I thought were cool, so I wore my dad’s old clothes or clothes from the thrift store. I thought I looked tough. I probably looked like an aspiring hobo.


I was the tallest in my class, but I’d become a target for bullies who recognized I lacked the sense of self to fight back. I got beat up on the bus to school or between classes. My lunch got stolen so frequently that I started bringing two. They just took them both. During one lunch break, I was held down, and my shoes were stolen off my feet. I got jumped by a ninth grader after school, and he cracked my new glasses. I’d broken down in tears, which only made it worse.


By eighth grade, I felt I deserved to be alone. When the possibility of leaving New Mexico came up, I was all for it. I knew nothing of New Hampshire, but anywhere was better than here. I didn’t tell anyone we were moving, just downgraded myself one notch from “ignored” to altogether absent.
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Mom had always been my first and best friend. It wasn’t unusual for her to draw open the curtains while we were eating breakfast before school and say, “You know what? It’s far too nice a day for you kids to go to school. Run and get ready, we’re going cross-country skiing.” Or to the beach. Or berry picking, us kids just eating what we picked, my mom taking off her halter top (“So I can get some sun,” she said) in the privacy of the berry patch and filling pails with blueberries for muffins and pies. Mom had always been my protector: dragging me out of an apple tree I’d climbed when I was six while she was photographing the mother bear and cubs in the next tree for the town paper; standing up for me when I got kicked out of Cub Scouts for fighting; stunning us kids into silence and then hysterical laughter when she told the lady at the gas station to “fuck off” for calling me a retard when I was nine; standing up for me when I got kicked off the swim team; taking me to get my ear pierced at the mall in sixth grade when I got suspended from school; driving me to school each morning when the bullying on the bus got out of control.


But even this had soured. The summer before we left New Mexico, my mother took off her shoe to whack me for some vile thing I had said to Tatyana. We struggled, and I took the shoe away. I was 5'10" and already towered over her. We stood there in the hallway to my bedroom, staring at each other, neither of us knowing what to do, a pair of actors who had gone off script and had no idea what to say or who to be.


The lone ray of light that bleak winter was Chuong.
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A new kid had appeared in my sixth-grade class one morning. He was Asian, a couple of inches shorter than me, well muscled but with a finer structure. Chuong was from Vietnam, our teacher explained, and he had just arrived in America. He had endured a dangerous boat ride and then spent two years in a refugee camp in Malaysia. He was fourteen, a couple of years older than us, but he spoke little English, so he would study with our class. We were to make him feel welcome.


When we all stood for the Pledge of Allegiance, he stayed seated, his head down.


“Chuong,” I said under my breath.


He looked at me.


I gestured for him to stand, and he did. While the rest of the class said the Pledge of Allegiance, Chuong stood there silently, not speaking. Like me.


My teacher pulled me aside at lunch. The new boy had moved in across the street from me with an uncle he didn’t know. Could I try to befriend him? That night, after dinner, I went over to call on him.


A tall, thin, stern Vietnamese man answered the door. Chuong had run away, he told me. That quick, huh? Well, which way did he go? Chuong’s uncle pointed to his left, up the street.


It was dark by the time I caught up with Chuong, walking stiffly upright in Bugle Boy pants, a long-sleeve plaid shirt, a green baseball hat perched high on his head, and flip-flops. I fell into step with him.


He spoke almost no English, and I spoke no Vietnamese, but he was able to communicate to me that he had a friend in Houston. He was going to walk there. The moon was already high in the sky, and it was starting to get chilly.


I stopped him and went down on one knee on the sidewalk. Chuong dropped to his haunches next to me. I put one little stone down.


“Uncle. Yes?” I said.


He nodded his head.


I took another little rock and held it up for him to see.


“Chuong. Yes?”


Again he nodded.


I made a walking gesture with the fingers on one hand to signify walking for a long time and then put the stone down about a quarter of an inch away from the Uncle stone. I grabbed a third, larger stone and held it up for him.


“Houston. Yes?”


Again, Chuong nodded, cocking one eyebrow at me, curious.


I stood up and threw the rock as far as I could down the street. We watched it bounce once and then disappear into the darkness. Chuong looked at me, his eyes wide.


“Ahhh,” he said, crestfallen.


“It’s really far,” I said. “Really, really, really far.”


He let out a deep sigh. We turned around and headed home.


Chuong was a marvel. He could outrun anyone, and in flip-flops. He could fart on command. He’d grown up on the streets of Saigon, and his body was covered in scars, a slash across his chest where he’d been cut with a sharpened key and an ugly star on his forehead where he’d been hit with a bottle. My mother told me that people had committed suicide on the boat to Malaysia by throwing themselves overboard because the conditions had been so bad. It was whispered that Chuong had only been sent on to America because he and some friends had ganged up on and killed a guard in the refugee camp who had been abusing them. His life was so cool, vastly superior to my boring life of spelling homework and cleaning the cat litter.


Chuong’s uncle had little patience for the nephew he didn’t know, so Chuong slept at our house more than at his home, cooking mountains of egg rolls for us on the weekends. Chuong taught me how to make weapons out of scrap metal, how to shift your center of gravity when running so no one could catch you, and how to tattoo yourself with a pencil, a sewing needle, and ashes. I taught him how to speak English by explaining heavy metal songs on the radio, sitcoms on TV, and Police Academy movies. When we left for school in the morning, he echoed my farewell to my mother: “Bye, Mom!”


In seventh grade, his uncle finally threw him out, and he was assigned to foster care in Albuquerque. My mom and I were heartbroken. Each time we went to visit him, his situation was worse. He had dropped out of school; then his foster family had kicked him out; then he had run away from the group home. Our last visit, it had taken hours to track him down through his friends. He was thin and gray from smoking more than he ate. He had cut the tip off a finger making jewelry in a sweatshop, then stuck it back on with a Band-Aid.


Our last Christmas in New Mexico, Chuong came to spend a week with us. I spent the entire time lobbying for him to come to New Hampshire with us. My parents finally assented. It only took one visit to his social worker to get permission. Nobody else wanted him.


I could not believe my parents had agreed. Chuong, my hilarious best friend, singing filthy made-up lyrics to Skid Row songs while dancing with the dogs . . . Every night would be like a sleepover.


Still, getting out of the car in New Hampshire to those oppressive clots of wet snow, I couldn’t shake the feeling that, by leaving New Mexico, we had made a terrible mistake.
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Our house in New Hampshire was a ramshackle five-bedroom on a swampy one-acre lot off a minor highway. It was an old farmhouse that had been extended twice, first on one side, then the other. The basement leaked and stank of black mold and cat piss. There was no air-conditioning, and the ground floor was only heated by a small woodstove. Los Alamos had been subject to extreme weather, with summer days that regularly broke a hundred degrees and massive snowstorms that buried our vehicles, but it was dry heat that disappeared each night, and the sun shone brightly between dumps of snow. New Hampshire was a hot, wet, inescapable jungle all summer, an icy and sunless gulag all winter, and gray for weeks in between.


Our house was surrounded on three sides by woods that quickly devolved into swamp. Our lone neighbor across the highway was an old farmer who had more than eighty cats. He was hunched with age, long past working. The only thing his farm produced was more cats. He fed them each morning but declined to neuter/spay them or to provide veterinary care. Virtually all of them developed huge, crusty scabs in the corners of their eyes, eventually creeping off to the woods to die or getting run over by the heavy trucks that barreled down the highway in front of our house.


“White trash” was not a phrase I’d heard in Canada or New Mexico. In Canada, nearly everyone had gardened, hunted, and fished and knew how to stretch a dollar. Everyone wore hand-me-downs without shame. In fact, a hand-me-down shirt was almost preferable to a “new” shirt from the Whistle Stop Thrift Store—a hand-me-down was something of Tatyana’s I had coveted for months, maybe even a year. That it now fit me proved that I had grown into it, which meant I was becoming like my older sister, whom I envied, and had also won a victory over her by getting something away from her. In New Mexico, I was vaguely aware of us having more money than some of my friends’ families and less than others, but poverty was not something I was keenly aware of.


In New Hampshire, poverty was everywhere. According to the 1990 census, New Hampshire was more than 98 percent white at the time. I recall there being a total of three black kids in our school—one set of twins and their cousin—and one Puerto Rican. Our school district was the poorest in the state. In our town, poverty and white trash Yankee pride had curdled into something toxic, a specific decaying northeastern despair.


The locals gave my mother the cold shoulder because we were “from away,” and unless your grandparents had been born in Kingston, you would always be “from away.” And wasn’t it a little suspicious that the wife still went by her maiden name and that the dad was never around? And they had that teenager, Chinese or whatever, who barely spoke English and wasn’t in school, and then the little girl with the hearing aids, who was also some kind of colored person?


Tatyana was heartbroken for her teenage love. Chuong missed his unsupervised, chaotic life among the other Vietnamese immigrants in the city. Tashina missed her friends and, young as she was, understood she didn’t fit in here as she had in New Mexico with her black, Asian, and Native American friends. I didn’t miss New Mexico or anyone there. I had been wretched there. But this? We were bored, we were lonely, we were uncomfortable. We suffered. We complained. We turned on my father for once again dragging us across the continent. He retreated—into his work, into his travel, into his workshop and a six-pack of Budweiser.


[image: ]


My father had always been a cypher. Our mother made sure we were well versed in his folklore: the drunken antics of his college rugby team, his beloved MG convertible that had been stolen out of their driveway, how he had been building his own remote-controlled airplanes since he was a boy. As little kids, we laughed at his foibles: He had thought that he didn’t want kids! He was so absent-minded that our mother had been the one to propose! But who was he? We knew we adored him. Tatyana and I were allowed to crawl into bed with him one Easter morning, and I had been thrilled to be allowed to be that close to him. His feelings toward us were less clear. We weren’t allowed to jump on him—remember, his bad back from the rugby injury. We weren’t to pester him when he was working in his shop at night or on the weekends. He was Dad; he was inside the very core of who we were, but somehow he remained a stranger. I remember trying to make sense of it, even before we left Canada. Kids, for my father, were like sugar—too much, and he got cranky. No, that wasn’t quite right, because we never got sick of sugar.


Resentful as I was about the move, I was still desperate to impress him. One night, I lugged his Seagull acoustic guitar downstairs to play for him some new song I’d learned, “Stairway to Heaven” or maybe “Sweet Child o’ Mine.” Dad sat down at the dining room table, a simple but flawless pine affair he’d designed and built by hand. He listened patiently while I hacked my way through the song. Then he took off his glasses, rubbed his face hard with both hands, and fixed me with a sad stare.


“Mishka,” he said, looking deep into my eyes, “if I had it all to do over again . . . I would be the lead guitar player in a hard rock band.”


His reaction baffled me. If he wanted to be a guitar player, why had he never learned to play the guitar he’d bought, the guitar that had sat in the closet so many years, the guitar that I had learned to play on? If he knew what he really wanted to do, why hadn’t he taken one single step to purse that dream? I turned it over and over in my mind, and over and over I came to the same conclusion: my father was pathetic.
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One day Chuong and I were kicking around in the front yard. Lon, an older kid with shiny black hair and a sharp, maniacal laugh, came by in his tiny beat-up pickup. Lon had graduated the year before but hadn’t gone to college. He and Chuong had become friends.


“Hey,” he said, grinning, not getting out of the truck, “what are you two homos doing?”


“What it look like, man?” Chuong said. “No-thing.”


“Grab your bikinis and get in the truck.”


Chuong hopped in the back.


“Where are we going?” I said.


“Just grab some towels and get in.”


I ran into the house and changed into my swim trunks as fast as I could. I had no idea where we were going, but I didn’t want them to leave without me. I grabbed two towels and ran back out.


“Chuong, where’s your bikini?” Lon said when I hopped in the back.


“Under my pants, man,” Chuong said, blowing smoke at him and grinning. “White bikini. No top.”


Lon backed out of the driveway, then peeled out, the bald rear tires of the little truck smoking. That day he led us to the lone good thing I ever found in New Hampshire: the rope swing.


The rest of that summer, Chuong and I went to the rope swing almost every day. We’d beg a ride from my mom, ride our bikes, or even walk the couple of miles to it. The highway wound through the woods, past a swampy finger of Powwow Pond and several houses set back from the road, to an old arched bridge spanning some railroad tracks. Walking down the railroad tracks, hopping from railroad tie to railroad tie that oozed tar and stank of creosote because the sharp rocks were hard on bare feet, you came to a tiny concrete culvert spanning a deep, brisk current connecting the two halves of Powwow Pond. To the left was the rope swing—a long cotton rope descending from the top of one scraggly pine leaning out over the water with tiny wooden steps built onto it.


The first kid had the unenviable task of entering the water with no fanfare and swinging the rope up to the second kid, waiting at the top of the tree. For maximum swing, you jumped out to the right and the rope whipped you in a delicious arc down and around and then up, up, up, and that was where you let go, at the apogee of your trajectory. Chuong was smaller than me, but he was muscled like an acrobat. He was fearless: cannonballing headfirst, executing perfect, unlikely swan dives, doing spins and flips and backflips that terminated in tidy, poetic dives. Lon was daring and athletic, and I got better with practice, but neither of us could rival Chuong for hang time. Each of us jumped, each of us swung, each of us splashed into the water. But only Chuong had a fourth phase between the arc and the impact when time slowed to a crawl, when his wet, black hair spun off his head like spikes and the setting sun sparkled off his tightly muscled limbs, when no one was misunderstanding his broken English or making fun of his accent or kicking him out or telling him to go back to China. For a long, honeyed moment, he was flying.
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One night at the end of the summer, after my mom picked Chuong up from his dishwashing job, we crawled out his window onto the roof to smoke cigarettes. We had often stayed up late together in New Mexico, talking. Chuong told me about his mother, his brother, Chin, and his father, a convicted murderer who had abandoned them when Chuong was just eight. Occasionally, he cried. His voice didn’t quaver and his face didn’t move, but tears fell from his eyes, his only concession to sadness as he sucked on his cigarette.


Chuong didn’t cry that night on the roof or even talk much, just stared grimly off into the night. We sat and smoked in silence. I didn’t push him. I knew he missed his family, missed his friends in Albuquerque. He hated his job. He hated New Hampshire. I knew he was getting sick of me.
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My dad found a couple of lukewarm beers in Chuong’s room. When he tried to take them, Chuong pushed him or maybe took a halfhearted swing at him. It was a big deal.


That night, there was a serious discussion on the back deck. My father hectored Chuong. My mother defended him. Tatyana, Tashina, and I were even asked to weigh in. I was annoyed at Chuong, but only because he’d outgrown me and because we now had to sit through this whole ordeal.


Everyone took a turn speaking except the accused. He kept his head down, never looked up, only spoke when addressed directly, and then just uttered a barely audible yes or no. Finally, my father called him out.


“Okay, okay, enough. Everyone has spoken here except the one person we really need to hear from. Chuong, what have you got to say for yourself?”


There was a long, pained silence. Chuong sniffed. More silence.


“Chuong?” my dad said.


“Don even wanna live here anymore!” Chuong blurted out, then jumped up and ran off.


He didn’t come back that night. Or the next. Or the next.


Finally, Chuong called my mom one day while I was at school. He had taken a bus back to Albuquerque, as my mom had guessed he would. He called her the day he arrived, as my mom had guessed he would. He wanted to tell her that he was safe, that it had been a very long ride, and “I’m sorry, Mom.” He asked her to hang on to his Vietnamese-English dictionary, that he would get it from her one day.


I didn’t say anything to anyone at school. But each day, when I came home from class and went out to the chopping block to split and stack the wood for the woodstove for the winter, I cried.


Chuong called me once. He wanted me to sell his leather jacket and send him the money, along with some stuff he’d left behind. I did. One letter came for me, dated September 29, 1990, in Chuong’s careful, almost feminine hand: “If you guys don’t understand, some day I’ll call you guys, ok? I don’t know what to say, well, I’m miss you guys very much. Love, Chuong.”


We never heard from him again.
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That fall was a wasteland. I felt like someone had reached inside me with a pair of vise-grips and torn something out. The hole was too ragged to heal, just kept bleeding and bleeding. I was lost without Chuong. I hated him. I was sick with worry for him. And I was angry as hell.


We’d been had. My mother had made New Hampshire seem exciting, exotic even. We’d leave the cold wars—between my mother and father, between Tatyana and me—behind. New Hampshire would be a fresh start, not just for me but for our entire family.


It was a sham. We’d found a filthy, impoverished dump where everyone acted like they were better than us. We were as shitty to each other as we’d ever been, or worse. Now my only friend, the brother I’d never had, had been driven off. New Mexico had been hell for me, and I had been eager to escape, but New Hampshire was just a fresh hell.


Everyone had lied to me—my mother, my father, my teachers. Life wasn’t some grand adventure, as my mother would have us believe. It was just fleeing from one shithole to the next, each one worse than the last.


[image: ]


After hounding him about it all summer, Lon let me drink with him in the fall of my freshman year. He bought a couple of six-packs of Budweiser tall boys, and we lit a fire out by the railroad tracks with some of his friends. That first sixteen-ounce can felt heavy in my hand and, by extension, dangerous, like a brick or a gun. I had sipped from my dad’s beer occasionally, but having my own felt wild, exhilarating. Putting the frosty can to my lips, I drank as long and as fast as I could, relishing the grown-up, unsweet taste, the coolness pooling in my belly. Then I was laughing and stumbling, wrestling with Lon, peeing in the bushes, falling in the bushes, lying down next to the fire. This was hilarious, he was hilarious, everything was hilarious.


When I awoke the next morning, I laid in my bed for a moment. I knew from reading what hangovers were, but I didn’t have a hangover at all. I felt great, better than great.


What a night I’d had! Some older girl—a junior!—had put me in her car and driven me around. We had been smoking cigarettes together and listening to the radio. When I had hung my head out the window to barf, there had been two moons! Then we had been lying down together for some indeterminate time, and I had felt her up, or we had kissed or maybe just hugged? The police had been called. The police had been out looking for me!


Alcohol was miraculous. Like in Harold and the Purple Crayon, I had drawn an escape hatch in a wall and plunged into another world. Drunk, I’d finally felt comfortable in my own skin. I’d had wild adventures. For a minute, I had been cool. Then I had woken up in bed as if transported by faerie magic. This was an earth-shattering discovery.


As a child, I had pinwheeled through various imagined futures: I would be a knife thrower, I would be an undersea explorer like Jacques Cousteau, I would wail on guitar like Slash. Now I had found it. My father was a nuclear physicist. My mother was a mom. Alcohol was what I was supposed to be. I would do this again as soon as possible. I would do this all the time!


After Lon got a solid chewing out from my mother, my main connections for alcohol were Bernie, a homeless schizophrenic Vietnam vet who occasionally tried to grope me, and Pinhead, an ex-Marine who had been kicked out of the military. He had a tattoo on his stomach of a flying penis and testicles ejaculating a winged drop of semen with a single blue eyeball.


I pounded a liter of white zinfandel and fell down a flight of stairs. I chugged a magnum of champagne, swallowing the cigarette butt someone had tossed into it. I got drunk on vodka and came home covered head-to-toe in poison ivy. I climbed one of our neighbor’s apple trees with a bottle of Sambuca and drank until I fell out. I lost my virginity later that year on the floor of Lon’s bedroom with four other people passed out around us. I remember the dark fake wood paneling and the orange shag rug and not much else.


[image: ]


By the time I was fourteen, my mother had given up trying to control me. She tried to ground me, but what could she do—stop me as I was walking out the door? I was over six feet tall and strong, powerful as I was naive, juvenile and hardheaded, abrasive and arrogant. My dad was rarely around, traveling constantly for business. I got in daily screaming matches with my mom and Tatyana and got shitfaced at every opportunity.


I breezed through my classes with minimal effort, squeaking by at just above C level. I had finally learned to fight back when picked on and had been suspended from school for fighting so often that I faced expulsion for my next offense. My hairy legs sprawled out from under my desk into the aisles, my gangly arms hung over the front. Once, I stood up, and the desk-and-chair came with me. I almost made it out the door wearing it before the study hall teacher stopped me.


High school’s arbitrary social codes were as meaningless as they were constricting. Champion sweatshirts, button-down shirts, and lettermen jackets? I felt like I had walked into an Archie comic book. Why the hell must you roll the cuffs of your jeans? I wore the same clothes two or three days in a row, sleeping in them so I could sleep later. My classmates’ dreams were hollow, their concerns pointless. The girl I liked wanted to be a dental hygienist! It was all beneath contempt. I had two friends, a couple of guys in my grade who shared my passion for alcohol and my distaste for everything else, and that was enough for me. I carefully set about mocking, offending, and alienating everyone else.


There was nothing I couldn’t overpower or outsmart, no game I couldn’t cheat or manipulate, no system I couldn’t beat. Childhood was claustrophobic and demeaning, a truncated, dependent existence. I was so done with all this. I had nothing else to learn from my parents. I was ready to go out into the world. Okay, I had to learn how to drive, but that was it.


In the beginning of my sophomore year, my two friends suddenly stopped talking to me. A week later, our house was vandalized: “GET OUT COMMIE” and a huge swastika in fluorescent orange spray paint. It was as baffling as it was hurtful. We were not Jewish, or Russian, or communist, or socialist. Was it a response to the immigrant last name I hated so much, the token remnant of my father’s Ukrainian heritage?


Surprise, surprise, the vandals were my ex–best friends. What had I done to alienate my only allies? I never found out. I wanted them dead. My mother declined to press charges.


Overnight, I went from cocksure to persecuted. Before, we had been outnumbered. Now I was alone. My mom tried to throw me a surprise birthday party at the Kingston House of Pizza a couple of months later, in the depths of winter. Two large pizzas, one cheese and one pepperoni. We waited there for an hour together before packing them up and bringing them home.
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A bulk mailing came one day, addressed to me. I turned it over. “Attend college early!” it said. I tore open the slim pamphlet and read with mounting interest. Simon’s Rock College was an accredited university in Massachusetts that accepted students after just two years of high school. Their specific focus was teaching a college curriculum to “bright, motivated adolescents.” “Bright” was a word often tossed my way. “Motivated” wasn’t. But if escaping both high school and my parents two years early couldn’t motivate me, nothing could. I walked into the house and said, “Hey, Mom, can I borrow twenty-three thousand dollars?”


My parents talked it over when my dad got home from his latest business trip. There was no way they’d be able to afford it in the same year they were footing the bill for Tatyana’s out-of-state tuition to the University of Colorado . . . but what was the harm in getting a little more information?


It was decided that I would be allowed to send away for an application. My mom made it clear that the B-minuses I had been pulling down in everything except weight training wouldn’t impress anyone. Overnight, I dug in at school.


The application required what amounted to extra homework. Such bullshit! But the faraway school seemed to shimmer with possibility. Simon’s Rock didn’t just promise escape. It made me reconsider all the lectures I’d gotten about the potential I was wasting.


That thin booklet had sought me out for a reason. I was supposed to do Some Great Thing.


I tackled the application with immediate and sustained effort. For the first time I could remember, I gave an essay my full attention, writing it not with the minimum amount of effort necessary but with everything I had. This work counted for something.


When my next report card came, it was straight As.


After I sent off my application with my latest report card, I began checking the mailbox every day. Finally, I got an envelope with the seal and return address of Simon’s Rock. Without bothering to close the mailbox, I tore the envelope open. I hadn’t just gotten in—they had given me a big scholarship.


Every cell in my body felt alive. My entire life was about to change. The sky seemed to open. I would not drop out and get a job driving a forklift. I could do anything. I would do everything. I sat down on the grass in the summer sun to treasure the moment for a minute. Then I ran in to tell my mom.
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Somehow my parents found a way to cover college tuition for not one but two kids in the same year. There had been many heated discussions, and it was made clear that all of us would have to make sacrifices in order for this to happen. The school had strict rules. Two infractions for drugs or alcohol, and you were out. One fight, and you were out. And no refunds. Even as an infant, I had recognized the duality of my nature. Like the nursery rhyme, when I was good, I was very, very good, but when I was bad, I was rotten. Could I control myself? I would have to.


The tiny school of Simon’s Rock was tucked away behind the small town of Great Barrington in western Massachusetts. The other kids . . . it was like every high school across the country had sent its weirdest, smartest, funniest kids there for quarantine. My roommate, James, had blue hair and a pierced nose. He wore a beret constantly, even to bed. Each morning, he carefully pulled his pants on both legs simultaneously just so no one could say, “Oh, James, he’s a regular guy, he puts his pants on one leg at a time like everyone else.” Zack, the lanky smartass across the hall, owned every Beastie Boys album, even the early punk shit, and had played drums in his high school band, Fuck You, Punk Rock. Ben Bertocci was a local kid, a handsome goblin obsessed with Tolkien, a great chunky scar over his left lip from blowing up aerosol cans. He drove a lurching 1970s Chevy Nova, always blasting Gwar or Metallica, and enjoyed making weapons and terrifying masks and creepy sculptures out of the bones of roadkill. Ben White, a skinny Florida redneck in a Skinny Puppy T-shirt, was quiet but cuttingly funny whenever he spoke. Sure, there were nerds and jocks and even a few normals, but for once, freaks were in the majority. After a month, Simon’s Rock felt more like home than any of the five houses I’d lived in, my friends closer than my family.


My easiest course was more challenging than anything I’d encountered in my life. We were treated like adults in class and expected to respond as such. My classmates were up to it—was I? For the first time, I couldn’t phone it in. I was no longer the smartest kid in the class; I had to bust my ass just to keep up.


Still, to be a rebellious fifteen-year-old, liberated from your parents, treated with respect by your professors, living in a coed dormitory with your best friends, three meals prepared for you each day, surrounded by woods, a creek running through campus . . . it was heaven. I had been allowed to spit out my pacifier. I was living my real life.


But you can’t be good all the time. We drank vodka, we drank cough syrup, we smoked pot, we screwed, we stayed up all night, talking endlessly about music: Big Black, the Velvet Underground, the Stooges, Nick Cave, Bauhaus, Daniel Johnston, John Zorn, Einstürzende Neubauten, Bikini Kill.


I lived in terror of getting caught drinking. One night, I stumbled home drunk to find myself locked out. James was in his girlfriend’s room, not to be disturbed. I wobbled out to the atrium, where people often hung out till the sun rose. A couple of second-years were in the kitchen. One sat on top of the fridge, loudly singing Frank Sinatra, tripping on acid. The other, Galen, sat at the table, smoking a Camel, laughing at his friend. He had a wooly head of thick brown hair tied into a loose ponytail at the base of his neck, scruff on his face and neck.


When I explained my problem, Galen grinned and rolled his eyes, then hopped up from his chair.


“You,” he said, pointing to his friend giggling on top the fridge, “stay here. I’ll be right back.”


Galen followed me to my room.


“I can’t believe no one’s showed you this. This is one of the fundamentals.”


He knelt down by my door, pulled out his student ID, and pushed it into the crack between my door and the doorjamb. There was a soft click. My door swung open. Galen stood up, bowed grandly, and gestured at my open door. I shuffled in. When I turned around to thank him, he was already gone.
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I spent all of Monday, December 14, cramming for my physics final the next morning. The class had seemed an obvious choice, but I soon realized my father’s gifts for physics had passed me over. I was in my room with a friend from class, struggling desperately to understand the concepts that were so immediately logical to him. I heard a thin, explosive sound, a feeble pap, then another, then a flurry. Firecrackers? No, firecrackers didn’t sound like firecrackers; they split the air, they made your ears ring. Firecrackers sounded like guns. That firecracker sound I heard, it was a gun. It could only be Wayne Lo.


Under the spikes and Mohawks and combat boots, Simon’s Rockers were just goofy kids. Many of us had been ridden hard in the outside world and carried baggage from it, but under that, there was a sensitive, open humanity, an intelligent caring to Simon’s Rockers, almost every one of us. Even Zack, bitter and caustic before he even got out of bed, had a wicked sense of fun. Wayne was different.


Wayne was one of an elitist group we called “the hardcore kids” because they listened exclusively to hardcore punk. Everyone listened to some strain of punk/noise/metal/experimental/unlistenable music, and lots of us listened to hardcore. But the hardcore kids had a deeper investment in it; hardcore music was a vehicle through which they held themselves above the rest of the student body and the rest of humanity. At meals, they sat at the same table in the corner closest to the cafeteria entrance, with Wayne at the head, facing the entrance. You could see him clocking and judging every person who walked through the door.


Of the hardcore kids, Wayne was the darkest, the most intense, the most extreme. He was openly misogynistic, racist, and bigoted. Wayne had turned in papers arguing that African Americans, Jews, and gays were inferior, that the Holocaust had never happened, that HIV-positive people should be quarantined or executed.


Wayne and I were on the basketball team together. He was eerily intense on the court, even just running drills. One night after practice, I had talked about shooting cans with my .22 rifle. Wayne asked me if I could get him a gun.


“Maybe over winter break,” I had said, stalling.


“No,” he had said, “I need it now.”
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In my dorm room, my mind put the pieces together so fast I felt nauseous.


“Those are gunshots,” I said. “It’s gotta be Wayne.”


I’d run into him earlier that night. I always said hi to him, not because I wanted to befriend him but because I wanted him to know not everyone was intimidated by him. He never responded, not even a grunt or a nod. But that night he had.


“How’s it going?” I said as I passed him on the stairs, not expecting a response.


“Good, man,” he had said with a small smile. “See you later.”


I told my friend to stay put and ran out of my room, headed in the direction of the gunshots. I didn’t know if I could stop Wayne, but I would try. When I burst out of our hall into the atrium, one of the resident assistants was coming up the stairs. He was the all-American kid, always wearing a baseball hat and an I-dare-you grin. Tonight, for the first time, he wasn’t smiling.


“Mishka, get back in your room. Wayne’s got a gun.”


I kept running toward the door.


“I heard it. He’s down by the library.”


“Mishka! Get back in your room right fucking now. Turn the lights off, lock the door, and lay on the floor away from the windows. Right fucking now.”


I went back to my room, turned the lights off, and locked the door. I looked out the window toward the library. I could hear screams, and I saw silhouettes of students running away from the library, students I knew. My friend grabbed my physics notebook and started writing frantically. I looked over his shoulder. He was writing out his will.


After a while, the screams stopped. There were sirens, then cop cars and flashing lights. Then, as we watched, Wayne Lo was led down the path from upper campus toward a waiting cop car. He was handcuffed, and two cops held his arms tightly.


I ran out into the atrium, then outside and into Dolliver, the boys’ dormitory. I didn’t know what else to do. There was blood on the stairs and blood on one of the landings, more blood than I had ever seen, a thick pool of blood, just starting to congeal at the edges.


Students were crying and saying that people had been shot, that Galen was dead. But rumors were insane at Simon’s Rock—people just repeated shit they’d heard without a thought.


“Are you sure?” I said. “Did you see him?”


No, no one had seen him.


“He’s not dead. He’s fine,” I said. “Maybe he’s been shot and he’s hurt, but he’s not dead. Don’t say it unless you know it’s true.”


I saw one of the residence directors for Dolliver.


“Is Galen okay?” I said. “I guess he got shot?”


“Mishka,” the residence director said, “Galen’s dead.”
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We were ushered into the dining hall. Six people had been shot. Galen and Nacunan, a teacher, were dead. Wayne had only surrendered because his cheap Chinese SKS assault rifle had jammed. He had been carrying enough ammunition to kill us all.


My friends were stone-faced. A lot of girls were crying, but I’d seen girls cry before. I had never seen my teachers cry. I didn’t cry. I took Wayne’s seat at the head of the hardcore table, a move that creeped out my friends. I refused to leave that seat open, to grant him any kind of legacy out of fear.


We stayed awake the entire night. My mom arrived in the morning to bring me home to New Hampshire. The campus had been locked down, so my mother had to park beyond the front gate, then check in with police before she was allowed to come and get me. As we were walking off campus to her minivan, a cluster of reporters was waiting just beyond the gates. It was 1992, a long time before Columbine or Virginia Tech or Newtown; the media arrived in droves.


“You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to,” my mom said. “And we don’t need to be polite. We can just walk right through them.”


The minute we stepped off campus, we were surrounded. My mom tried to pull me through, but I stopped her. We had to make some good come of this.


I told the reporters that everything Wayne had done, right up until he pulled the trigger, was perfectly legal, and that that was wrong. A kid shouldn’t be able to buy an assault weapon, a weapon designed to kill the most human beings in the smallest amount of time possible. Hit with a barrage of questions, I let it slip that I had known it was Wayne the instant I had heard the shots, then climbed into the back of my mom’s Ford Aerostar for the long drive home.


I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t cry. But as we drove further and further from Simon’s Rock, my body began to realize that I was safe. My heart slowed. The shooting was no longer happening; it was something that had happened. I tried to sleep. But as the terror of the night before began to dissipate and I began to process what had taken place, horror rose up in its place. My mind raced.


I had known Wayne was violent. I had known he was looking for a gun. I had even seen him early the night of the shooting. I could have stopped him. I should have stopped him. Why hadn’t I stopped him? I had nearly died. Had I nearly died? I should have died.


Earlier that semester, we had joked about what we wanted our last words to be. Something juvenile and frustrating, like “The money is buried under . . .” then trailing off. What about just the cryptic and classic “knock knock”? What got the biggest laugh was when someone suggested that the perfect sign-off would be “I’m dying.” As Galen bled out in the library atrium, those had been his final words.


One day at lunch, we had gotten into a conversation about Charles Whitman, the disaffected college student who had climbed the bell tower at his university, killing sixteen people and wounding thirty-two others before he was killed. Whitman had been a punk, we decided. The way to maximize the body count would be to wait till everyone was gathered in one place—the dining hall at lunch, say—then seal off the exits and kill them all. (Seven years later, this would be the exact approach Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold took at Columbine.)


Even if I put all that on the irreverent friends I’d made at Simon’s Rock, I’d fantasized about violence on my own. Tashina is First Nation, descended from the Cree Tribe on the Big River Reserve in Saskatchewan. The mascot at our high school, Sanborn Regional High, was the Indian. Our school was too poor to field a football team, but the windbreakers of our soccer and field hockey teams were emblazoned with the grim face of a cartoon Indian in a stereotypical Lakota Sioux eagle-feather warbonnet.
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