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I’ve been restless. It’s hard to pin down why exactly, but everything in town feels stale and repetitive. If I hang around any longer, I might end up sinking into the earth and never escape. There has to be something more exciting out in the world, even if that allure in itself is just getting away for a few hours.

“Hold on,” the bus driver announces as he bounces in his seat. The brim of his navy cap taps the glass. Right before it seems like he’s going to go tumbling through the windshield, the driver snaps back down in place. He might benefit from wearing a seatbelt, but he’s the professional.

I wouldn’t mind having a strap across my waist to keep me secure. Instead, I latch one hand to a slick blue seat and press the other against the frame of an emergency exit. The metal studs on the cuffs of my denim jacket click against the glass. My fingers rest next to the yellow strip by the windowpane faded from constant use. I have a while before I have to push it. My boot heel scrapes rubber slats on the floor. Chunks of brown salt wedged between the narrow rows dissolve lumps of wet black snow into ashy gray and slosh into the thin crevasses.

Across the aisle are the Pyre brothers. They know I need to get away, to have a break from my mistakes slapping me in the face. I've been feeling down for a while, and it's not exactly how I want to feel this last half of my senior year. At least I have some friends still looking out for me. Allen’s black backpack is on backward and his red sleeves cradle the bag. He sits a few spaces over from his younger brother. Youngblood spreads his legs wide over two seats. He is about five and half feet tall. He cracks six feet when his Mohawk is up. He bounces and slides with each shake of the rumbling vehicle. He is probably the only person on the road excited about the potholes, seeing how high he can jump with each strike.

Buildings grow taller the farther we go. Familiar brickwork bursts into impersonal reflective fronts. Sculptures of people mark the corners and stoops of the business district. A dull bronze businessman sits on the steps with an open briefcase. Two frozen lovers coated in bumpy green rust embrace on the side of the street. Is it right to feel jealous of statues?

You should go sit next to Allen, the bird in my brain suggests.

It would be nice to be closer to him and not have to feel so alone. I start to stand, but we hit another pothole and I fall back down into my seat. In that unexpected jolt, I realize just how awkward it would be to get up and move over to him now. What could I say to ever justify it? Besides, our stop is next.

I press the worn yellow strip. There is a ping and a red sign lights up above the driver reading, “Stop Requested”. We ride a few more blocks and pull up to the overhang of the bus stop. The concrete and steel mash-ups look like a skewered ribcage. Patches of soot-covered snow linger by drains and trees. A blast of warm exhaust kicks in our faces as the bus pulls away and merges back into traffic. I hold my breath until the wind carries the fumes away. As a little kid, I used to love the smell of gasoline. Part of me still likes it, but the odor coming off the backend of buses and trucks is insufferable.

An overcast leaden sky hangs above us. It looks like it’s completely made of smog. There are no rents in the cloud to let sunlight through, yet somehow the sky is still painfully bright.

Allen puts his backpack on the right way and adjusts the zipper of his red hoodie. Youngblood kicks at the dirty snow mounds. With every smash, he gets more and more lost in his playful destruction. But the world is unforgiving to those who forget it, even for a moment, and he crashes crotch first into the silver foot of a statue of a giddy child playing with her frozen lighthearted dog.
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Offices and hotels part to reveal the Galleria. It’s a glass facade spackled with random angular advertisements for jeans and sodas. There are some small gray mats by the door for people to dry their shoes. No one really stops to take the time to do it right, so all the entrances are slippery with gray slush. We slide a little bit on the wet tile, but still maintain our balance. That’s a lawsuit waiting to happen.

I could totally see Jessica faking a dramatic fall to score us some free vouchers at the food court. She was never afraid to make a spectacle to get what she wanted. Everyone would turn to see the pretty girl clutching her leg like a professional soccer player trying to get a penalty kick. Businesses don’t want that kind of negative attention. They would basically give her anything to have things return to normal, and so would I, but she’s not here.

Thinking back, the last time I went to the mall with Allen, we were with Jessica. The three of us got in and the reflective doors closed. Jessica and Allen made faces at the security camera in the upper corner of the booth and spat on the walls. After a minute or so, I realized that it was taking way too long for the elevator to get us to the ground level. I looked over to the panel with the buttons and saw that none of the numbered circles were illuminated. “Did anyone bother to press the button?” The two looked dumbfounded by my question. “We’re not too bright,” I said sadly. The two shook their heads in disappointed agreement. This time around, I make sure that when the sliding doors close, I press the button.
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As we ride to the upper levels of the mall, I look over the stickers lining the elevator door. Most of them are too scratched to read clearly. They were probably scraped off by janitors, so anything that remains must have put up a good fight. I run my finger over the torn images. A blue and purple circle with “PM” in puffy bubble letters catches my eye. It’s the only sticker that’s still fully intact. Maybe it’s related to time. Does that mean there’s an “AM” sticker floating around somewhere? Maybe it got peeled off with the rest.

“Hey, what’s ‘PM’ mean?” I ask and point to the crooked sticker.

“Oh. Prop Men. That’s their logo,” Allen explains. “Never heard of them?”

“I don’t think so. What are they? A band?”

“Yeah, they’re pretty good actually," Youngblood says. "I’m surprised you haven’t heard of them.”

“What kind of music do they play?” I ask.

“Indie,” Allen says.

“What does that mean?” I ask. “Like alternative?”

“Well, kind of. I think they’re independent.”

I shake my head. I hate that kind of vagueness. “They don’t have a label? What does that have to do with what kind of music they play? A person on the street with a guitar isn’t part of a label. Does that make them Indie? And what happens when they get signed? Do they stop being Indie then?”

Youngblood snorts and rolls his eyes.

“I honestly don’t know what to tell you.” Allen shrugs and shakes his head. “It’s just what they’ve been labeled or, I guess, haven’t been labeled if you want to look at it that way.”
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The bookstore is near the elevators. They fan the smells of warm coffee and cake out into the mall to lure people inside. I’m pretty sure the candle store uses the same thing to stay in business. It’s a dirty trick, but I guess in the end it’s no worse than faking a broken leg for some quick snacks.

Allen and Youngblood drift around the tables and shelves. There aren’t too many people in the store today. I start in the bargain book section. There are mostly puzzles and cheap literary classics. The more popular titles have their covers facing out, especially the ones with movie adaptations. I stroll among the shelves of fiction with their spines facing out. I glide from calculating Burroughs to supportive Vidal, and stumble into sexuality. My eye catches sight of a copy of the Kama Sutra in German. It’s the only foreign language book on the shelf.

Allen and Youngblood wander over. “Find anything interesting?” Allen asks.

“Holy shit!” Youngblood zeros in on the book in my hands. “Can you read this? What does it say?”

“Let’s see. This part says, go a little to the left. And that part says wash your hands.”

“Really? That’s so cool.”

I laugh. “Man, I have no idea.”

“Are you going to get it?”

Holding the book sparks my bird brain with memories of kleptomania. One day after school last year, Jessica and I took a trip to this very bookstore. She was dressed in a Catholic schoolgirl’s outfit even though she’s an agnostic attending public school. I had my messenger bag with me. I emptied out the schoolbooks and Jessica carried them to look extra studious. We walked inside discussing Voltaire. We were confident that way people would ignore us. Neither of us had ever read him, but it was all part of the rouse.

She gradually picked out an assortment of graphic novels and I gathered a comically tall stack of D.H. Lawrence, Kurt Vonnegut, and Christopher Moore. She had done this before and knew exactly what to do. We crouched in a corner next to women’s interests, well away from the security cameras and Jessica checked each book for security strips. We filled my bag to the brim. There was also a box set collection of the MTV cartoon Aeon Flux that Jessica “just had to have”. She couldn’t locate the security tag on it, so that meant we would have to make a fast and uninterrupted exit.

We were lucky to have fate smiling on us that evening. As we left, a man was exiting the store with a cherry-red plastic bag. I walked out the same time as him and, as predicted, the alarms went off. I casually looked at him, shrugged, and kept walking. I didn’t look back. Jessica danced out. No security came after us.

There is a thrilling, dizzying, blindingly erotic feeling that accompanies such a large haul. She complemented me on my offhanded decoy with the stranger. I told her I learned from the best and handed over to her what was rightfully hers.
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I take the Kama Sutra back from Youngblood and consider my next move.

If they don’t care, then why should we? the bird in my brain coos. Go ahead. Just take it. 

But there is at least one person who cares. The security guard has been circling us since we walked inside. He has kept his distance, but he’s itching for an excuse to question us. This would have been easier if Jessica was here, but it’s not like I can change that now. That means we are going to have to be extra clever about this. Now, I can’t just tell Youngblood to play it cool, because there is no way he can help but draw attention to himself. Maybe I can use that to our advantage. “Hey, Youngblood. There might be a better version of this on that table. Can you go check?”

While he walks away, I flip through the book of desire and pluck out the shiny security tag. I check above for any cameras angled our way. I slip the book into Allen’s bag and quickly zip it up. I pick up another book off the shelf as Youngblood returns. “Let’s go,” I say.

As we walk down the main aisle toward the exit, I pause to look at that second book I picked up. I shake my head and put it down on a table and keep walking.

“Aren’t you going to get that?” Youngblood asks.

“Okay, give me money,” I say.

He shakes his head like he just ate a sour candy. “What? No.”

“Then I’m not getting it.”

That seems to pacify the security guard who stops following us. We’re almost home free. I pat Allen on the back and repeat the words Jessica taught me to live by, “Whatever happens, just keep walking and don’t look back.”
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The mall ends up being more of a drag than we expect. Most of the stores are closed, and the ones that aren’t just sell overpriced clothing and perfume. We don’t need any of that junk even if we can take it for free. And in all fairness, we can only press our luck taking what we want for so long before someone gets wise and calls security or the police on us. Still, the break from reality was nice, even if it was brief.

And in the blink of an eye, we’re back in Port Winslow. The bus lets us off by the park and bounces along toward its next stop. We had some good timing because traffic picks up as soon as we’re off the bus. We walk toward Caldwell Street against sporadic drafts of gritty wind and heavy exhaust fumes.

Milo Frostman’s house appears around the corner. Feeling the need to be social, Allen asks, “Do you think he’s home?”

The curtains on the first floor are drawn, but I can still see the flickering glow of the TV around the edges of the windows. “Well, someone’s in there.”

The bird in my brain chirps up and says, He’s probably cozying up with Jessica.

I could do without having to be in a room with Jessica and Milo cuddled up together on the couch and sit there forced to play nice. “I really don’t think he wants company right now.”

“I could give him a call. It couldn’t hurt to ask.”

I wince and walk on with my hands in my pockets. “Go for it, dude.”

Allen finally gets the hint that I’m not in the mindset to see Milo and Jessica right now and drops it, putting his phone away. We leave Milo’s house behind.
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We hit the end of the block. While we wait for the traffic to pass, Youngblood circles a telephone pole covered in Xeroxed flyers. They advertise guitar lessons, cars for sale, missing pets, babysitting, SAT classes, and yoga. Older posts are layered over. Lazy advertisers only staple their message the top and bottom. The sides flap violently in the wind like a panicked butterfly pinned to a Styrofoam board. Smart people trying to get their message across will staple down the corners or loop around with clear packing tape. A bleached sheet with bleeding letters from frozen rain catches our attention. It reads:




Yard sale

Are you ready to find great deals?

Read on and be surprised

Don’t miss this opportunity




Savings galore

A bargain in every bin

Low prices

Everything must go




Between 10 and 2

Saturday the 17th

25 Weltridge Drive




“What time is it?” Allen asks.

I look up at the sky and scratch the back of my head. “I’d say about 1:20.”

Youngblood checks his phone. “1:18. So close.”

“It’s still going on for a little while longer,” Allen says. “Want to check out what they’ve got left? Might find something good.”

I shrug. “We’ve got nothing better to do.”
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The road puddles into a cul-de-sac lined with yellow and green wooden bay-and-gable townhouses. Metallic pinwheels border a short walkway to an iron gate between two sets of houses. Somewhere a dog is barking. An orange tabby cat runs out from under a parked car with a blue and purple “Peace” bumper sticker. The barking continues to come from all sides and the cat scrambles behind a truck with a silver and red Marines decal for security.

Folding tables are spaced out across the frozen lawn. Late February seems like a weird time to have a yard sale, but determined bargain hunters are never put off by bad weather. The Pyre brothers glide around the sale-hungry crowd, sifting through plastic bins and cardboard file boxes. Salmon-shaped serving trays, ceramic figural mugs and ornamental metal elephants, a bin with the Mormon Tabernacle Choir’s Christmas vinyl LPs. On the next table is a crate of war paraphernalia; an army jacket, some rusted metals, a gas mask. Beside the crate are two buckets filled with necklaces of miniature plastic Día de los Muertos skulls.

The man running this yard sale is Coach Emeric. He’s a tall man with a shaved head. He claims it’s to make him more aerodynamic, but odds are he was going bald and just lopped it all off to spare his pride. He’s wearing a leather jacket fading around the elbows. It’s weird not to see him in gym shorts with a whistle around his neck.

He is doing business with a family of three, a father, mother and daughter. There might be more to this household wandering the yard, but I can’t tell if there are any relations. The father figure tugs at his gray overcoat as he crouches near a set of barbells. The mother holds a stack of orange-sleeved records in her white fleece arms. The daughter wears a puffy black jacket and a blue Peruvian hat with white llamas stitched around the brim. The blue wool complements her braces and fishnet eyes. A skull necklace dangles in her hand. Her fingertips are red. I’m surprised she isn’t wearing matching mittens.

“Is that the best deal you can give me?” The father knows he has to be careful with his wording, dancing around the price. It’s clear he can afford whatever it is, but he wants to shave off every last penny before pulling out his wallet.

Emeric strains himself from rolling his eyes at the customer. While he would love to tell this guy off, he knows he needs to give a little leeway to make a sale while keeping the upper hand. He’s been dealing with bargain hunters all day and has this back and forth down to an art. “I can take another ten off, but that’s as low as I can go.”

The father motions to a few of the things his family are on the fence about buying. “Throw in the LPs and the necklace and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

“All right.” They shake on it. “Let me get you a bag for those.” Emeric walks past me and asks, “See anything of interest?”

“I guess those skulls are pretty cool.”

The girl spins around at the mention of her new necklace, clutching it proudly. She sees me looking straight at her and turns away. I didn’t mean to make her uncomfortable, and yet, here we are.

“Do you want one?” Emeric asks. “I’ve got plenty.”

“No, it’s just unusual. I can’t really use it for anything.”

The girl lowers her head and shuffles toward the street. She looks back at me, not expecting me to be looking back. She gets spooked and blushes before rushing back to the familiar security of her family.
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“Well, Ribbon, just let me know if you see anything you like,” Emeric says.

There are short stacks of books and a dozen boxes of both file and shoe variety. They could have put another table outside instead of crowding everything by the door. I run my fingers over the sideways spines. Viking novels, Navy logbooks, and unfamiliar titles penned by forgotten authors. Time magazines fill one file box after another. I’m sure there are some gems in there, but I don’t feel like digging or risking the papercuts.

Rusted war medals line the top of a shoebox. These honors belonged to paratroopers and pilots. More decorations from as far back as the Korean War are layered inside the cardboard container. I dig deeper and hit something wooden. I brush the medals aside and find a cigar box. Unknown contents rattle inside the wood case. I flick the tiny metal latch in front. The rectangular top flips back easy on its hinges.

Inside the box are two Sherlock Holmes style pipes with cracked mouthpieces, a broken stout corncob pipe, a used leather date book from twenty years ago with the pages turned green from age, and a plastic bag of blunt-nosed or broken golf pencils. But the real treasure is a frosted black pipe. I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I think it’s an opium pipe. Golden outlines of clouds circle the long and narrow cylinder. One end of the tube is the gray mouthpiece. It is shaped like a miniature bullhorn. The opposing end is half a sphere made of the same gray metal. A thick lip wraps around the border to contain overflow or spillage.

I think about all the different ways Jessica would try and get the pipe for free. I bet she would distract Emeric with pointless questions about the details of something in the yard while I stuff it in my pocket. If it was just her, she would just slip it up her sleeve and walk away no questions asked. So why should I mess with perfection? He isn’t paying attention to me. I pocket the pipe and I could just walk away, but instead I take the cigar box over to Emeric. “How much do you want for this?”

Emeric squints at me and opens the box. He takes out the datebooks. “Can’t sell these. They might still have important info.”

“That’s fine.”

“How about ten dollars?”

“Now I wouldn’t be following proper yard sale etiquette if I didn’t ask this, but is that the best price you can give me?” I ask.

A look of exhaustion washes over his face. “That’s as low as I’m going to go.”

“That’s fine with me.” I take out my wallet and hand him the money.
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The crowd outside is still thick with bargain hunters perusing tables and digging through bins. Emeric is clearly tired of haggling, but making some money is better than nothing. It’s all just part of the game. He puts on a cheery face and engages the new onslaught of customers.

Youngblood talks to a boy about his height. Maybe they’re both freshmen. The boy’s family calls for him and he sprints to the red minivan. Allen approaches me. His hoodie is unzipped exposing a white T-shirt. In the center of his chest is a golden egg resting in an aerie of black fragmented thorns. “Find anything good?”

I tap the cigar box. “Remind me to show you later.”

As the van with the family pulls away, the boy in the backseat waves for Youngblood’s attention. He flips him off and sticks out his tongue. Such an insulting combo.

“PAT!” Youngblood cups his hands around his mouth and shouts as loud as he possible can, “YOU’RE AN ASSHOLE!”

The bargain hunters mutter disapprovingly. In a flash, Allen snaps to his brother’s side and smacks him upside the head. “Calm down.”

Youngblood scowls and rubs the back of his head, disappointed and angry that he has to stay bottled up.
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“Every. Acid. Dealer. Gets. Busted. Eventually.” Ryan Seidel plucks the six copper strings of his acoustic Martin guitar and tinkers with the silver tuners at the end of the headstock.

“Where did you get that from?” Allen asks.

“It’s a mnemonic device to remember the letters for each string. Like the one for the planets. You know, ‘My very eager mother just served us nine pizzas,’ kind of thing.”

“Yeah, but Pluto isn’t a planet anymore,” I say. “Well, not technically.”

“So, what’s the sentence then?” Youngblood asks.

“I think it just ends in ‘Noodles’ now.”

Ryan laughs, which turns into a snort. “Nine noodles. Crazy world. Good band name though.” He strums an acceptable G chord and heaves a sigh. He knows it’s passable, yet there’s something in the sound that could be cleaner. And sure, he could use an electric tuner, but he’s trying to get better at doing it by ear, which right now, takes about ten times longer to get the job done. He crosses his legs, hugging the body of the guitar and reclines against his pillow. “Oh, speaking of crazy, you guys want to hear something cool?”

“Got some new tasty licks you want to play for us?” Allen asks.

“I love that phrase,” Youngblood says and flicks his tongue.

“I like it too, but it’s not that,” Ryan says and wiggles his fingers. “I have a story for you. At my cousin’s school over in Dobbs Ferry, the outgoing seniors wanted to leave a legacy, so they petitioned for a senior lounge. They just put up a couple walls in the corner of the cafeteria and threw in a couch, some chairs and a TV.”

“Sounds like a real classy setup,” I say.

“And it gets better than that, because they put up these walls with windows that start about shoulder high when standing. So, you could just sit down and poof, you’re invisible to the world. Do you know what that means? Allen? No? They basically made a fuck booth,” Ryan stresses. “Can you believe that?”

“Come on dude, that can’t be true,” Allen says.

Ryan shrugs and scratches his leg. “I’m not there. I mean, they’re probably just fingering during school hours and getting the good stuff after everyone’s cleared out.”

“Hey, could you imagine being the first guy to get caught?” Youngblood laughs and claps his hands together.

“Hold on a second. So, to be clear, in your fantasy it’s just you jerking it in a booth and a teacher walks in on you?” I scratch my head. “Now clarify something for me; do you get caught before or right after you finish?”

“No, I meant getting caught with someone. Come on, you know what I was trying to say.”

“Hey, you said being the first one caught. You never mentioned being with anyone else.”

“Oh, fuck all of you.”

“In the booth?” Ryan asks.

Youngblood flips us the bird with both hands.

“Looks like that struck a chord.” Ryan chuckles.
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Ryan picks an unfamiliar progression and mutters lyrics to himself. He strums quickly and the metal strings blur as they vibrate. He slows his pace and asks, “Any requests?”

“What do you know?” I ask.

“Any rock?” Allen inquires optimistically. “AC/DC? Metallica?”

“Kind of. Not really. I don’t really have the voice or skills for their stuff. Well, not yet anyway. I’ll get there someday.” Ryan’s phone buzzes yellow and pink. He knows who’s calling, and he ignores it.

“Then play whatever moves you,” Allen tells him and leans back in his chair. He swivels the chair on its axis. The thick carpet keeps it close to the desk. He arches an arm over the back of the chair. His hand on the window knocks the slats in the blinds exposing a flash of the football field.

Behind Allen’s head is a poster of beautiful women crossing high caliber revolvers over their chests. They’re almost nude except for their cutoff shorts. A framed baseball card alongside a photograph of a pitcher releasing a blur is next to the window. On the card a small circle surrounds a piece of cloth. It’s allegedly a section of the player’s jersey. I say allegedly because who knows how many cards the company actually produced. Maybe there’s a serial number on the card to give it some credibility, but it’s too far away to tell.

Ryan strums out the melody. The chords are clear and crisp, except he sings quietly under his breath, like he’s afraid to get too loud. I’m close enough to hear cryptic lyrics of strange women and men in a world thrown out of whack. He’s a little pitchy, which is why I think he’s so quiet, but he sings it with sincerity as if he wrote the song himself. His phone lights up throughout his performance. Yellow flashes flicker off the guitar’s glossy wooden body.
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