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         Of all the protagonists in this story—both real and imagined—just Joey, the boy, owned an Easy-Bake Oven. Owned it the way his grandfather, Popop, owned sound, like the sound of Joey’s name sliding out of smokeblack lips: “Joy!” he always said, “Joy! Come here!” Joey was timid, to put it nicely; and the Oven was purchased, with the help of Capital One, for his little sister, Mika, anyway. Joey had convinced Mika that she wanted one, and therefore, at seven, he received a gift that, through Popop’s eyes, sat scandalous in the lap of his little black man in training. But Joey used it to make cheesecake, red velvet cupcakes, blackened salmon, fried chicken, and Chilean sea bass with dirty rice. The oven itself was tiny and pink, sitting on a fold-out dinner tray, flimsy and flower-patterned, purchased from the Dollar General just three blocks away. And beneath the Oven Joey kept a black notebook. No one ever checked under there. Knowing he would make mistakes, he wrote only in pencil and yet always struggled to come back and revise.

         And he drew.

         He drew stories of lonely sea monsters, moving pictures with tiny speech bubbles sprouting from their mouths like in comic books. Some of them had rotten teeth and smelled bad. They were very long and green like giant snakes and constantly angry. One such creature had a hood like a cobra because Joey had watched Steve Irwin play with one on The Crocodile Hunter and thought it would make a good pet. Watching the emotive white man in khaki from Australia made Joey wonder about different kinds of danger, about how some forms of fear were cool and quick and entertaining, and others were not. He imagined himself far away, like his sea creatures. Joey’s sea creatures would say things like gggrrrrrrr, I’m gonna eat you to humans rocking through waves on wooden boats. Then, without warning, the creatures would smash the poor humans’ vessel into pieces. On the page, wood splintered in brown oil pastel shards through a deep blue sea of unknowing; the sailors aboard all drowned or woke up sopping wet on tiny islands with just a single palm tree. Joey had questions about why, if granted only one tree, it should always be a species without fruit, but this was ultimately fine, as artistically, it felt good. Stranded, the survivors would ask a scuttling crab, Why? Why did this happen?

         “Scuttle” was among Joey’s favorite words.

         A survivor might, post scuttling around, stand there in a yellow raincoat, weeping under acidic droplets falling from an ever-darkening sky, shaded by Joey’s godlike thumbs and the side of a sharp pencil. Starving, the survivor would watch sea creatures gorge themselves on the ocean’s bounty, a contradiction to the brackish water Joey had seen in the Schuylkill if ever there was one. A sea monster would drag an orca from the water, sometimes a baby, and slam its body brain first on the rocky shore over and over again. The blood was gratuitous, thick in red marker to glisten wet, making the page feel so soggy and smell so good till it dried up and warped in brittle position. Upon seeing the bloody orca smashed into those rocks, a survivor might ask the sea creature why he did it. Why slam them around like that, were they not dead enough?

         In the front of this same black book Joey wrote names in dark red lines, tracing over them several times each. First, middle, and last—no initials. He’d work himself into a fury, talking to these names in his own head. Overly simple dialogues, strange and unnecessary questions with no real answers, like those forced upon a child in real life, let’s say: Why you hold your wrist like that?

         Joey wanted these names, these people, to die. Or, he thought, If people are going to die inevitably, young or old or in pain or otherwise, these people should jump the line. Adults would find this cruel, but not as cruel as Joey found them. And he could never do the killing himself because, well, he was a coward, which never curtailed his devotion to such death in theory; he did not consider himself a super-villain. He would toe a careful line, somewhere between the kind of man that his mother, Keisha, might be afraid of and the kind that could protect her, if he ever, past seven, might be something more than both at the same time. So Joey scribbled the repeat offenders in blood. All the kids from Stearne Elementary school were in there. He wrote his grandfather Popop’s name real small because he knew it would come up again and again; it took up so much space, so suffocating despite the fact that Popop also provided what little breathing room there was at all.

         It was Robert Earl Sharpe, Robert Earl Sharpe, Robert Earl Sharpe several times smaller than nine-point font. To get the text so small, Joey had to sharpen the pencil against him, always. Up against the basement wall, hardly within his reach, Joey grinded the wood to precision. He had to stretch and scratch and shear his knuckles on the concrete to use the sharpener; each turn of the handle tore away some flesh, and so, the white keratin under Joey’s skin hung open from cuts and gave the appearance that he’d fought back for once.

         
              

         

         Joey, the Easy-Bake, and his sister, Mika, slept in the last room before the last room, a dining area of sorts, before a kitchen with the window to a forbidden backyard. Past them, in that rectangle of linoleum, was where Ganny and what she called her real oven lived. Joey watched Ganny walk back and forth from Popop’s bedroom to the kitchen, bedroom to kitchen, as if those were the only places she could fit, like she might combust if left to her own devices in a living room or hallway. Before her hair turned all the way gray Ganny looked like Whitney Houston and wore a diamond-patterned purple silk scarf all the time. She chewed a lot, but she had few teeth, and there was never anything in her mouth. As a boy, Joey was always trying to look up in there, nosey as hell, she called him as he pried into her throat in search of something she might never say to him out loud. This, what he perceived as passivity—Ganny’s hardly talking and automated work functions—frustrated Joey to no end. He considered that if she were only alive to bake the same nasty macaroni and cheese and do it with Popop despite the fact that no one, least of all her, got any pleasure from these things, then what was the point of living? The fruit of her labors—Popop’s trademark rage—was always the same. Joey understood that sometimes, yes, Popop was angry at her for stealing money and pawning electronics to buy drugs, and so was he, but to Joey she was still better than his mother, Keisha, because at least she didn’t smoke crack or do it with men for money in front of the kids. In this way, she earned the little of Joey’s respect that few other adults ever could, even if he saw her as too much a cross between a punching bag and a robot. But Ganny was also a barrier between Popop and Joey; the old man would wear himself out on her and have little energy left for him. He felt guilty about this, head sagging off the top bunk and watching Ganny go back and forth. More often he tried to speak to her when she was crying and she’d just say, “Boy, if you don’t shut the hell up!”

         So he stayed silent on the top bunk, one lanky arm hanging over the guardrail when there was one, and often, he woke up on the floor after having wild dreams of racing through the sky like Nights on Sega Saturn or being swallowed up by whale sharks or tail-whipped by humpbacks working as a researcher for National Geographic.

         Lying on his side, Joey could look out of two windows adjacent to said bunk bed and into an alleyway with a skimpy black table. The paint chipped and peeled and daddy longlegs spiders lived inside its hollow wooden base. He and his sister liked to imagine that the table was lacquered black from some ancient time long ago with substances no longer available to humans because the texture was so different from any furniture they knew. It was soft and flakey, but never splintered on their fingers or washed away in the rain; there was no telling how it survived for so long unattended. Without supervision Joey and Mika removed Joey’s mattress and angled the whole thing down and out the window from the top bunk so that he and Mika slid or rolled down right out the window like Sonic and Tails into the cold Philadelphia air. Joey was always Sonic, of course, because Mika wasn’t old enough to be player one until she could press the buttons on the Sega controller without stopping to look at them first. When Keisha came home with a brand-new baby named Julian, though, Mika got an upgrade to big sister and could sometimes play as Knuckles.

         Joey couldn’t understand why Keisha seemed excited about Julian; he and his sister barely saw her as it was, and the new baby was unusually ugly and frustrating. Wasn’t there already not enough to eat? Enough anger at the kids already here? She sat the baby down and cats coming in and out of the window flocked to it, sniffing and licking. Joey and Mika saw the baby as an opportunity for experimentation. They heard those daddy longlegs couldn’t bite, so they put the baby in the table base to test it; they figured shorter arms meant you could roll down the bed easier, so Mika rolled him and Joey caught him at the bottom; they were fascinated by how this ugly baby looked white and kept asking Keisha who the dad was, but she never said. The baby’s future would be filled with forced participation in cardboard mazes, assisted flying backflips, bug tasting, grown-people clothes dress-up, and everything his mom and them either forgot or considered interesting. And he never did take to Joey and Mika’s roughhousing, opting to watch from the floor, throwing a fit whenever he was forced into it.

         Mika had all these butterfly barrettes in her hair, so whenever she climbed or slid or nodded it sounded like a whole bag of plastic toys dancing to life. The siblings would bang their heads on the concrete and giggle, knocking the lid off the table sometimes, and all the bugs would scurry out. That was how Mika first discovered those “alium” spiders. Joey loved his sister most in those moments—not just her cuteness, which he saw as being overvalued, but because she was his companion, and the only one who used the word “alium” to describe something other than himself. He did, on an honest appreciation of features, wield a noodle-like body and rather cartoonish peanut head that made him look like those silicon-based pseudo-real aliens from The X-Files, and such comments would have just been funny had he any confidence to draw from elsewhere. But he also had these buck teeth that made it hard to close his mouth. The whole thing was a mess. Because his mouth was always open, people would mistakenly think he was trying to speak, especially to some adult in public, earning him a pop upside the head. If a classmate saw, they bussed on his teeth until the tears drew disgust rather than amusement. So in a child’s place, everything felt open and public. Whether inside the bedroom with no doors or out, the kids were always and never being watched.

         But having no doors helped with the pee smell, a great relief to a bed wetter’s domain in a place full of half stray cats named Angel and Bunny and Kitty Cakes or just Fuckin Cat. The odor wafted through one end, out the window to the yard, or into the living room that Joey could also see from his bed. Even groggy, he could tell which way was which because of that constant glow of green algae from the fish tank, the bubbling of its clogged filter and sucker fish puckering and slimy against the glass. In plotting his eventual escape from the apartment, he needed this light. He stared at the bedroom’s light brown and flakey interior doors, plotting. They led to the bathroom, which was the butt-naked ass-whooping room, and the basement, respectively. Whenever Keisha was around, entry into the former normally opened with a sentence like: Go get in the shower, which made Joey feel dirty before, but never quite clean after. The pee got more sticky after the application of leather, for no crafty enforcer would use their hand to correct a bed-wetting problem. But then what to do with the belt? The family hardly threw anything away, so to the basement stockpile it went.

         The other door in the kids’ room led down to a mostly unfinished basement where Joey, after watching too much Street Sharks and Doug, stashed a pet quail named Quaily that he bought for $12.99 from Birds, Birds, Birds pet shop on Frankford Avenue. Quaily was the cutest thing Joey had ever seen for $12.99, all black and brown and round and soft. Sharks, on the other hand, were too expensive, and he couldn’t exactly cuddle them like the tiny bird. He was also terrified of the ocean, despite having great respect for the superior intellect—he said it just like that in real life, “superior intellect”—of cephalopods. Perhaps this was why he never drew sketches of Quaily, who was attainable, but wore out his obsession with the deepest, bluest sea on every blank page of his little black notebook.

         Quaily lasted about a week before the denizens of 4444 Paul Street started to smell its festering body. Joey’s own discovery happened while he was dry-humping his sister’s big girlfriend Prudy atop a pile of damp clothes; they both froze in place at the smell. Joey sniffed his underarms quick to be sure the death wasn’t coming from him either way. What a time for a dead quail. Joey was in the springtime of his youth, there and then, having finally embodied the poetics of dry humping—a little but not too much hip, catching the motion of Prudy’s returning gyrations just so—when his previous love’s death came wafting in from the side, horrifying and indignant. There was no way after this that Prudy, the girl Joey most certainly loved, who would grow to love him, too, as they grew older together, would ever agree to flee Frankford with him and start their own family in a place with no landlord and lower taxes. Prudy, a Seventh Day Adventist who was taller than Mika and his aunt Tia but shorter and thicker than Joey and the high school girl across the street, turned her head to the odor, barely shifting her body on top of him. The slightness of her movement felt good. She always smelled good, too. And her real name was Violet, which, for some reason made Joey think her family had money, which explained why she always smelled good even though, on second thought, they most certainly did not have money. With one round and brown undimpled cheek pressed against Joey’s face, Prudy sniffed around and spotted the bird body that he might have otherwise ignored in this circumstance, at least until he felt the tingling at the tip of his winkey and real life came rushing back to him all dull and pathetic.

         “That’s nasty,” Prudy said. Then she got up off the basement floor, wiping chalky dust from her half-unbuttoned jeans.

         This particular event happened either after the dryer finally broke for good or before the first time Joey realized it never worked to begin with. Quaily’s death and Prudy’s subsequent rejection prompted the first major reflection of this boy’s life. He figured, oddly enough, that eight was a little late for such a serious psychological development. By five or six, plenty of other children who Joey was afraid of seemed to be more aware of their proximity to dead birds and sexual rejection. And since Prudy did not want to take the dry humping as far as Joey’s aunt Tia, Popop’s daughter, did, he deduced that Prudy must not have liked him at all. Ever. No matter how often she claimed otherwise. He cried about it because he was a crybaby and that’s what crybabies did in 1996, especially now since he officially had no girlfriend and no quail and no mom and the whole legal guardian thing was iffy because he’d known forever that Popop was not a blood relative but Ganny’s reluctant husband and he was hungry, like always, but Ganny was asleep and the Easy-Bake Oven broke down at times like this, looking suddenly like a little pink box with a weak light bulb that could hardly feed anyone. All night he would feel dumb, stomach growling and talking to the tapeworm he never really had, but everybody said he had, and he’d decided to call Earthworm Jim anyways. He couldn’t wake Ganny to ask for things because she would get frustrated, which would make Popop angry, which would get someone hurt. Much like Sonic the Hedgehog, Joey just knew that life would be about navigating the machinery of other people’s lust, greed, anger, or hurt, spinning signs and jumping high over the spikes, but not too high, skirting just under the sharp thingies on the ceiling, and most of all, being thankful that if all else failed, at least there was a roof.

         Popop provided a roof. And there were so many kids who didn’t even have that.

         And Popop insisted on many things, but of them, two were most clear: that Joey had a tapeworm, and that he was definitely, and without room for question, a faggot. In fact, Joey could always expect to be called so more than his actual name. It wasn’t long before the confusion about why this was so got taken into the boy’s own skin and embodied as just another fact of life with anemic responsibilities to any evidence that might make something a fact. The women and girls, like Ganny, his aunt Tia, and Keisha, sometimes mutated the “faggot” to soften the blow, preferring Josephine or Sissy instead. He couldn’t understand why people who were girls would bully him for “acting” like a girl. And their consonants, each time they spoke, weren’t even pushed in as hard or held on to. But Popop was deep-throated, fast-talking, and repetitive. And ultimately, Popop was always right because he was the only one in this fuckin house with a job. It helped that he was bigger and stronger and Joey had heard, from sources most reliable, that he had stabbed some guy on gang business before, and since said alleged killing had been to this prison called Holmesburg that Joey would later discover was part of the All-American practice of experimenting on black and poor people and so much more. Like many of the people Joey knew who might have had things happen to their bodies, Popop refused to speak about it. He was a man with a job. And that job, after providing for somebody else’s kids plus his own, did not involve explaining things to children. Popop worked at a metal coating factory down the block called Lustrik Corp. There, he made enough money to live under a mountain of debt, the intoxication of Kools and Colt 45, a white landlord looking half his age, and the roaches that were always falling, falling from the ceiling and into somebody’s King Vitaman cereal or Oodles and Noodles. Joey considered the roaches particularly diabolical. What kind of creature was willing to give its entire life for the simple discomfort of another? Who were they even taking orders from? Or was the sweet sensation of what little sugar might be dredged up from the King Vitaman worth the sacrifice of one’s life? For Joey, this was the kind of desperation that led to inevitable evil. The first time Joey and his sister ever went to the hospital was when a roach crawled into Mika’s ear as she slept and tried to bite through her eardrum. After that, Joey was so paranoid that he slept with a blanket over his head every night. Then he’d dream he was being smothered and wake up gasping for air, his heart pounding out of his soaking wet Ninja Turtle pajamas. Both Popop and Keisha agreed that this was because Joey was so spoiled. If they could just stop spoiling him. For Mika’s part, the roach made her more despondent.

         
              

         

         Joey believed few things to be true, but of them, the most important would boil down into a simple equation: that all his family’s problems were because Keisha and Ganny were addicted to crack + the fact that Popop was bad with money and a man, so needed to dominate other people like vampires need blood. Something like Crack + Angry Man = Problems. He’d miss that level of simplicity. Joey would learn soon that all any person ever wants is to dominate other people, just the range and shapes are different. It was all about how one molded that bruised clay of interpersonal relationships, how you might trick another body into subjection and hold it there however long, out of pleasure or obliviousness. Or worse, the desire to help. Intent hardly mattered. Popop might have known this from Holmesburg or Philly public schools or the streets thereafter, but he never got the tools or desire to articulate it. The man always seemed outwardly angry, or on the verge of anger, especially when he was laughing or smiling, and so Joey considered him proud and dumb in equal measure. Confident but infantile. Popop spoke really fast and stuttered a lot, which for some reason matched his box-shaped Jerry Curl, the front of his hairline pointing into a sharpened edge like a greasy cartoon devil. He even wore red leather and fishnet belly shirts.

         Once, or only one time that Joey could recall, Popop walked in on Joey’s naked body beneath one other naked body, that of Popop’s very own daughter, Joey’s aunt Tia. Whenever she was on top of him, Joey fake-closed his eyes, peering at her through the slits of his own long eyelashes. She was all cornrows and sweat and brown skin, with an upper lip that curled toward her nose just a little higher than most people’s. Everyone said that she was a tomboy, called her boyish or a dyke or some combination of epithets but, to Joey, she just felt good. She was a rare manifestation of love and touch and gentle sliding against each other without the demand to know. In those moments with her, it was easy for Joey to forget shitty schoolkids or pops upside the head from Popop, the stale cereal and rude roaches, the need to heat up the water on the stove all winter; that mass of self-pity and anger, even at their apex, could sometimes be soothed by the simple, momentary condition, at least there’s this. But things were all the more difficult the moment she was gone. Withdrawal. Popop walking in on them was the first time Joey consciously thought about the room having no doors. And they were on the bottom bunk, Mika’s bed. Shame. But it was cleaner and quieter and not covered in plastic. This made it easier to hear and feel Popop over Tia’s breath and the slippage between the two children’s wet limbs.

         “What the, what the fuck yall doin in here!?” Popop shouted, flailing his arms. He said this two or three times in the time span a normal person would have said it once. He slammed his hands on the top bunk. “Fuck type a nasty ass fuckin triflin shit is this? Tia, get the, get the fuck off that boy!”

         In no great rush, Tia unstraddled Joey in silence, taking her blue jeans and tank top into the bathroom with her. Joey felt cold, as if Tia’s skin and sweat had been the only things keeping him from remembering it was still winter, that it always seemed to be winter. He needed her, and he wanted her to need him, but she was a few years older, and it was becoming increasingly clear that she was not coming to need him in the same way. Popop punched Joey in the chest a few times with husky knuckles, the hands of toil, blackened from the kind of work he thought Joey should be doing instead of laying up under his daughter, hard and greasy.

         “What the fuck wrong wit ya nasty ass?” Popop said, close to tears. It was the only time Joey could remember the man’s voice breaking. “What you doin wit ya fuckin aunt? Ya family?”

         Technically, they weren’t really family. And Joey loved technicalities more than he did his own body. The story was that Joey’s mother, Keisha, had dropped him off, and then his sister, and then his little brother, Julian, with Popop and Ganny pretty much right after she had them. Popop just happened to be the man that Ganny was with and sort of went with it. This was why Tia called them all little crack babies and BeyBey’s kids. She used to say Keisha should really be named Brenda cause that’s who Tupac was really singin about. Keisha was fourteen when she had Joey, and still dealing with her own shit: prison, crack addiction, abusive men, and johns she’d get stabby with for refusing to pay after a blow job in the front seat of their 2007 Audi A8s. And that stabbing would make Joey so proud. He and Keisha would laugh about it together as she denied it on her calls from the Philadelphia Corrections Center. He’d think about the man’s blood pooling in the leather car seat and smile, wishing he could have seen it and that there was more blood and more dead bodies that would never be his mother’s. But Popop knew all this protracted history and futures past and he still struck Joey, calling him a pissy sissy faggot punk on the bottom bunk of that room with no doors. He watched and waited for Joey to inhale and exhale, for the boy to expose his ribs, calculating which blows would best leave him breathless. Joey didn’t know much. But sinking into himself, balled up in the corner, he certainly knew that Popop knew that he and Tia weren’t really related and just a few years apart. Otherwise, Joey might have thought he was doing something wrong by reciprocating her touch so eagerly, for wanting to learn everything that just a few years’ difference in another body could teach. Either way, he figured that midbeating was a bad time to present such an argument.

         “You ungrateful. Little. Fucker,” Popop said on the last few punches. And was he crying? “Where ya bitch mom at? Better tell her come get her motherfuckin—” He stuttered on the cu sound “—come get her motherfuckin nasty ass kids.” He paused before going on. “What you got to say for yaself? Huh?”

         It was important, as a child, never to speak. Especially when someone asked you a question. It was not your place to reply. Questions were setups, staging elements wherein the reply demanded of you also justified the consequences of your reply. You just waited for the information to be beaten out of you. Joey couldn’t speak in the moment anyway. Don’t fall for the question trick, he thought. Don’t fall for it. Sometimes when Popop was home, the boy’s asthma would act up because of all the smoke, and the coughing might get him caught up if somebody grown thought he was exaggerating. He might get beat for making it up, just acting sad or hurt or confused, and then the beating would make him sad and hurt or confused. Or things could start with a beating and go the other way. It was a closed loop that rounded out smoothly in both directions. And Popop was smoke itself, vampiric sublimation. It loomed over the whole apartment, always watching and encroaching, and now, making it hard to see the fish tank and the sucker fish puckering out of Joey’s one open eye. So he didn’t speak, just like Gwen Stefani said in that video, and he was learning to speak less as he got older. It was a practice in being quiet, to think about what everyone else was thinking so he could anticipate what they might do and, if necessary, dodge it.

         The Gwen Stefani video helped. Joey couldn’t stop watching women on TV around then. They reminded him both of Tia and this girl Lauren who lived in a house down the block with her mom, next to the church. And sometimes it made him think of the high school girl with the big butt in the duplex across the street who was the tallest person in the neighborhood. Sometimes the video made him think of Prudy. Only one of them, though, Lauren, looked like Gwen Stefani and she was the smallest, youngest, and most boring, even if she was nice to Joey and lived in a house. He was especially not allowed to speak to her. But Joey figured he could love whichever one of them was willing to marry first. It frustrated the boy that no one else liked that No Doubt song, especially at school. They all said Joey was just a faggot who wanted to be white, so he gained practice keeping quiet about what he might like as well, until of course Tia admitted that she liked it too.

         Silence was hard, though, because all the slightly older or meaner variants of children were in love with Jay-Z, shoving it down Joey’s throat, blasting Reasonable Doubt all the time. Confusing. But Jay-Z, with all his strength and money and shorties and bitches and blunts and clothes and big grown man dick just made Joey feel weaker and more inferior. Jay-Z was completely unrelatable, and kind of scary. Jay-Z was Popop on a yacht with an expensive top hat and a pinkie ring. In the years to come Joey would try not to let slip how much he liked Destiny’s Child or Dru Hill, but someone always found out. Tia would mimic Sisqo’s “Unleash the Dragon,” following Joey around the house singing, You don’t wanna see him unleash the faggot, unleash the faggot. It terrified the boy to think of what Popop would do if he knew what he really thought, how he might actually feel, about anything.

         
              

         

         Popop seemed sad and disappointed after hitting Joey. He always did, as if after a smack or pop, there was a sobering calm in the failure of Joey’s masculine reformation. The man was unaware of how often his grandson zoned out into some other world. Popop, Joey thought, must have been disappointed with himself, with Joey, and with his daughter Tia, too. She came out of the bathroom with her clothes on and walked right past the angry man. Popop took some really deep breaths, relaxing the muscles around his eyes, around his mouth, digivolving back down into Agumon from Greymon, deflating in spirit as much as body. Joey wondered how many more times he could survive the transformation. Now, this was the expression he used with other parents and social workers. It was an expression that said he was not only willing but interested in dialogue, which was probably a lie but also true. He shook his head. Looking down, he mumbled to Joey, soft and weak, almost like he himself had once been a little boy.

         “Fuck am I gonna do wit you?” he said. Then, he sat at the other end of the bottom bunk where Joey lay sobbing. “Listen, Joey. You need to go fuck around with one of them girls outside, one of Mika ol friends or somethin.”

         If only Popop knew. Joey was having a hard time breathing, but did manage to say, as he thought it was a profound defense of his entire existence, “Prudy don’t even like me like that.”

         Got em, Joey thought. Popop would have to concede his anger now. The evidence was clear as day. Joey had asked Prudy, begged her even, to do the thing he did with his aunt and she said no. Several times. It was an open-and-shut case. It was not for lack of work ethic or desire on Joey’s part, but a complete impossibility, as it took a certain sense of teamwork he was unable to achieve. He simply could not squeeze blood from a stone any more than Prudy’s jeans over her thighs or any more wattage out of the Easy-Bake Oven so that the brownies would stop coming out all mushy.

         All Popop said was “Whatever, lil bitch ass nigga. Ain’t nobody tryna hear that punk ass little faggot shit.”

         Sometimes talking to Popop made Joey want to quit life altogether.

         Nestled deep within Popop’s logic, though, crusting up from the world of Man, lay the flaw in Joey’s understanding. If neither his mother nor Ganny could say no to Popop—as there was speculation that Joey was actually Popop’s son and not the seed of a pedophile named Tyrone—why would Joey think that Prudy should be able to say no to him? Joey had, after all, tried his best. Offered to go with Prudy and everything in between if she would simply do it with him. She grabbed his winkey sometimes, either so hard that it hurt or only over the top of his shorts; she unzipped her jeans but only put the tips of the boy’s fingers in. Anything more than that was a solid no. She’d say she felt guilty because God was watching. This did not help Joey believe there was a God, especially not a benevolent one. And he thought, even more so, that people who believed in God, like his mom or her mom, or Popop, essentially everyone he knew, was just making excuses. Looking for a way to cover up things they did wrong or didn’t understand. After a third or fourth time trying and failing to do it with Prudy, Joey felt so nasty he couldn’t stand it anymore. Or himself. It was like walking through the kitchen barefoot listening to the squish and imagining what was stuck to the bottom of his bare feet. None of it was sayable. But Popop always said enough for everyone.

         “And clean up that dumb ass bird shit in the basement,” he went on. “Fuckin shit stink. Lil ungrateful ass nigga spend all ya grass cuttin money on these dumb ass animals that die anyway.” As Popop walked away, his voice got lower but never took up less space. “I don’t mean to yell at yall and shit I’m just so fuckin tired. Ain’t nobody helpin me wit all this shit. Lazy ass bitch mom leave me wit all these kids.” His light ramblings were inescapable. The sound of him was like those worm creatures in Tremors, always threatening to break through the surface, out of a wall. Popop was everywhere. The man grew legs or wings or fins just when Joey thought he was safe. “Little stupid ass bitch gotta deal wit these ungrateful ass kids all the time need to get some fuckin real jobs and pay some goddamn rent triflin ass lazy motherfuckin stupid ass bird in my basement…”

         Joey mumbled something about how Quaily, even in death, had a higher IQ than Popop, reveling in the idea that no one else in the house knew what IQ stood for. Such mental pontifications made Joey feel a little too good. Hesitating, Joey grabbed a plastic Save-A-Lot bag from the kitchen closet and shook the roach eggs out. He wrapped it around his hand and went downstairs. He packaged up the dead Quaily, maggots and all. They drizzled on the floor in little plops and he could feel them whirring around inside the bag, too, on that sensitive part of his palm, the white part. Then he buried Quaily in the backyard that he wasn’t technically allowed in, right in the same spot where he would later dig a pond for the alligator, as soon as he made enough money.
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