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Prologue



HERE IS THE TRICK: compartmentalize your life. Rationalization becomes much easier that way. You’ve got one thing over here, and another over there. People who have affairs, or at least people who are good at having affairs, are masters of this. A shrink told me about this one time like it was a diagnosis. But I thought it was a pretty decent trick.


Don’t think about your childhood. Put your anger in one box and your depression in another. Those two things will be hard to look at together.


If you are going to take a woman’s purse on the street, don’t think about how she looks like one of your friends’ moms. Someone who picked you up from school or made you peanut butter sandwiches and lemonade on summer days. If you absolutely have to think about this, think about it later. Put her in a box and say she is just some lady spending her husband’s holiday bonus checks. Nobody’s ever given you a holiday bonus.


You might be expecting a big cathartic breakdown. Where everything you have ever done will catch up to you, and you will cry and beg for repentance. You will gnash your teeth and rend your garments. The light of God will break into your heart and free you from the bondage of self; you will turn your life around. This might never happen. If it happens, then you have failed at compartmentalization.


You might call someone from your past, an ex-girlfriend, say, and the conversation might be much quicker than you imagined. Where you expected a reckoning, sympathy, you might find someone anxious to get off the phone. You might realize that your actions have hurt people. You might realize that she really, really doesn’t care. Your self-pity may come to an end. You might cry for hours into a bare mattress in an empty room in a halfway house. You might drench the bed until it sponges up, and you might crack a window and soak the filters of your cigarettes until you can’t breathe through them. This is not compartmentalization. Put her in a box. Call her names. Stop crying for god’s sake.


Being broke is unavoidable. Come-ups are, unfortunately, largely case by case. Remember: nobody likes their job.


Go for food stamps. Wait in line all day at the office downtown in those hard plastic chairs; lie about your work and living situation. Ignore the electric whir from the fluorescent lights and try not to sweat too much. It’s a long wait ’cause they hate parting with their money. Then it’s another few weeks to get the EBT card in the mail.


Some corner stores will let you buy beer or cigarettes with EBT. These stores are found in bad neighborhoods and are unaffiliated with national chains. Some drug dealers will take EBT fifty cents on the dollar.


You can look for drywall in dumpsters and cut it into little rocks, bag it up, and sell it to crackheads. But if the cops find it, they will charge you with possession with intent to distribute as if it was real crack. That was Nancy Reagan’s doing. And you’ll have a bunch of pissed-off crackheads looking for you.


It wasn’t until later that I learned the game I was playing is called “Hey, Mister.”


Everybody has done it at some point. You’re too young to buy booze. You take your money and just kinda loiter around outside a liquor store. You don’t want to be too near the entrance because the guy behind the counter might see you, and sometimes those guys can get on their cowboy shit and come yelling at you or call the police. You wait for someone to walk up, you give them a look, and then you say, “Hey, Mister.” Probably not those exact words. But you ask them to buy you a bottle. You give them your money. And depending on what type of person they are, they just might do it.


Some guys just want to help out. It’s what keeps the rich tradition alive. They see you and your friend huddled up, nervous and stammering, fighting over which one will have to go ask, dropping your voice a few octaves to seem older, holding out a few crumpled bills, and they think about some summer night when they were a kid, when they played “Hey, Mister” themselves and showed up to a friend’s house or a lake party with a bottle of vodka and everyone cheered. When they had a drunk, sloppy kiss with the cute girl from geometry class and threw up in the pool.


Then there are the drunks. Not the homeless and wet-brained drunks, but the ones just barely clinging to their earthly possessions. They pull up in the parking lot in a beat-to-shit Honda or an old F-150 that makes a sound like dogs barking as it drives. They step out in a bathrobe or slippers or whatever stained clothes combination they have specially chosen for shuffling around their house, sleep-watching cable. These guys won’t give you the time of the day. They’re myopic; they’ll walk right past you and ignore your little voice clearing, the crack in your pubescent throat as you say “Hey, Mister.”


Then there’s the homeless ones, the guys who smell like sour sweat and dried shit, that have beards and sinewy, skinny bodies like stray dogs — harsh tans and open sores, cuts on their knuckles, burn marks and faded stick-and-poke tattoos on their knotty forearms. No teeth and three shirts. They will want you to pay them for their services, or at least buy them a little something. These are the guys that when you see them take their first pull of the day, you feel it. Like when you stop at a gas station after a day of landscaping in August, when you open the cooler and take the first pop off a Gatorade before you even make it up to the register. That’s how they pull. You feel the world relax, you feel the tightness all around you just up and unfold, even though you didn’t even know it was there before, and you weren’t even the one taking the drink. It’s rare to witness someone achieve satisfaction so quickly and so fully.


Anyways, the third kind, that’s the kind of Mister I said “Hey, Mister” to after I slipped away from home and hopped the Greyhound from Tampa to Key West, in the middle of a ninety-degree night, fourteen years old, still shivering from the long bus ride when he walked up.


When you smoke crack or inject coke, you can’t hear for about thirty seconds. All you get is a sound like a 747 landing down the street, or an aluminum train howling past your face. It sounds like water on fire. Like a ghost fight or a panther crying. Some people call this “getting your bell rung.” Medically, I think it is some sort of cocaine-induced tinnitus.


The structure of a cocaine molecule looks like a boat. Hanging off the bow is a single nitrogen, or base, called an amine, which makes the molecule slightly basic. In the powdered form, this nitrogen is bonded to a hydrogen ion to make a hydrochloride salt. If you take that salt and mix it with a slightly stronger base such as baking soda or ammonia in water, then the hydrochloride ion gets broken off and bonds to the stronger base; if you heat this mixture, then the hydrochloride gets burned away. Without the hydrogen ion, the amine, or base, becomes free. You see where this is going.


Heat a pot with water, don’t let it boil; turn the knob to five or six. Mix three parts coke and one part baking soda in a Pyrex, drizzle water on it so it gets soggy. Put the Pyrex in the heated water. Keep it on the stove and stir a little bit. Let it bubble until it turns to mashed potatoes, then it will congeal into a pancake. Pop it off the burner and put it under cold water. Once cooled, take out the pancake and carve it up into little rocks. The kitchen will smell like burnt rubber for a few hours.


Talk to it while it cooks. That will make the whole process go easier, faster; I don’t know why — that’s psychology, or maybe magic.


It’s called crack because the baking soda makes a little cracking sound when it’s getting burned. It’s the sound of carbon dioxide being released from the molecule as it changes states, same as Rice Krispies.


Everyone knows that meth fucks up your teeth, but it isn’t the meth, actually, that rots them out. It’s not candy. The meth just makes you stop producing saliva. Spit helps kill germs and bacteria in the mouth, so without it your gums and your teeth fester. The bacteria grows and grows and crawls in the soft tissue down around your roots, all in the holes you nervously chew in your cheeks until your teeth start turning yellow, brown, black, and disappearing. Spit is disgusting, but, like many things, the alternative is worse.


When you shoot cheap meth, your mouth fills up with oil, typically Coleman camper fuel. Most meth is bad meth, and all you need to make bad meth is some Sudafed, lithium ion batteries, Coleman camper fuel, Drano, table salt, and a two-liter bottle. It’s kind of a pain because you have to shake the bottle and twist the cap every few seconds. Getting the lithium strips out of the batteries isn’t easy, either; you have to pierce the casing and pry off the top, then remove the insides and unroll them. During the reaction, the oil works as the solvent so it doesn’t break down, and it slides right up your veins and drips into your mouth. You will smell it, too, but it isn’t in the air. It tastes like how you’d expect. Like gasoline and slippery, bitter cum.


Find the bars where young white people drink in a neighborhood that was Black two years ago. “Up-and-coming” areas. Somewhere with a lot of foot traffic and wait around when it starts to die out. The people here want to get robbed, I swear — it adds to the “experience.” They’ll give it away. Look for boat shoes, polos, expensive purses, look for baby blue and yellow. Look for drunk people; they are less predictable but also less likely to call the cops.


If you don’t have a gun, use a knife. If you don’t have a knife, use a needle and say you’re sick. You can do this by an ATM, but there are usually cameras there, so hang back a little.


Why do you do it?


Common answers: You are running from something. Trauma, especially. You were raised wrong, you didn’t know any better. It’s genetic and one or both of your parents are the same way. You are incapable of living life on life’s terms. You don’t care about other people. You have exceptionally weak willpower. You are too sensitive. You are a delicate, misunderstood genius like those musicians who die choking on their own vomit or the writers who put a shotgun in their mouth. The ugliness of the world is too much for you. You have a disease.


These are all flimsy excuses.


The lizard brain, the reptilian brain, the amygdala: these refer to the same thing. A little almond-shaped bunch of nerves in your brain responsible for decision-making and emotional responses. They are a part of the limbic system, which is at the head of the mesolimbic pathway. The pleasure pathway. The reward system. It’s the oldest part of the brain; it’s been around since mammals evolved from reptiles, since we had scales instead of hair and walked around on four legs licking each other with forked tongues.


A little clump of neurons in the center bottom of the brain projects the dopamine out through other areas of the brain, and when it hits the end of the trail, you feel a positive sensation, a reward, and you become satisfied. But the pathway is unable to distinguish drugs from food or sex because it is all translated into one language, dopamine. Where a good meal will release about 50 units of dopamine and sex releases 200, a tiny shot of crystal meth releases more than 1,000. Once the VTA takes on this much dopamine, the whole system gets hijacked. Over time, the system can become accustomed to these unnatural amounts of dopamine, and satisfaction and reward sensations become harder to achieve. This is why the need for drugs takes over the need for food or other basic necessities. Once the pleasure pathway is rewired, you’ll spend all your time obsessing about what rewired it, about how to get it.


This has its own flimsiness, too. Just more blame shifting. It’ll probably get “disproved” in five years, anyways.


“What are you doing down here? You on vacation with your parents or something?” he asked me.


Back then, everyone who was older than twenty seemed just old to me. But looking back, he couldn’t have been older than thirty-five. He was small with the look of hard living. His stick-and-poke tattoo was of a five-leaf clover and had a date underneath it. I gave him ten bucks and told him I wanted the most of the cheapest. He got a fifth of Popov and told me that is was $9.99. He said he covered the tax with his own.


“You’re gonna need some money. How much money you got on you?” he asked.


I told him the truth. And the truth was that after my bus ticket, which I got round-trip, I had $215 saved up from painting houses all summer.


He told me I was lucky I found him because there were folks down here who would rob me or worse. But he said he isn’t from Florida, so he doesn’t behave like that. He just comes down for the winter when it gets too cold in Chicago.


 I said, “I’m here to see a girl.” And it was the truth, too. That was my plan, as far as it went. Nicole. She was a grade up from me and down here on vacation with her parents and her sisters, and she told me that as long as her parents don’t find out, I could come down, her sisters would be cool about it. And she told me that she had been thinking about me since school ended and that she can’t get me out of her head and her dreams, and she said I’m crazy for doing this, but she didn’t want to stop me.


He whistled low and passed me the bottle. He asked me where she was staying and steered me down a residential street — pink and yellow A-frame bungalows with fences, little shotgun houses with four-step porches and two windows to the right of every door. We walked through the streets quick, and he told me he had to make a stop.


“How old are you?” he asked.


“Sixteen,” I lied.


“You ever done coke before?”


“Yeah, a few times,” I lied again.


We turned north up the island, to where there’s a trailer park tucked between some scrub palmettos and a few ugly trees. Just about a dozen single-wides propped up on cinder blocks and broken skirting. Sitting a couple hundred yards in between the airport and the high-tide mark, where the washed-up horseshoe crabs dry out, and the sand fleas burrow blindly and chew on the wet, gray shore.


If you can afford it, get your hands on a multivitamin. Meth leeches your body of vitamin D3, which is how you absorb calcium. Without calcium, your hair starts to fall out; it just up and leaves without warning, and everything else gets fragile: your nails, your skin. You’ll get a cut opening a water bottle.


Eat at least a Snickers bar every day, steal an orange from the gas station on Sundays. Snickers has everything you need. Calcium, minerals, protein. It’s not the highest calorie-to-cost ratio, but it’s up there. The best ratio is the plastic-wrapped danishes: the Big Texas and the Jumbo Honey Bun. They typically run for $1.50 to $2, and they are 560 calories. Figuring at $1.75, that’s 320 calories per dollar. A cheeseburger from McDonald’s is about 300. A can of Coke is 140, and a small bag of Lay’s is 160.


Crack and meth cause excess concentrations of norepinephrine in your brain. Meth makes your brain produce more of it, but crack inhibits your brain’s ability to reabsorb it. The crack binds to the protein that is supposed to get rid of the norepinephrine, so it gets stranded, like its car got stolen, and it builds up in your extra-cellular space and kicks neurotransmission into high gear.


The norepinephrine looks and acts just like adrenaline. It initiates fight-or-flight, but it really gets you in the brain. It enhances your focus and your attention, your retrieval of memories. It makes you vigilant. It allows you to process sensory information fast and effectively; you see the delicate patterns of the world and react to them, you organize them, you set up a system and derive meaning from it, courses of action. You become hyperaware to enhance your chances of survival. But if you aren’t in danger, if you’re just sitting around shooting coke, and there is no reason to fight or flee, then you might start to pick up the spare bits of yourself and the world, to organize it into a made-up pattern that is better left unseen — a frightening structure of delusion and paranoia, full of filled-in gaps and illogical connections, a golem of mad information. You have to feed this instinct, too, your brain’s loud craving. You have to give it books.


Good books for junkies: Read Dante, read Moby Dick while you’re high, get lost in the chapters that luxuriate on the different kinds of rope and how to tie knots. Read Notes from the Underground, Ellison’s Invisible Man if you are withdrawing. The Waves or Faulkner if you haven’t slept in a few days. Mostly, don’t go north of 1950. Stay away from the beatniks — they don’t know what the fuck they’re talking about. And memoirs are whiny. Especially don’t read those books about rock stars; it’ll just piss you off because of how broke you are. Trainspotting is pretty good, but heroin is for suicidal teens. If you’ve got enough meth to last you a while, give Paradise Lost a run. See if that does anything for you.


A book is just time-released information. Just ink on paper. A word, one datum in a relatively simple system of information transmission. But there are moments, moments where the information piles up and time stops and everything becomes greater than the sum of its parts. The rhythm of the words and their shades of meaning match up for one brief second. It’s the passage of time that allows this to happen. Beginning and end give the duration a special fertile quality. Search for these moments when you read. If you can’t find them, toss the book.


I wasn’t scared on the bus, and I wasn’t scared on the walk. I wasn’t scared of this rotten-toothed third type of man, either, and I brought a knife with me in my backpack, and I was young and fast, the fastest kid on any team I’d ever been on, at least one of the fastest. But next to the moonlit, sun-bleached sign that said POINCIANA MOBILE in baby blue letters on pale pink wood, I saw an urgency in his eyes that I’d never seen anywhere before. I don’t know what you would call it: an emptiness, a wildness, a heat.


It stunned me for a second when he said, “Give me fifty bucks.”


“What for?”


“You wanna get right before you see this girl, right?”


I handed him the money and followed him into the rows of trailers. He pointed to a spot outside one of them, handed me the bottle, and told me to wait there. He disappeared up the short steps and through a door that someone opened for him.


I started to get a little scared, but mostly just that my money was gone. I knew a few kids who did coke, and I had seen it before, and I wanted to try it, so excitement started to take the place of the fear in my gut, and besides why wouldn’t he just take all of my money if he was gonna rob me?


I still remember the address. I peeped the numbers as I was walking in: 1641. Inside it was all peely wallpaper and fast-food garbage. Rising damp soaking upward from the wet ground, making those cheap particleboard walls turn to patches of mushy, wet fiber. He was sitting on the couch with some woman. She was big, and she was wearing a bathing suit with a wife beater over it. She was bigger than me and him put together; she had light freckles up and down her fleshy arms, dyed hair that was the color of red velvet cake, a rhinestone stud in her tiny nose, a tattoo of a dragonfly on her neck, an indistinguishable one on her upper back. She had more, but they were hidden when I first walked in. She smiled at me as soon as she saw me; she had pretty dimples and crooked small teeth. All her features were small, but her face was enormous.


She was the biggest person I had ever seen.


They parted for me to sit down between them, and I did. I had my backpack on my lap. She lifted it off of me and put it under the table.


He was holding a stem, and he took some rock from off a piece of Saran Wrap on the table, loaded it, and passed it to me. I didn’t know what it was or what to do with it, but I held it like I did. Mister was holding a lighter, and I put the stem to my mouth.


He said, “Slow. Inhale slowly.”


And I did.


First, the ringing.


The 747.


The aluminum train.


The sound of water on fire.


Sitting there, in between Mister and the Giantess, I lived the whole rest of my life — decades of misery and haste, ecstasy and boredom; only to be born again, live exactly fourteen more years, and find myself unchanged back on that couch, in between Mister and the Giantess. I spent all my money and it reappeared and I spent it again. With his hand on my crotch, and her untied bathing suit hanging down like rotten fruit over her stomach, she kneads her gigantic, freckled bosom; she grabs my wrist and places my open palm against her chest, my other hand still holding the stem. She smiles and shows me her pretty dimples, and he starts unzipping my pants, putting his mouth closer to me.


Through my wide teenage eyes on the milky canvas of her breasts, I see myself, older, uglier, dirtier, stroking my dick on a white couch. I taste the oil of every cheap meth shot I’ll ever do. I hear the ghost fight and the crack of broken fingers, and I feel that Gatorade gulp. I see a thousand stoves with bubbling Pyrex measuring cups and cold, clear spoons on the floor of gas station bathrooms. Shotguns and AR-15s, steaks and mean dogs, my shaking hand pointing a needle at a pair of boat shoes. I see bookcases falling over and lizards in the prehistoric jungle eating Snickers bars, unrolling lithium batteries with their claws.


I see the boat of a cocaine molecule sailing across her chest, bobbing and losing its hydrogen ion — the base becoming free.


In my pants, I feel him and the crackling of crossed wires, the overstimulation — the compartments of my life, memories and hard-earned knowledge, exploding and flooding into one another, flowing out to the silent, dark waters of the Gulf.
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EVERYTHING HAPPENED FAST FOR YEARS. A couple months on the street, a couple months in jail, a couple in the psych or the halfway and back on the street again. This job, that job, always only for a couple months or weeks before something happened. Sober for a few months and then not. A couple months on this pill or that one — Effexor, Risperdal, Lamictal, Seroquel, Latuda, Lexapro, Trazodone. I couldn’t even tell you what I was taking when I was taking it. I would wake up in the halfway house before a bellboy shift and think I had to go trim hedges. I would wake up in the psych thinking I was in the park, ready to go hit a lick. I would bang a speedball, come to my senses, and think it was time for Richard Simmons. I would wake up in jail nervous that I missed my PO appointment. Everything was time soup in my head. Dumplings of memories and noodley thoughts.


I woke up in a crack motel at three in the afternoon thinking it was three in the morning; I looked for my keys for thirty minutes, thinking I had to go the warehouse by the airport to bag newspapers and run my route, only to remember that I didn’t have a car and my newspaper job didn’t start for another three years.


Even the books I read would twist and braid into one another. I would start a new chapter of whatever Hemingway and in that half of a blank page get mixed up, get confused, and brace myself for eighty pages of Milton, expecting verse, expecting marching feet, poetic contractions and confusion, and, instead, see those little sprints of sentences — simplicity and Paris, Africa, Cuba, Spain, godless expatriation, modernity, and all the hunting and the fishing and the bullfighting and the love not love, Key West, the only place of his I knew — and then I would forget again, and ready myself for a fight with Milton, with God and tangled meaning, no underlying iceberg truths, but God on the surface snarled in an iambic jungle, and then my roommate would come into our tiny halfway house apartment and bitch about his ex-wife, or the chow carts would get rolled in, or the public library was closing for the night, or the compulsions would come up through my stomach and force me out into the world.


In the story of my life that replays constantly in some faraway lobe in my brain, narration begins and ends and starts over. It gets longer every time, more details are added, and they change — they get brighter or dimmer and sometimes are just wholly fabricated. It replays in jumbled scenes, in that “unused” percentage of the brain. It sucks up the moments as soon as they are passed and incorporates them in its own logic. The story I tell myself constantly, about who I am and what I have done, where I am headed. And from that story, a memory is not what it seems, a dead recollection from a static cabinet in the brain — it is an echo from the unending narration in the other room, and the narrator is a creation of the main character, not the other way around. If you listen, if you unlock a door to a quiet room and put your ear to the wall, you can hear him running his mouth.


My brother used to say he could remember everything. That most people’s first memories start when they are around four or five but that he could remember much earlier than that. Six months, one year. He said he could remember the day I was born, as if it had just happened. On that day, he was three, and he came to the hospital with my older sister and brother, who had been watching him while my mom was in labor. And when he went there to meet me for the first time, he brought his favorite toys with him. No one told him to do this; they just said he was going to meet his brother, and he got an idea. He brought two little plastic dinosaurs, a T. rex and a pterodactyl. When he would play with them at home, he would hold his forefinger and his thumb to his temple, and he would pinch and then drag his pinched fingers to the toy, to draw his consciousness, his immaterial self — the thoughts, the emotions, the fears, and secret joys — into the toy, so the T. rex could be him, could enjoy his child’s mind, and he could enjoy its powerful body, and he could run freely.


And when he saw me in my mother’s arms, wrapped up and staring silently at the bright room and the faces crowding around me, he patted me on the head, and he put his fingers to my soft baby head and dragged my newborn consciousness into the pterodactyl, and then he did it at his own temple and dragged himself into the T. rex.


My mom asked him, “What are you doing?”


He told her and she laughed, and she asked him if he loves his brother, and he said he does. And he said that since he is older and bigger, he is the T. rex, and I am the pterodactyl. And she laughed and my older siblings laughed, and he went and sat down on the little couch in the hospital room and played with the toys, put me in his right hand and flew me around while the T. rex stayed on the ground and marched and roared.


I wonder what he dragged from my head then, at that youngest age, getting older by the second. What did I come here with? Did I recognize myself as something individual, as something separate from the blaring hospital light, the arms of my mother, the beeping machines, the nurses running in and out and down the hall?


In that most vital of moments, that moment in which I was supposed to first conceive of myself as discrete, to orient myself within the three dimensions of life on Earth, to understand my physical extension into the world of things, my limitations as a shape of organic matter bound by the laws of physics and geometry, in that moment I was ripped from my mewling, helpless self, and I was given the wings of a gigantic prehistoric bird. And there, with that first blast of the light and noise of the world, where I was supposed to learn laws, rules, codes of conduct, the base-grounding relation on which all other conceptions and relations are built — I am my body and my body is me — I was given flight instead, and the rest of my life after that was one giant lamentation, one quick screeching fall and yearning for the sky. Your first moments on Earth should be a humbling experience, but I was given power. Without that foundational understanding, there was only disappointment and restlessness. Endless desire pulling at my worldly chains.


And this was the only thing I could think of as a possible reason for why I behaved the way that I did, why I felt the way that I felt, which was the animating question of all the therapies and theories of addiction. All those possible reasons that never held water for me because they weren’t specific or real. Because maybe my brother forgot to put my consciousness back in my head, and I was never wedded to my body in the way that I should have been.


In a letter he wrote me while I was in jail, my brother reminded me of how I used to cry when I watched the sun go down. He wrote me from college. College, just the sound of it conjured images of a different world, a better world, girls and boys and books and parties, big fuck-all parties that went late, where everyone got drunk, but no one ended up in jail or sucking crack smoke from a plastic tube, squirting meth into their arms for days that turn into weeks that turn into months. No, these parties took place at night, and then they ended, and everyone went to class the next day or maybe slept in and texted each other about what a good time they had.


I wondered what he thought about me. I wondered if he told girls that his little brother was off the map, in jail or in the wind, a junkie with an engine in his ass that won’t let him be happy. I wondered whether he turned this into a sob story to get attention and sympathy from the pretty girls in scarves and $1,500 winter coats. Or whether he didn’t tell anyone anything about me, just kept it close to the chest and pretended or just plain forgot. I would think about him whenever things would slow down, or, I guess, just imagine his life. I would sit on my bunk and wonder what he was up to, wonder how pretty the girls were, how expensive the coats were, how good the books were.


I was surprised when I got the letter. I wasn’t expecting anything. It had been a few years. But I was doubly surprised at how sentimental it was. I mean, it tore me up to read. And we have the same exact handwriting, so in a way it was like a letter I had written to myself.


He said he thinks about me a lot. He said he thinks about how when we were kids, when Mom and Dad were off work, and the whole family would go to the beach, and we would bodysurf or throw the football and sit around and eat sandwiches from a cooler and get sun-kissed and tired and wait for the day to come to its gentle, pretty close. On those beach days where it seemed like our family was in a commercial or something. We would all stand there on the beach, staring out over the Gulf, watching the sun go low and dim and turn the blue sky pink and turn the water into oiled metal. Our dad would pull us together and tell us to watch for the green flash in the second after the last sliver of sun dipped into the water. The green flash, my brother said, he thinks we saw it once or twice, but he can’t remember if he just started saying he saw it and manufactured a memory for it or if, really and truly, we watched for it and it came. Our dad would try to explain to us what the flash was — a trick of the light that you could only see at certain latitudes, certain atmospheres, and clear conditions. He would try to explain the science of it all as best he could.


But what my brother wrote that really tore me up was something that I had forgotten. He said, one summer when I was probably around five or so, every time we would stand there and watch the sun set, as it started to get low, I would cry. Cry these adult tears, he wrote, quiet and solemn. Not wailing or throwing a fit but grown-up tears, like the sunset was a funeral. When anyone asked me what was wrong, I would say that I didn’t want the sun to go away, how did we know it would come back, and that I wasn’t ready. And when someone would ask, Ready for what? I would struggle to think of what to say, and I would just blurt out that I didn’t know, but I wasn’t ready, I didn’t want it, and I would ask my mom to make it stop, please, to make it stay there, and she would explain that it was gonna come back. This happens every day, she would say, this is natural and it’s pretty and it’s all part of a cycle. But my brother could see that it was still there, that grief.


So, on one of the evenings, he tried to help me. He put his arm around my skinny shoulders, and he waved goodbye to the sun, and he said, “Thank you, see you tomorrow,” and so I held out my hand and copied him, and I waved, and I said my proper goodbye, tears drying on my cheeks, and I was surprised at how it made me feel better. He somehow knew that that would help, the formal acknowledgment.


I’m sitting on my bunk reading this letter, and it’s ripping me up. I mean, it’s loosening up all this shit in my chest, and it’s turning into hot liquid and moving up into my face and sinuses and my eyes. And I get up, still holding the letter, and I go to the bathroom to be alone and maybe try to cry a little, but the whole unit is a goddamn panopticon, and the toilets have these little two-foot walls next to them. When I sit on them everyone, the COs and everyone else, can see, and so I just sit there on the toilet and fight the rising heat in my chest, and I beat it back, and I move my mind from thinking about the sun and its setting, and I fold up the letter and put in the back of my bunk drawer.


I never laughed.


In the waning months of my junior year, the last few months of school I would ever attend, I was coming out of a three-day Xanax blackout, and I was in art class drawing an elephant. After days of talking cursive, slurring, and repeating myself, I was starting to be able to remember stuff if I concentrated really hard. Our teacher gave us an assignment to draw something, anything in the room. We had those big 18-by-24-inch sketch pads that open from the top.


I was sitting there, and I was wondering what day of the week it was, wondering what things had happened in the past few days that I would need to be brought up to speed on. I was trying to build my consciousness back up brick by brick, remembering who I was and what the rules of my life were, one by one. Just the facts. You are alive. Alive is the opposite of dead. Alive is something and dead is nothing. You became alive, snatched out of the dead nothing, in October. In 1991. This is your name. This is your address. You are sixteen years old. You live in Tampa, Florida, America, a city in a state in a country on planet Earth, a big island in an unimaginable sea. You have a family, a family is the people that you live with, the people who created you and your brothers and sisters. You are the youngest and you have two brothers and two sisters. You have black hair and hazel eyes. You like old movies. It is March. You go to school. This is school. This is where kids go during the day.


And while I am piecing this stuff together, I am staring at this clay figurine of an elephant and drawing it on the sketch pad. I am drawing it in blue pencil, and I am trying to copy it as best I can. To make it look perfect, exactly as I see it on the table. I am concentrating as hard as I have ever concentrated. My tongue is sticking out of the corner of my mouth, and I am chewing on it lightly like a small piece of chicken. You are in art class. Art is different from the other classes, math and science and history. Art is just basically colors and copying. You’ve gotta copy this elephant, so you can leave class. Art class is in the morning. The morning is when the sun …


And on and on, as I keep drawing. And after I finish the elephant, I am proud of it. It looks almost exactly like the elephant on the table, and so I add a few spirals on its fat body. Small, few, tasteful. Simple three-ring spirals, like a shell. And I rub my eyes and stand up, and I am shocked to see that the elephant is no more than four inches tall, in the southeast corner of the giant, yawning sketch pad. I thought I had drawn it large and in the center. I sat back down and got really close to it. I couldn’t believe how small it was, and the straight lines I thought I was making were actually kind of fuzzy, hard to see, minute little shakes from my unsteady hand.


My art teacher looked over my shoulder and made a small gasp, and she told me to sign it, so I did.


And she ripped it from the sketch pad, got everyone’s attention, and said, “Do you see what he did?


“Do you see?


“The tiny elephant alone in the corner of the big white page? Alone in the big wide world? This is how you use white space. This is how you use the page to create emotion.”


She tacked my drawing up to the board in front of all the drawings from the actual art kids who practiced and hung out in that cluttered room in their free time, and who I occasionally sold acid or pills to in the parking lot.


At lunch, I took my girlfriend into the room and showed her my drawing. It looked so funny up there, just basically a blank page blocking a few intricate still-lifes.


I said, “She thinks I did it on purpose. But really I was just fucked up. I thought I was drawing it regular sized!”


I sat on the table, and I started laughing and pointing at the way my page took up so much space, covering the shading and the meticulous care of the advanced art kids’ drawings, and I lost control laughing until my sides hurt. But my girlfriend wasn’t laughing. She was standing there really close to the board, staring at the elephant, and looking back at me with a kind of disappointment and faraway sadness that I was just starting to get used to.


“It’s really good,” she said, “she’s right. It does look lonely.”


I was still laughing, harder now.


There was another time, later, in county, when all of us were gathered around the TV in the dayroom watching Cops, but I couldn’t be sure if I actually laughed that time.


I was sitting in Palm Beach County Jail on Gun Club Road, in the middle of the narrow hallways of the twelve-story maze in the main detention center. And I wasn’t fed up with it yet, so I was watching TV and playing spades or whatever, that’s why I think I might have laughed. The novelty was still there.


Cops was on and we watched an episode that took place outside of Vegas. Everyone was making fun of the fat-necked cops and the tweakers and hookers with ice in their socks and tits falling out of their shirts. Everyone was having a good time watching it — the trailer parks way out from the strip, the cops and their self-serious monologues to the camera.


But then another episode came on, and after that song and the stylized opening montage, this real Bubba of a cop is driving his squad car and talking about what he does to unwind after work, talking about golf, and how necessary it is to decompress, and how he and some other deputies go out and play on their days off, about how many great golf courses are around.


And all while he is talking, underneath his fat head there is a little strip of text that says “Palm Beach County, FL.” Everyone goes apeshit. We immediately start trying to recognize the stuff he is driving by, all the palm trees in the dark purple night, shut-down strip malls and abandoned houses. The text on the screen says he is in Lake Worth now.


I figure there must have been at least five guys in my unit who were from Lake Worth, and they start yelling “L-Dub” and “Gunshine.” The cops pull into one of these flat, low projects, a few square blocks of fenced-in Section 8 apartments, and I recognize it as one of the only spots north of Lauderdale and south of Tampa that you can get heroin that isn’t cut to shit. I had been walking down that street just a few months ago, and I suspect some of the guys in my pod even more recently. The cops creep through the fenced-in projects in that squad car with the camera whirring; people on the street staring or trying not to stare as the cops drive slow and swivel their heads around, looking for someone to beat up or shake down. They pull up to one of the units and this dreaded guy is leaning on his car; he is on the phone and wearing a big red-striped polo. He looks up and sees the car, and he drops his phone and bolts.


“Oh shit. I know that boy,” someone in the dayroom screamed, “that’s Russ.”


Russ is cutting through yards, turning corners, ducking under clotheslines, and dumping shit out of his pockets. The cameraman is shaking and struggling, and the cops are yelling after him and chasing. We are all screaming now and the whole unit is on their feet, crowded around the TV.
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