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What, without asking, hither hurried Whence?
And, without asking, Wither hurried hence!
Another and another Cup to drown
The Memory of this Impertinence!


—Omar Khayyám


Within the armor is the butterfly, and within
the butterfly is—the signal from another star.


—Philip K. Dick




RUSH




Masters made a promise to Bret. “You are going to get so wasted,” he said, smashing the squash ball so hard that it streaked back bulletlike at Bret’s head. “We’re not letting you go to bed until you’ve had twenty-one units of alcohol.”


Bret returned the serve with a flicked wrist. It hit a corner and veered off wildly. Masters dove to catch it. “Units,” Bret asked.


“Yeah. Units.” Masters tapped the ball lightly upward and Bret prepared an overhand. “Like, one twelve-ounce beer, one glass of wine, one shot—those are units.”


Bam! Bret dealt a lazy return. “Thanks, Doctor Pre-Med.” He wiped his forehead.


“You’re twenty-one, bro. PAK tradition stands.” Bam! Bam! Sharp sounds echoed around the white-walled chamber. The ball angled off for somewhere else.
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A crazy angle on the chalkboard. Bret’s econ section leader checked her notes and carefully surrounded the angle with three dots. She was a short, bronze-skinned woman from an unknown country where English was never spoken.


“Curve,” she said, almost like she wondered herself. Then she nodded. “Emmm … economiki … is under. Under this.”


She made a little chirping noise and stood back, pleased.


A girl with curly hair leaned forward in her chair, clutching an exam book. Red ink snaked over the fanned pages. “Wait. Can you say that again?”


“Is under, ” explained the teaching assistant.


The girl tapped her pen and bit her lip.


Bret leaned back in his chair and laid his head against the wall. A brilliant sunset pressed against the third-floor windows. He stared up at a bright fluorescent light tube. Every now and then the tube flickered.


“Dude, this sucks,” Craig whispered to his left.


“Dude, it’s my birthday, ” Bret whispered back.


“Oh, shit, that’s right!” Craig punched Bret’s shoulder softly. The curly-haired girl shot them a wild look. “Happy birthday, man,” Craig added a little more quietly.


“Circle,” said the TA, drawing one on the board. She never erased the board right, so the circle was almost impossible to see. “Like a rus!” She started giggling.


“What the hell are you doing here?” Craig whispered to Bret. “This is like the first time I’ve ever seen you in section and it’s your birthday.”


“I needed to get my test back,” whispered Bret.


“Like a rus!” the TA repeated, giggling again. The room was silent because no one had any idea what she was talking about.


“I think she freebases before class,” whispered Craig.


The TA drew another line and the chalk screeched.


The curly-haired girl, chin in hand, stared glassily through the blackboard. Her eyes looked like they were watering.


Bret shifted positions. Luck that his birthday coincided with the biggest Pi Alpha Kappa party this quarter. “When’s the thing start,” he asked.


“I don’t know,” whispered Craig. “Pretty soon. Drink something.”


“Yeah, like what,” asked Bret.


Craig unzipped a pouch on his gray Billabong backpack and pulled out a shiny flask. He passed it on the low to Bret.


“Right on,” whispered Bret. “What is this?”


Craig shrugged.


When the TA turned around and began to dot the circle, Bret took a gulp from the flask.


“My first shot,” he whispered, passing back the cold metal. Craig flashed him a backward peace sign.


The chalk screeched again. A tear fell onto the curly-haired girl’s exam and red ink ran. Beyond the window, palms swayed in the cloud-streaked fire of sunset.
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Jagged palm-tree edges cut through a purple sky of failing light. Air, not warm or cold, blew through Bret’s hair as he longboarded down the Row. A sweep of headlights, a thumping beat, and Bret had to carve to the side of the road as a black truck with big lifts and a Phi Delt sticker tore past.


Lights were on in the houses, but Bret saw through picture windows that guys were just hanging out in the lounges or kitchens or whatever; no one would dare throw a party against them that night. He braked outside the PAK house, kicked up his board, and crossed the wide dark lawn where pledges with sloshing bottles of lamp oil were trying to stake tiki torches in the hard soil. A few burned like orange tears in the twilight.


Bret climbed the stairs and swung open the front door. Breakbeats pulsed softly from huge speakers around the lounge. By the far fireplace, a DJ with big black headphones slid faders and turned equalizers. Supposedly he was a decent one and played clubs down in L.A.


Bret walked the empty expanse of stain-resistant carpet toward the stairs. The pledges on party prep had hauled all the sofas out. Four black tripods with lights waited motionless and dark in the corners. Dusk hung outside the glass doors that made up the far wall, ceiling lights blazed within.


Marty appeared down the hall hung with composites. “We put so much money into this shit, B. Stanton,” he announced. “Fuck the dean.” Marty was on Social.


“Like how much,” asked Bret.


“Lots. We got twelve kegs, hard A, plus some other stuff,” said Marty.


“Nice,” said Bret.


“And this guy,” Marty said, pointing to the DJ. “And uh, jeez, something else …”


Bret rested the Sector Nine board on his foot. The heavy plywood squashed his toes. “Dude, you guys went hard core for my birthday,” he said.


“Oh, yeah, I heard it was your birthday,” said Marty. “Wait, is this—”


“Yeah, twenty-one,” said Bret.


“Oh, fuck yeah,” said Marty, giving him the snap. His eyes widened: “Aw, this is perfect. You’re gonna get mad play.”


“Fuckin’ better,” said Bret.


“One more year, bro, one more year,” Marty said, punching the wall lightly.


“When’re we starting up,” asked Bret.


Marty looked at his watch. “Soon.” He shrugged.


Bret climbed the stairs to the second floor.


He said “what up” to Briner, who was leaving the bathroom in a towel, and pushed open the cracked wooden door to his double at the end of the hall. It was kinda far from the rest of the house, right above the chapter room. Bret and his roommate Jordan had put a women’s restroom sign on the door in the hope that drunk girls would wander in one night. It had actually happened a couple of times but they were really trashed, like puking trashed, so the sign just meant bad news.


Heaps of clothes (dirty, clean), papers, old cans (beer, soda), wrappers, and magazines lay on desks and chairs and floorspace and beds, and spilled out of narrow closets and drawers. Jacked road signs covered the walls.


Amid the piles a red light flashed. Bret swept aside crumpled pages and tapped the screen:


“Hi, Bret, this is Caitlin from Woodbridge. I, uh, just wanted to call and wish you a happy twenty-first. Okay, I hope everything’s going well and you’re having fun on your birthday. I’ll talk to you later, maybe? Happy birthday. To replay, press four. To erase—”


Bret hit the button again.


In sudden silence he stared at himself in the mirror and let his backpack slide onto the floor.


He saw the door’s reflection swinging before he even heard it open. Jordan burst through in a suit and a tie with a leather messenger bag slung over his shoulder. “Honey, I’m home,” he hollered.


Bret laughed. “Where’s my kiss, honey,” Jordan demanded.


“Oh, yeah, you want it,” Bret said, puckering his lips big and grabbing Jordan.


“Oh, fuck you,” said Jordan, breaking out and backing off. He took off the messenger bag and waved the tie. “Yeah, I’m my dad, but you are definitely not my mom.”


“Yeah, I’m too pretty and I don’t sleep around enough,” said Bret, and ducked a Nerf football coming at him.


He picked the football off a pile of clothes. Big corporate logo. “So how did the, uh, International Strategic Consulting Group go?”


“ISCG,” said Jordan. “Um, I got a football.”


“A football and a job,” asked Bret.


“A football,” said Jordan. He fell down on his bed.


“Did you tell the guy you’re a PAK,” asked Bret, pitching the football up in the air.


“Yeah,” said Jordan, rubbing his face with his hands. “But he wasn’t.”


Bret tossed the football up and down some more. “Well, at least we’ve got a party,” he said.


“Yeah,” said Jordan, between his fingers. “I need to drink and I need drugs and I need pooo-tie.”


“I need to drink too,” said Bret. “I’m only on shot number one.”


Jordan stopped rubbing his face and stared at Bret. “Shit, that’s right—it’s your birthday. We’re doing a shot.”


He got up and found a handle of bad gin on the floor under a pile of clothes. He poured some into glasses. Jordan toasted: “Happy birthday.”


They did the shot.


Jordan gritted his teeth and said, “Ohhh, the pain. Cheers to your last happy birthday.”


“Huh,” asked Bret.


“Dude,” said Jordan. “I don’t want to ruin this for you.”


“What,” asked Bret.


“Well, uh,” said Jordan, “your shit gets better and better until twenty-one, right? You know, like you can drive, you can smoke, you can drink. Now think about what happens after that.”


Jordan gave Bret two seconds, and then answered. “After two-one it’s all downhill. You just get older and you get less cool and people don’t let you have fun anymore.”


“Oh, bullshit,” said Bret.


Jordan sat down on his bed. “I fucking wish,” he said. He sloshed the gin around in its bottle. “I wish I was a junior again,” he mumbled. “I wish I was twenty-one again.”


“Dude,” said Bret. “You’re like a year older than me. It’s like the same thing.”


“No, it’s not,” snapped Jordan, glaring up at him. “Twenty-two blows. I mean, how the fuck is it better than twenty-one? How is anything ever better than twenty-one? Like, what can you do at forty that you can’t do at twenty-one?”


Bret thought. “Rent a car? Uh, be president?”


“Yeah, I’m gonna be president,” sneered Jordan. “I can’t even be a strategic consulter. Consultant. Whatever. This is the best it gets.” He fell back on his bed and pulled off his tie.


Bret’s dad took off his tie in the doorway of Bret’s room. The striped fabric hung loose in his hand.


“You’re applying where,” he asked.


“Poniente University,” said Bret.


“Jesus Christ, Bret, I’m not going to those damn fundraisers for this California bullshit. What Ivies have you got down?”


Bret swallowed but kept his gaze fixed. “I don’t have any Ivies down,” he said.


His dad walked into the room and Bret pushed his chair a little farther back against the desk.


“You’re joking me. Tell me you’re fucking joking me.”


Bret swallowed again. “No, I’m not,” he said.


“I went to an Ivy, your uncle and your grandfather went to Ivies. What’s wrong with you?”


The heating duct stopped whooshing. In the silence Bret said softly, “Ivies aren’t fun.”


“Fun? You’re picking a college based on fun? What the hell is this, Bret? College isn’t about fun.” Bret’s dad rubbed his face with his hand. “It’s about name, it’s about opening doors. If we got a résumé that said ‘Poniente’ at my firm, we’d laugh and chuck it.”


Bret didn’t say anything. The application pages lay all over his desk.


His dad started back to the door. “And your mother’s okay with this,” he asked.


“I didn’t talk to her yet,” said Bret.


His dad looked at him. Then he spat out, “You’re gonna throw your life away,” and disappeared down the hall.


Bret looked at the application papers and felt sick. He felt like he didn’t want to fill out anything at all. Go nowhere.


He swept the white pages into the trash. He had only written his name on the first one. He watched snow drift past the window for a while and then turned on the TV.


Much later Bret woke up to his dad shaking him. “Bret,” his dad said. “Hey, Bret. Bret …”


Bret smelled alcohol. His dad fumbled for the light switch.


“What, Dad?” groaned Bret.


“Bret, I’ve been thinking about, about the applying to colleges.” Bret’s dad looked at the desk. “Yeah, I, uh, think you should, should go for it….” He saw the papers in the garbage can and he said, “Apply to, uh, Poniente.”


Then he smiled faintly at Bret. His eyes were watery. He held Bret’s head and shook it. “Hell, Bret, have fun. Have fun. ”


“Okay, Dad,” said Bret, pulling away.


“Because, Bret …,” said his dad.


“Yeah,” asked Bret.


“Are you listening to me,” asked his dad.


“Yeah,” said Bret.


“No, are you really listening,” his dad asked.


“Yes,” said Bret.


“You won’t have the chance ever again.”


Bret lay back on his pillow and looked past his father at the ceiling. A red light glowed softly on the smoke alarm.
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A small red light flared on the balcony and clouds of sweet smoke drifted in. Bret stood in the big triple where Stan Fontaine’s music pounded and some guys were hanging out.


“Dude, you’re fucking with the fabric softener,” yelled Fontaine from his futon.


The ceiling lamp was out and blacklights glowed purple, igniting the white stripes across Bret’s red V-neck T into bars of light. The Pacific Outfitters shield-patch blazed like an icon on his breast.


“The fabric softener’s gay,” Wes called in from the balcony. Giggles out there under the first stars of night. The red light glowed again, and another sweet cloud bloomed.


“Fuck, shut the doors or something,” said Fontaine.


Bret had showered, changed: board shorts to gray slim-fit jeans, green Havaianas sandals to white canvas slip-ons.


“Are you on this,” Wes asked him, holding out the bong.


“No, dude,” said Bret. “I’d pass the fuck out. I gotta do the twenty-one.”


“Whoa-ohhhhh!” said Wes. “We got a birthday boy!”


“Fuck,” said Fontaine, rummaging in a box next to the futon. “We’re out of softener.” He threw the box, and it bounced off the wall and almost landed in the garbage.


“Nice,” said Nick Mengus, who was fixing his hair and saw it in the mirror.


J.P. took the bong. “What number are you on,” he asked Bret.


“Like nothing,” said Bret. “Two.”


“Do I get birthday punches,” asked Wes, cracking his knuckles.


“Try it,” said Bret, smiling.


Wes bit his lip and went in for a swing, but Bret blocked him no problem. Wes started giggling again and Bret punched him in the shoulder.


“Ouchie,” said Wes, rubbing his arm with a mock pained look on his face.


“Any more birthday punches,” asked Bret.


“Later,” said Wes. “When you’re so drunk you can’t move.”


J.P. tried to blow the smoke off the balcony, but it wafted back into the room anyway. He winced.


Fontaine didn’t even notice, kneeling in front of the fan where he had taped the softener strips. Electric breeze on his face, he moaned, “Thanks for smoking, assholes. You can’t even smell it anymore.”


Wes took the bong. “It doesn’t work, Stan.”


“Yeah, it does,” said Fontaine. “Like what’s the perfect smell for girls, you know? Cologne is sketchy, because they think, ‘Oh, this guy’s gonna try and hook up.’ But fabric softener is clean and fresh, you know, and they’re into that.”


Over the futon hung a giant purple-and-white tapestry, its intricate patterns burning in the blacklight glow. Bret noticed three axes of symmetry.


Nick Mengus put down his hair paste and pulled open a drawer. “Dude, our room reeks,” he said. “Me and Gavin threw your softener shit out yesterday.”


Wes cracked up and did the snap with him. “I love you, man,” he said and slapped Nick on the shoulder.


“You guys suck,” said Fontaine, betrayed. “No one’s getting any tonight.” He flopped down on the futon and picked up a copy of The Pony Express.


“Only you need fabric softener to get some,” corrected Wes.


The stereo pounded on. Wes lit the bong again.


Nick compared two identical light blue shirts. “I called some girls for pre-party,” he said.


Mormon Dave walked past in the hallway and flipped the light switch on and off, a dazzling flash across the blacklit room.


A flood of brilliant light poured into the room where Caitlin paced alone before a stunning backdrop of icy mountain peaks. Tall, thin, dark hair, flexing her fingers and trying to breathe in slow, deep breaths.


She saw Bret looking in the doorway.


“Did you take one,” she asked.


“Huh?” said Bret. “Yeah.”


“I’m supposed to feel good,” she said, “but I feel all like panicky.”


“That sucks,” said Bret.


Darcy was walking along the hall. “A bunch of people are in the living room,” she told them as she passed. “We’re putting on music and stuff.”


“Okay,” said Bret.


Darcy disappeared around a corner.


“Are you feeling anything,” Caitlin asked Bret.


“Nothing yet,” said Bret.


He took a step into the room. He could see through the window the dark thunderheads that hung over the valleys. No chance for the slopes today, so people had decided to stay in this huge cabin and party or whatever.


Bret pulled his arm back over his head, stretching. “You’ve got a problem, huh,” he asked.


“What?” said Caitlin.


“We’ve been here for like three days and I’ve never seen you eat anything,” said Bret.


The cabin was above the clouds, though, and up at this height the sun shone brightly on summit icefields.


“I eat things,” said Caitlin.


“Okay,” said Bret, a little smirk on his face.


Caitlin stopped pacing. “What the fuck?” she cried. Her voice sounded like it was edging up into hysteria. “Why are you like such an expert at watching people eat?”


Bret watched the dazzling play of light on the ice. “I can just tell if somebody has a problem,” he said.


“Who the fuck do you think you are,” asked Caitlin. She turned to the window.


A pause and then Bret shrugged. He waited for a few moments, watching her back, and then he headed for the door. With his foot on the threshold, for some reason he stopped again.


“Sorry,” he said. He didn’t say anything else, but he just kinda stood there.


Caitlin didn’t move for a while. Then she turned back slowly with her eyes closed. “I feel really panicky,” she said in a small voice.


Bret swallowed. “If you just wait,” he said, “it goes away.”


“What,” asked Caitlin.


“Feeling panicky,” said Bret.


“Oh,” she said.


They stood there. Bret saw Darcy pass in the hall again, but she didn’t say anything and soon was gone.


After a while Caitlin opened her eyes slowly. Her pupils were wide open. “I feel a lot better,” she said. A small smile on her lips. “Thanks for hanging around.”


A pause. “It’s really hard to look good, huh,” asked Bret.


For a second Caitlin looked blank. Then shook her head slowly. “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation,” she said.


“I’m not gonna tell anybody,” said Bret. “I was just wondering.”


Some kind of bird dipped past the window, glided out toward the distant jagged peaks, a point under the cold, bright sun.


Caitlin sighed. “Okay,” she said. “If you knew doing something was wrong, but everybody would compliment you and like you better, would you do it?”


Bret nodded slowly. “Yeah,” he said. “Totally.”


“Then you’ve got a problem too,” said Caitlin.


Bret opened and closed his mouth but nothing came out.


Caitlin smiled.


Just then the Ecstasy hit him and lifted him in a rush. He was projected out and sailing across the expanse too, just standing there and grinning along with Caitlin before that brilliant sun. They ended up talking for a really long time, talking about everything, backlit and frontlit and everywhere lit, his necklace gleaming in that basic light.
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Bret tucked the chain back under the collar of his shirt. He didn’t like it when his necklace hung out.


“Mormon,” yelled Stan Fontaine. “I will fucking kill you.”


Mormon Dave leaned around the doorframe, smiling, holding a dripping plastic tube. “We almost got the beer bong going,” he said.


“Oh, man,” laughed Mengus, “that thing’s got some nasty shit in it.”


Mormon’s voice disappearing down the hall: “No, we cleaned it out.”


Nick Mengus headed onto the balcony to take a call.


Fontaine tossed the Pony Express to Bret. “Haviland’s little sister really hates us,” he said.


Bret looked down at the newspaper, its pages phosphorescent under blacklight. A picture of a plain girl with a big nose next to a column of text:


The Pen Is Mightier …


by Emma Haviland


No Greeks Are Good Greeks!


Like many of my fellow Poniente students, I was elated to learn of the Dean’s decision to take away the Alpha Chi Omega Sorority’s house last week because of “repeated alcohol violations” while the chapter was already on probation. Like many Ponys, I resent the way a handful of kids trash our campus with their childish antics. What I wonder is: If the Greeks can’t grow up, why can’t they all go out?


By continuing to allow their irrelevant system to exist, the University is approving of an elitist, misogynistic, patriarchal, racist, and classist institution in a supposed place of education. For many Greeks, binge drinking and sexual assault are regular occurrences.


The immaturity is staggering, and so is—


“This goes on and on, huh,” asked Bret.


“That dumb bitch got herself elected to Greek Judicial Panel,” Fontaine said. “Haviland needs to put the smack-down on her.”


Nick came in from the balcony.


Wes ripped open a case. “Where is Haviland,” he asked.


Fontaine shrugged. “I don’t think we have info for him.”


“Didn’t they used to live in town,” asked Wes. Fontaine shrugged again.


“The girls are coming,” announced Nick. “They’re gonna be here like really soon.”


“Tight,” said Fontaine.


Wes picked up the Pony Express and pushed the picture into Bret’s face. “Emma Haviland wants you to driiiiiink,” he moaned in a witchy voice. “‘Drink, Bret, driiiiiiink.’”


“Dude, that’s really trippy,” said J.P. “You’re freaking me out over here.”


Wes whirled on J.P. with the Pony Express. “Emma Haviland haaaaaates the marijuana,” he screeched. J.P. started to fall back in his chair and barely caught himself.


“Tac Pac on Emma Haviland,” Bret said.


“Definitely Tac Pac,” said Nick Mengus.


“Wait, who are these girls who are coming,” asked Wes. “Are we gonna have to Tac Pac on them, too?”


“Some of them are Alpha Phis.” Nick shrugged. “I don’t know about their friends.”


“General Tac Pac for beat-ass bitches,” said Fontaine.


“‘You are very sexist and bad,’” screeched Wes, and threw the Pony Express at Fontaine.


“What’s Tac Pac,” asked a pledge who was standing out in the hall.


“General Tac Pac for beat-ass bitches,” said Bret, and they all put their hands in and made it so.


“It stands for ‘Tackle Pact,’” J.P. told the pledge afterward. “You make it when you’re sober, so like if any brother gets wasted and starts hitting on a nasty chick, then everybody else has to literally and physically tackle him to the ground.”


The pledge laughed. “Nice,” he said.


Mormon Dave bust in with the funnel tube. “The beer bong has returned to PAK!” he announced.


“Let’s get this shit started,” said Fontaine.


“Who’s up,” asked Mormon Dave.


“Twenty-One is up,” said Wes, pointing to Bret.


Bret rolled his shoulders. “Bring it,” he said.


“Assume the position,” Wes said. He opened a beer and poured it into the funnel while Bret knelt on the rough carpeting and put the plastic tube in his mouth.


The speakers pounded on. Sticky drink rings and the Pony Express glowing on the table in front of him.


“A’ight,” said Mormon Dave. “Here we go.” He tried to turn the valve that connected the funnel to the tube but it stuck. “Oh, fuck,” he said.


Then the valve turned and the liquid hit Bret’s mouth like a cannon and all he could do was swallow, swallow, swallow so he wouldn’t choke.


Bret was choking. The world was rushing, colors drifting and blurry, and Bret on the hard dirt felt fire burning everywhere, in his head, in his body, squeezing lead compression. Sharp spike of pain, spike again, then Bret was spitting out water, streams of water, and Yuri the counselor drove his fist into Bret’s stomach again, again, and then Bret gagged, and coughed and gagged and coughed.


He watched the afternoon light shimmer off the lake as he lay wrapped in Yuri’s rough towel, shivering and trembling and coughing. Lungs burning, head, nose, throat burning. “I was trying to get there,” he managed to say through the pain, pointing to a rock in the middle of the lake with a single tree on it.


“I can’t swim that far,” Yuri was saying. “You should’ve listened, Bret. You don’t see anyone else swimming out there.”


Inside Bret thought he could never freeze and burn so much. Pain.


“Promise you won’t do that ever again, okay,” Yuri pressed. “You won’t take off on your own again, okay?”


“I promise,” said Bret. He forced his eyes away from the black tree framed in flashes of golden sun and pulled up the rough warmth of the towel around his knees.
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Rough carpeting under his knees, last traces of pale liquid sliding down the tube.


The world paused for a second. Bret realized that he was crouching on the floor with an empty plastic hose in his mouth while six people stood watching. Then motion returned.


Wes clapped him on the back. “Nice, Stizanton!” he said. They did the snap. Bret stood up. He felt slightly nauseous, the beer burning in his stomach.


Music pounded. “Who’s up next?” yelled Mormon Dave.


“Or is it Stiznanton?” wondered Wes.


“That thing’s sick,” said J.P. “I’m so on it.”


Wes was lost in thought. “Stantiznon? Staz to the Anton?” He shrugged.


Mormon Dave pulled a new can from its ring. Chained beers clunked dully on the pitted desk.


Fontaine leaned forward on his futon, its wooden frame creaking. “Don’t use up our shit when we’ve got like ten kegs downstairs.”


Nick Mengus examined the tube. Bret felt like the room was crowded and small and he wanted to burst out into bigger space.


“Pledge!” screamed Mormon Dave. “Go get pitchers.”


“You really cleaned that thing up,” Nick said to Mormon Dave.


“Wait, where are pitchers at,” asked the pledge.


“Yeah, it took like forever,” said Mormon Dave.


“There’re some in the barroom on the shelf under the bar,” Fontaine told the pledge.


Bret’s roommate Jordan walked by the door, and Bret smiled and gave him a big ironic two-thumbs-up.


“Wait, what shelf,” asked the pledge.


“Dude, it’s right under the bar,” Fontaine told the pledge. “Don’t trip over the fucking Source while you’re at it.”


The pledge froze. None of the pledges knew what the Source was, but it filled their lives with mortal terror. It was somewhere in the house. Touching it by mistake meant instant expulsion.


“I thought the cabinet was locked,” mumbled the pledge.


“Well un-fucking-lock it,” said Fontaine.


A faint breeze blew in from the open balcony doors. Bret smelled distant desert vastness, sensed a crackling of tumbleweed and scorpions and darkness beyond the valley where miles of tract housing and strip malls rolled on under a blue-black sky.


“Fuck, I’ll get the pitchers,” said Bret.


“Thanks, Staznanton,” said Wes, clapping loudly over the heavy beat.


The music was thudding somewhere outside; Bret didn’t put his radio on when he came here. He drove his Jeep fast, doors locked, cover fastened down.


He never knew who he was supposed to be when he passed the county line. This world felt unreal, not a true place, a type of dreamscape in permanent disconnect from the rest of his life.


He swerved around a gray bag with trash spilling out that someone had kicked into the street. The tattered plastic shone in the sun. Then he hit his brakes hard because a guy with a sideways cap and a big Rocawear shirt had wandered into the road. The guy took his time crossing and trailed his fingers across Bret’s hood and squinted in at him.


Overflowing garbage cans waited on a square of parched and patchy grass outside the light blue house where Bret parked. He locked his iPod in the glove box and stood in front of a white door with SIXTY-FOUR written over it in heavy black marker. The smell of onions cooking, a distant woman’s voice screaming in Spanish.


The buzzer hung down on wires, so he knocked on the door. Voice from inside: “’S open.”


The living room was small and dark and only a little light seeped around the window curtains. Tyrell Jr. lay on the sofa watching Terminator 2 on a big TV. He weighed about three hundred pounds and didn’t get up much and wanted to play pro football one day.


“Shantarra’s here, right,” asked Bret.


Tyrell Jr. sucked on his Big Gulp Coke and the straw made a slurping sound in the ice. “She in the room,” he said, barely glancing at Bret.


In the short back hallway Bret squeezed past a row of shopping bags stuffed with clothes and old toys and a mirror frame and newspapers. The door was open.


“Hey,” said Bret.


Shantarra was sitting on her bed. She had a purple pen and was drawing her name in puffy, graffiti-style writing on the front of her binder.


“Hi, Bret,” she said, putting a curved triangle in an A.


The radio played Top 40 on the chipped dresser between her bed and Tyrell Jr.’s bed, not loud, not soft. “You gonna look at my homework,” she asked.
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IT'S BRET'S BIRTHDAY. And as expected,
completely ridiculous: booze, girls, drugs,
and everything in between.

This night is supposed to be epic.
But Bret's high is dragged down as he's
tormented by choices he's made . . .
choices he now regrets. Bret is about
to find out that he can't always escape
his past.

And maybe he doesn't want to.
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