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For Cece






No free negro or mulatto, not residing in this State at the time of the adoption of this constitution, shall ever come, reside, or be within this State, or hold any real estate, or make any contract, or maintain any suit therein; and the Legislative Assembly shall provide by penal laws for the removal by public officers of all such free negroes and mulattoes, and for their effectual exclusion from the State, and for the punishment of persons who shall bring them into the State, or employ or harbor them therein.

—Article 1, Section 35 of the Oregon Constitution, 1857








Who will speak these days,

if not I,

if not you?

—Muriel Rukeyser, “The Speed of Darkness”








PART ONE
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THE PLACE WAS A RUIN. Painted blue so many years ago, its primary color was now dirt brown. William walked up to the house’s front landing. I stayed on the sidewalk. It was a beautiful day, but if anyone was inside the house, they didn’t seem to care. There was a window to the right of the door and the blinds were drawn. The doorbell didn’t work. The screen door was locked. William hit it a couple times. The frame rattled violently, and still no one came to the door.

“Can’t you just call the guy?” I asked him.

He turned to me and shook his head no. “I don’t have his number,” he said.

Two houses down, a white woman was standing by a street-side mailbox. She was watching us.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said.

“Hold on a minute. Maybe we should ask those guys across the street.”

On the front porch of the house across the street there were two sketchy white dudes sitting on lawn chairs smoking cigarettes. When we first pulled up, William had waved to them, and they’d acted like we didn’t exist, eyes not focused on anything in this world. I took a quick glance behind me. Nothing about them had changed. I turned back to William.

“No way,” I said.

“Then we should head around back and see if it’s still there.”

“I’m not trying to get shot over a damn fire pit,” I said.

William smiled.

“Good buddy,” he said. “Don’t be silly. No one’s going to shoot us.”

He acted like I was being absurd. Well, I’d never heard of a white guy like him getting shot in a stranger’s backyard for no good reason. For people like me, that kind of shit happened all the time. Despite that fact, I followed him anyway, refusing to let him believe that he was brave and I was a coward.

We walked across the empty driveway to the left side of the house where a string slipped through a hole in a wooden fence. William pulled the string and yanked the handle. The gate didn’t budge. He threw up his hands in defeat. He was the kind of guy who got surprised when a door didn’t open for him almost automatically. He was lucky to have me with him. Standing on my toes, I reached over the fence and pulled up the latch.

We entered the backyard. The blinds on the back of the house were closed just like the front. The sliding glass windows were covered with paper bags so you couldn’t see inside. The wooden deck was rotten, big holes, missing panels. No signs of life. No outside furniture. Only the fire pit standing alone amid high grass and weeds, like bait to a trap.

William walked up to the fire pit without concern, but I approached cautiously. When I stepped on a twig and it snapped, my body braced for an explosion. Seconds slowly passed and, somehow, I was still alive.

The risks I took for my friends. I was a friendship soldier sometimes. I kept marching ahead until I stood next to William.

The fire pit was about three feet in diameter, a big black metal bowl with slanted legs. The bottom of the iron cylinder contained ash, burnt wood, and a carton’s worth of cigarette butts.

“Let’s dump this shit out and bounce,” I said.

“That’s not how I roll,” William said.

I thought he might take it as an admission of my fear if I followed him to his car just for him to grab a trash bag, so I stayed in the backyard, trespassing by myself. I looked over the low wooden fence to the neighbor’s backyard. An out-of-commission refrigerator was toppled over in the grass. Two rusted cars without wheels sat on cinder blocks underneath a giant tree. I didn’t see a soul, and somehow that only made me feel worse, like I could be shot at any moment without knowing it was coming. Every second alone felt like an eternity. I wished I still believed in the power of prayer.

William came back with a paper sack and held it open. I tilted the fire pit. A lot of shit missed the bag. He bent down to grab a chunk of burnt wood and it turned into ash and fell through his fingers. Undeterred, he kept picking up little pieces. He picked up a couple of cigarette butts and tossed them into the bag.

“This is going to take forever,” I said.

He looked up at me from his crouched position.

“Then how about you help instead of just standing there?”

“Fine,” I said. “Get out of my way.”

He stood up and moved aside. I stomped at the debris until everything disappeared into the grass. William sighed as if he didn’t like my method of cleaning, but he didn’t tell me to stop. We picked up the fire pit and headed out front. It was heavy and I was walking backwards. I tried to move faster.

“What’s wrong with you today?” William asked.

“My fingers are getting numb,” I said.

“You want to take a break?”

“No,” I said. “I want you to hurry up.”

The woman who’d been watching us from a mailbox now stood behind William’s Subaru, blocking our access to the trunk. She wore a white sweatshirt with a large screen print of Minnie Mouse driving a red convertible down a scenic cartoon highway. Her wispy white hair was the sons of Noah after the flood—wild in every direction. She had a flip phone flipped open with her thumb over the call button like any false move and boom! she’d call the cops.

We set the fire pit down in front of her.

“You boys moving in?” she asked.

“We’re just here for the pit,” I said.

“How’d you know it was back there?”

“It was listed for free on Craigslist,” William said.

“That’s peculiar,” she said. “Last tenants moved out about a month ago. And good riddance to those godforsaken meth heads.” She put her phone in her pocket but didn’t move away. Instead of moving, she told us the last tenants used to pack the garage with stolen bikes and spray-paint them with the door opened only a smidge. “The fumes almost killed me from all the way across the street. I don’t know how they survived. Must have been all the drugs. They were invincible, like cockroaches. Unwanted just the same.”

She spoke so loudly I got the impression she was also addressing the dudes across the street. Letting them know she had an eye on them as well. She went on and on about the transgressions of the last tenants. William kept nodding like he understood this lady’s troubles, like he hadn’t grown up a San Diego surfer kid with adolescent memories of being stoned and playing guitar on the beach with his friends as the sun disappeared into the ocean. Fine for him. But what if the zombies across the street woke up and decided to cause trouble for the Black man? I wanted to tell her to get the hell out of our way. Yet I didn’t want to do anything to make her call the cops.

Once she finally moved, we put the fire pit in the trunk and headed for home. From the safety of the car, I waved to the zombies as we drove away. They waved back. Maybe they weren’t so murderous after all, but how was I to know until it was too late?

Finally out of Gresham, back in Portland, William rolled the windows down. He was enjoying the drive. He took the tree-lined route home instead of the fast one.

“Thanks for helping me out,” he said.

“My pleasure,” I said.

And even with the danger, I was being sincere. I was happy to help him because I missed him. We used to be the kind of roommates who did everything together. We used to sit in our living room and get stoned and listen to music and drink and talk until the sun came up. A few times we’d pissed in the toilet at the same time so there’d be no interruption in the conversation we were having. But not anymore, not since things got serious with him and Skyler. Now, except for band stuff, we barely saw each other. Which is why I’d agreed to help him with the fire pit in the first place, so we could spend some time together just the two of us. But our errand had taken longer than I’d thought it would. It was close to three o’clock and I had somewhere else to be.

“Mind speeding up a little?”

“What’s the hurry?”

“I’m supposed to meet up with Anne.”

“Why?”

“Why not?”

“Because she’s engaged.”

“Exactly,” I said. “That’s why we need to talk.”

“But what’s there to talk about?”

“Just speed the hell up, man.”

“Jesus,” he said. “Fine. It’s your funeral.”

He rolled up the windows and pressed on the gas. I sat in the passenger seat and hoped I wasn’t headed for the end.
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ON A SATURDAY AFTERNOON LIKE this one, our neighborhood, St. James, felt like a refuge from all things evil and hard. It was home to one of the oldest amusement parks in the country. And if you took a ride on the park’s ancient Ferris wheel and looked around once your car rose above the oak trees, you’d see charming single-family homes, the public swimming pool, the cat hospital, the middle school, antique shops, bars, restaurants, coffee shops, small businesses of every kind, a wildlife refuge, two sprawling public parks, beachfront, boat docks, the Willamette River, houseboats, the sailing club, and a stucco mausoleum with a terra cotta roof that made death seem far off and peaceful. Cars slowed. Walks became strolls. Pain and suffering ceased or was greatly reduced.

By the time we got back to our bungalow it was already ten past three. I helped William drop the fire pit in our backyard and then went inside the house to change. Anne was a punctual person. I imagined her sitting at the bar waiting for me impatiently. Riding my bike would have been faster, but I couldn’t risk the sweat. I needed her to find me irresistible. I put on a fresh T-shirt and walked as fast as tranquility would allow.

Almost everyone in the neighborhood was white except for me. I’d just finalized my divorce and was living in my parents’ basement in suburban Illinois, feeling washed up at twenty-four years old, when I got the idea to move somewhere far away. Maybe Portland, why not? I went online and found William’s Craigslist ad looking for a roommate who’d be interested in starting a band. The ad said he was a singer and guitar player originally from California. He listed some of his favorite artists. Mentioned the Velvet Underground. No pictures of the house, but the rent was cheap. Two weeks later I shipped a few boxes and my drum set and flew out of Midway with a backpack and a duffel bag.

That was almost two years ago. St. James felt more like my home now than anywhere else, but I never felt settled.

I crossed the busy street. I just started going and cars stopped for me to pass, a phenomenon that had taken some getting used to. The first time I jaywalked in this neighborhood and a driver slammed on his brakes and stopped his car in the middle of the street just for me to pass, I thought maybe it was because he’d made a personal oath to no longer impede a Black man’s journey. But that wasn’t the case. Drivers letting pedestrians cross the street whenever and wherever they wanted was understood within the community as an outpouring of the love and compassion that lived inside the hearts and minds of all St. James residents.

The glory of the day vanished as soon as I walked into Klay’s Cosmopolitan. A holdover from the neighborhood’s grungier past. The barroom was long and narrow, as was the bar counter. Booths with vinyl-upholstered benches lined the opposite wall. Tinted windows blocked out the sun. The glass orb lights hanging from chains on the ceiling were always kept dim, concealing whatever it was that made the floor so sticky, accomodating my depression, and complementing the posters on the wall. Posters of topless Black women from the 1970s, Bob Marley, Billy Dee Williams, a velvet black panther with a cub in her mouth, and a velvet Elvis. Indoor smoking had been banned for a year, but the smell of stale smoke remained. Even in the dimness you could see the walls were tinted yellow like stained tobacco teeth.

I stood at the bar and didn’t see Anne. Something was wrong. She was never late. Four middle-aged white women who sat at the opposite end of the bar counter, likely on an antiquing respite, smiled at me like they were oh so glad to have a Black man in their midsts. David Bowie played from the jukebox. I ordered a beer from a bartender I didn’t recognize, which was strange because I thought I knew them all. I looked around the bar again to see if maybe Anne was hiding in a corner.

I was beginning to think I’d been stood up or something horrible had happened, when I heard the front door creak open behind me. I turned my head. Light poured in the room, and as the door closed, a shadowy figure materialized into Anne. I finished my Pabst in one long gulp and met her at the door. Her face was damp with sweat. She wore Teva sandals, rolled-up jeans, and a dirty T-shirt. Her dark blond hair was in a ponytail under a green Yellowstone National Park baseball cap. She wasn’t wearing an engagement ring. We hugged and it felt so good just to touch her.

Once we got our drinks, we sat across from each other in a booth and clinked glasses.

“Why’d you pick this place?”

“We always come here,” I said.

“Sure,” she said. “But only at night. It feels awful during the day.”

“We can leave,” I said.

“Too late. We’re already here.”

When I’d called Anne the night before, I was drunk and upset about what William had told me. I told her I needed to see her as soon as possible. Asked her if I could come over to her place. She’d said we should meet somewhere during the day. Probably because she didn’t trust us not to mess around if we met in private. I didn’t trust us either. That was part of the appeal of seeing her. But to honor her intentions, I suggested we meet the next day at the finest dive bar in our neighborhood.

“So you finally did it,” I said.

“Yes. I did. I told you it could happen at any time, remember?”

“Where’s the ring?”

“At home. I didn’t want to mess it up earlier when I was gardening, and then in my rush to get here I guess I just forgot, it’s going to take some getting used to.”

It was hard to believe. I needed to see that ring. I needed proof. All those nights she’d whispered so many things. We both did.

“But I don’t understand. We slept together the night before you left.”

Anne’s cheeks puffed out like I’d made a charming little joke.

“I guess that was our last hurrah.”

She always knew how to cut me.

“Are you moving back to Denver?”

“Not until I finish school. We’re not in a rush.”

“So why get engaged?”

“It’s a matter of commitment.”

“So that’s it. It’s over?”

“We can still be friends, Julian. We just can’t sleep together anymore.”

“But we were never friends.”

“Don’t be silly. Of course we’re friends.”

“But I don’t want to be just friends.”

“That’s all we ever were. I thought you knew that.”

I felt like I was going to burst. I wanted to scream. Maybe rip the velvet Elvis poster off the wall and break it over my knee. I never told her because I knew she’d think it was strange, but I’d only been with two people in my entire life: my ex-wife and her. Was that kind of weird? Yeah. It probably was.

“But I love you,” I said.

“What do you love about me?”

“You’re so beautiful.”

“Yeah right,” she said. “I’m the plainest woman you ever saw.”

I looked at her in her weekend gardening clothes and her oversized eyeglasses and considered the owl tattoo she had above her left elbow and decided she was probably right. She looked like a lot of women in Portland. And that was part of the attraction. She belonged in this world just by her being herself.

“I think we have something special,” I said.

“That’s nice,” she said. “But friendship is all I can offer you.”

We got up and went to the bar. Anne stood beside me and patted my back like she was consoling a child. Already the way she touched me had changed and I just couldn’t stand it. We ordered another round of tequila with beer backs. The bartender had a pack of smokes in his shirt pocket. If Jackie, our favorite bartender, was there I would have bummed one, but since we didn’t know this guy, I got Anne to offer him a dollar for one. We went outside the bar to split it. I lit it with a match. Took a big drag. Held the smoke in my lungs for as long as I could.

When I was growing up, my pastor condemned Disney, but never J. D. Salinger. The days of book burning were over. No one read for pleasure anymore, so the Evangelicals had all but forgotten about the temptation that dwells in literature. My mother used to take me and my sister to the library multiple times a week. I read all the Hardy Boys books. I read all the Nancy Drew. I read all the books where they teamed up together.

I borrowed art history books just for the nudes—the closest I could get to pornography. Maybe all those years of pining for adventures with someone like Nancy and imagining those paintings of pale white women from centuries past as real flesh and blood, full of desire for a love that only I could give, even though I had no idea how to give it, had messed me up real good.
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I OPENED THE CUPBOARD WHERE I kept a bottle of bourbon. The bottle was empty, so I went for the vodka bottle William kept in the freezer. Grabbed a bag of potato chips and plopped down on the living room couch. I wished I could talk to someone about my new misery. William wasn’t home, of course, and since we didn’t have band practice that night, there was a good chance he wouldn’t be home until tomorrow at the earliest. Anne and his girlfriend, Skyler, were roommates. I imagined he was with them, talking about me.

The front door opened.

“Hey man,” William said.

“Wow,” I said. “What a pleasant surprise.”

“Just got back from yoga,” he said. “And speaking of surprises, are you drinking my vodka straight from the bottle?”

He turned on a lamp and sat on the easy chair across from me.

“Anne,” I said. “You want some?”

“No thanks, the bottle’s yours. I told you seeing Anne wouldn’t do you any good.”

“No Skyler tonight?”

“She’s got a lot of school stuff, so I’m giving her space. Here, hand me the bottle. I’ll pour some in a glass for you.”

William wasn’t in the mood for getting drunk, but he was down for hanging out and getting stoned. We didn’t talk about Anne for the rest of the night. We got baked and listened to records. Ordered pizza. We watched a movie called Jules et Jim. He’d seen it, I hadn’t. It was a great movie. We decided to use the fire pit. Got in William’s car and drove the few blocks to the late-night grocery store to buy wood, ice cream, and beer. We sat around the blazing fire having bursts of conversation about unimportant things, followed by contented bouts of silence, just looking at the flames and appreciating the smell of the crackling wood and the heat and the companionship.

Since that night, I hadn’t seen him in three days. I spent every night alone trying not to drink too much or call Anne.
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THREE NIGHTS ALONE WAS ENOUGH. I practiced drums for a while but then started feeling too lousy to concentrate on anything. I had to go out and find my friends and I knew they’d be at the Woods. Before it was a music venue, the Woods was a funeral home, and still looked like one too. Inside and out, from the wallpaper to the furniture. And when it was crowded, the fact that it had been built to service the deceased and aggrieved only added to its charm. But not tonight. Tonight it was raining hard and the streets were empty, and from the outside, the Woods’s white church-like building, surrounded by violently wavering trees, looked so creepy I hesitated to enter. Until the weather forced me in.

Wednesday nights were free, so no one was working the door. I went in undetected. I hung my rain jacket on the coatrack in the entryway, then sat on an orange velvet couch against a wall in the foyer where I could see both the stage and the bar. The stage was filled to the brim with an absurd amount of instruments and antique lamps that the band had brought in themselves. One guy had three keyboards and he wasn’t using any of them. For the current song, he only played tambourine. Softly, but without finesse. On the downbeat every time. The band’s name was Vestiges. They put me half to sleep, but I really wanted to like them because of my buddy Liesel. She was standing stage right, playing an acoustic guitar, looking lovely as ever. The drummer was playing a triangle. There was a violinist. There was a French horn player. An upright bassist. And the lead singer, whose name I should’ve known but could never remember, was singing about a tree losing its leaves, a flower blooming in the snow, and a soldier’s love letter to his high school sweetheart.

These kinds of bands were all over the Northwest. Groups that seemed to be having an unspoken competition for who should be the house band on the next Titanic. Even when this kind of band played loud or fast it sounded like a sea shanty or a swashbuckling hoedown. Irish jig stuff or mournful shit with the violin wailing like the song Vestiges was playing now. Band members swayed and played with their eyes closed.

When the song was over, Vestiges opened their eyes, and the twenty or so people in attendance clapped twice as loud as the music had been.

“Thanks so much,” the lead singer said. “That song was called ‘Over the Pacific to Be Specific,’ about the eternal love between my grandfather, who was just a scared kid from Corvallis when he stormed Normandy, and my grandmother, who had her funeral here last week.”

People chuckled. Not me. I didn’t think death was anything to laugh about.

William was working behind the bar, talking to Richmond, who was sitting at the bar counter. I got off the couch and walked over to them.

Richmond stood up and gave me a hug. He was sturdy and liked to slap his friends on the back when he hugged them. He was a New Jersey all-state wrestling champion in high school. The only friend I had who I didn’t think I could take in a fight. One time when we got super stoned, he told me the only reason he’d wrestled growing up was because his father had never missed a match. We were the only guys in the band who’d played sports in high school. I sat on the barstool next to him.

“We’re talking about practice,” he said. “You cool with Friday night?”

“Hell yeah,” I said. “Keith on board?”

“No doubt. Talked to him earlier.”

“Where is he?” William asked.

“He’s with a lady friend.”

“Is he still seeing Isabel?” I asked.

“Somebody new.”

“Jesus,” William said. “That guy has a problem. Skyler thinks he’s a sex addict.”

“Well, do you think Keith’s a sex addict?” Richmond asked. He was on to something. When William shared Skyler’s opinion instead of his own, it was annoying as hell.

“No,” William said. “But clearly he’s got issues.”

He poured three shots of whiskey. We nodded at one another before we took them down.

“Speaking of love,” Richmond said to me. “Anne’s engaged. That mean you two are done?”

“That’s what she told me,” I said. “But I don’t want to believe her.”

“Believe her,” William said.

“Why are you against my happiness?”

“What happiness? All Anne seems to do is mess up your head.”

“Yo. Shut up,” Richmond said. “My girl’s about to sing.”

He didn’t need to tell us to shut up. When Liesel took the front of the stage, you paid attention. Her curly brown hair in the soft yellow light was a dream. She began to play her guitar, and no one in the room dared to breathe. The song was about losing hold of someone you loved. And if I didn’t know who she was singing about, it might have made me think about Anne, but when I first met Liesel and Richmond, about a year and half ago, they’d just gotten over a rough patch in their relationship.

After the final note and a breath of space, everyone in attendance applauded. Richmond put fingers in his mouth and whistled. I always thought it was corny when guys did stuff like that, but he made it seem cool.

The show was over. People came to the bar to close their tabs. Richmond and I grabbed our beers and walked outside to the covered patio. It was too cold to feel good about sitting. Raindrops smacked the tin roof over our heads. We stood next to a Ping-Pong table and lit cigarettes. Richmond took a small ziplock bag out of his shirt pocket. He licked his pinky, dipped it into the bag, put the pinky in his mouth. He did that twice.

“You want any?” he asked.

“Is it cocaine?”

“Nah, it’s Molly.”

“Sure,” I said.

I’d never tried it before, and I had to work in the morning, so I should have said no, but I was still upset about Anne and tired of being alone, and I didn’t want Richmond to think I was lame. He angled over the bag, I put out a pinky and repeated what I’d seen him do. It tasted like the laundry detergent a cousin had dared me to eat when I was a kid.

With Richmond, I felt like I was running a long con. He seemed to think I was as cool as he was. But that wasn’t true at all. I was a former homeschooler. My older sister was my only classmate from kindergarten to sixth grade—until she left me for the Christian high school affiliated with our church. Seventh and eighth grade I was alone. Fortunately, my parents let me go to our town’s public high school so I could follow my father’s footsteps and play basketball for the Cardinals. But every morning before school my mother would hold my hand as she prayed for my protection. She wrote Bible verses on my paper sack lunches. She made the school promise I wouldn’t be exposed to the big bang or sex education. I was a member of the Future Educators of America and the Bible Club. I would sit in the high school library while my classmates learned about Darwin, STDs, and birth control. All through high school, I didn’t smoke, I didn’t drink, and I never got blow jobs under the bleachers like some of my fellow jocks claimed to be getting. I didn’t date, kiss, hold hands, or fondle. Only side hugs. I wasn’t cool at all, not like Richmond. He was such a serious guitar player that any musician who saw him walking down the street could tell he had chops just by his stride.

Richmond told me he read some of the poems in the collection I’d given him for his birthday. He said the poems were beautiful, but they didn’t make much sense. I told him most of the time if you read a poem looking for its meaning then you probably wouldn’t find it. A poem was good if it hit you in the gut. Took you somewhere else. It could act as a mirror. Utter the unspeakable. Somehow embrace you. Just like good music. It was art, so the possibilities were endless. I didn’t mention the only poem I’d ever gotten published was about a plastic cup of orange juice that wished it were a glass of milk, and ended with the lines, “and the sneaking suspicion that if I was made of glass / this would have been different.” Or that the only reason I started writing poetry in college in the first place was because creative writing seemed like an easy enough major. And I didn’t tell him his lack of interest in books of any kind was somewhat disturbing to me. Instead, we talked about New York City and Chicago and how Portlanders were shitty drivers with no aggression. We agreed our band could be dope if we just worked our asses off. In three weeks, at the end of April, we were opening for a big-time indie rock band at a swanky mid-sized venue called the Spruce, our biggest show ever. Label reps would be there, booking agents, too.

He tossed his cigarette in the ashtray sitting on the Ping-Pong table. “I’m going inside to find Liesel.”

“All good, man,” I said. “See you in there.”

I stood alone on the patio and took stock of myself. When were the drugs supposed to kick in? I didn’t feel much different than I usually did. The only Black person I’d seen all day was my own reflection. Earlier, at the grocery store, I thought I saw a Black man, but when I stopped to take a closer look, it was my reflection in a mirror in the cosmetics aisle. I wanted to see that man again. I went to the restroom and got a look at myself in the mirror above the sink. I made all the faces I could think of. Moved my eyebrows up and down. Put my index fingers in my mouth and pulled at the corners. Closed one eye, kept the other one open, did the reverse. Tugged on the tops of my ears. Stuck out my tongue, whirled it around. After I was done with silly faces, I pulled up my striped sweater and grabbed my gut. I squeezed and released the flesh so my stomach looked like it was talking. I made it say, “Hello, Julian. I’m your fat Black tummy and I love you. Silly to think you’re alone. You have me.” And I felt better, like I’d actually gotten some good words from my gut.

I opened the restroom door. “Pusherman” by Curtis Mayfield blasted out of speakers and into my bloodstream. Bringing a pleasant memory from the past. Growing up, my mother didn’t allow secular music in the house, so my sister and I would borrow CDs from the library and keep them hidden. I’d mostly only listen through headphones, but when my parents were both out of the house I’d go to the basement, sit behind my set, and blast library songs on my boom box. I’d try to play along like I was in the band, a real band, not a church worship group. One time my father came home and heard me playing “Pusherman.” I’d had it on repeat. That snare, the entire groove, I just couldn’t get enough. And my father, police detective, member of the church board, and a teetotaler, walked down the stairs in his suit and tie, bobbing his head and singing along. He knew every word… I’m your mama, I’m your daddy, I’m that nigga in the alley… And when the song ended, all he said was, “What you know about Curtis, Son? That track was the cut back in the day.” And that was the power of music: father and son grooving to Curtis Mayfield together.

I found William and Richmond and Liesel sitting at a table and drinking with members of Vestiges. Liesel got up and gave me a big hug.

“We thought maybe you left without saying goodbye,” she said.

“Never,” I said. “You were great tonight.”

She stepped back and smiled. Reached for my face. Pinched my left cheek. I loved when she did that. I could feel myself grinning.

“Where were you?” she asked.

“In the bathroom,” I said.

“Shit,” Richmond said. “That whole time? You okay?”

“God is in heaven, and all is right with the world,” I said.

I sat next to William. “You see?” he said. He elbowed me in the stomach. “You’re a drummer and a poet; you’re going to be okay.”

“I haven’t written a poem since you’ve known me,” I said. “Where’s Skyler?”

“Working late,” William said. “But don’t worry. I told her I was going to get loose with my friends, and all she told me was to be careful.”

William only bartended when he felt like it, which wasn’t very often. Sometimes he would lock up the Woods after closing time and throw a small after-party for the bands that had played that night and not make them pay for anything. I wasn’t 100 percent sure, but based on the amount of mail William received from financial institutions and law offices, I was pretty sure he was a trust fund kid. He owned our bungalow, which meant he was technically my landlord, but aside from the pesky matter of my monthly rent payment, we tried not to talk about it; we only referred to each other as roommates.

No one in our Portland circle talked about money in a way in which you could determine their actual wealth. Everyone had roommates and lived in shabby homes. Everyone drank cheap except for special occasions or when things were free. Sometimes I wondered if I was the only one around who wasn’t playing pretend poverty.

It was all very confusing. William got his hair cut once a month at a fancy salon in the Pearl District and only purchased organic food, yet he just had to have that free fire pit. Liesel worked for a catering company, sometimes. Richmond had professionally printed business cards that simply said Richmond: All Around Man with his phone number and email address. He dabbled in commercial painting, web design, construction, carpentry, and guitar lessons. He had a shitty car and always wore the same pair of jeans, but he owned at least thirty thousand dollars’ worth of musical equipment. I was the only person in our crew who worked a nine-to-five and I assumed that was because I was the only one in our crew who needed to work those kinds of hours to survive.

At some point in the night, we ended up in the basement. There was a rusty metal grate over a drain on the floor where William told us they washed away the blood.

“Look,” he said. “You can see dried blood on the corners of the drain.”

“That’s rust,” Liesel said. “This is a funeral home, not a coroner’s office.”

“Yeah,” Richmond said. “There are rules to human waste.”

“What do you think?” William asked me.

“This doesn’t look like a place for draining blood,” I said.

“Thank you, Julian,” Liesel said.

Richmond winked at me.

William shook his head. “You guys are all wrong.”

The drugs were taking over. In the dim and creepy basement, I looked at my three closest friends. William was a beautiful guy with great hair, but when he was silent, his best qualities were hidden. People didn’t understand how powerful he was until he got onstage and opened his mouth. Liesel had that quality too. The way her voice could take you by surprise, especially when she sang quietly, could knock you over. Richmond was different. Even silent and drugged, his power permeated as if it were a scent. And I wanted to tell him that I hoped to gain that same kind of power, to become fiercely human, but after hitting the joint Liesel passed me, my mouth became too jumbled for speech.

We went back upstairs. Across the covered patio there was a small building where they kept the body incinerator. Richmond wanted to see it. William unlocked the door and let us in. The light switch on the wall didn’t work. Liesel turned on her phone light. The incinerator looked like a big metal oven. Normally I would have been too scared, but I was feeling indestructible thanks to the Molly. I walked up and lifted the hatch to the oven. We huddled together and looked inside, Liesel’s phone our only source of light. Inside, the oven was eerie and dark and dusty with human ash. Richmond got some on his finger and snorted it. William laughed and looked like a ghost with the low light and his paleness. Liesel too; she cackled. I shuddered.

Things got hazy after the body incinerator. I remember lighting cigarettes and putting them out. I don’t remember smoking them. I know I went behind the bar a couple of times to get more beer and whiskey. Eventually switched to water. William and Liesel played guitars and sang duets. Richmond played piano. The woman who played French horn for Vestiges cried in my arms as we sat on the bathroom floor and talked about how God used to feel as real as anything we could see or touch, how we used to speak to him every day, and now we couldn’t feel his presence no matter how hard we tried.






5

I AWOKE IN MY BED—an old mattress against the right corner of the carpeted floor of my bedroom—and saw Anne at the doorway holding a vase full of flowers she’d probably picked from her garden. She put the vase on the dresser. Went to the window. Pulled back the curtains and lifted the frame. Light, children’s voices, fresh air, and the sound of rattling wagon wheels wafted into the room.

“You look terrible,” Anne said.

“Thanks,” I said. “What time is it?”

“One in the afternoon. Shouldn’t you be at work?”

Anne stood close, but not close enough for me to touch her. I reached for my cell phone on the floor next to the mattress. My head was pounding. I looked through my email.

“At seven in the morning, out-of-his-mind Julian sent his boss a coherent message about severe stomach pain.”

“Congratulations,” she said.

“I’m responsible,” I said.

Anne rolled her eyes. But I was serious. I almost never missed work. Last winter I’d worked through the flu. Typical hangovers were alleviated by coffee and a breakfast burrito. My sick days were saved for days like this one.

I tossed my phone back onto the carpet. My head on my pillow, I looked up at her.

“Why are you here?” I asked. “I thought you were done with me.”

“I’m here because I knew you were hurting and I didn’t want you to suffer alone.”

“Hurting how?”

“From debauchery.”

“No other reason?” I asked. “Not my hurting from you?”

“I’m just here as a friend who’d like to see you live,” she said. “Why are you being an asshole about it?”

“Because I’m dead inside,” I said. “Thanks for coming.”

“That’s more like it,” she said. “Can I sit?”

Naked, I sat up and leaned against the wall that touched the long side of my bed. Anne sat down next to me. She opened her backpack and handed me a bottle of coconut water, a smidge of relief for my body, but my brain needed something stronger. I leaned forward to grab the half-smoked bowl and the lighter that were on top of the cardboard box I used as a nightstand. The box was the only furniture I’d contributed to the house. It was sturdy enough to hold a lamp and a glass of water. It was packed tight with the stuff I didn’t want to lose but didn’t care to think about.

The tokes were nice for my head, but I didn’t feel like being naked anymore, not if Anne didn’t want me. I took the blanket and wrapped it around me. I turned my head to look at her.

“How’d you know I’d be hurting?”

“Skyler. She stopped by the Woods last night after she hadn’t heard from William. She said you guys were pretty much incoherent. She said William and Richmond had to practically lift you into her car.”

“William picked me up? I doubt it. Is he here?”

“He’s at my place,” she said.

“You should charge him rent,” I said. “He practically lives there.”

Anne said she’d come over to keep me company, but I couldn’t remember a time she’d come into my bedroom and we hadn’t had sex.

She took out her laptop to work on a paper. She was in a graduate program at Portland State, something to do with public policy. She’d told me about it many times, but I could never get the details to stick in my head. After I finished the coconut water, I put my head back on my pillow and pressed my feet against her right hip.

I fell asleep and had a terrible dream where Anne creeped behind me and knifed me to death in the foyer of the Woods. She took me to the basement. Tied a rope around my legs. Threw one end of the rope over a hook connected to the ceiling and pulled until my body was hanging upside down and my blood flowed down the rusty drain. Once I was bloodless, she cut the rope and I fell to the floor. William helped her pick me up and throw me into a wheelbarrow. He pushed me into an elevator. The elevator door opened, and we were in the crematorium. Liesel and Richmond were there. They lifted me onto a metal table and started sawing away. Piece by piece they threw me into the blazing-hot oven.

Anne was shaking my ankle. She told me there was a pepperoni pizza in the oven and it was probably done. Especially nice of her because she didn’t eat pork or dairy or gluten. My head was pounding, and the dream had me shook. Before I could find the energy to sit up, the cat jumped on the blanket I was wrapped in and kneaded my stomach.

Olympia was William’s cat, but she loved me best. I scratched under her chin. She purred and purred, and as I lay there scratching her, it became clear to me somehow that though I felt like shit in a way I’d never felt like shit before, closer to death than I’d felt in some time, I wasn’t going to die due to last night’s activities. Permanent damage, maybe. But not death.

“The pizza is going to burn,” Anne said.

“Okay,” I said. “It’s just hard to get up when I’m getting all this love.”

“Love from who? The cat?”

“Yeah,” I said. “She’s the only black friend I have.”

Anne snorted with laughter. I pushed off the cat and the blanket. I got up unsteadily. My body was tight. I tried to touch my toes but couldn’t get past my shins. I reached up and touched the ceiling with my fingertips. Put my arms out sideways. Rotated my neck. Joints cracked like crazy. I could feel Anne watching me.

“Maybe you should put some clothes on,” she said.

“Why?” I asked. I turned around to face her. Hands on my hips. “Too tempting?”

“Oh please,” she said. “You’re not naked like a man, you’re naked like a baby.”

I moved closer to her.

“Are you proposing some kind of role-play?”

Anne threw a pillow at me.

“Go.”

I walked out of my bedroom, through the recording studio set up in the alcove, down the treacherous carpeted stairs, onto the cool and creaky wooden floor of the secondhand-furnished living room, then onto the cracked tile floor of the kitchen; the crumbs and dirt felt unpleasant on my bare feet, and it was all my fault. It was my turn to clean the kitchen, but I couldn’t get motivated.

All the curtains downstairs were wide open. Anyone looking through the right window at the right time would have seen a big, naked Black man pulling a pizza out of the oven, cutting it up, burning his mouth, and gulping down a Mexican Coke.

Back in bed, I tried to read a collection of James Baldwin essays my brother-in-law had given me for Christmas. But my brain was too cracked for retention. I couldn’t make a connection from one word to the next. Anne played Edith Piaf from her laptop’s speakers. Edith sounded like a kazoo. The clack of Anne’s keyboard rhythmless castanets. I would have preferred silence, but she was hard at work, and she never looked more beautiful than she did when she was deep in concentration. I watched her blue eyes dart back and forth behind her eyeglasses.

Back when we used to sleep together, before she got engaged and ruined our arrangement, I’d wake up and find her next to me, naked, except for her big glasses, writing in the forest-green journal she took with her everywhere, and I’d feel so lucky to be with her. I felt a little of that warm emotion being with her now. I fell asleep again and didn’t dream about anything I could remember; it was a peaceful rest.



Five o’clock and Anne was hungry. She shook me awake and told me she wanted to go out to dinner. I put on my bathrobe and slippers and went downstairs to take a shower. To get to the bathroom you had to walk through the kitchen. There was a window opposite the breakfast nook that faced the neighbors’ window. In their window was an intricate wooden lectern with a large leather-bound Bible opened to the middle. Probably in Psalms. Maybe on the page where it’s says it’s better to trust in the Lord than anyone else, because he’s got all the power and he always has your back.

For all the times I’d passed that window, I’d never seen anyone standing there and reading that Bible. My own Bible was sitting on my desk at work as a prop to appease the boss. Like my neighbors, I didn’t see any point in reading it anymore.

Anne and I went to a Thai place down the street and split coconut pumpkin soup, tofu, and vegetable spring rolls. I told her about the body incinerator.

“Richmond snorted some of the ashes.”

“I doubt it was human. It was probably just dust.”

“Either way. He had the intent.”

“What made you guys decide to go crazy last night?”

“You know how it goes. It just happened.”

“I get the drinking, but what about the drugs? Do you guys think it helps your music? It was a work night for you.”

“Who knows about them. I got fucked up because of you.”

“What does that mean?”

“I wanted to forget you.”

“Did it work?”

“It worked until you walked into my room with those flowers.”

“But why would you want to forget me?”

“You know why. You dumped me.”

“That’s not true, Julian. How could I dump you if we never dated?”

I didn’t know how to answer that question. We both stopped talking. She slurped her soup loudly, I hated that. We put our credit cards on the table. We shook our heads yes when the waiter asked if we wanted to split the check down the middle. I tipped the same as she did, even though I needed every penny I had. We left the restaurant and walked around aimlessly. The sun was almost set. The sky was turning gold. And our neighborhood was freshly flooded with cherry blossoms. Pink and white petals blanketed lawns, driveways, sidewalks, and cars. Instead of talking, we anticipated each other’s thoughts and feelings through body language. Almost everything I appreciated about nature I’d learned from Anne. We stopped for moss on the ground, lichens on trees, hydrangeas, daphne. We looked at kitschy mailboxes. Stopped for sidewalk hopscotch. Took turns hopping. My headache was vanquished by the beauty of the neighborhood. Signs said, SLOW DOWN. KIDS AT PLAY. And there were kids at play, and we were slow, walking in step, but not touching like we used to. There was a family of four eating dinner at a wooden picnic table sitting under a tree in their front yard. Glasses of beer for the adults. Juice for the kids. The father stood over the table and carved a chicken. He looked happy. The mother looked content. The children had good table manners. They sat up straight. Napkins in their laps. An advertisement for strivers who desired a nuclear family.

We passed a neighborhood watch sign, the silhouette of a burglar slashed out in red. We kept walking. A little dog barked and nipped at me. The owner jerked the dog’s leash and apologized. I smiled to let the owner know I didn’t think they’d trained their dog to be racist. Anne gave the owner a glare that was easy to decipher: take care of your dog or I’ll take care of it for you. Anne was great at the terrifying stare. That was the bulk of her violence. Or so I thought. In my dream, she’d killed me.

As we approached the public swimming pool at the foot of the park, I thought about the night last summer when I first met Anne, about a month after Skyler and William had started dating. A bunch of us jumped the swimming pool fence at one o’clock in the morning. Everyone else scaled the fence with ease. But I wasn’t so lucky. I made attempt after attempt while everyone watched me struggle from the other side of the fence. It was embarrassing. The fence stamped my palms with excruciating hexagons. Every unsuccessful climb put me further in despair. William tried to encourage me by saying stuff like that’s okay, dude, you got this… focus, man, just focus… oh so close… oh, dude! And it was great motivation. I wanted desperately to get over the fence and punch William’s beautiful face in, but once I made it over, there wasn’t any violence; instead, I took off my clothes and got in the water. Anne and I had just met, yet we ended up kissing in a dark corner of the pool, and as night slipped into early morning, we passed out on my mattress, sticky from sex and chlorine. Maybe Anne was thinking about our first time together as well. She grabbed my arm as we passed the pool. It was covered with blue tarp, still closed for the season but opening soon. We walked around the park on a concrete path. We sat on a bench under a walnut tree, our backs to the busy playground. There was a field of grass in front of us, and beyond that a tennis court where two teenage boys kicked a soccer ball back and forth over the net.

“Anne, you and I are like two pearls locked in a safe hidden behind a Manet.”

She put her head on my shoulder. Had she really never loved me at all?

“Whatever that means,” she said. “Tell me this.”

“Tell you what?”

“If you knew I was hurting like you were this morning, would you actually come to my place just to help me?”

“Of course I would. I love you.”

She sat up and looked at me.

“I don’t think that word means the same to you as it does to me.”

“Don’t get married,” I said. “It sucks. Believe me.”

“I bet you were a terrible husband.”

“I was.”

We held hands and stopped talking. Our bodies pressed together. Last summer in the pool, the only light in the darkness had come from just beneath her skin, steam rose from the water surrounding her, and her bra was so much sexier than any kind my ex-wife had ever worn. When I’d looked into Anne’s eyes that night, I was sure I’d seen an answer to my loneliness, but eight months later, she was engaged to someone else.

We sat on the bench until the golden hour ended. We went back to my room. Sometimes our sex would be over in minutes, but this time it was long and thoughtful, all our greatest hits, a proper goodbye. I fell asleep with her next to me. Sometime later, Olympia’s hungry meows woke me up. Anne was gone. It was dark outside. But I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep. My phone said it was five in the morning. A no-good time for anything I could think of. I got up to feed the cat. I drank coffee and read Baldwin at the kitchen table until the sun came up and it was time to get ready for work.
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