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For Elia.

Thank you for seeing the possibilities; thank you for loving me.






Your children are not your children.

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.

—Kahlil Gibran

The first person you have to resurrect is yourself.

—RZA








1.

There’s a jungle down there, and almost a year ago, it swallowed my friend up. I’m standing at the very spot my best friend, Louie, died. Topanga Canyon is just off Ventura Boulevard, the bridge between the San Fernando Valley and the Pacific Coast Highway—dry hills and majestic beaches. It’s the type of road to get nervous on. It’s the type of road that Louie, with his grandma-driving skills, would’ve been extra careful on. He was one of the safest drivers I’ve ever known, always managed to stay right below the speed limit, passed his driver’s test sophomore year on the first try with a perfect score, and yet he somehow lost control of his car and it flipped over and over again down the side of the canyon, into the dense brush where coyotes and mountain lions roam. It was the last day of junior year. Nobody knows why it happened.

I lost my virginity the day of his funeral. I know that sounds all types of wrong. He had one of those open-casket funerals, so I was dreading going, but I obviously had to. I was more angry than sad, though, because they put him in a stupid blue suit, like he was an old man or something. I knew he wanted to be cremated and have his ashes spread over the ocean.

So he could stay in the flow, he told me.

And if they just had to bury him, he would’ve wanted baggy jeans, his gold chain around his neck, a simple white T-shirt that would expose the artistry of tattoos on his arm—ocean waves, the Buddha sitting in a meditative pose, the Wu-Tang symbol, a few Alan Watts quotes, and Janelle, the name of the only girl he’d ever loved, who broke his heart freshman year and made him swear off love for good. He had a hookup at a tattoo spot in Hollywood—his good friend Lucky was apprenticing and needed someone to practice on and Louie was down because it was free. To be honest, some of the tattoos were shit—I always teased him, saying Buddha looked more like an Asian grandma taking a nap—but they were him.

I wanted to cry, trust me, especially because his face looked different; he’d had so many bruises and broken bones, but they put on a ton of makeup, as if trying to hide the fact that death can hurt. I was pissed off and almost tried to reach down into the casket to undo one of the buttons that was closed so high up on his neck. He looked like he was choking, but it didn’t matter because he was already gone.

Traffic whirls by me. I parked up at the overlook and walked down to the very spot where it happened. I’m not sure why I came here today. Maybe it’s because almost a year without Louie means this circle of grief is coming to an end, and I’m just not ready for it. I used to come a lot and leave flowers for him or read him some of my poems I’d been obsessively writing the year before he died. The poems, however mediocre they might’ve been, brought me a lot of joy—just knowing they came from me, they were my creations, my voice, and no one could take that away from me. I didn’t think I had much skill, but Louie believed otherwise. He always told me they were just masterpieces in the making. That’s the thing about Louie: he always made you feel like you were capable of anything. Grief has sucked all my creative juices dry, though. Here I am almost at the end of senior year, and I haven’t done shit. Fuck, I miss him.

I wasn’t planning on losing my virginity that day. Death isn’t particularly sexy, but when we went back to Louie’s house so we could eat Subway sandwiches and Jell-O with his mom and aunts, his manager from Ralphs, and some kids from school, I snuck into his room. Most would call that a disrespectful move, but Louie and I were tight, best friends since the beginning of freshman year when he took me to see Tupac in concert. Back then, I used to wear Tupac shirts religiously—I realized a little too late that I was acting like a poser, and if you really love someone’s music, you don’t need to wear their face on your body at all times—but luckily, because of that shirt, Louie stopped me in the halls one day, said he respected my commitment, and asked me if I wanted to go to a Tupac concert with him. I’d seen Louie around, had noticed how blue his eyes were against skin that lingered on the darker side, his hair a blond mess of curls, like a lion’s mane. But this was the first time we’d ever talked.

I have an extra ticket, he said. My girlfriend hates him, and you seem legit into him.

That was the best night of my life.

Louie’s room was decked out in Wu-Tang posters—the infamous yellow W, a black-and-white picture of all nine rappers, a cartoon drawing of a dragon with nine ninjas posing from its head to its tail—and quotes that Louie had copied in his perfect handwriting on poster board from his Alan Watts books on Zen Buddhism. Alan Watts was this British, hippie philosopher who Louie idolized and I’m still trying to understand. He said things like, Man suffers only because he takes seriously what the gods made for fun, and, I have realized that the past and future are real illusions, that they exist in the present, which is what there is and all there is.

I hadn’t come to Louie’s room to sniff his pillows and climb into his bed or kiss his old shirts, because our relationship was never like that—but it went deep. I was always down to hear about his latest life philosophies, and he was always down to eat In-N-Out with me after a crappy day.

I was in his room because I wanted a little peace and quiet and I was looking for some part of him, something to hold on to, something that would only be mine. Police said he was driving a hundred miles an hour when he died, which felt impossible to me, knowing how often he got honked at on the freeway for going below the speed limit, but the facts were the facts, I guess. I was about to pull out his desk drawer when the door opened. I turned around and saw Tony, Louie’s twin brother, standing there with a black eye I hadn’t noticed until then.

Did I mention Louie has a twin brother? Not an identical twin brother who would make you do a double take, but a brother who lived in the womb with him, came out first, weighing something like five or six pounds while Louie weighed a measly three pounds two ounces; a brother who grew up with him, loved him, but didn’t particularly like him, and who was completely different from him. They weren’t the type of twins who had a lot in common. Louie was some sort of genius, an honor roll student, tough-looking on the outside but soft and spiritual on the inside, kind to nerds, and a hardworking bag boy at Ralphs. Tony was tough through and through—got into way too many fights, smoked an excessive amount of weed, got fired from every job he started. They both had tatted arms, but Tony’s were devoted to big-breasted pinup women, our 818 area code, his friend Joe’s face after Joe got shot in a drive-by the year before Louie died. I’d probably had one conversation with Tony the whole time I knew Louie—he was out getting into trouble and Louie was a homebody with his nose always in some book.

I thought Tony would yell at me to get the fuck out, that I had no right to be in Louie’s room, but instead he said, “Wassup, Rana?”

“Hey,” I said, leaning my butt on Louie’s desk, in sudden shock that I’d been discovered, but also that Tony knew my name.

“What’s up with your eye?” I asked him.

“Just stupid shit,” he said.

I was wearing a black dress, one of the few dresses I owned, and because my mom bought it for me, it was lacy and very feminine—not really my style. Tony had even lighter-toned skin than Louie, but Tony shaved his head, and I wondered if he would have the same blond curls if he didn’t. They both had those blue eyes that looked unreal.

“You snoopin’ around?” Tony asked. He sat on Louie’s bed, wearing a T-shirt and jeans like Louie should’ve been wearing that day, and he lit up a joint, not even waiting for an answer from me. He offered the joint to me, and I knew it would’ve grossed Louie out and he would’ve gotten all judgmental on his brother, but I’d always wanted to try it, and maybe it was Louie dying so suddenly and so young, but I was starting to feel like Alan Watts was right—we only ever really have this moment. I grabbed the joint from Tony and sucked on it and immediately coughed and blew the smoke out.

“Naw, you ain’t doing it right. You gotta really let it rest in your mouth,” he said, and demonstrated for me. I stared at his lips, realizing that he and Louie shared more than I’d wanted to admit. I tried again, and he nodded in encouragement this time. I could feel my brain sizzling, my body letting go. I’d drank a few beers at parties before, but always stopped myself after the initial buzz. This was something else completely. Tony smiled at me. Behind the bruise, his eye was red, either from the weed or too many tears. I hadn’t cried yet and I hated myself for it, but right then, despite all of Louie’s and Tony’s differences, it was like I was staring at Louie. And maybe it was the weed or the thought of Louie’s body being eaten by worms when he’d wanted his flesh burned and thrown out into the ocean flow and there was nothing we could do about it now, but I started sobbing.

Snot-nosed and high, I covered my face with my hands, and my whole body convulsed with each sob. Tony got up and wrapped his arms around me, rocked me like a baby. Even though I didn’t particularly like Tony in that way, it felt good to be touched and to feel his strength take over me. When I looked up, I saw Louie’s eyes, alive and ready.

Tony kissed me. It wasn’t my first—I’d kissed a boy named Ramptin in eighth grade, but it was sloppy and the whole experience was vomit-inducing, so let’s not even go there. This time, the weed or the kiss or the reality of death had me really living inside my body. I could taste the kiss like candy on my tongue; I could feel Tony’s breath expanding my lungs.

He undressed me. It was difficult to get the dress off because the material was so expensive and delicate. I bet my mom wasn’t thinking of me having sex when she bought it, or maybe she was and that’s why it felt like hours before we could get it off. Once I was naked, though, I was surprisingly not overthinking shit; I wasn’t worried that my boobs were too big or my stretch marks too jagged. His touch felt easy, so I let him do it. I let him lick my neck, my nipples, my belly, in between my legs. I let him put a condom on and find his way inside me, and I tried to stay in the moment and convince myself we were doing this out of our mutual love for Louie, to honor his death, and that Louie wouldn’t be upset with me, even though he would’ve known I was lying to myself the whole time. Louie was the only one who knew my secret.

I like girls.






2.

This morning, my mom’s preparing all the ingredients for the cooking class she teaches at our house Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoons. She usually sleeps in, but on these days, she’s too excited and is awake by six and does all the prep work before her students get here. Cooking a Persian dish of any kind usually requires six hours of hard, focused labor, but by doing all the prep, my mom cuts that in half.

“What’s on the menu today?” I ask her. I love watching her in her element and can almost ignore the fact that even this early in the morning, she already has her red lipstick on, her fancy blouse and heels. Her idea of womanhood is something I could never live up to, and I wish she could just relax sometimes and stay in her pj’s all day, but that hasn’t happened since I was a little girl.

“Ghormeh sabzi,” she says, chopping the variety of herbs it takes to make the stew, including fenugreek, which results in horrible BO.

“You better tell them to wear extra deodorant,” I say. She smiles at this.

“Sometimes you have to pay a price for a delicious meal,” she says, and then notices that I’m about to put two slices of bread into the toaster.

“Two?” she asks, without even looking up at me. “Do you really need two, Rana Joon? Especially since you’re not playing basketball anymore these days, you know? You need to watch it.” I can tell she’s trying really hard to make her tone even, but it doesn’t matter, because anytime my mom brings up food, my blood pressure skyrockets and I just want to do the exact opposite of whatever it is she’s telling me to do. But sometimes I become extremely insecure and end up listening to her instead, which makes me feel even shittier about myself.

My grandfather moved in with us a few years ago and was my main ally because my mom also tried to control the way he ate, insisting he cut salt and sugar because of the cancer. We’d run into each other in the middle of the night at the kitchen table.

You’re hungry too? he’d ask. She’s worse than your grandmother was.

It was during these midnight ice-cream/bread-and-cheese/cookies-dipped-in-whipped-cream fiascos that my grandfather would read me poems. Some were his own, some from famous Persian poets like Rumi or Hafiz or my favorite, Forugh Farrokhzad.

I plant my hands in the garden soil—

I will sprout, I know, I know, I know.

It’s in your blood, he would tell me, to be a poet. He knew that I loved poetry, but back then, I was hesitant to put pen to paper.

He died the year before Louie did, and sometimes I don’t know who I miss more. Louie gave me this beautiful notebook after my grandfather passed, and told me it was time, and, just like that, the ideas, the words, the memories flowed—as if I were just waiting for two people to believe in me instead of one. But, like I said, all that stopped after Louie died.

I toast one piece, slab too much butter and jam on it, and try to leave before she notices, but she stops me.

“Your orientation packet came in the mail yesterday. I left it on the table for you. I’m so proud. UCLA is a wonderful school. This is the most important thing you’re doing, Rana Joon.” My mom got married young, and I know one of her biggest regrets is never having gone to college. She loves her students, but I know she really wanted to help people and become a psychologist.

I don’t respond because I used to think the same thing. I used to think studying hard, getting a good GPA and high SAT scores, and getting into a good college were the most important things I could do. Even after Louie died, I worked my ass off, grief making it impossible to write a poem, but somehow motivating me even more to get into what I thought was my dream school. It was always me and Louie’s plan to go to UCLA together, and I was going to work hard enough for the both of us. I even quit the basketball team to focus more on schoolwork, which pissed Coach Lock off, but I didn’t care. And then a month ago, the letter came—I got in. But the sadness in the pit of my stomach was still there. All that work and Louie was still dead and I was still living a lie, so what was the point?

“Oh, by the way, I talked to your dad today.”

“That’s cool,” I say, mouth full.

“He’s coming to visit earlier than usual this year.”

“What? Why? How early?”

“He wants to see you graduate. He gets in this Saturday,” she says, the sound of her chopping suddenly louder. I can hear the unease in her voice even though she tries to hide it. My dad has been living in Iran since I was in the sixth grade and comes to visit once a year for about a month. How can two people share a sacred bond when one lives in California and the other in Iran? It’s actually really easy when there’s a certain level of denial involved. If they were a normal fucked-up American couple, they’d just get a divorce and not insist that having children was a legitimate excuse to stay together, but it’s not that easy.

My dad works his ass off in Iran. He owns an auto parts manufacturing company and manages four different factories and sends us a decent amount of money every month—and my mom only has a tiny bit of money from her cooking classes, so how could she survive without his money? And how could my dad survive without something to work for? He’s always prioritized Babak’s, my whitewashed younger brother, and my college educations. Of course, he could come here and make some money—maybe not as much as he makes in Iran, but at least he’d be with us. Instead, this is their arrangement; this is what they’ve decided to pretend works.

And what would people say about them if they did get a divorce? How uncivil, how American to do something that might make you happier in the long run but would ruin your reputation and show that you’re just a fucking human who has flaws like everyone else. God forbid. My mom is a free woman when my dad isn’t around, and when he does come, she transforms into this manic version of herself. Let me tell you, it’s not pretty.

“He doesn’t need to come to my graduation,” I say. It may seem like I’m being selfless—trying to spare her from him—but I’m really trying to spare myself. I haven’t seen my dad since Louie died, and I’m a different person now. I mean, I’m still on track to go to UCLA, which is probably the only thing that really matters to my dad at this point. He calls us a lot, but never asks me how I’m really doing. He’s usually telling me about his cousin or his friend who knows a professor at UCLA and that maybe they can give me a private tour or make sure I get all the classes I want, especially those science ones because they’re important for being on the pre-med track. (Little does he know I actually applied as an English major.)

I guess my dad, like everyone else, thinks I’m over it by now—and I thought I would be too. I thought grief was something you could just stuff down, something you eat your way through or study your way through or smoke your way through. Turns out this isn’t a straight line; this isn’t steps in organized numerical order. This is loud chaos, the kind you can’t quiet, the spiral that keeps pulling at your heart, reminding you over and over again that there’s a big hole where this person used to be that no other person can ever possibly fill, that life will never be the same—you will never be the same. How can I express any of this to my dad? How can I be real with him when I can’t even be real with myself?

“He’s your father, Rana Joon. It’s important for him to feel like he’s a part of your life.”

He’s really not, though, I want to say, but I know I have to keep my mouth shut out of respect. Everything beautiful that lived between me and my dad feels so distant. Gone are the days where I’d help him in the garden, or accompany him on long walks with my grandfather, or when I was in the fourth grade and he’d pick me up after school and we’d share an extra-large pizza between the two of us.

If he were around, maybe things would be different, but he’s not, and how is that my fault?

“He’s paying for school. You should be grateful; without him, you wouldn’t be able to do any of this. You would have no future,” she says. Guilt is for sure the glue that keeps any immigrant family together, and I’m a real sucker for it.

“Fine. I’ll try to be more grateful.”

I take my last bite and wash it down with a cup of tea and tell my mom I’m going to be late coming home after school because I’m going to study with my friend Naz.

“Tell her I say hi, okay? I love you,” she says, and gives me a kiss without questioning me because she knows Naz is more Muslim than we are and is under the impression that she’s not the trouble-making type. My mom’s controlling side is usually only unleashed when it comes to dictating what I put into my mouth.

I wish I could tell her the truth, starting with where I’m really going after school, but she would never understand.

“I love you too” is all I can manage.



Naz is waiting in front of school with Starbucks—a black coffee for me and a Frappuccino with extra whipped cream for herself.

“So I have a plan,” she says, barely letting me thank her for the coffee first.

Everything she’s wearing today is some shade of green, and her lips are bright orange, and she’s lined her eyes thick like a cat’s. The hijab is meant to cover women up, not draw attention to them—but at school everything about Naz screams look at me. Which is what I love about her.

“A plan?” I ask as we walk through the jam-packed hallways—people riding skateboards, making out, checking their pimples in their locker mirrors.

“Ya, I’m going to make out with Paul Stewart today,” she says, like it’s a fact.

Naz gets the whole living-a-double-life thing—her parents are from Afghanistan and are way more conservative than mine, and in front of them she wears zero makeup and tones down her outfits. But she wants to be a fashion designer and is always quoting Coco Chanel. Even though Naz mostly buys her fabric from thrift stores, she has an elegance about her that’s undeniable. And guys flock to her—she has these really dark, majestic eyes and has given blow jobs to a few guys at different parties. But she told them her dad would come murder them if he ever found out, so no one ever spreads rumors about her or anything like that.

“Why Paul Stewart?” I ask, and then burn my tongue as I take a sip. “Fuck.”

“That’s what you get for questioning me,” she says playfully, smacking my arm. “Dude, Rana, he’s so hot, and I’ve never hooked up with a surfer dude. Like, he’s so white, it’s blinding,” she says, and we both crack up.

Naz and I met on the bus in middle school, because some dickhead told her to go back to Arabia and tried to throw a glass bottle at her head, and the one and only triumphant moment of my middle-school life was throwing that bottle right back at him—missing, but breaking it near his head at least—and telling him to go fuck himself. Naz and I have been friends ever since, but we never hung out outside of school until Louie died. Naz showed up to Louie’s funeral, even though she didn’t really know him that well, and brought flowers—I thought they were for his mom, but they were actually for me. She was one of the only people in my life who could acknowledge Louie’s death as a big loss for me and didn’t expect me to grieve on a particular timeline, so we’ve been pretty inseparable all year.

“Well, you keep me posted on that, please. I gotta go to English,” I say, and give her another hug right as the bell rings. I head to English class.



My English teacher, Mrs. Mogly, is old. The skirt-below-her-knees, I-need-to-sit-down-every-fifteen-minutes-to-catch-my-breath-and-call-in-other-teachers-to-take-over-so-I-can-take-pee-breaks kind of old. She’s been teaching for thirty-five years, and I don’t think she actually cares anymore, especially now that we’re done with the AP exam.

Right now we’re doing a poetry unit, probably because Mrs. Mogly thinks it’ll be fast and easy since we’re all burnt out from studying for the exam. To be honest, I’m actually pretty excited. All year I’ve been hoping for that spark again, for a moment of inspiration to break my dry spell; maybe reading some poetry, even with Mrs. Mogly, is what I need to write more poetry.

“You have thirty minutes to read the poem and answer the questions. We don’t have that much time left together. Just stay focused and do the work,” she says. Her tone always makes it feel like we’re freshmen, not seniors about to enter the real world. While everyone else drags their feet, I turn to the assignment page right away.

My grandfather used to tell me that a poem is a gift, that you have to take your time with it, unwrap it slowly, savor each word, each line, each stanza, as its own little world. I skip the poet bio and get right to the poem itself: “A Litany for Survival” by Audre Lorde. It’s about people born into fear, facing moments they were never meant to survive, and how every beautiful thing also has a flip side.

I read the whole poem over and over, listening to the tiny heartbeats within every line. The only other time I’ve ever felt like this was when I read Forugh Farrokhzad’s poems with my grandfather. But it reminds me of Louie and Alan Watts too because what Audre Lorde is really saying is that all you have is this moment and no one is ever guaranteed anything, so you need to demand to be heard even if the whole world is trying to silence you.

I turn back to the bio and read about Audre Lorde. She died not too long ago. She was born in New York City to Caribbean parents. In the fifties she established her identity as both a poet and a lesbian.

I read the last line—the last word, really—several more times, and then I get up and go to the front and put the open textbook in front of Mrs. Mogly, because I’m not about to ask a question in front of the whole class.

“Yes?” she asks, not looking up from the quizzes she’s grading.

“This poem,” I say.

“Yes?” she asks again, still grading.

“What do you think she means by ‘who love in doorways coming and going / in the hours between dawns’?” I ask, and I suddenly have her attention. She reads over the poem and then looks up at me, her pink lipstick covering a space larger than her lips.

“What do you think it means?”

“It sounds like it’s about having to love in secret. Not being free to love,” I say.

“Well, she was a lesbian, so yes, I’d say that’s about right,” she says with a smile.

I’ve never heard any of my teachers openly talk about anyone we study being gay, and I certainly don’t expect conservative-looking Mrs. Mogly to be the first, but here she is opening a door for me.

“It’s good to hear your voice, Rana,” she says.

“What do you mean?”

“You never share in class and barely have any questions for me. You do so well on all the tests and essays, but I was starting to think you didn’t need me,” she says. I give her a smile before going back to my desk to finish answering the textbook questions, and once I’m done I pull the notebook Louie gave me out of my bag, pen hovering over paper just in case.

Before the bell rings, Mrs. Mogly collects our papers and hands out another one with details about our last assignment of the year.

“You will have your final exams, of course, but I am also asking you to write a poem about you. It’s about where you’re from, but also what and whom you’re from—all the smells and tastes and memories that make you who you are. And since it’s the last assignment of the year I’m going to let you just do as you please. No rules, other than it has to be at least twenty lines and, well… good.” She says this last part with a little smile, revealing her lipstick-covered teeth to us all.

Everyone groans a little bit, but I can feel the start of something beautiful rising in my chest.






3.

Instead of studying with Naz, what I really do after school is go over to Tony’s, get high, watch TV, and, when I’m feeling completely low and desperate, have sex with him. This has become our ritual since Louie died.

When I walk into his room, it’s so messy I have to step over pants and shoes and dirty plates to get to his bed. He has the weed ready for me and everything.

“How’s school?” he asks. Tony got kicked out for selling weed at school around Christmas break, so he hasn’t gone back since, but oddly enough asks me about it often. He’s packing the bowl for me with love and precision. Tony seems all tough and confident, but he always sits on the edge of things when I’m around. He looks nervous sometimes, like he actually likes me.

“The same,” I say.

“Why do you sound so depressed about it? You’re gonna be out and at UCLA soon. I thought that was the dream.”

“It is… it was. I don’t know anymore.”

I know Louie would tell me I was doubting myself for no reason—that all we have is the one and only now, that I should be celebrating my accomplishments—but this one and only now kind of sucks without him in it.

“I mean, don’t get it twisted. You’re still going to be stuck at home. That drive on the 405’s a bitch. You could’ve at least stayed in the dorms or some shit.”

“You know my parents won’t allow it. Dorms are for white kids. Plus, my dad’s stingy ass would never pay for it,” I say, and immediately feel bad for saying it.

Louie and I kind of bonded over the whole dad thing, even though my dad hadn’t completely abandoned us. When Louie and Tony were five years old, their white dad ran off with an equally white woman, started a new family up north, and didn’t speak to his kids again. Louie always talked about how he wanted to find his dad, how he was a musical genius for a white dude, jazz and shit like that, and how his mom had probably demonized him to make herself feel better. He always said that when he turned eighteen, he’d just say fuck it and drive up there himself and even try to convince his dad to take him in.

Tony’s version of their dad is completely different though—a cheater with a cocaine addiction. A musical genius, yes, but only when he was on something. A dude who couldn’t handle having kids whose skin color made it look like they didn’t belong to him.

Louie just couldn’t accept it, he told me once. He wanted to see what he wanted to see and couldn’t get over the fact that our dad decided one day that he didn’t want anything to do with his half-Black children.

“You think you’ll go back?” I ask Tony.

He shrugs. “You know school was never my thing.”

We both smoke way too much weed. Puff, puff, pass. Puff, puff, pass. Back and forth, back and forth, until it feels like nothing does exist but this one and only now. Louie didn’t smoke weed because he was on meds—antidepressants, to be exact. He said his breakup with his girlfriend, Janelle, triggered something; he felt like he was drowning, like his thoughts weren’t his own, and his mom who works in a drug rehab center hooked him up with the psychiatrist there. He told me he hated taking meds, that he felt like a zombie, but he knew he needed them, at least for now.

Although they had their differences, the one thing Tony and Louie did have in common was their taste in music. They both loved artists I’d never heard of, like Hieroglyphics and Company Flow, and were obsessed with Wu-Tang. Tony plays “Bring Da Ruckus” and raps along and nods his head just like Louie would, except when the song is done, he doesn’t insist on playing it again and again or pull out his bruised and tattered copy of Alan Watts’s The Way of Zen or insist we sit in silence and meditate. Instead, he turns on the TV and we watch Beverly Hills, 90210 because it’s only the greatest show in TV history. If it’s not that, then we’re watching Fresh Prince or Martin, close runner-ups. I’ve never met anyone who loves watching TV as much as I do.

On this episode of 90210, it’s Steve’s twenty-first birthday party, and the Goo Goo Dolls are playing.

“I can’t believe people think this shit is music,” Tony says. We both start cracking up for no specific reason at all. Tony looks at me and I think he might kiss me, but then he says, “Louie could never hang like this. He was always so high and mighty with all his Buddhist bullshit.” He grabs an Oreo, splits it in half, and starts licking the cream in the middle.

“It wasn’t bullshit,” I say.

“You still defending his ass, huh? Come on, tell me it didn’t annoy the shit out of you when he made you sit in silence and do absolutely nothing.”

“It didn’t,” I say, even though it did always make me more anxious than relaxed. I grab the side of his cookie without the cream and eat it.

“Shit, you’re a horrible liar, Rana.”

“What? There has to be a deeper meaning to life. He was just curious,” I say, but Tony just shakes his head no, like I’m backing up the wrong brother, and eats a few more Oreos and then turns off the TV. I should probably go because I have World Religions homework, but Tony hands me a fresh bowl, so I stay a little longer. The smoke fills me up and then claws at my throat. It climbs toward my brain—the sizzle and crackle entering my ventricles, forcing my mind to quiet down. I ask Tony to put Tupac on even though I know he doesn’t like him.

“He’s too mainstream, Rana. Wu-Tang is a way of life. Not too many people get it.” I smile because that’s the kind of shit Louie would always say. Tony never talks about missing him, but I know he feels it.

Tony inches his body toward mine and stares at my lips. He puts his hand on my thigh, and the first thing I think is that it doesn’t feel right, and that it probably never did.

The heat of the first time we did it had vanished quickly, and now it feels like I’m having sex with a ghost. He barely uses his tongue when we kiss, and so his chapped lips hurt sometimes. He touches me with one soft finger while he’s on top. He puts on a condom, and little by little enters me, like he’s afraid he’ll do some real damage if he does it all at once. But it doesn’t hurt, and I open wider and wider because I like how it feels to have another body pressed up on mine. I like how our sweat mixes and how he tries to find a rhythm to match mine, and I like that we can be quiet and close our eyes and I can imagine Brianna Asher, my former best friend and longtime crush, instead of Tony. I can feel myself opening up for her even though she’d freaked out on me when I tried to kiss her in sixth grade, pulling away before our lips even touched, and I should be over it by now. I had told her I liked her, and she said she liked me too. I thought we were in some sort of safety zone, but I guess it all felt like too much for her. Still—she’s the one who makes me wet, not Tony.

“You good?” he asks, too carefully.

“Ya. I’m fine. Keep going,” I say, because I want him to shut up so I can keep pretending. And I don’t dare open my eyes until after I come. I’m not even sure if he comes or not, but he rolls away and immediately pulls the condom off, tosses it, and then goes to put on some music.

“This was Louie’s favorite,” he says, lying down next to me.

It’s “Protect Ya Neck,” and I know Tony’s right. Louie always said Wu-Tang wasn’t just music; it was a whole movement that was transferring ideas into your mind through sound. It’s like their tongues are swords, he’d say. Our words are the most powerful weapons we have.

The only person I’ve ever come out to is Louie. It was the day after my grandfather’s funeral, the same day Louie gave me my notebook. He took me to the beach. Everyone was in their bikinis and board shorts, eating Popsicles, and we wore hoodies and drank our coffee hot and black. Then we took the same windy roads of Topanga Canyon where Louie would crash a year later, and parked at the overlook.

Sitting up there, I just blurted it out to him.

I’m gay.

Alright, alright, he said, sounding impressed, and then he pulled out his notebook.

I was listening to Alan Watts on the radio, and he said something I had to write down. You’re gonna love this shit, he said, flipping through the notebook. Here it is. You ready for this shit? he asked me, and I nodded yes. He read:


If you see yourself in the correct way, you are all as much extraordinary phenomena of nature as trees, clouds, the patterns in running water, the flickering of fire, the arrangement of the stars, and the form of a galaxy.



Fuck, that’s good, I said.

It’s like, there’s nothing wrong with just being you because you’re the most natural thing that exists, he said.

After a long silence and a parade of seagulls scurrying by us, Louie said, I want to be a fucking rapper.

I kind of laughed, but it actually made sense. I was horrified by public speaking, but Louie was a star. Just that year we’d been partnered up in English to do an oral presentation on a poet of our choice, and I refused to get up and talk in front of the class. Louie said he’d do the whole thing, but our teacher wouldn’t allow it, and we ended up compromising and did a pre-recorded video presentation instead. My fear of voicing my thoughts in the actual moment, in front of real, live people, has always been my weak spot, the reason I always get As, but never an A+. And as much of a homebody as he was, Louie was magnetic in front of people.

I’ve been writing all my thoughts down, he said. I know your grandfather was all into poetry and shit, so you get it. I’ve been spitting in front of the mirror at night, and I think I’m pretty damn good. It helps me actually feel something even though my meds just try and numb me up. There’s this battle every year, the Way of the Wu. It’s not that amateur type of shit, like win a gift certificate to The Cheesecake Factory or whatever. If you win you get to perform at one of Wu-Tang’s shows. I can’t even imagine sharing a stage with them. I mean, I’m nowhere near ready right now, but just the thought of it gets me all hyped.

You should rap for me.

Right now?

If not now, then when? I said, using his own advice on him. Right then and there, with the sun setting over the water, the sky bleeding pink and red and purple, he closed his eyes, opened his mouth, and told me about learning to flow with life, his mind like a whirlpool turning in a circle:


I got this Buddha brain

Letting me be one with the pain.

My word is bond like covalent.

Strong, motorized genetics,

My cytoskeleton is tapped with cybernetics.



Let’s promise each other something, he said when he was done. By the end of senior year, I’ll enter the battle and win, and you’ll come out.

Fuck no, I said.

Aren’t you tired of staying quiet? Of not feeling anything? Sometimes you have to speak up so you can feel alive, he said.

Then he handed me the notebook.

Write your thoughts down, process your shit, and fucking liberate yourself, Rana. You down or what? he said, and put his hand out for me to shake on it.

It was an offering, an invitation, a doorway into a world where he wanted me to be a truer version of myself. I shook his hand, because with Louie around, anything felt possible.

After that day, the poems just came to me without much effort. I’d be flat ironing my hair, watching TV, doing the dishes, and an idea would pop in my head, and I’d sprint to write down the poem in the notebook Louie gave me before these golden nuggets of truth disappeared. But that ended after he died.

All those memories feel so vivid right now, and the pain is an added weight on my heart I’m not prepared for. My dad will be here in a few days, and it seems like the perfect opportunity to keep my promise to Louie, to finally liberate myself, but even the thought of it sends my whole body sweating and the anxiety churning in my gut. I need to get out of Tony’s bed and leave this room as soon as possible. Why did Louie have to die? And why did he leave me to do what feels like the impossible?

“Wait, where you going?” Tony asks me as I get up and start throwing on my clothes.

“I don’t feel good,” I say.

“Just take some deep breaths or something,” he says, because he probably notices how panicked I sound. I take his advice and breathe in deeply. “What’s wrong?”

He says it with such earnestness that I think maybe he’ll understand. I take another deep breath and let out what I was thinking about the other day when I visited the spot where Louie died. “I guess I’ve just been feeling weird because it’s almost been a year. It’s like I should be over it by now, but I’m just stuck. I can’t find a way to move forward. I think about him all the fucking time.” The relief of saying the words out loud is immediate, but then I see the confused expression on Tony’s face.

“You’re gonna drive your ass crazy with this shit. You gotta let it go, Rana,” he says.

I can’t believe how easy this is for him—and it pisses me off. “So you don’t think about him? You don’t miss him at all? You don’t feel like something was up with him? None of it makes sense, Tony.”

I don’t finish my thought out loud, but it echoes in my mind: That I could have done something to stop all this from happening. That we could have done something.

Tony shakes his head. “You trippin’, Rana. Of course I do, but torturing myself over it isn’t going to fucking help.”

“But I knew Louie. He would never drive that fast.”

“You didn’t really know him, Rana. Sometimes he even surprised me.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” I say, a little too aggressively.

“It means you need to chill out,” Tony says.

“How can you be so calm about this? Why am I the only one who’s still angry? You know what, never mind. Why do I even try? Everything with you is about weed and video games. I should go.”

“Wait. Don’t be like that. I’m sorry,” he says, immediately switching from tough boy to desperate-for-love boy. He runs his hands over his face—his beautiful, chiseled face that any girl but me would swoon over.

“You know my mom. She’ll get worried if I’m not home soon,” I say. I take another puff from his pipe and leave.



Except I don’t leave the house, and instead sneak over to Louie’s room. Tony’s really high and has Wu-Tang blasting, so he won’t hear me. I haven’t stepped foot in here since the funeral, but right now I miss him. I want to feel that pang, to sit in my grief and just fucking cry.

I expect it to be locked for some reason or empty or a home gym by now, but when I open the door as quietly as possible, it’s exactly as I remember it. Shit isn’t even dusty—it’s obvious his mom’s been keeping it clean.

I want to hear his voice, his laugh, the rhymes he’d spit. I want to see him as vividly as possible. I’m desperate for any part of him I can find—I open his desk drawers and shuffle through, looking for pieces of him so I can put him back together and make him whole. I find old receipts, light bulbs, incense, nasal spray, rocks he collected on days spent at the beach, old essays he’d written all marked up in red with the most positive feedback any high school student has ever received—Brilliant! College material! Are you sure you wrote this?

I hold them all to my chest and try to find a heartbeat.

I go through his dresser drawers—socks, underwear. I smell his shirts and am immediately hit by a wave of sadness so deep, I’m suddenly dizzy and have to sit down on his bed. I cry quietly at first, and then sob loudly into my arm as I wipe my tears away. Fuck, the tears feel good.

I get down on all fours and rummage through everything that’s underneath his bed—basketball shorts, jerseys, hats, scratch paper, a box of markers—and when I think my hands can’t reach any deeper, I touch something solid. I grab ahold of it and pull it out from the clutter. It’s his overly used, fat-as-fuck spiral notebook, black cover with graffiti letters scrawled in Wite-Out pen saying KEEP OUT, and it feels like all of him—everything I’ve missed and have been searching for this past year—sits within these pages.

Louie poured his whole soul into this notebook. He was never without it. After that day at the overlook where we’d made our promises to each other, he started performing at open mics, school pep rallies, but he’d never made it to the Way of the Wu. I quickly flip through the pages, seeing hundreds of Louie’s rhymes, some that he’d shared with me and others that he hadn’t. Some crossed out and rewritten, others highlighted with notes scribbled in the margins. There are pages filled with affirmations he’d written for his own eyes: I will win this battle. My voice matters. I want to be free. I will win this battle. My voice matters. I want to be free. I’m not crazy. There is nothing wrong with me. I am human. I am me. There is nothing wrong with me. There is nothing wrong with me.

If there’s any part of Louie left in this world, it’s in this notebook.

Tony turns the music down in his room, and I quickly put Louie’s notebook in my backpack and leave for real.



When I get home, I’m still pretty high and hoping my mom has saved me some ghormeh sabzi after her cooking class, but, like usual, she hasn’t. She’s also adding salt to the wound because she’s made a whole pan of French fries and says they’re for my brother’s water polo team potluck. I stare at them and ignore her.

I think she senses how desperate I am, because she says, “Okay, just have one or two.” They’re thickly sliced and brown all over, like how she used to make them when I was a chubby little girl and she didn’t seem to give a shit. “How was Naz?” she asks.

“Great. She says hi. We got a lot done,” I say, poking at the fries, trying to find the biggest ones.

“Did she hear back from schools yet?” she asks me as she sits down with a glass of tea and I continue to hover over the fries.

“She got into UCLA too, but who knows with her dad. They might send her back to Afghanistan to marry her cousin or something.”

“Eh? Cheh hayf, what a shame,” she says.

She turns on the radio too loud, and I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. I know what you’re thinking—the radio is fun, the radio plays music and is a lively and entertaining machine—but it’s not like that at all when my mom’s in control. She’s obsessed with this program where the saddest Iranians from all over the world call in and ask this semicompetent psychologist questions.

I hover over the stove and keep eating the fries slowly because she hasn’t told me to stop. I pour ketchup carefully onto each one, letting the grease soak my fingers, as some mom weeps to the psychologist about how her son has just come out to her and how she thinks it’s just unnatural and dirty; how could such a thing be happening to her son?

The psychologist isn’t the smartest, but he isn’t such a bad guy either. He’s actually pretty real with the people who call in, and he tells this woman, “Lady, he is your son, and nothing will ever change that.”

My mom’s putting on crimson nail polish now and she barely looks at me, so I think maybe she doesn’t notice my French fry crime, and maybe she’ll also just ignore this highly sensitive personal topic she has no idea is related to her own daughter. But then she says, “Bichareh, poor woman,” and I stop eating and stand there for what feels like fucking eons, my brain crackling inside me, my stomach begging for more fries as the woman on the radio sobs.

I know she’s not head over heels about the concept. I’ve heard her talking sometimes about her cousin Ladan’s gay neighbor in West Hollywood who throws ragers in the middle of the week and how inconsiderate and selfish he is, and how she thinks it’s absurd that Ross’s wife on Friends left him for another woman, but like most controversial things in life, we’ve never had a real conversation about it.

The words come out of my mouth before I can stop them.

“Why is she such a poor woman?”

It’s only after I speak that I start to panic. My mind races at all the possibilities of how she could answer. I try to calm myself down. I take a deep breath and allow myself to think just for a moment that she is capable of giving me the answer I need—not that this woman on the radio is unlucky because her son is gay, but maybe that the woman is unlucky because she’s stuck in a limited way of viewing the situation and that this is preventing her from loving her son completely.

She finally looks up at me, and in her face I think I see something like malice, dragon-like, but maybe it’s just Tony’s weed getting to me.

“The neighbor’s child being gay I can handle, but not my own. Not ever you or Babak.”

I look away from her, afraid she’ll see my teary eyes. It’s the opposite of what I wanted to hear, and after that I pretty much eat the whole pan of French fries—and let me tell you, it’s a big pan, more like a cauldron used for feeding a tribe of people. My mom finally notices what’s going on and says I’m overdoing it, and what will Babak take to the potluck now? Babak with his quick metabolism. Babak who can eat whatever the hell he wants and can go wherever he pleases and can do no wrong.

“You don’t know your limits, Rana. You have to know when to stop,” she says, and then adds, like always, “I only want the best for you. You know I love you.” As if those words will lessen the sting.

There’s a favorite memory I have of her cooking up a storm in the kitchen when I was a little girl, probably seven or eight. She’s not beautiful in the perfect, put-together way that’s her trademark now. She doesn’t have lipstick on, is barefoot, and still glows like the goddess that she is because she’s immersed in this act, this thing she loves most in the world—grilling onions, slicing the fat off meat, pouring in just enough salt, just enough cumin, just enough turmeric, covering the bottom of her pot with oil, ripping the leaves off the parsley stem. She’s put out a beautiful golden place setting just for me and sits me down to eat a piping bowl of saffron rice covered with pomegranate-and-walnut chicken stew, saving me extra pieces of crispy rice; or lamb shank cooked in tomato sauce with lima-bean-and-herb rice; or meatballs the size of my fists, filled with rice and prunes. Offering me passion, love, comfort, life—the grease, the mess, the flavor—all of it without hesitation.

Do you know what’s in this, Rana Joon? she’d always ask me, and I’d guess all the ingredients and was usually right because I’d obsessively watch her as she cooked.

You forgot love. Love is the most important ingredient of all, she’d always say, and then she’d kiss me while I ate. I was eating the food, but I was also absorbing a piece of her soul, and I felt safe. As long as she was cooking with such passion and these smells enveloped our home and I got to be on the other end of this ritual, I felt like all was right in the world.

Back then she hadn’t started teaching her cooking classes yet, but it was hard for her to sit still and do nothing, so she was constantly cooking when my dad was at work, which was usually until nine or ten p.m. When I started sixth grade, my dad moved to Iran because his uncle was getting old and couldn’t handle running the factories anymore. Around the same time, I got my period and breasts. It felt like overnight, I lost my dad and my mom started telling me I was getting a little too chunky and needed to watch my weight. My body changed, and she started treating me differently, like she had to protect me from myself. When Babak’s body changed, she started treating him like a fucking king.
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