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HE’LL DO ANYTHING FOR HER—ANYTHING.


Alexander didn’t believe in love at first sight until he met Patti. She’s the kind of girl you hear about in songs: gorgeous, feisty, and dangerous. Being with Patti is better than any high, and he can’t live without her.


But Alexander’s not the only one who wants to be with Patti. Burke ruthlessly takes what he wants and will kill to protect what is his. And he won’t let Patti go without a fight. If Patti and Alexander are going to be together, their love will come at a steep price. Because some promises are meant to be broken, and not all debts can be paid in cash. . . .
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1.



THE FIRST TIME I SEE HER, SHE’S ON ONE KNEE, TYING her shoe in the A-Lot, next to a lamppost, and I’m stepping out of this guy’s car with thirty dollars in all fives. He says something while I do this, but I don’t pay it any mind and he drives away.


The girl looks up at me and smiles.


She’s supercute and shit.


I stuff the cash in my pocket.


She’s wearing a jean skirt with a Blondie patch, a yellow-and-blue paint-splattered shirt with the sleeves cut off, and black Chuck Taylors with no socks, the shoelaces obviously untied, but she’s getting them there.


This is the order I always take people in.


Face.


Clothes.


Features.


She has oily black hair that’s cut into a she-mullet with two lines shaved into the right side of her head. She’s got freckles and decent-sized tits and a slim waist from what I can tell. It’s late in the summer but she’s pretty pale, just like I am, and her eyes are big and brown.


She stands up as I’m lighting a Pall Mall 100, and I notice that her knees are scuffed red.


Features.


“You got one of those for me, man?” she asks, her voice low and raspy, like she’s been drinking and smoking for years, even though she only looks maybe sixteen.


“Sure,” I answer, sliding out a second one and handing it to her.


“Give me a light, too, please?”


“Yeah.” I hold the lighter to the end of her cigarette. “What are you doing out here anyway?”


“Enjoying this amazing weather.”


I make a face. “Huh?”


“Come on, man. I just got dropped off, like you.”


“Shit,” I say, tucking the smokes and lighter back into the pocket of my sleeveless red-and-black-plaid shirt. “How old are you?”


“Why do you care?”


“I don’t really. You just look a little young to be doing what you’re doing.”


She shrugs and rolls her eyes. “And you look a little too much like a boy who digs chicks to be doing what you’re doing.”


“I need the money,” I say.


“That bad you need the money?”


I glance quickly at the track marks on my arms then back to her. “That bad,” I go.


“I see.”


Pause.


“Is that heroin you shoot into them holes?” she asks.


“Kinda.”


She laughs. “Kinda, dude?”


“It’s mostly straight coke, sometimes speedballs. Those are my poisons.”


“That shit will make you go crazy.”


I take a drag and exhale. “Fucking life will make you go crazy. This just makes it more interesting.”


She grins and smoke flows out of her nostrils. “I get it.”


“So how old are you?”


“How old do you think I am?”


“Sixteen.”


She shakes her head. “Wrong.”


“Higher or lower?”


She turns her thumb down.


“Fifteen,” I say.


“Wrong again, man.”


“Fourteen?”


She nods.


“Jesus,” I say. “Ain’t you—”


She cuts me off. “Ain’t I what?” she snorts.


“Ain’t you really superyoung to be kicking it around the A-Lot?”


“Not the way I see it,” she answers.


“And how’s that?” I ask.


“Walk with me.” She smiles, winks, then tilts her head to the side. “Come on, now. I don’t bite on the first meeting.”


•    •    •


We walk back toward the center of town. The sidewalk is cracked and weeds are growing everywhere. It’s muggy and the sun is shining into our faces, making us both squint.


I curse myself for not bringing my shades. Take a drag. “So tell me, then. . . .”


“How I see it?” she asks.


“Uh-huh.”


“I love fucking and I love sucking dick. So why not get paid to do what I love more than anything in the world besides buying clothes and records?”


“So you do this because you like to?”


“Yessir.” She’s smiling big. “I do it because I like to fuck dudes and sometimes bitches, and the money gets me the records and clothes.”


Pause.


My eyes become fixated on her. A surge of rage, jealousy, and passion slams through me like a tornado, and I want her for some reason. I want her so bad it aches. I’m pissed at the guy who dropped her off for getting to touch her and have her touch him.


And I don’t even know her.


She makes a face. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


“Like what?” I ask.


“Like you want to fuck me and then hate me right after for it.”


A bug flies into the side of my face, and I swipe at it. The emotional twister dissolves into nothing just as suddenly as it arrived. My heart slides back into place.


And I go, “Whoa, there. Whoa.”


“That’s what your face looks like, man. I’m just being super-duper honest.”


“I’m sorry,” I say. “That’s not what I’m thinking or anything.”


“So you don’t want to fuck me?” She’s grinning again.


My cheeks flush, and I wipe the sweat from my forehead. “No, that’s not it.”


A truck filled in the back with tan kids in dirty jeans and dirty shirts flies by us.


“Whores,” a couple of them scream out.


She flips them off. “Faggots!” she yells back.


I take the last drag of my cigarette. “I don’t want to hate you afterward, and I know I wouldn’t at all. I swear to you that I wouldn’t.”


This admission seems to throw her off. The truth shakes her for just a second, and I catch that beautiful grin again, flashing just for me. Her guard coming down just ever so slightly. Her eyes get even bigger—they sparkle—and she winks, the last drag of her smoke flowing through her nose as she says, “That’s nice to know.”


The moment passes, but my feelings of blatant attraction and love at first sight whip through me even harder. “Thanks for saying that.”


“You’re fucking welcome, man,” she says back.


•    •    •


The street turns from old pavement into faded red brick as we cross the Arch, the small bridge that stretches over the small creek that divides Beaver Falls into two.


Some kids are partying under the bridge. I hear them laughing and their boom box blasting out Guns N’ Roses, and I wonder if I know any of them.


“I hate the kids who hang here,” she says.


“Why?”


“I think they’re a bunch of idiots.”


“I hang out down there sometimes.”


She looks at me, and her fucking eyes are sparkling.


“Am I an idiot?” I ask.


“I don’t even know you, man.”


“Based on this conversation,” I say as we get over the bridge and it turns onto Main Street. “Do you think I am?”


“You haven’t said anything stupid. That’s pretty darn cool. Usually guys say stupid shit to me right away.”


“Like what?”


“Like, ‘Hey, cutie. Those lips would feel great around my dick.’ Or, ‘Yo, girl, that ass needs worked out. I can be your personal trainer.’”


“Shut the fuck up,” I go. “No way dudes are that lame.”


“Oh, hell yeah, they are. That stuff really gets thrown my way a lot. It’s fucking pathetic.”


“Well, that ain’t me.”


The grin turns into a full-on smile that goes from ear to ear. “I like that.”


“But I still hang out under the Arch sometimes.”


She shrugs. “You’re just the exception, then.”


“It really can be fun.”


“They were playing fucking Guns N’ Roses,” she goes. “I can always get behind that.”


“You’re a GN’R fan?” I ask.


She shoots a look right at me. “You need me to answer that? Do you?”


“I think you just did,” I say.


“Good. Love me some of that old GN’R.”


“Me too.”


“Obviously, man.”


We continue down Main Street. Shops and bars and hardware stores. Two small diners. A pizza place with video games and cheap beer. An ice-cream shop. And Larry’s Chicken Shack, with my apartment right above.


Cars line the street. It’s just after one. Lunchtime.


We stop at the intersection of Main and I-22, the road that runs through town.


We glance tough at each other.


“I live up there,” I say, turning and pointing at Larry’s. “Right above the chicken place.”


She nods. “Does your place smell like chicken?”


“Sometimes it does.”


“I don’t think I’d like that, man.”


“You get used to it.”


“Could be you can. But maybe not.”


“Well, it’s a good thing you don’t live there, then.”


Pause.


“Where do you live?” I ask.


She turns and points west down I-22. “About a mile down there, like a block from Frank’s Bar, in an apartment with just my mom and whoever her boyfriend is for that week or month.”


“That brown building? I’ve walked by there before.”


“Yeah, it ain’t much.” She shrugs. “But it’s home, ya know. It’s the one I’ve spent most of my life in.”


“You think that’s the description of home?”


“I don’t know for sure. But it seems like the right one.”


Silence for thirty seconds as our eyes wander away.


I take a deep breath.


“Say,” I start. “Why aren’t you in school? Didn’t classes start a week ago or something?”


She runs a hand through her hair. “Yeah. But I don’t need to go.”


“Why’s that?”


“I don’t like it so much.”


“And your mom doesn’t make you?” I wonder aloud.


“Nah. She says it’s my choice. She says I can do what I want if I’m happy with it, and school don’t make me happy.”


I smirk. “Wish my parents woulda thought like your mom.”


“Everyone says that.”


“Cos it’s fucking true.”


Cars whiz by on I-22 to leave out the other end of the town.


Then she says, “Well . . . I should be getting home now. My work is done for the day.”


I hate the way she says that so casually too. It makes me a little insane. It really does. Because she’s so adorable and little and sweet, yet nothing about working at the A-Lot is even close to fucking cute. But there’s something about her. A toughness. A playbook. An attitude that somehow makes it okay, I guess. It does and it doesn’t, and I’m not trying to let her go just yet so I ask:


“What are you gonna do at home?”


“Probably drink some beers. Play some records I got yesterday.”


“What records did you get?”


“Queens of Noise by—”


“The Runaways,” I snap, cutting her off.


Another big smile. “Fucking right,” she says.


“What else?”


“Happy Sad by Tim Buckley.”


“Cool shit.”


“And Funky Divas by—”


“En Vogue,” I say, interrupting her again.


“Wow. You know your shit. I really fucking like that.”


“And you got some great fucking taste.”


She winks. “I’ve got great fucking everything, man.”


I laugh. “Is that so?”


She winks again. “It sure fucking is.”


My heart is so on fucking fire for her right now.


But then she says, “So, anyway, I’m gonna head back.”


This statement makes me tense up and ache all over again. I don’t want her to leave, but I ain’t trying to see her tonight either. I have band practice. But, still, something about being apart from her suddenly makes me nervous and paranoid.


“You okay, man?” she asks.


“Totally. Just thought of something.”


“What’s that?”


“I don’t know your name.”


“I don’t know yours, either.”


I hold my hand out and she shakes it. “Alexander,” I say.


“That’s such a cute name,” she says. “Cute fucking boy with a cute fucking name.”


“Why, thank you.”


Our hands drop back to our sides, and she goes, “Alexander, my name is Patti. Patti Smith.”


“Patti Smith? Really? Is that really your name?”


“Yup. It’s the one I go by, anyway.”


I laugh. “I like it.” Pause. “Actually, I love it,” I finish.


“Thanks.”


“Well, Patti Smith. I guess I’ll see you around, then?”


She nods with a hint of excitement. “Yeah,” she says. She stops and looks back over her shoulder. “See ya around, Alexander.”


She giggles, and I wave bye and cross the street. When I get to the other side, I look back, and Patti Smith, she’s looking back at me.




 


 



2.



FIVE FEET TO THE LEFT OF THE ENTRANCE TO LARRY’S Chicken Shack is the doorway to my place. As I pull it open, this old couple, probably retired farmers and shit, are going into Larry’s and dress me down with their eyes.


They both see the track marks on the inside of my arm and shake their heads slightly. I hear the woman whisper something about how this isn’t the same town anymore.


And she’s pretty right on about that.


Beaver Falls has fallen down.


The factories closed and the jobs went away. Houses are empty and boarded up. The population dropped from thirty-seven thousand like five years ago to twenty-nine thousand because people went to find work and start their lives over in Indianapolis, which is about one and half hours northeast, or Louisville, which is two hours east. The police have been cut from twelve officers to four officers. The firefighters are all voluntary, and besides farming, the biggest economy is drugs.


Meth.


Coke.


Heroin.


Pills.


Lots of pills, especially OCs, for all those factory injuries and from the construction sites and from the grind of everyday life. Now it runs the game around here. That and the meth and the coke.


But it’s really fun here too. There are a lot of kids. They’ve come from the small towns surrounding Beaver Falls because of the growing art scene and the cheap apartments. Because of the closed-down warehouses and factories, which are now used for squatting, partying, and underground shows with local bands and bands from all over the country.


The kids also come for the abandoned houses. Because it’s easy to crash in them at night. And we all have fun. I’m having a blast with my friends and roommates and band and partying. So who cares about Beaver Falls being the same place it used to be. As long as it’s a fun place, it’s fine and fucking dandy with us kids.


•    •    •


I open the door after the old people walk into Larry’s, and I climb the big wooden staircase to the top. It’s the only door up there. There is nobody on either side of us. It’s perfect. We can make as much noise as we want to whenever we want to.


I walk in.


The apartment is hot and smoky. The record player is alive with the Velvet Underground’s White Light/White Heat album. The apartment itself is laid out like this: Walk in, immediately to the right are two bedrooms, mine and Jimmy Ace’s.


Keep walking down the narrow hallway with its white walls covered with posters and paintings and stickers and spray paint and holes, and there’s a black-and-white-tiled bathroom. Immediately after that, the hallway spills into a huge living room.


The door shuts behind me, and a few heads flash from around the corner. It sounds like there’s a bunch of people here now, but whatever; there’s always a bunch of people here now.


I walk into the living room; the windows are shut, and the smoke hovers as I light another Pall Mall.


There are five people here, including me.


Jimmy Ace, my best friend since elementary school, is on the floor, sitting Indian style between the coffee table and the entertainment center with a cigarette hanging from his lips. His brown hair hangs down to his shoulders. Thick stubble covers his face. He’s pale and skinny. Skinnier than most of the girls I see. He’s got superdark bags under his eyes. I think he’s been up for two days on coke, maybe X, maybe speed, maybe all of them and even more. He’s wearing a white wife beater and black girl-jeans. He also has ACE tattooed on the inside of his left forearm, and yes, Ace is his real last name.


Jimmy Hopper Ace.


That’s for real and shit.


On the futon is Renee Black. Renee is really black, too. She has short hair, is covered with tattoos, and is wearing a white Black Flag T-shirt with the sleeves cut off, huge oval gold earrings, glossy red lipstick, a short black skirt, and black-and-white Vans flats.


She lives here too. In the room off the kitchen.


Sitting on the floor in front of the futon is Ashley Henderson, Renee’s BFF. She’s cute. I’ve fucked her before, which really jammed me up big-time with my crazy ex, who was not stoked at all when she found out. Today Ashley’s got on a pink sundress, and her tan legs and bare feet lay stretched and glowing in front of her. She has short black hair with the bangs trimmed straight across her forehead, a few tattoos, and black plugs in her ears, and she’s also smoking a cigarette.


Then there’s Art. Art is awesome. He’s a black dude, maybe six foot three. He’s skinny like Jimmy Ace is. Both his arms are sleeved, as is his whole left leg. His hair is shaved into a fro-hawk, and he’s wearing a Hot Snakes T-shirt, white jeans, and a pair of black cowboy boots. He lives across town near the high school with some total d-bags.


Stepping through the circle of my cooler than cool homeys, over the mirror with a small pile of coke on it, over the magazine lying open to a Liars article, over the twelve-box of Milwaukee’s Best, I clear away the ashtrays so I can have room for my feet, and sit down on the air mattress next to the futon.


Immediately, Ashley passes me a Kermit the Frog pipe that Renee bought in Louisville a few months ago, when a bunch of us were there to see Thee Oh Sees, TV on the Radio, My Morning Jacket, and David Bowie play for free. The pipe is packed with a new bowl.


“Just for me?” I say, grinning at her as I pull out my lighter. “You’re the best, Ashley.”


“Yeah, I know,” she says back.


I light the bowl and inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale, and then hold it out to see if there are any others takers.


“Give me that shit,” says Art.


“Where’d you go?” Jimmy asks me as Art takes the pipe from my hand.


“To the A-Lot, so I got an even fifty for Lord when I give him a call here in, like, a second.”


He shakes his head. “Yo, you run out of your monthly check already?”


“Pretty much. I got fifty for a bag and twenty for smokes and ramen and booze till my check comes on the first. Which is what, like . . .” I pause and think.


“Like two days from now,” Renee says. “Just two days, dude.”


“Sweet,” I say. “I gotta start budgeting my dough and shit. Two hundred fifty bucks for rent and bills, and I still can’t stretch a thousand to the end of the month.”


Art passes the pipe to Renee. “I couldn’t ever do that gay shit,” he says.


I shrug. “Do what I got to, man. We all do in some form or another. It’s not like I’m down there all the time, just when my cash is drying up. It ain’t gay or anything. Just let those faggots suck your cock. Sometimes you get lucky and an older chick stops and asks you to get in with her. It all works out. And then I getta score and get high.”


Everyone laughs.


“Are we still practicing tonight?” Renee asks me.


Besides being my roommate, she’s the lead singer for my band, the Trailblazers.


I look at Jimmy Ace, the drummer, and he says, “That’s the plan.”


“That’s what I thought. Practice at eight,” I say.


I play guitar. I shred so fucking bad too. And my band, while we’re not where I want us to be yet, we’re pretty fucking dope. Pretty much, like maybe, the best band in Beaver Falls.


“Anyone tell Ritchie?” Jimmy asks.


Ritchie plays bass.


“I think I might’ve. I think I posted something on his wall about it while I was on Facebook yesterday,” I answer.


“Someone should call him and make sure,” Renee says.


“Why don’t you?” I ask.


She takes another puff from the pipe. “Okay, fine. I will.”


“Cool,” Jimmy and I say at the same time.


I light another cigarette. “Can I use your phone for a sec, man?” I ask Jimmy.


“Sure,” he says, pulling a BlackBerry out of his pocket. He stole it from a party one night. It was charging in an outlet at this rich girl’s house party, and he just slipped it in his pocket, slipped outside, washed all the data from it, jail broke it, and made it his. “Who are you calling?”


“Lord. Gonna have him stop by.”


“Sweet,” he says. “I was thinking I’d have to go meet him somewhere.”


“Nah, man. Make him come to us.”


Jimmy picks up the mirror and cuts himself a small line with the dollar bill lying there. He passes the mirror to Art while I wait for Lord to pick up.


I glance at Ashley. She winks and taps her foot against mine. She’s supercute and likes me. Normally, I’d be all over a girl like that, being single, but I’m still fucking my ex Nicole, even though she’s fucking and dating her ex Jackson Brody. I don’t wanna go that route anymore with Ashley. Nicole is like porn-star good in bed. With Ashley, it’s like fucking a corpse or something.


I smile at her anyway.


Lord picks up.


Art passes the coke to Renee.


“What’s up, Jimmy?” Lord says.


“Nah, Lord. It’s me, Alexander. Just using Jimmy’s phone.”


“Oh, hey,” he says. “What’s up, man?”


“Seeing if you could make a drop here to the apartment.”


“Of course, man. Waiting on someone right now, and then I’ll be by.”


“Awesome.”


“All right, blood. See ya soon.”


“Late.”


I hand Jimmy back his phone. “Well?” he says.


“Waiting for someone to meet him. Then he’ll be here.”


Jimmy nods. “Hate fucking waiting.”


“Yeah,” I say, “waiting for the man is the worst,” right as the song “Here She Comes” begins.


I light a cigarette and watch Ashley kill the last line.


And then I see a flash of the pretty face of Patti Smith. I smell the sunscreen she was wearing, and a good feeling shivers down my spine.


But those good feelings disappear as I think about how nobody offered me a fucking line of that blast.


•    •    •


Lord shows up almost an hour later. Kids are starting to get edgy. Jimmy and Renee are who I’m referring to.


Sweating.


Scratching.


Chain-smoking.


Antsy feet and hands with toes a-tapping.


Lord stands in the living room, sweating hard, grinning, shirtless, wearing really tight black Levi’s and red Nike high-tops. Lord is a Latin dude. He’s been my dealer since I moved to Beaver Falls. He’s tattooed everywhere. He has really short hair with a Z in his ’fro. Always wears his gold Rolex. Always wears his gold necklace. He also raps and is super fucking ill. He’s got an EP and a full-length album out under the name the Big Takeover.


I watch Ashley and Renee staring at him. He’s fucked ’em both. He fucked Renee like two days ago in our bathroom. I was in my room tying a knot around my arm, looking for a vein, a syringe full of coke next to me, and it was fucking loud. Once I shot the shit into me, I walked over to my boom box, put in The Chronic cassette tape, and cranked “Dre Day” as loud as I could to drown out the nasty shit coming from Renee’s mouth.


Towering over us, he shakes his head and says, “None of you guys are ever working. I mean, I know that Alexander ain’t got to cos his mom be floating him, but damn, y’all always here.”


“Shit,” says Jimmy. “We all got jobs except for Alex.”


“I don’t got one,” Art says.


“Yeah, you do, man,” I say back to him. “Grifting is a job. That shit is hard work, and you pull it off with damn near perfection.”


“Thanks, man.” Art lights a cigarette.


Lord is wrong too. Everyone here has a job.


Renee works at a used-clothing store near Randolph Square called Only Forever.


Ashley works there too. It’s how they met and became besties.


Art, he grifts tough, living off babes, having them buy him shit, like drugs and meals and cigarettes and clothes, and pay his rent.


Jimmy Ace works at a gas station.


“So how much do y’all need?” Lord asks.


“I need a gram, man,” I say, pulling out my fifty bucks.


“I need a half,” says Jimmy.


“Will you spot me a G?” Renee asks. I see her wink. “I can pay you back. Maybe later tonight or whenever you’d like.”


Lord nods. “Sure, I can do that for you, Miss Black.”


She’s gonna pay him with sex. I know it. Lord’s got it down like that. He can get hot girls to fuck him for drugs even though they’d probably fuck him anyway. At least this way, he doesn’t have to work at all. Just feed the babes what they need, and they’ll fucking work on him.


Lord dishes it all out. He gets a phone call and tells whoever it is that he’ll be there in twenty.


He puts the phone away. “Just to warn you guys, this is new shit from a new guy. It’s good. A little more speedy, but it’s legit. I wouldn’t do y’all wrong like that.”


“What happened to your old dude, Patrick?” I ask.


“Fucking missing, man. He was getting his shit from Raymond Burke and was late with some money or skimming off the top or some shit like that. I heard Patrick’s girl came home to blood on the couch and floor, and that she found an ear on the coffee table. That was a week ago. No one’s heard from him since.”


“Who’s your guy now?”


“Some niggie named Marcell. He’s getting his shit from Indianapolis directly.”


“So you’re like the guy now?” Jimmy says.


“Fucking right, I am. I was always the best hustler anyway. With Patrick gone, gonna see a ton more fools begging for my services. Gonna be nice.” Pause. “No, it’s gonna be fucking great and shit.”


“I heard Raymond Burke and his crew are fucking crazy,” Ashley says. “Heard you’re dead if you cross him. Dead and your body is gone forever.”


“Yeah,” says Lord. “Dude is not to be fucked with, and he’s protected by the cops. But I’m cool with him. Totally cool. He controls most of the drugs in this county. Even runs a whorehouse. And he’s a fucking psycho. I was at a bar once and he sliced up some guy’s face who ripped off ten bucks from one of his whores.”


“I’ve heard he’s into some weird-ass crazy shit,” I say. “Like he breeds rabid animals and has killer dogs.”


“You’d be right, my man,” Lord says. “But Marcell is protected or some shit like that, and this is his stuff, and like I said, it’s good. Speedier, but still a solid fucking product.”


“Cool,” we all kinda say together.


Then Lord asks, “So what do you guys got going tonight?”


“Band practice,” I say.


“Cool. When’s your next show?”


I shrug. “Don’t know yet. You actually gonna come to it when it happens?”


“If you put me on the list.”


“Done, man.”


“Good shit.”


Lord looks at Renee. “I’m outta here,” he says.


Renee recrosses her legs. She’s not wearing any underwear either. “I’ll be in touch soon about the gram,” she goes.


He smiles even bigger. “I know you will be, baby.”


Lord leaves.


I scoop the second-to-last beer out of the twelve-pack, stand up, and switch records.


I put on the Stones’ Let It Bleed and crank it.


A bottle of Royal Gate vodka and a bottle of orange juice appear out of nowhere. I slam a drink, chase it with the juice.


Everyone who has coke does their own key bump, then quickly puts it back away.


Art packs another bowl.


Ashley hits it twice.


I light a cigarette and take a giant gulp of my beer.


The day is officially fucking on, and it’s rock-’n’-roll heaven from here on out.
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BAND PRACTICE IS AT THE GRINDERHAWK WAREHOUSE in the industrial district. It’s a pretty long walk, but we all have bikes so it’s all good. It isn’t a squat house or abandoned. Kids rent it. It’s where my bass player, Ritchie, lives. We can play as loud as we want, as late as we want, without any hassle from the fuzz or shitty neighbors. Just no shows or huge parties anymore.


Six other kids live there too. Most of them are pretty okay, but a couple of them are real turd burglars and d-bags.


Before we leave for practice, I sit on the edge of my bed in the dark. I melt some of my cocaine in a spoon with a pink lighter. Brian Jonestown Massacre plays from the stereo. I fill a syringe with the coke. I’ve found my vein. I wet my skin with my fingertip and inject. Immediate dosage.


I take a deep breath.


My heart starts racing.


I drop the belt from my mouth and set the syringe on the small table next to my mattress. It’s what I sleep on. Not a bed, just a mattress I found in an abandoned house and turned over to the side that wasn’t stained from piss and sweat.


I smoke two cigarettes before I get on my bike and ride to practice with Jimmy and Renee.


The ride is nice. It’s gorgeous out, and the sun is just beginning to drop. I ride a red fixed-gear with blue tires. Renee rides a cruiser. Jimmy rides a ten-speed with a basket that’s holding a six-pack of tall boys and a pint of Jim Beam.


The Trailblazers have been a band for nine months. We have twelve songs and have played fourteen shows, including a few in Indianapolis. We record on a tape cassette player. We sound like the Velvet Underground and the Stones and the Replacements. Renee sings like a fucking angel, and her voice is powerful and tough. I shred. Jimmy is more than adequate on the drums. And Ritchie plays what I tell him to.


My moleskin with my lyrics and new songs presses hard into my butt as I pedal. Everything is normal cos I’m wearing my shades. We’re all wearing shades. It takes fifteen minutes to get to the practice spot and I’m a little winded when we arrive. We all smoke cigarettes before we go inside.


The warehouse is huge and has a nice setup. A lot of shows used to get thrown in the basement. Some pretty fucking amazing bands have played here:


400 Blows.


Thee Oh Sees.


Get Dead.


The Bronx.


Odd Future.


Tragedy.


Big A little a.


Lightning Bolt.


Daughters.


Battles (surprise show cos one of the guys’ good friends lived in the warehouse at the time).


Triclops!


Lamborghini Dreams.


The Drums.


Das Racist.


Destroyer.


Beardo.


Andre Legacy.


The Big Takeover (Lord).


Just to name a few.


When you walk in through the front, there are two separate staircases. One going down to the basement, where the shows used to be and where we practice. The other one goes upstairs to where the bedrooms are. There’s also a bar up there, a sculpting and painting studio, and a wall stacked with old televisions from almost every era since the TV’s inception. Not sure who collected them or put them all there, but my own common sense tells me that boredom and speed had a lot to do with it.


Ritchie’s already setting shit up.


He’s got light blond hair that’s sculpted in a horn shape with gel. He’s covered from the waist to his neck with tattoos. He’s wearing a sleeveless, light-blue button-up shirt, a black jean Levi’s vest with a Victory and Associates pin, white jeans, and black boots. He looks like some new-wave reject from the eighties. He’s more Renee’s friend than mine. Him and Jimmy are okay close. Me and him, we mostly just kick it at practices and sometimes under the Arch, and this one time, me and him used fake IDs and went to the Ballroom for a twenty-one-and-up show.


The basement part of GrinderHawk Warehouse is superbadass. There’s a small room right when you get down there to the left. It has a green fridge with tons of band stickers on it. There’re two yellow flower-print couches. A picnic table that’s been painted purple. Vice magazines everywhere. A beanbag chair. A couple of white rugs cut from carpet that have been tagged with spray paint. And multicolored beads hang from the door frame.


On one wall is a mural that some kid named Scott from Louisville made. It’s a picture of T.I., Lil Wayne, and Kanye West. T.I. holds a bucket of wings. Lil Wayne has that hallucinogenic cough syrup he’s always carrying. And Kanye is holding a miniature head of Zach Galifianakis.


Another wall is red and has these black stick figures on it. Some asshole with dreadlocks who was always talking about that stupid Burning Man shit and spun fire did those. Ritchie kicked his ass out though. He left for some bullshit electronic music festival in Chicago without paying rent. When he came back, his shit was on the sidewalk.


Now they’re getting this girl to paint over it. She’s cool too. I did coke with her all night once, and then we drank tall cans in my room and she gave me a handjob while we listened to the Carpenters and the sun came up.


The other wall is covered with posters of swimsuit models and cut-out pictures from porn magazines of chicks sucking dicks and eating assholes and pussies.


The basement also has a stage, once you keep moving past that room. There’s the bar. A sound system. And another fridge. We set up on the floor.


I haven’t seen Ritchie since last practice two weeks ago. He couldn’t play then cos he was so fucked up. We went through three old songs before I called it quits, but it wasn’t a big deal. I had a date with Nicole at her mom’s house. We fucked. Fought about how I slept with Ashley. Fucked some more. She told me she hated me more than anything else in the world and that I scared her. We fucked again. Then did drugs. Then she kicked me out around two because Jackson was coming over. Before I left, while she went to the bathroom, I tossed our last condom in the corner of the room so that piegrinder Jackson would find it.


And he did.


And he took her back.


What a chowderhead.


Fuckin’ chump.


Next time I saw Nicole, she slapped me in the face and gave me this gnar bj where she used her teeth more than she ever had with all the other bj’s she’d given me before combined.


It hurt pretty bad, but it was totally fucking worth it.


Jimmy hands everyone a tall can.


I tune my guitar, and Jimmy gets situated on the drums. My guitar is red with My Little Pony stickers all over it, a Devo sticker, and a Gang of Four sticker.


Practices usually last about two and a half hours, and we usually start with the same two songs to get warmed up:


“Coppin’ for Love,” which is the first song we ever recorded.


And “Dandelion Wine,” probably the slowest and warmest and sickest romantic song. The closest thing we got to “Pale Blue Eyes.”


The Trailblazers haven’t released an official EP or an LP. We aren’t signed. How we do it is, we record our sets at practice, dub them onto a bunch of tapes, label ’em, and sell ’em at shows. We have merch, too. It’s limited though. Renee makes shirts and stickers, and me and her do the inserts for the cassette tapes. Sometimes when I wanna make out with a girl at shows, I’ll give her a tape or a shirt, and she’ll let me go up her shirt and rub on her pussy in a bathroom or the parking lot.


We sound pretty okay tonight. Ritchie’s a little off and it’s annoying (think he might be on speed, that’s what his eyes tell me anyway), but Renee is all over this shit, tambourine smacking against her hand, voice ripping out the beauty. Jimmy’s keeping up, and we pretty much kill those songs.


So now it’s time for a new one I’ve been working on.


I call it “Heidi, Baby.” It’s about this chick I met in Louisville during Derby week last year. She’s tan and from California and has blondish-brown hair. Blue eyes. We made out and I fingerbanged her in a loft, and then I bought her a pink sundress from American Apparel and breakfast, got her address—I’ve sent her two postcards without any mail back from her—and called her a Disco Cab to take her to the airport.


I told her I loved her and that I meant it.


It might’ve freaked her out.


So I wrote this song.


Maybe she’ll hear it on the radio one day.


A couple of kids come down to check us out. Every practice kids come down to watch. It’s totally cool, as long as they don’t try to grift us for our drugs or booze or smokes.


The song takes forever to work out. We spend almost an hour on it. It’s different from the other ones because I’m doing the main vocals and Renee and Ritchie are doing backups.


We finally kinda get it. We record it. Then we switch tapes and go through a set list and record that.


The set tonight is seven songs:


 


1. “Angel Maddox”


 


2. “Fast Times, Fast Girls, Fast Fucks”


 


3. “The Human War”


 


4. “I Wrote This Song for a Girl Named Caralie”


 


5. “The Bottom Dwellers”


 


6. “Leveling the Top”


 


7. “Cotton Candy Nightmare”


 


Then we’re done. We’ve killed the booze, all Renee’s coke, and the whiskey.


Renee takes the tape and puts it in her purse. She says she has to meet Lord about the gram.


“Where at?” I ask.


“He’s at Vic’s for pizza and beer.”


Vic’s is a pizza joint with two pinball machines, a table Pac-Man machine, and a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle arcade game. It’s about six blocks from our apartment.


“Cool,” I tell her. “Good work tonight.”


“I like the new song,” she says, smiling.


Renee is rad. I’d fuck her, but she would never let me. Not anymore. Not after the way I sorta dissed Ashley.


Jimmy goes off to meet some girl, so it’s just me and Ritchie.


“I have a few more beers and a little bit of speed upstairs,” he says. “Wanna grab the acoustics and jam out for a little bit?”


“Word,” I say. “I ain’t got shit happening anyway.”


“Me neither.”


“What happened to that babe you were dating last practice?”


“She sucked, man. I lent her twenty dollars and haven’t seen her since.”


“Whore,” I say.


“Total whore,” he says back.


We go upstairs to his room.


He has a water bed and a blue rocking chair and a record player.


We hit the speed and drink the bottles of warm Budweiser. I make a face every time I swallow.


We start jamming.


We go over “Heidi, Baby” a couple of times.


These two girls come in the room with this guy Sean. Sean is one of those turd burglars who lives here. I don’t know why they let him either. He’s even worse than that one dreadlocked Burning Man d-bag.


The problems with Sean are that he’s pretty old, annoying, and the chicks he brings around are gnarly booger pussies who are trying too hard to be cool.


Sean also wears these dumb suits with bow ties and these big top hats and tries to talk about the White Stripes like they’re musical gods, and sometimes he’s even like, “Remember the Vines, dude?” And I’m all like, “Only when you fucking mention those shitbags, you retard.”


They all sit on the floor and listen.


Of course, Sean tries to mooch for drugs, and both Ritchie and I lie and tell him we don’t have any. He asks for a cigarette instead—they all do—so I give them each one just to shut them up.


We play a couple more of our songs, and I look back at Ritchie. “‘Into the Black,’” I say.


“Fuck, yeah,” he says.


“Hey Hey, My My (Into the Black)” is my favorite Neil Young song, one of my favorite songs ever, actually, and it has my most favorite line ever: “It’s better to burn out than to fade away. . . .” Because it cuts fucking glass and rips into your flesh like a goddamn blast dosage after the greatest band practice ever.


We start playing.


Sean and the two trolls bob their heads up and down and smile and get really into it. When we finish, they fucking clap.


And one of the girls is like, “Oh my god, you guys are so good. That was amazing. That song, you have to record that on your next record.”


I cut in. “Our next record will be our first record, baby.”


“Really?” the other girl squeals. “Well, you have to do that song. It’s so beautiful and poetic. It’s so original.”


“Yeah,” Sean says. “So fucking original. I’ve never heard anything like it.”


“Never,” the first girl says.


My head gets fuzzy. Ritchie’s jaw drops.


“What, guys?” Sean asks.


“That’s a fucking Neil Young song,” I say.


“Who’s he?” one of the girls asks.


I look at Ritchie. “Why the fuck does he live here?”


“That’s really a cover?” Sean goes.


“Why do you let him live here?” I press.


Ritchie shrugs. “He can pay the rent on time and doesn’t spend all day rambling about Burning Man and do shit like paint his fucking face and wear fuzzy hats.”


“I can’t believe that’s really a cover,” Sean continues.


“This is totally stupid,” I say. I take off my guitar. I’m high as fuck. I stand up and step through these three wannabe hipster assholes and don’t even tell Ritchie bye.


I ride my bike home.


I’d like to be alone now.


No.


I take that back.


I’d like to be with her.


Patti Smith.


Patti. Patti. Patti.


Me and her sitting in a tree. Kissing by a stream of water. Lying under a blanket fucking.


Before I get home, I stop at the Get ’n’ Go gas station and heat up a jalapeño and beef burrito.


It’s so good.


I sit down in front of the building and eat it.


After that, I fill up my bike tires with air cos they seem a little low. Then I’m off again.


The rest of the ride is nice and cool.


She’s still on my mind.


A solid dose of coke is also on my mind.
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BACK AT THE HOUSE, I’M THE ONLY ONE HERE. THIS barely ever happens.


I go to the living room, and there’s a bottle of Jack and a two-liter of Diet Coke on the coffee table. I scoop them up with my left arm and pick up the laptop in my right hand and go to my room.


Instead of turning on the overhead light, I pull the cord on the lamp in the corner of my room and set everything on my mattress.


My room is fucking trashed. It’s almost always like this, though, so it’s not a big-time stress or anything.


I sit down on my mattress and take out the rest of my coke and dump it into a spoon. I also open the drawer in the small table next to my bed and take out a new syringe.


I melt the coke down with a bit of water, then load the syringe. I pull the belt tight around my arm again until I find the vein. It feels good to be about to shoot up. Lately I’ve been doing more straight coke. I like it mixed with H better, but I also am aware of how much I like it better.


And it’s trouble for me.


Lots of fucking trouble.


I stab the vein and press.


Release.


Deep breath.


Set everything down.


Light a cigarette.


Then I get up and grab the acoustic guitar that’s leaning against my dresser.


I’m so high.


I’m sweating, and I wanna get on a roof and jump across the street to another roof, and then do it again, and then I wanna call people and tell them all about it and about my rad new song “Heidi, Baby.”


I sit back down on the mattress and pull out my moleskin and a pen.


Patti Smith and me jumping on rooftops is all I can think about. She needs a song. A cute girl like that, cutest girl I’ve ever seen, always needs a song.


I think hard. My mind is racing. She’s there in my visions. I see her face, but the sun is shining into my eyes. Her hair is blowing in the wind. She’s in a meadow of yellow tulips, and green hills beyond that. Her eyes twinkle and her lips pull into a beautiful grin and her pale neck is covered with a necklace of blue pearls.


I come up with a riff. It’s good. Like really fucking good. I go through it a few times, then I put the guitar down and write on the top of a page in my moleskin: “Girl in the Yellow Meadow.”


I’m too fucked up to come up with lyrics now, but the idea is there. The seed is planted. I think I’m in love. I think my heart might jump out of my chest. I think my sweat could fill a kiddie pool.


A sudden release of blood makes my dick fucking surge.


I stand up and squirt some Vaseline into my hand and pull out my dick.


I think about Patti. I think about Nicole. I think about Renee. I think about Patti again, and this time her legs are wrapped around my waist, her back against a tree. It’s a tree with a swing attached to it, next to a creek that we can jump in after we’re done banging. I think about sucking her tits, and how wet her pussy is, and then my eyes roll back, my body twitches, and there’s a giant load of come in my hand.


Sit down and wipe my hand on my sheets.


I’ve never felt like this about a girl, and I only saw her for twenty minutes.


It has to be love.


It has to be crazy and mad and fucking romance.


A few deep breaths later, I’m chasing pulls of Jack Daniel’s with Diet Coke. My back is up against the wall, my feet on the bed.


I light a cigarette, open the laptop, and watch Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds videos until I don’t know when.


What I do know is that I love my life right now. I love today. And I fucking love Patti Smith.
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OVER A WEEK GOES BY BEFORE I SEE PATTI AGAIN. During that time I think again and again, sometimes for even like twenty minutes straight, about going to the A-Lot and staking it out and waiting for her to get there or to get dropped off. A bunch of times it crosses my mind, but I never go. My mom’s check comes and I don’t need the money, and every time I think about Patti Smith, even for those long and grueling, but very tasteful, moments, I eventually get sidetracked by a tall can of PBR, or slaying Nicole’s meatpit in the tractor-tire tunnel at one of the abandoned playgrounds. And I would always get sidetracked by the cocaine, loaded into a sweet syringe, injecting a high like no other into my bloodstream.


That’s why I don’t see Patti for a while. Because my vices are always stronger than my will and desire for anything other than my vices.


But then here she is again, out of the blue, just like the first time I saw her.


I’m walking from Frank’s Bar, where I ate a cheese-burger and waffle fries and had a couple of tall cans of Busch Light using my fake ID.


It’s so fucking sunny and so fucking hot. I’ve got my shades on and am wearing a white V-neck T-shirt with the Trailblazers name spray-painted on the front of it in red and black, white cutoff jean shorts, and white K-Swiss sneakers with no socks.


It’s like almost one and shit.


I’m walking on the street thinking about how I’m gonna spend the rest of the day, Pall Mall 100 between my lips, when I hear her voice.


I’d know it from anywhere.


I look to my right. A brown apartment building.


“Hey, you, up here,” the voice calls.


My eyes move up to the second floor, and Patti Smith is on the veranda, leaning against its rails, smoking a cigarette.


She’s wearing a white sundress and is barefoot.


My whole body tingles.


“Alexander,” she says. “What are you doing right now?”


“Nothing. Just kicking it.”


“Where you been?” she asks. “Haven’t seen you at the Lot.”


“Haven’t needed to go back.”


“That must be nice.”


“It’s pretty okay, I guess.”


She exhales smoke through her nose, smashes out the cigarette on one of the rails, and says, “You wanna see my place?”


“Umm, yeah, I do. Is it cool?”


She grins, then giggles. “It’s totally fucking cool, man. Come up. I’ll let you in.”


I’m nervous as fuck. This girl I’ve been daydreaming about off and on for like over a week just invited me into her crib. I’m already sweating from the heat, but an extra sweat washes over me as I walk around the back and open the door.


Patti is smiling at the top of the stairs.


It’s like a really cool dream.


Like a wet one, when you wake up and your mattress or blankets are damp if you sleep naked, like I do, especially in the summer, or when you’re still hard and you start jacking off right away and come all over again before falling back asleep.


“You look so cute,” she says as I climb the stairs to her.


The building is muggy and warm and smells like cigarettes, cats, and processed meat.


Fruit flies buzz in the stale air. There hasn’t been a good breeze in Beaver Falls in, like, two fucking weeks or some shit like that.


Not even an okay cool breeze.


I smile and wipe the sweat off my face with my forearm. “Thank you,” I say, meeting her at the landing. Her hands on her hips, her face shining from the heavy moisture in the air, looking fucking thrilled to see me, which is pretty damn awesome and shit.


“I like your K-Swiss.”


“I like your dress.”


“So what’s up with your shirt?”


“What about it?”


“The Trailblazers?”


“It’s my band.”


“Aren’t they a basketball team?”


“Sure they are.”


“So you named your band after a basketball team?”


“And you named yourself after an aging musician whose best days were over thirty years ago in a city you’ve probably never set foot in?”


“It’s still cooler than your band’s name.”


“But at least my band is legit, unlike your name.”


She giggles and slides her hand down the side of my face. “I like you.”


“Why?”


“I think you’re honest.”


“You barely know me.”


“You’re cute.”


“You’ve said that.”


“You got style.”


“So do you.”


“Wanna see my place now?”


I nod. “That’s why I came in, ya know.”


“Come on, then. No one’s there ’cept me.”


I follow her up another short flight of stairs and down the hallway to the last door on the right. Number 11.


My dick is hard, but I know I won’t getta fuck her today. I’m not sure I even want to yet. Maybe I’ll getta make out with her though. I’d like that. I think it would be a nice start to everything.


I trail her inside.


It’s a small place that smells like ashtrays.


The apartment opens right into the kitchen. It’s filthy. Dirtier than mine even.


The floor is white tiled but covered with smudge marks and cracks. Dishes fill the sink and the counter next to it, even though there is a dishwasher.


The stove top is a mess of red and yellow and green splatters. The fridge is covered with magnets. The microwave door is open, and it looks like a cardinal blew up inside of it.


“Sorry about the mess,” Patti says, looking back at me. “I hate cleaning. My mom hates cleaning too.”


“It’s fine. My place is a pile too. Fucking trash bags stacked in the back of the kitchen or the hallway for weeks sometimes before one of us finally gets sick of climbing over them and takes ’em out.”


“Wasn’t always like this,” she says. “Only in the past couple years, after my mom started bartending four or five nights a week.”


“Where does she bartend?”


“Rip City Tavern, across town.”


“That place is wild.”


“I know. Most of her scumbag boyfriends come from there.”


“That’s where all the old drug dealers and addicts hang out.”


“Yeah. I hate going in there.”


“Why do you, then?”


“Sometimes it’s the only time I get to see her or talk to her for days at a time.”


“Where’s your dad?”


She shrugs. “I don’t know. My mom won’t even tell me who he is. Just that he skipped town before she knew she was pregnant.”


“That’s sad.”


“It is what is.”


Pause.


“What about you?” she asks. “Are you from here?”


“No. I’m from Ridgefall. Two hours north.”


“I know where it is.”


“I moved here like a year and a half ago, after I finished high school.”


“Why Beaver Falls?”


“My best buddy, Jimmy Ace, graduated early senior year and knew some kids who wanted to start a band here, and so he moved. When I would visit on the weekends, I liked it. So I bailed like two days after school ended.”


“You ever go home to see your folks?”


“Not really.”


“Do you talk to them?”


“My mom, sometimes.”


“She gives you money?”


“A little bit.”


Patti nods.


We leave the kitchen and wander into the living room.


All the windows are open, and there is a large fan on the back of a dandelion-print couch.


There’s a blue reclining chair in the far corner. The busted-up coffee table in front of the couch is stacked with empty High Life and Old Milwaukee cans. A huge, like, forty-inch black TV sits on the ground. There’s a record player beside it, crates of records next to the player.


The carpet is shaggy and gray.


There are no paintings or pictures on the yellow, stained walls.


“Do you want a beer, man?”


“Of course I do.”


Patti heads back into the kitchen and returns with two cold High Life cans.


We open them.


“Cheers, Patti Smith.”


“Cheers, Alexander . . . Alexander what, by the way?”


“Franklin,” I answer.


“That’s so darling.” Then, “Okay, Alexander Franklin, cheers.”


We clank our cans together and take big gulps.


“That’s damn good,” I say. “Can I look at those records over there?”


She nods, and we go to kneel down over her collection.


I’m superimpressed with what I see.


It’s a lot of older stuff. Lots of Dylan, Joni Mitchell, Joan Baez. There’s some Stones, some Beatles, MC5 Kick Out the Jams, the Velvet Underground, the Stooges and Iggy Pop’s solo stuff, Lou Reed records, and, of course, Patti Smith, plus like a fucking ton more of great, great stuff.


I look at her, a sly grin parting my lips. “When we first met, you told me it was all about fucking, records, and clothes. I’m betting you bought most of these.”


“Ding, ding, ding,” she says.


“I had a feeling.”


“Your feeling was right.”


I take another drink. “So what’s up? How did you get into all this really good music? I mean, shit. At fourteen, you got a lotta music legacy knowledge.”


“My mom actually got me started. She played Dylan and Bob Marley records all the time when I was younger. A few of her boyfriends had some cool tapes and records they’d bring over and end up leaving after they were through with my mom. From there, I just did my research, thrifted, bought, and built up my collection.”


“Add some hip-hop and some eighties punk and hardcore, and your records will rival mine.”


She takes a sip. “I’ll work on that.”


At this point I can say with total fucking honesty that Patti Smith is the girl I wanna be with. Like for a while and shit. If it ain’t enough that I’ve thought about her more this week than the last four girls I banged put together, then it’s enough that when I look at her, it arouses me to a whole. It’s beautiful. And it makes me anxious. I feel like I’m in heaven or talking to Andy Warhol on a walkie-talkie.


“Wanna see the rest of the place?” she asks.


“Yup.”


We stand up, and I ask her, just to make sure, if it’s okay if I have a cigarette.
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