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Introduction



AT AGE TWENTY-SIX—BROKE, UNPUBLISHED, AND HAVING recently finished a second master’s degree of doubtful utility—I took a job at a private school in Phoenix, to teach eighth-grade English to fifty (mostly) rich kids. Developing the curriculum, grading stacks of papers, and lecturing on the use of semicolons was unpleasant in its own inimitable way, but it was nothing compared to the stress I felt being a part of the chaos of middle-school culture again—even at this tony little academy in the shadow of Camelback Mountain.

Most of the eighth-grade girls could have passed for college coeds: tall, already curvy, and dressed in the same clothes that women wore down the road at Arizona State. They were only slightly uncomfortable in their new bodies, and many already knew how to use them. They were evil girls. Really evil. They turned on each other like starving coyotes, and it was difficult to know from day to day who was leading the snarling pack.

The boys were all dorks. Most of them were short and baby-faced, and the few who were tall were gangly messes of raging hormones. Some had vague smudges of mustaches, and all of them were obsessed with sex. With no other publicly appropriate outlets for the sexual energy coursing through their bodies, the boys spent their free time shoving and hitting each other, or grunting along to gangster rap that seemed utterly irrelevant to their privileged lives of private school, tennis lessons, and backyard pool parties.

Couples would form and pubescent hearts would be broken, but for the most part, the girls failed to recognize their own value and continued to have crushes on their unwieldy male classmates—despite my advice to shop for dates across the arroyo in the upper school.

And there I was, in the swirling center of it all, with the same clenched feeling in my gut that I’d had when I was a skinny spaz in eighth grade. I actually worried once again about wearing the right clothes, if the students would laugh at my jokes, if I had offended the queen bees, if the students could tell I was gay—I was deep in the closet at the time. I found myself at the mall, making sure I bought the correct Doc Martens or low-top Converse One Stars—the shoes of choice for the middle school set in 1994. I knew who was “going with” whom, which liquor store in Scottsdale sold porno to the boys, and what had happened at Michael K’s bar mitzvah. This was wrong. I was reliving the worst years of my life.

As an eighth-grade teacher, I was given a time-traveling mirror to look back at myself in middle school, and what I saw was gruesome. My actual pubescent years were full of mindless Atari video games, biweekly trips to Tucson Mall, skateboarding, then roller-skating, then skateboarding again, seething hatred toward my father for wearing poly-blend slacks, furtive reading of the sex scenes in my mother’s Jackie Collins novels, headache-inducing afternoon reruns of M*A*S*H and Barney Miller, and masturbation, lots of masturbation—including a committed relationship with the water filter jets in our swimming pool. I spent whatever money I had on Donkey Kong and Ralph Lauren Polo shirts, and I went from being an avid reader, excellent student, and amateur herpetologist to a lazy, sarcastic asshole who did his homework right before class, if at all. I gauged my self-worth (and others’) with high scores in the arcade and brand-name clothing.

My friend, whose oldest son just entered middle school, can barely stand to talk about her life at his age. She’s embarrassed, but mainly frightened for her twelve-year-old son, who only recently stopped believing in Santa Claus. At age twelve, my friend had already learned why bongs were better than standard ceramic pipes, and had hitchhiked all over suburban Boston in a bikini top and cut-off Levi’s that she rolled up to make shorter. Alcohol, shoplifting, lesbian experimentation…you name it, she was doing it. And now her basketball-obsessed son, who gets straight As and whose only vice is eavesdropping, is off to middle school, off to face legions of kids my friend can only pray are nothing like she was.

Most people agree that these years, somewhere between ages eleven and fifteen, are when people are at their worst physically, socially, morally. “That awkward age” is merely a euphemism for “the worst years of your life.” “Growing pains” is a euphemism for “horrible behavior.” So why is it that so many writers are drawn to this time for material? And why is it that so much good fiction sprouts from it?

Susan Sontag once said, “The best emotions to write out of are anger and fear or dread,”* and I trust that notion. Our awkward years are full of anger and fear and dread. The only emotion missing from Sontag’s list that applies to the years around middle school is lust. From ages eleven to fifteen, I know my predominant emotions were fear, anger, dread, and lust. At school I was afraid of being exposed as not as rich as my classmates, or gay, or studious, or smart, or stupid, or ignorant. For a while, I carried The Preppy Handbook around like a bible, consulting it for everything from what to wear to what to say. At age thirteen, The Preppy Handbook was my safety net—until I decided (or more likely someone else decided) that it was no longer cool, and I threw out my Lacoste shirts and bought a skateboard.

During the same interview, Sontag went on to say, “The least energizing emotion to write out of is admiration.” I certainly can’t think of anyone I admired during my adolescence, except for maybe Tom Selleck (which was admiration wrapped deeply in unmitigated lust) and the regulars at Skate Country who could do elaborate tricks like “shoot the duck” or “drop the bomb.” Using Sontag’s guidelines, this time in life is the ripest time from which writers can draw.

The stories in this anthology don’t stem from nostalgia for video games, fashion trends, or other pop culture detritus; they stem more likely, I believe, from nostalgia for the intense and sometimes confusing emotions that we all experienced at this time in our lives. It’s this intensity of feeling that makes the worst years of your life the source of some great fiction.

The idea for this anthology came to me while I was preparing another anthology, one that focused on something I called “unsafe text”—fiction unlike the quiet, overly crafted, unassuming work that was lauded at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop while I was a student there. Kevin Canty’s collection, A Stranger in this World, as well as Jennifer Egan’s Emerald City: Stories, were two books I turned to when I was being told my fiction was too dark, that I should try to write something “nice.” The stories in Canty’s and Egan’s collections weren’t nice. They weren’t quiet and unassuming. They were provocative and evocative. The characters were faced with challenging, awkward, scary, and messy situations, and that’s where the stories shined for me. As I looked over the list of stories for this unsafe-text anthology, I realized that many of them focused on protagonists in middle school, around the ages of eleven through fifteen. I dropped unsafe text, and the anthology idea evolved into something more uncomfortably entertaining: The Worst Years of Your Life.

I’m excited that it became more specific because it prompted me to dig a little deeper into my favorite collections of short fiction and solicit suggestions from friends. In the process, I discovered many amazing stories, stories that reminded me why I write fiction, stories I might never have read had I not decided to focus the anthology in this new way. On the suggestion of Amber Dermont, whose story “Lyndon” won me over on the first line and appears in this anthology, I picked up Rattawut Lapcharoensap’s Sightseeing and Alicia Erian’s The Brutal Language of Love. Not only did each of these books contain stories ideally suited for The Worst Years of Your Life, but each book reinforced my idea that fiction does not have to be quiet and unassuming to be good. These writers, and the other writers in this anthology, seem to understand Sontag’s ideas about dread and anger, but they all also understand that sometimes, if you care to look hard enough, you can find beauty in ugliness.

Mark Jude Poirier







THE WORST YEARS OF YOUR LIFE






Bohemians

GEORGE SAUNDERS




IN A LOVELY URBAN COINCIDENCE, THE LAST TWO HOUSES ON our block were both occupied by widows who had lost their husbands in Eastern European pogroms. Dad called them the Bohemians. He called anyone white with an accent a Bohemian. Whenever he saw one of the Bohemians, he greeted her by mispronouncing the Czech word for “door.” Neither Bohemian was Czech, but both were polite, so when Dad said “door” to them they answered cordially, as if he weren’t perennially schlockered.

Mrs. Poltoi, the stouter Bohemian, had spent the war in a crawl space, splitting a daily potato with five cousins. Consequently she was bitter and claustrophobic and loved food. If you ate something while standing near her, she stared at it going into your mouth. She wore only black. She said the Catholic Church was a jeweled harlot drinking the blood of the poor. She said America was a spoiled child ignorant of grief. When our ball rolled onto her property, she seized it and waddled into her backyard and pitched it into the quarry.

Mrs. Hopanlitski, on the other hand, was thin and joyfully made pipe-cleaner animals. When I brought home one of her crude dogs in top hats, Mom said, “Take over your Mold-A-Hero. To her, it will seem like the toy of a king.” To Mom, the camps, massacres, and railroad sidings of twenty years before were as unreal as covered wagons. When Mrs. H. claimed her family had once owned serfs, Mom’s attention wandered. She had a tract house in mind. No way was she getting one. We were renting a remodeled garage behind the Giancarlos, and Dad was basically drinking up the sporting goods store. His NFL helmets were years out of date. I’d stop by after school and find the store closed and Dad getting sloshed among the fake legs with Bennie Delmonico at Prosthetics World.

Using the Mold-A-Hero, I cast Mrs. H. a plastic Lafayette, and she said she’d keep it forever on her sill. Within a week, she’d given it to Elizabeth the Raccoon. I didn’t mind. Raccoon, an only child like me, had nothing. The Kletz brothers called her Raccoon for the bags she had under her eyes from never sleeping. Her parents fought nonstop. They fought over breakfast. They fought in the yard in their underwear. At dusk they stood on their porch whacking each other with lengths of weather stripping. Raccoon practically had spinal curvature from spending so much time slumped over with misery. When the Kletz brothers called her Raccoon, she indulged them by rubbing her hands together ferally. The nickname was the most attention she’d ever had. Sometimes she’d wish to be hit by a car so she could come back as a true raccoon and track down the Kletzes and give them rabies.

“Never wish harm on yourself or others,” Mrs. H. said. “You are a lovely child.” Her English was flat and clear, almost like ours.

“Raccoon, you mean,” Raccoon said. “A lovely raccoon.”

“A lovely child of God,” Mrs. H. said.

“Yeah, right,” Raccoon said. “Tell again about the prince.”

So Mrs. H. told again how she’d stood rapt in her yard watching an actual prince powder his birthmark to invisibility. She remembered the smell of burning compost from the fields and men in colorful leggings dragging a gutted boar across a wooden bridge. This was before she was forced to become a human pack animal in the Carpathians, carrying the personal belongings of cruel officers. At night, they chained her to a tree. Sometimes they burned her calves with a machine-gun barrel for fun. Which was why she always wore knee socks. After three years, she’d come home to find her babies in tiny graves. They were, she would say, short-lived but wonderful gifts. She did not now begrudge God for taking them. A falling star is brief, but isn’t one nonetheless glad to have seen it? Her grace made us hate Mrs. Poltoi all the more. What was eating a sixth of a potato every day compared to being chained to a tree? What was being crammed in with a bunch of your cousins compared to having your kids killed?

The summer I was ten, Raccoon and I, already borderline rejects due to our mutually unraveling households, were joined by Art Siminiak, who had recently made the mistake of inviting the Kletzes in for lemonade. There was no lemonade. Instead, there was Art’s mom and a sailor from Great Lakes passed out naked across the paper-drive stacks on the Siminiaks’ sun porch.

This new, three-way friendship consisted of slumping in gangways, playing gloveless catch with a Wiffle, trailing hopefully behind kids whose homes could be entered without fear of fiasco.

Over on Mozart lived Eddie the Vacant. Eddie was seventeen, huge, and simple. He could crush a walnut in his bare hand, but first you had to put it there and tell him to do it. Once he’d pinned a VACANT sign to his shirt and walked around the neighborhood that way, and the name had stuck. Eddie claimed to see birds. Different birds appeared on different days of the week. Also, there was a Halloween bird and a Christmas bird.

One day, as Eddie hobbled by, we asked what kind of birds he was seeing.

“Party birds,” he said. “They got big streamers coming out they butts.”

“You having a party?” said Art. “You having a homo party?”

“I gone have a birthday party,” said Eddie, blinking shyly.

“Your dad know?” Raccoon said.

“No, he don’t yet,” said Eddie.

His plans for the party were private and illogical. We peppered him with questions, hoping to get him to further embarrass himself. The party would be held in his garage. As far as the junk car in there, he would push it out by hand. As far as the oil on the floor, he would soak it up using Handi Wipes. As far as music, he would play a trumpet.

“What are you going to play the trumpet with?” said Art. “Your asshole?”

“No, I not gone play it with that,” Eddie said. “I just gone use my lips, okay?”

As far as girls, there would be girls; he knew many girls, from his job managing the Drake Hotel, he said. As far as food, there would be food, including pudding dumplings.

“You’re the manager of the Drake Hotel,” Raccoon said.

“Hey, I know how to get the money for pudding dumplings!” Eddie said.

Then he rang Poltoi’s bell and asked for a contribution. She said for what. He said for him. She said to what end. He looked at her blankly and asked for a contribution. She asked him to leave the porch. He asked for a contribution. Somewhere, he’d got the idea that, when asking for a contribution, one angled to sit on the couch. He started in, and she pushed him back with a thick forearm. Down the front steps he went, ringing the iron bannister with his massive head.

He got up and staggered away, a little blood on his scalp.

“Learn to leave people be!” Poltoi shouted after him.

Ten minutes later, Eddie Sr. stood on Poltoi’s porch, a hulking effeminate tailor too cowed to use his bulk for anything but butting open the jamming door at his shop.

“Since when has it become the sport to knock unfortunates down stairs?” he asked.

“He was not listen,” she said. “I tell him no. He try to come inside.”

“With all respect,” he said, “it is in my son’s nature to perhaps be not so responsive.”

“Someone so unresponse, keep him indoors,” she said. “He is big as a man. And I am old lady.”

“Never has Eddie presented a danger to anyone,” Eddie Sr. said.

“I know my rights,” she said. “Next time, I call police.”

But, having been pushed down the stairs, Eddie the Vacant couldn’t seem to stay away.

“Off this porch,” Poltoi said through the screen when he showed up the next day, offering her an empty cold-cream jar for three dollars.

“We gone have so many snacks,” he said. “And if I drink a alcohol drink, then watch out. Because I ain’t allowed. I dance too fast.”

He was trying the doorknob now, showing how fast he would dance if alcohol was served.

“Please, off this porch!” she shouted.

“Please, off this porch!” he shouted back, doubling at the waist in wacky laughter.

Poltoi called the cops. Normally, Lieutenant Brusci would have asked Eddie what bird was in effect that day and given him a ride home in his squad. But this was during the One City fiasco. To cut graft, cops were being yanked off their regular beats and replaced by cops from other parts of town. A couple of Armenians from South Shore showed up and dragged Eddie off the porch in a club lock so tight he claimed the birds he was seeing were beakless.

“I’ll give you a beak, Frankenstein,” said one of the Armenians, tightening the choke hold.

Eddie entered the squad with all the fluidity of a hat rack. Art and Raccoon and I ran over to Eddie Sr.’s tailor shop, above the Marquee, which had sunk to porn. When Eddie Sr. saw us, he stopped his Singer by kicking out the plug. From downstairs came a series of erotic moans.

Eddie Sr. rushed to the hospital with his Purple Heart and some photos of Eddie as a grinning, wet-chinned kid on a pony. He found Eddie handcuffed to a bed, with an IV drip and a smashed face. Apparently, he’d bitten one of the Armenians. Bail was set at three hundred. The tailor shop made zilch. Eddie Sr.’s fabrics were a lexicon of yesteryear. Dust coated a bright yellow sign that read ZIPPERS REPAIRED IN JIFFY.

“Jail for that kid, I admit, don’t make total sense,” the judge said. “Three months in the Anston. Best I can do.”

The Anston Center for Youth was a red brick former forge now yarded in barbed wire. After their shifts, the guards held loud, hooting orgies kitty-corner at Zem’s Lamplighter. Skinny immigrant women arrived at Zem’s in station wagons and emerged hours later adjusting their stockings. From all over Chicago kids were sent to the Anston, kids who’d only ever been praised for the level of beatings they gave and received and their willingness to carve themselves up. One Anston kid had famously hired another kid to run over his foot. Another had killed his mother’s lover with a can opener. A third had sliced open his own eyelid with a pop-top on a dare.

Eddie the Vacant disappeared into the Anston in January and came out in March.

To welcome him home, Eddie Sr. had the neighborhood kids over. Eddie the Vacant looked so bad even the Kletzes didn’t joke about how bad he looked. His nose was off center and a scald mark ran from ear to chin. When you got too close, his hands shot up. When the cake was served, he dropped his plate, shouting, “Leave a guy alone!”

Our natural meanness now found a purpose. Led by the Kletzes, we cut through Poltoi’s hose, bashed out her basement windows with ball-peens, pushed her little shopping cart over the edge of the quarry, and watched it end-over-end into the former Slag Ravine.

Then it was spring and the quarry got busy. When the noon blast went off, our windows rattled. The three o’clock blast was even bigger. Raccoon and Art and I made a fort from the cardboard shipping containers the Cline frames came in. One day, while pretending the three o’clock blast was atomic, we saw Eddie the Vacant bounding toward our fort through the weeds, like some lover in a commercial, only fatter and falling occasionally.

His trauma had made us kinder toward him.

“Eddie,” Art said. “You tell your dad where you’re at?”

“It no big problem,” Eddie said. “I was gone leave my dad a note.”

“But did you?” said Art.

“I’ll leave him a note when I get back,” said Eddie. “I gone come in with you now.”

“No room,” said Raccoon. “You’re too huge.”

“That a good one!” said Eddie, crowding in.

Down in the quarry were the sad cats, the slumping watchman’s shack, the piles of reddish, discarded dynamite wrappings that occasionally rose erratically up the hillside like startled birds.

Along the quarryside trail came Mrs. Poltoi, dragging a new shopping cart.

“Look at that pig,” said Raccoon. “Eddie, that’s the pig that put you away.”

“What did they do to you in there, Ed?” said Art. “Did they mess with you?”

“No, they didn’t,” said Eddie. “I just a say to them, ‘Leave a guy alone!’ I mean, sometime they did, okay? Sometimes that one guy say, ‘Hey, Eddie, pull your thing! We gone watch you.’”

“Okay, okay,” said Art.

At dusk, the three of us would go to Mrs. H.’s porch. She’d bring out cookies and urge forgiveness. It wasn’t Poltoi’s fault her heart was small, she told us. She, Mrs. H., had seen a great number of things, and seeing so many things had enlarged her heart. Once, she had seen Göring. Once, she had seen Einstein. Once, during the war, she had seen a whole city block, formerly thick with furriers, bombed black overnight. In the morning, charred bodies had crawled along the street, begging for mercy. One such body had grabbed her by the ankle, and she recognized it as Bergen, a friend of her father’s.

“What did you do?” said Raccoon.

“Not important now,” said Mrs. H., gulping back tears, looking off into the quarry.

Then disaster. Dad got a check for shoulder pads for all six district football teams and, trying to work things out with Mom, decided to take her on a cruise to Jamaica. Nobody in our neighborhood had ever been on a cruise. Nobody had even been to Wisconsin. The disaster was, I was staying with Poltoi. Ours was a liquor household, where you could ask a question over and over in utter sincerity and never get a straight answer. I asked and asked, “Why her?” And was told and told, “It will be an adventure.”

I asked, “Why not Grammy?”

I was told, “Grammy don’t feel well.”

I asked, “Why not Hopanlitski?”

Dad did this like snort.

“Like that’s gonna happen,” said Mom.

“Why not, why not?” I kept asking.

“Because shut up,” they kept answering.

Just after Easter, over I went, with my little green suitcase.

I was a night panicker and occasional bed-wetter. I’d wake drenched and panting. Had they told her? I doubted it. Then I knew they hadn’t, from the look on her face the first night, when I peed myself and woke up screaming.

“What’s this?” she said.

“Pee,” I said, humiliated beyond any ability to lie.

“Ach, well,” she said. “Who don’t? This also used to be me. Pee pee pee. I used to dream of a fish who cursed me.”

She changed the sheets gently, with no petulance—a new one on me. Often Ma, still half asleep, popped me with the wet sheet, saying when at last I had a wife, she herself could finally get some freaking sleep.

Then the bed was ready, and Poltoi made a sweeping gesture, like, Please.

I got in.

She stayed standing there.

“You know,” she said. “I know they say things. About me, what I done to that boy. But I had a bad time in the past with a big stupid boy. You don’t gotta know. But I did like I did that day for good reason. I was scared at him, due to something what happened for real to me.”

She stood in the half-light, looking down at her feet.

“Do you get?” she said. “Do you? Can you get it, what I am saying?”

“I think so,” I said.

“Tell to him,” she said. “Tell to him sorry, explain about it, tell your friends also. If you please. You have a good brain. That is why I am saying to you.”

Something in me rose to this. I’d never heard it before but I believed it: I had a good brain. I could be trusted to effect a change.

Next day was Saturday. She made soup. We played a game using three slivers of soap. We made placemats out of colored strips of paper, and she let me teach her my spelling words.

Around noon, the doorbell rang. At the door stood Mrs. H.

“Everything okay?” she said, poking her head in.

“Yes, fine,” said Poltoi. “I did not eat him yet.”

“Is everything really fine?” Mrs. H. said to me. “You can say.”

“It’s fine,” I said.

“You can say,” she said fiercely.

Then she gave Poltoi a look that seemed to say, Hurt him and you will deal with me.

“You silly woman,” said Poltoi. “You are going now.”

Mrs. H. went.

We resumed our spelling. It was tense in a quiet-house way. Things ticked. When Poltoi missed a word, she pinched her own hand, but not hard. It was like symbolic pinching. Once when she pinched, she looked at me looking at her, and we laughed.

Then we were quiet again.

“That lady?” she finally said. “She like to lie. Maybe you don’t know. She say she is come from where I come from?”

“Yes,” I said.

“She is lie,” she said. “She act so sweet and everything but she lie. She been born in Skokie. Live here all her life, in America. Why you think she talk so good?”

All week, Poltoi made sausage, noodles, potato pancakes; we ate like pigs. She had tea and cakes ready when I came home from school. At night, if necessary, she dried me off, moved me to her bed, changed the sheets, put me back, with never an unkind word.

“Will pass, will pass,” she’d hum.

Mom and Dad came home tanned, with a sailor cap for me, and, in a burst of post-vacation honesty, confirmed it: Mrs. H. was a liar. A liar and a kook. Nothing she said was true. She’d been a cashier at Goldblatt’s but had been caught stealing. When caught stealing, she’d claimed to be with the Main Office. When a guy from the Main Office came down, she’d claimed to be with the FBI. Then she’d produced a letter from Lady Bird Johnson, but in her own handwriting, with “Johnson” spelled “Jonsen.”

I told the other kids what I knew, and in time they came to believe it, even the Kletzes.

And, once we believed it, we couldn’t imagine we hadn’t seen it all along.

Another spring came, once again birds nested in bushes on the sides of the quarry. A thrown rock excited a thrilling upward explosion. Thin rivers originated in our swampy backyards, and we sailed boats made of flattened shoeboxes, Twinkie wrappers, crimped tinfoil. Raccoon glued together three balsa-wood planes and placed on this boat a turd from her dog, Svengooli, and, as Svengooli’s turd went over a little waterfall and disappeared into the quarry, we cheered.









Sisters of the Moon

JENNIFER EGAN




SILAS HAS A BROKEN HEAD. IT HAPPENED SOMETIME LAST night, outside The Limited on Geary and Powell. None of us saw. Silas says the fight was over a woman, and that he won it. “But you look like all bloody shit, my friend,” Irish says, laughing, rolling the words off his accent. Silas says we should’ve seen the other guy.

He adjusts the bandage on his head and looks up at the palm trees, which make a sound over Union Square like it’s raining. Silas has that strong kind of shape, like high school guys who you know could pick you up and carry you like a bag. But his face is old. He wears a worn-out army jacket, the pockets always fat with something. Once, he pulled out a silver thimble and pushed it into my hand, not saying one word. It can’t be real silver, but I’ve kept it.

I think Silas fought in Vietnam. Once he said, “It’s 1974, and I’m still alive,” like he couldn’t believe it.

“So where is he?” Irish asks, full of humor. “Where is this bloke with half his face gone?”

Angel and Liz start laughing, I don’t know why. “Where’s this woman you fought for?” is what I want to ask.

Silas shrugs, grinning. “Scared him away.”



SAN FRANCISCO IS OURS, we’ve signed our name on it a hundred times: SISTERS OF THE MOON. On the shiny tiles inside the Stockton Tunnel, across those buildings like blocks of salt on the empty piers near the Embarcadero. Silver plus another color, usually blue or red. Angel and Liz do the actual painting. I’m the lookout. While they’re spraying the paint cans, I get scared to death. To calm down, I’ll say to myself, If the cops come, or if someone stops his car to yell at us, I’ll just walk away from Angel and Liz, like I never saw them before in my life. Afterward, when the paint is wet and we bounce away on the balls of our feet, I get so ashamed, thinking, What if they knew? They’d probably ditch me, which would be worse than getting caught—even going to jail. I’d be all alone in the universe.

Most people walk through Union Square on their way someplace else. Secretaries, businessmen. The Park, we call it. But Silas and Irish and the rest are always here. They drift out, then come back. Union Square is their own private estate.

Watching over the square like God is the St. Francis Hotel, with five glass elevators sliding up and down its polished face. Stoned, Angel and Liz and I spend hours sitting on benches with our heads back, waiting for the elevators to all line up on top. Down, up, down—even at 5 A.M. they’re moving. The St. Francis never sleeps.

Angel and Liz expect to be famous, and I believe it. Angel just turned fifteen. I’m only five months younger, and Liz is younger than me. But I’m the baby of us. Smoking pot in Union Square, I still worry who will see.



WE’VE BEEN TALKING for a week about dropping acid. I keep stalling. Today we go ahead and buy it, from a boy with a runny nose and dark, anxious eyes. Across the street is I. Magnin, and I get a sick feeling that my stepmother is going to come out the revolving doors with packages under her arms. She’s a buyer for the shoe department at Saks, and in the afternoon she likes to walk around and view the competition.

Angel leans against a palm tree, asking in her Southern voice if the acid is pure and how much we should take to get off and how long the high will last us. She’s got her shirt tied up so her lean stomach shows. Angel came from Louisiana a year ago with her mother’s jazz band. I adore her. She goes wherever she wants, and the world just forms itself around her.

“What are you looking at?” Liz asks me. She’s got short, curly black hair and narrow blue eyes.

“Nothing.”

“Yes, you are,” she says. “All the time. Just watching everything.”

“So?”

“So, when are you going to do something?” She says it like she’s joking.

I get a twisting in my stomach. “I don’t know,” I say. I glance at Angel, but she’s talking to the dealer. At least she didn’t hear us.

Liz and I look at I. Magnin. Her mother could walk out of there as easily as mine, but Liz doesn’t care. I get the feeling she’s waiting for something like that to happen, a chance to show Angel how far she can go.



WE FIND IRISH BEGGING on Powell Street. “Can you spare any part of a million dollars?” he asks the world, spreading his arms wide. Irish has a big blond face and wavy hair and eyes that are almost purple—I mean it. One time, he says, he got a thousand-dollar bill—an Arab guy just handed it over. That was before we knew Irish.

“My lassies,” he calls out, and we get the hug of those big arms, all three of us. He inhales from Angel’s hair, which is dark brown and flips into wings on both sides of her face. She’s still a virgin. In Angel this seems beautiful, like a precious glass bowl you can’t believe didn’t break yet. One time, in Union Square, this Australian guy took hold of her hair and pulled it back, back, so the tendons of her throat showed through the skin, and Angel was laughing at first and so was the guy, but then he leaned down and kissed her mouth and Irish knocked him away, shouting, “Hey, motherfucker, can’t you see she’s still a child?”

“What nice presents have you brought?” Irish asks now.

Angel opens the bag to show the acid. I check around for cops and catch Liz watching me, a look on her face like she wants to laugh.

“When shall we partake?” Irish asks, reaching out with his cap to a lady in a green raincoat, who shakes her head like he should know better, then drops in a quarter. Irish could have any kind of life, I think—he just picked this one.

“Not yet,” Angel says. “Too light.”

“Tonight,” Liz says, knowing I won’t be there.

Angel frowns. “What about Tally?”

I look down, startled and pleased to be remembered.

“Tomorrow?” Angel asks me.

I can’t help pausing for a second, holding this feeling of everyone waiting for my answer. Then someone singing “Gimme Shelter” distracts them. I wish I’d just said it.

“Tomorrow’s fine.”



THE SINGER TURNS OUT to be a guy named Fleece, who I don’t know. I mean, I’ve seen him, he’s part of the gang of Irish and Silas and them who hang out in the Park. Angel says these guys are in their thirties, but they look older than that and act younger, at least around us. There are women, too, with red eyes and heavy makeup, and mostly they act loud and happy, but when they get dressed up, there are usually holes in their stockings, or at least a run. They don’t like us—Angel especially.

Angel hands me the acid bag to hold while she lights up a joint. Across the Park I see three cops walking—I can almost hear the squeak of their boots. I cover the bag with my hand. I see Silas on another bench. His bandage is already dirty.

“Tally’s scared,” Liz says. She’s watching me, that expression in her eyes like the laughter behind them is about to come pushing out.

The others look at me, and my heart races. “I’m not.”

In Angel’s eyes I see a flash of cold. Scared people make her moody, like they remind her of something she wants to forget. “Scared of what?” she says.

“I’m not.”

Across the square, Silas adjusts the bandage over his eyes. Where is this woman he fought for? I wonder. Why isn’t she with him now?

“I don’t know,” Liz says. “What’re you scared of, Tally?”

I look right at Liz. There’s a glittery challenge in her eyes but also something else, like she’s scared, too. She hates me, I think. We’re friends, but she hates me.

Irish tokes from the joint in the loudest way, like it’s a tube connecting him to the last bit of oxygen on earth. When he exhales, his face gets white. “What’s she scared of?” he says, and laughs faintly. “The world’s a bloody terrifying place.”



AT HOME THAT NIGHT I can’t eat. I’m too thin, like a little girl, even though I’m fourteen. Angel loves to eat, and I know that’s how you get a figure, but my body feels too small. It can’t hold anything extra.

“How was school?” my stepmother asks.

“Fine.”

“Where have you been since then?”

“With Angel and those guys. Hanging around.” No one seems to notice my Southern accent.

My father looks up. “Hanging around doing what?”

“Homework.”

“They’re in biology together,” my stepmother explains.

Across the table the twins begin to whimper. As he leans over their baby heads, my father’s face goes soft—I see it even through his beard. The twins are three years old, with bright red hair. Tomorrow I’ll tie up my shirt, I think, like Angel did. So what if my stomach is white?

“I’m spending the night tomorrow,” I say. “At Angel’s.”

He wipes applesauce from the babies’ mouths. I can’t tell if he means to refuse or is just distracted. “Tomorrow’s Saturday,” I tell him, just in case.



WE SPEND ALL DAY at Angel’s, preparing. Her mom went to Mexico with the band she plays violin for, and won’t be back for a month. Candles, powdered incense from the Mystic Eye, on Broadway, a paint set, sheets of creamy paper, Pink Floyd records stacked by the stereo, and David Bowie, and Todd Rundgren, and “Help Me,” of course—Joni Mitchell’s new hit, which we worship.

Angel lives six blocks from Union Square in a big apartment south of Market Street, with barely any walls. A foil pyramid hangs from the ceiling over her bed. All day we keep checking the square for Irish, but he’s disappeared.

At sundown we go ahead without him. Candles on the window-sills, the white rug vacuumed. We cut the pills with a knife, and each of us takes one-third of all three so we’re sure to get the same dose. I’m terrified. It seems wrong that such a tiny thing could do so much. But I feel Liz watching me, waiting for one wrong move, and I swallow in silence.

Then we wait. Angel does yoga, arching her back, pressing her palms to the floor with her arms bent. I’ve never seen anyone so limber. The hair rushes from her head in a flood of black, like it could stain the rug. Liz’s eyes don’t move from her.

When the acid starts to work, we all lie together on her mother’s huge four-poster bed, Angel in the middle. She holds one of our hands in each of hers. Angel has the kind of skin that tans in a minute, and beautiful, snaking veins. I feel the blood moving in her. We wave our hands above our faces and watch them leave trails. I feel Angel warm beside me and think how I’ll never love anyone this much, how without her I would disappear.



THE CITY AT NIGHT is full of lights and water and hills like piles of sand. We struggle to climb them. Empty cable cars totter past. The sky is a sheet of black paper with tiny holes poked in it. The Chinatown sidewalks smell like salt and flesh. It’s 3 A.M. Planes drift overhead like strange fish.

Market Street, a steamy puddle at every curb. We find our way down alleys, our crazy eyes making diamonds of the shattered glass that covers the streets and sidewalks. Nothing touches us. We float under the orange streetlamps. My father, the twins—everything but Angel and Liz and me just fades into nothing, the way the night used to disappear when my real mother tucked me into bed, years ago.

In the Broadway Tunnel I grab for the spray cans. “Let me,” I cry, breathless. Angel and Liz are too stoned to care. We have green and silver. I hold one can in each fist, shake them up, and spray huge round letters, like jaws ready to swallow me. I breathe in the paint fumes and they taste like honey. Tiny dots of cool paint fall on my face and eyelashes and stay there. Traffic ricochets past, but I don’t care tonight—I don’t care. In the middle of painting I turn to Angel and Liz and cry, “This is it, this is it!” and they nod excitedly, like they already knew, and then I start to cry. We hug in the Broadway Tunnel. “This is it,” I sob, clinging to Angel and Liz, their warm shoulders. I hear them crying, too, and think, It will be like this always. From now on, nothing can divide us.

It seems like hours before I notice the paint cans still in my hands and finish the job. SISTERS OF THE MOON.

It blazes.



WE MAKE OUR WAY to Union Square. Lo and behold, there is Irish, holding court with a couple of winos and a girl named Pamela, who I’ve heard is a prostitute. Irish looks different tonight—he’s got big, swashbuckling sleeves that flap like sails in the wind. He’s grand. As we walk toward him, blinking in the liquidy light, an amazement at his greatness overwhelms us. He is a great man, Irish. We’re lucky to know him.

Irish scoops Angel into his arms. “My beloved,” he says. “I’ve been waiting all night for you.” And he kisses her full on the lips—a deep, long kiss that Angel seems at first to resist. Then she relaxes, like always. I feel a small, sharp pain, like a splinter of glass in my heart. But I’m not surprised. It was always going to happen, I think. We were always waiting.

Angel and Irish draw apart and look at each other. Liz hovers near them. Pamela gets up and walks away, into the shadows. I sit on the bench with the winos and stare up at the St. Francis Hotel.

“You’re high,” Irish says to Angel. “So very high.”

“What about you? Your pupils are gone,” she says.

Irish laughs. He laughs and laughs, opening up his mouth like the world could fit in it. Irish might live on the streets, but his teeth are white. “I’ll see you in Heaven,” he says.

On the St. Francis Hotel the glass elevators float. Two reach the top, and two more rise slowly to join them. They hang there, all four, and I hold my breath as the fifth approaches and will the others not to move until it gets there. I keep perfectly still, pushing the last one up with my eyes until it reaches the top, and there they are, in a perfect line, all five.

I turn to show Angel and Liz, but they’re gone. I see them walking away with Irish, Angel in the middle, Liz clutching at her arm like the night could pull them apart. It’s Liz who looks back at me. Our eyes meet, and I feel like she’s talking out loud, I understand so perfectly. If I move fast, now, I can keep her from winning. But the thought makes me tired. I don’t move. Liz turns away. I think I see a bounding in her steps, but I stay where I am.

They turn to ghosts in the darkness and vanish. My teeth start to chatter. It’s over. Angel is gone, I think, and I start to cry. She just walked away.

Then I hear a rushing noise. It’s a sound like time passing, years racing past, so all of a sudden I’m much older, a grown-up woman looking back to when she was a girl in Union Square. And I realize that even if Angel never thinks of me again, at some point I’ll get up and take the bus home.

The winos have drifted off. By my Mickey Mouse watch it’s 5 A.M. I notice someone crossing the square—it’s Silas, the dirty bandage still around his head. I yell out to him.

He comes over slowly, like it hurts to walk. He sits down next to me. For a long time we just sit, not talking. Finally I ask, “Was it really over a woman?”

Silas shakes his head. “Just a fight,” he says. “Just another stupid fight.”

I straighten my legs so that my sneakers meet in front of me. They’re smudged but still white. “I’m hungry,” I say.

“Me, too,” Silas says. “But everything’s closed.” Then he says, “I’m leaving town.”

“To where?”

“South Carolina. My brother’s store. Called him up today.”

“How come?”

“Had enough,” he says. “Just finally had enough.”

I know there’s something I should say, but I don’t know what. “Is he nice,” I ask, “your brother?”

Silas grins. I see the young part of him then, the kind of mischief boys have. “He’s the meanest bastard I know.”

“What about Irish?” I ask. “Won’t you miss Irish and those guys?”

“Irish is a dead man.”

I stare at Silas.

“Believe it,” he says. “In twenty years no one will remember him.”

Twenty years. In twenty years I’d be thirty-four years old, my stepmother’s age. It would be 1994. And suddenly I think, Silas is right—Irish is dead. And Angel, too, and maybe even Liz. Right now is their perfect, only time. It will sweep them away. But Silas was always outside it.

I put my hand in my pocket and find the thimble. I pull it out. “You gave me this,” I tell him.

Silas looks at the thimble like he’s never seen it. Then he says, “That’s real silver.”

Maybe he wants it back to sell, for his trip to South Carolina. I leave the thimble in my hand so that if Silas wants it he can just take it. But he doesn’t. We both look at the thimble. “Thanks,” I say.

We lean back on the bench. My high is wearing off. I have a feeling in my chest like feathers, like a bird waking up and brushing against my ribs. The elevators rise and fall, like signals.

“Always watching,” Silas says, looking at me. “Those big eyes, always moving.”

I nod, ashamed. “But I never do anything,” I say. And all of a sudden I know, I know why Angel left me.

Silas frowns. “Sure you do. You watch,” he says, “which is what’ll save you.”

I shrug. But the longer we sit, the more I realize he’s right—what I do is watch. I’m like Silas, I think. In twenty years I’ll still be alive.

On one side the sky is getting light, like a lid is being lifted up. I watch it, trying to see the day coming, but I can’t. All of a sudden the sky is just bright.

“I wonder what people will look like in 1994,” I say.

Silas considers. “Twenty years? Probably look like us again.”

“Like you and me?” I’m disappointed.

“Oh yeah,” Silas says with a wry grin. “Wishing they’d been here the first time.”

I look at the blue bandanna tied around his wrist, his torn-up jeans and army jacket with a Grateful Dead skull on one pocket. When I’m thirty-four, tonight will be a million years ago, I think—the St. Francis Hotel and the rainy palm tree sounds, Silas with the bandage on his head—and this makes me see how everything now is precious, how someday I’ll know I was lucky to be here.

“I’ll remember Irish,” I say loudly. “I’ll remember everyone. In twenty years.”

Silas looks at me curiously. Then he touches my face, tracing my left cheekbone almost to my ear. His finger is warm and rough, and I have the thought that to Silas my skin must feel soft. He studies the paint on the tip of his finger, and smiles. He shows me. “Silver,” he says.









Class Trip

VICTOR D. LAVALLE




HOOKERS, WILLY SAID. YOU KNOW THEM. YOU LOVE them.

He was trying to get us interested. What do you think? He was talking to three tenth-grade boys. Fifteen years old. Among all four we didn’t have half a brain. Willy, bullet-shaped head and all, was good at convincing and he wasn’t even working hard.

—We are hopping on that train, he continued, heading out to Manhattan and everyone here is getting his dick sucked. No arguments.

—Who’s going to put up a fight? I asked. We were each calculating how best to get some money, which parent often left a purse or wallet unguarded.

Carter asked,—How much we’ll need? He stood his tall ass up in front of me. When he stretched his arms over his head Carter could run his fingers around the lip of the visible universe.

Our building was budding with age groups, men and boys. Soon someone had beer; eventually it made the rounds from the eighteen-and-ups to us and after we’d taken our pulls from the tall brown bottles there were the boys we’d once been, ten or eleven, anticipating a first taste. We could all afford such open drinking until eight or nine at night because our adults were dying at jobs. Willy never left shit to settle, so before we went off he grabbed Carter, James and me, said,—This Friday. Get like thirty dollars.

Carter and I walked, no destination, just anywhere away from home. He was chattering about where he’d get his loot, not his mother or father, but that older brother who left his cash in his old shell-toed Adidas up on a shelf in his closet. Then he asked,—So what’s that woman of yours going to say about you checking out these hos?

I had forgotten about her.—Guess I won’t tell, I said.

He laughed,—Man, you know you can’t keep no secrets when you get drunk.

—I’ve never been drunk around Trisha.

Carter nodded.—Well then, maybe. He began telling me something else, he was almost whispering so it seemed like a secret. I was distracted but absently swore I heard my girl’s name. I wasn’t listening. It was evening in Flushing, Queens, and the buildings got glowing in that setting-sun red.



FRIDAY, MAN, the whole day was full of explosive energy. During precalc a girl beside me dropped her book and in my head it sounded like a squad of soldiers battering through the door. When I saw any of the other guys we nodded conspiratorially. My girl made it easier on my conscience when she bowed out of school after third period. She clutched her belly and told me she was going home early, cramps were tearing up her insides. She had a big bag, full, and when I asked she reminded me of the trip she was taking to see her aunt, who lived in Massachusetts, some town near Boston. She’d be gone for days.

Then, in the evening, we rode the 7 out toward Manhattan. It was strange traveling with them; since about thirteen I had been coming out to wander alone. Most times I’d get off at Times Square where my ass would trip around for blocks trying to find something to kill me or make me laugh.

On the subway James scratched his balls, looked at an old asleep man, tortured in his wrinkled suit. He asked us,—What if I just punch that kid in the face? He pointed to the man. But we weren’t really like that. None of us. Talk shit, that was our game. Run fast, that was our game.

—Don’t start nothing, Willy said.

James sucked his teeth; the way his eyes were shaking in their sockets he seemed amped enough to hit this guy, but Willy talked him down until James sat back, sprawled out like he couldn’t on his mother’s couch. A year before, James got into it with an off-duty cop who was quick to show his badge and gun to James and me. The pistol was under his coat, outside his shirt, hanging on the rim of his jeans, the snubbed nose looking like a challenge.—So you’re a cop, James had said. So what?

The cop was black, so I was especially scared.

—You should watch your mouth son, the cop said, though he wasn’t very old himself.

James laughed that way he does, showing all his teeth; an expression that says, And?

Black Cop pressed the yellow strip to ring for his stop. In the back stairwell he said to me,—Your friend’s going to get you into trouble someday.

I wasn’t speaking; I nodded but my neck was soft with liquor, so I only managed a weak wobble of my head. He had made the mistake most people did, thought that because I was the quiet kid I was the one who should be saved.



AT TIMES SQUARE we discussed getting off, enjoying the flickering pleasures of video booths, but Willy was sure of his mission. He said,—Y’all will thank me when you have a mouth all on your knob.

We got off at Twenty-eighth Street, walked so quickly to the West Side Highway you’d have thought we were on wheels. A few blocks up, the Intrepid Museum was docked. I had been there three years before, with my mother and baby sister; I rode in the cockpit of a flight simulator imagining I could join the Air Force and float somewhere above the planet. James found sour balls in his jacket and sucked one.

—You keep making noises like that and some dude’s going to think you’re advertising, Carter said. We laughed, but then he pointed and silenced us all. There, forty feet away, was a hooker dressed all in tight silver. You can’t underestimate what this meant to us; imagine Plymouth Rock.

—You suck dick? James asked. She didn’t need to look up to know she should ignore us.

—Break out, she said, going through her tiny purse. She looked down the street, lit a cigarette, saw we had not left, said again, Break out.

Carter tried to make it clear.—My boy asked if you suck dick.

She whipped her red hair, real or fake, backward, elegantly. I frowned. Silver said,—You tell your boy I don’t fuck with little kids. The way she switched her weight from foot one to foot two made us forget any indignation and check out her lovely hips.

—I’m saying, James charmed. I got the loot and you got the mouth, right?

Silver lost her temper, cursed at us, screamed a man’s name. Then there he was, behind a rotten chain-link fence, amid these half-built homes of scavenged wood and sheets of plastic, all big shoulders and blond hair, like some übermensch, a fucking super-Nazi in an off-white overcoat.

Carter stayed behind to unload some more words at her; the rest of us were on the move. The expression on that guy, clearing the fence, crossing the street, was like he loved hurting people. Finally Carter appeared, stretching those long legs as he caught up to us. I looked over my shoulder, and the guy was still coming. My legs went faster. Soon I was whipping his Aryan ass like I was Jesse Owens.



THE FIRST TIME I held my girl’s hand I was shaking so deep I couldn’t control it. She looked at me.—You’re shaking.

It was a strange second and I didn’t say shit. This was six months before the night out with James, Willy and Carter.

Trisha said,—I think it’s sweet.

We were outside school, by the library. She and I had walked out, to the October cool, because I wouldn’t hold her hand in front of a crowd.—Are you that nervous? she asked.

Her hand wrapped around mine. I thought I should kiss her, touch her face, find that spot that works—opening her mouth, closing her eyes. I said,—Yeah, a little.

—Why? She was older than me. Sixteen.

—Just am.

We sat on the cold steps. She smiled. She had braces; they were shimmering and comely, there in her mouth. I had cuts across the backs of my hands. Trisha rubbed them with an open palm.

—How did these happen?

—I don’t know.

—No, seriously, you can tell me these things.

I really didn’t remember what had scarred them. She laughed; usually I got that reaction, laughter, from her only on the phone, where I could loosen up; in person I was always overcome by my goddamn emotions. When the cold air hit us harder, I thought of her, asked if she wanted to go in.

Trisha nodded.—It is cold. But we can stay.

I was quiet so long I forgot we were supposed to say anything.

Trisha stared to her right, to the wall where I had played handball at nine or ten. I was very tired all the time. It didn’t seem strange that I was fifteen and already feeling ancient.

She had been attached when I met her. Dating someone older, a freshman in some upstate college. He still sent her things, like bus tickets. This guy promised that if she went to him he’d give her the thing she liked most: perfume. Nice stuff I couldn’t afford; all she had to do was visit. Working in my favor was distance, with its power to break bonds.

—You’re quiet, I said.

She squeezed my palm.—Your hand’s stopped shaking.

—You want to go to a movie? I asked quickly. We weren’t dating yet, that day, just the early affection.

Her laugh came out slow so, at first, I thought she was considering it. I let go of her, asked,—What’s funny?

—You should have heard yourself, she said. She squeezed her nose between two short, thin fingers, talked all nasal, You want to go to a movie?

—I sounded like that?

She touched the back of my head.—You should get a fade.

—You think so?

—I think you’d look so good with one. And, sitting like that, it was on her to lean in for the kiss. I was surprised, uncomfortable.

Then Trisha stood; I still sat, touched her feet.—They’re so small.

She said,—My feet are perfect. Even the toes are nice.

I stood, laughed, liked that she was arrogant about the stupidest things.



WHEN THE FOUR of us stopped running, Carter was the first to catch his breath, said,—Man, we could have fucked that dude up.

I punched him in the chest when I could stand straight. James and Willy heaved a minute more. We had no speed left, but we were safe. Not for the first time in our lives we were lucky.

Until a year ago none of these fellas had been my boy, but here we were looking out for one another. I went through friends quickly. That was the best thing about guys—trust comes quick and no one cries when it’s over.

We walked to Twenty-seventh, where the hookers were a populace. This was their beauty; almost nothing worn, skin. We stood at a corner to watch these women move. The worst-looking one was more gorgeous than the rest of the world.

Here in the land of ass a-plenty, we were being ignored. Four black kids on foot spelled little cash and lots of hassles. These workers had no time for games. Station wagons sped through with single passengers acting alternately calm and surprised, as though they’d found this block by accident. Husbands, fiancés and boyfriends. Newer cars bursting with twenty-year-olds eased down the street, their systems pumping heavy.

—These girls are not going to take care of us, said Willy, the pragmatist. The rest of us dreamed ideally, waved twenties at the high heels thumping past.

A woman with her glorious brown chest mostly exposed saw us, said,—Go down to Twenty-fifth.

—What’s there? Willy asked.

—Crackheads. She kept walking, moving in that extra-hips way that paid her bills. The backs of her thighs were right there, platformed and performing. Exposed. It is not an exaggeration to say I would have married her that night.

We made that move. Stopped at a car, the guy inside getting a blow job. His friends were waiting, herded around a telephone, laughing. The top of a woman’s head worked furiously, faster than I’d have imagined possible. I craned my neck to try and see more.

—That’s Nicky! one of his friends screamed. The car window was down and Nicky inside smiled back. We rejoiced with them, but only a little, any longer and a fight might break out. They were muscle guys in zebra-print pants, leather coats; their skin looked so tough I doubted anything short of a shotgun would pierce their shells.

On Twenty-fifth the market crashed, both customers and workers. Women here wore jeans and T-shirts like someone’s fucked-up neighbor out for a stroll. This block looked like our school’s auditorium had belched out its worst; there were slight variations on us, in groups, canvassing the street. Truly ugly men rode through in cars that rattled and died while waiting at a red light, crackheads hopped into their cars two at a time. Some rubbed close on all us boys. We tried to act calm.

James was tired and bored. A woman appeared from a shadowed doorway, he asked her, almost absently,—How much for you to suck my dick?

—Fifteen.

All of us but Willy bolted upright, so sure we were going to leave Manhattan unfulfilled. Willy stayed shrewd.—Yeah right. He’ll give you five and so will the rest of us.

She brightened, scanned the crew.—All of you?

Willy nodded; she agreed. That was the benefit of going to a crackhead, you could haggle.



FINALLY IT WAS my turn. Carter and Willy leaned against a building while James, just done, rubbed his stomach. Trucks were parked on this block. Police cars seemed to have become extinct. Occasionally you heard their sirens bleating a few blocks up, but they seemed to have left everything on this block for dead. Charlene ushered me down the alley she’d made into her workplace. She was about my height and twice as old. We were well hidden but she took me farther, behind a green Dumpster, lid shut.

—You know why I wanted you last, right?

I smiled. Her scalp was hidden under a blue scarf with white dots, the haphazard folds making them look as random as the salt spread out on the sidewalk after it has snowed. She kicked away the cardboard she’d laid out when taking care of my friends. I wasn’t thinking of Trisha.

—I wanted the good stuff from you, she said. She brought herself close; I was not going to fuck her, no way. Get my dick sucked and move on. Then came her punches, two of them: one in the face that didn’t hurt, but the second got me in the throat and I went down. On my hands and knees, this little crackhead had taken me out. The concrete was cold and one palm rested on an empty bag of chips. She was in my pockets, but found nothing. Then she gave me the real one, something popping against my head like a fucking brick. It was a gun.

—Get up, she said. Stand. It was the shittiest piece you’ll ever see; a rusting .22, one inch above a zip gun. She was in control. Now give me that money.

No games, I got it for her. She counted out all thirty dollars, slowly, in front of me, like she was trying to rub it in. You could say I was scared, but it was delayed, didn’t go off in my stomach until the four of us were catching the train an hour later and I couldn’t ease my token into the slot; Carter took it from my palsied hand and pushed me through.

—You robbed them all? I asked.

—Nope. Just you.

—Why me?

She put the money away, scratched at her pussy from outside her jeans. My head was bleeding. I saw that she was peeing her pants before I smelled it; the stain spread in her crotch and soon the thin yellow slacks were loosing droplets that fell to the ground between her and me. She answered my question.—I don’t like your face, she said. You just don’t look good.



THE WHOLE NEXT WEEK in school I was hoping for my girl’s return, but Trisha was out for five days. I’d call her at home. One of her older sisters would only take a message, firmly say she’d call me, but the next night I dialed the number. I felt guilty, spent hours considering how much better life would be if I’d stayed out of the alley, if I’d been a better man.

Finally Trisha appeared. We went out to dinner. She sat at the table warm in her jacket and a turtleneck. She held my hand when we walked, but swatted me off when I tried to kiss her neck. This diner was good: the seats squeaked when you slid into a booth and a small cup of coleslaw came with every meal.—Tonight, she said, I’m paying.

—I won’t argue with that.

She laughed.—You never have a problem with spending my money.

—I was going to buy you something, I told her.

She sipped her water. We were quiet until a waiter came trolling for orders.

She asked,—Where is it?

—I didn’t have enough, I admitted.

—Yeah, I know you. You spent that money on nonsense.

I smiled.—You got that right, beautiful.

—So what was it?

A group came into the diner and in the wonderful anonymity of the American family, I thought they’d just left.—Look. I pointed. Trisha peeped them, but wasn’t into laughing at stability. I was going to get you this bear.

—A teddy bear?

The food arrived.—Don’t say it like that, I protested. It was a nice one. Had a smoking jacket and a pipe. He looked like me. Don’t you think he would be cute?

She ate. Dinner done, she paid the bill. We got up and out. Flushing at night was like Flushing during the day, just darker. Together we walked to her building.

—Anyone ever ask why you’re dating a younger man?

—Maybe.

She wore a new good smell applied to her skin, but I ignored it, busy instead rubbing my nose, my chin, my neck, learning my face’s true dimensions.

—And what did you tell him?

She shrugged.—What should I have said?

We walked fast. Soon her building stood before us. It wasn’t so big but tonight it seemed majestic. Trisha’s two older sisters were outside.—Hey Anthony, Gloria said, looking to the others. The secrets this bunch held among them were enough to destroy one thousand ex-boyfriends. Trisha smiled, waited.

—What? I asked.

—You aren’t going to thank me for paying?

—You’re right. Thank you so much. The food was delicious.

—I know. She touched my side.

—Am I ugly? I asked her.

—You? She put her face against my neck. She tried to tickle me but neither of us was laughing. On the street, traffic was still a thriving business; the sky was purple and lost.









Note to Sixth-Grade Self

JULIE ORRINGER




ON WEDNESDAYS WEAR A SKIRT. A SKIRT IS BETTER FOR dancing. After school, remember not to take the bus.

Go to McDonald’s instead. Order the fries. Don’t even bother trying to sit with Patricia and Cara. Instead, try to sit with Sasha and Toni Sue. If they won’t let you, try to sit with Andrea Shaw. And if Andrea Shaw gets up and throws away the rest of her fries rather than sit with you, sit alone and do not look at anyone. Particularly not the boys. If you do not look at them, they may not notice you sitting alone. And if they don’t notice you sitting alone, there is still a chance that one of them will ask you to dance.

At three-thirty stand outside with the others and take the number seven bus uptown. Get off when they all get off. Be sure to do this. Do not stare out the window and lose yourself. You will end up riding out to the edge of town past the rusted gas-storage tanks, and you will never find the right bus home. Pay attention. Do not let the strap of your training bra slip out the armhole of your short-sleeved shirt. Do not leave your bag on the bus. As you cross the street, take a look at the public high school. The kids there will be eating long sticks of Roman candy and leaning on the chain-link fence. Do they look as if they care who dances with whom, or what steps you’ll learn this week? News flash: They do not. Try to understand that there’s a world larger than the one you inhabit. If you understand that, you will be far ahead of Patricia and Cara.

For now, though, you live in this world, so go ahead and follow the others across the street to Miggie’s Academy of Dance. There is a low fence outside. Do not climb on it in your skirt. Huddle near the door with the other girls. See if anyone will let you listen. Do not call attention to yourself. Listen as Patricia, with her fascinating stutter, describes what she and Cara bought at the mall. Notice how the other girls lean forward as she works through her troublesome consonants: G-G-Guess Jeans and an Esp-p-prit sweater. They will talk about the TV shows they watch, who killed whom, who is sleeping with whom; they will compare starlets’ hairstyles. None of this talk is of any importance. For God’s sake, don’t bother watching those TV shows. Keep reading your books.

At four o’clock, go inside with the others. Line up against the wall with the girls. Watch how the boys line up against their wall, popular ones in the middle, awkward ones at the sides. Watch how the girls jockey to stand across from the boys they like. Watch Brittney Wells fumble with the zipper of her nylon LeSportsac. Don’t let her get next to you with that thing. Try to stand across from someone good. Do not let yourself get pushed all the way out to the sides, across from Zachary Booth or Ben Dusseldorf. Watch how Patricia and Cara stand, their hips shot to one side, their arms crossed over their chests. Try shooting your hip a little to one side. Rest your weight on one foot. Draw a circle on the wooden floor with one toe. Do not bite your fingernails. Do not give a loud sniff. Think of the word nonchalant. Imagine the eleventh-graders, the way they look when they smoke on the bus. Let your eyes close halfway.
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