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Praise for You Know You Want This





“By any metric—craftsmanship, intelligence, addictiveness—Roupenian’s stories are excellent.”


—NPR


“With a wry voice and an all-knowing smirk, Roupenian lances through the sexual anxiety that permeates much of contemporary literature and society. Look at who you are, she dares us. ‘Look at what you’ve done.’ ”


—Paris Review


“The world has made a lot more sense since reading this book.”


—Miranda July, New York Times bestselling author of The First Bad Man


“It’s no mean feat to write a work of short fiction that goes viral… This transgressive collection of tell-it-like-it-is tales, brilliantly dissecting our darkest yearnings, proves that Roupenian is no one-hit wonder.”


—O, the Oprah Magazine


“There is always some anxiety following such a short, steep rise to recognition, but in this collection Roupenian lives up to those high expectations.”


—Vanity Fair


“In an age that needs a wrecking ball, You Know You Want This provides one. Not polite. Suffers no fools. Takes no prisoners. Read it.”


—Jeff VanderMeer, New York Times bestselling author of Annihilation


“You Know You Want This includes ‘Cat Person’ as well as several other stories that tackle the complicated way we experience and perceive pain, pleasure and power.”


—Time


“Roupenian has a gift for turning mundane social situations into a haunting scene of catastrophe, and she puts that talent to use here. If you can stomach it, it’s a stirring read.”


—Marie Claire


“These transgressive and darkly electric stories announce the arrival of a bold, new, necessary voice in American short fiction.”


—Claire Vaye Watkins, Story Prize–winning “5 Under 35” author of Gold Fame Citrus and Battleborn


“Over and over, Roupenian invites her audience to slip into something less comfortable; more often than not, what’s on the other side feels a lot less like reading fiction than looking into a mirror.”


—Entertainment Weekly


“Spanning a range of genres and topics, it is equal parts dark, uncomfortable, and funny.”


—Bustle


“Roupenian bites unsparingly into the darkest chambers of the human heart.”


—New Statesman


“Images from the book keep coming back to me: its narratives feel both mythical and completely modern.”


—Megan Hunter, author of The End We Start From


“You know you loved Kristen Roupenian’s 2017 short story ‘Cat Person.’ And you know you want to read her new collection of short stories ASAP.”


—Hello Giggles


“The author of ‘Cat Person’ comes out with a debut collection that’s weirder and creepier than fans of her viral short story might expect—and this is a good thing.”


—Vulture


“I loved every single word of this freaky, fantastic book.”


—Julie Buntin, author of Marlena


“Roupenian explores more of what made ‘Cat Person’ so captivating—shrewd and unselfconscious writing about all manner of sexual proclivities and power dynamics.”


—BuzzFeed


“Roupenian’s first book proves that she has more to say…”


—The Cut


“What’s special about ‘Cat Person,’ and the rest of the stories in You Know You Want This, is the author’s expert control of language, character, story—her ability to write stories that feel told, and yet so unpretentious and accessible that we think they must be true.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“If you think you know what this collection will be like, you’re wrong. These stories are sharp and perverse, dark and bizarre, unrelenting and utterly bananas. I love them so, so much.”


—Carmen Maria Machado, National Book Award Finalist and author of Her Body and Other Parties


“Although You Know You Want This may be timely in its occasional adjacency to #MeToo, its real canniness comes from apprehending the psychology not only of power, but of power-hunger as, itself, a form of weakness: how people harbor an impulse toward sadistic narcissism, and how little it takes for them to succumb to it.”


—The New Republic


“At its best her writing recalls the gloomy feminist fairy-tales of Angela Carter. This collection cements her reputation as one of the most startling new voices in fiction.”


—The Economist


“Roupenian’s You Know You Want This is a scintillating new debut collection, with a glorious revenge comedy at its center… ‘Cat Person’ was our tip-off to pay attention to what Roupenian did next. Now that it’s here, well, you know you want it.”


—The Boston Globe


“Short stories rarely go viral like Roupenian’s ‘Cat Person’ did after it was published in The New Yorker last December. It sparked an extensive conversation on social media over its depiction of an uncomfortable sexual relationship. Doubtless many will be looking to the author’s first story collection to see if literary lightning can strike twice.”


—HuffPost


“The author of the viral New Yorker story is back with a collection of stories, ranging from the real to the surreal. The stories are united in their theme: the everyday horrors that plague women, as well as the horrors women unleash.”


—Refinery29


“A collection of (make-your-skin-crawl) short stories by Kristen Roupenian, who wrote The New Yorker’s mega-viral ‘Cat Person’ from December 2017, will be out in January. The collection, titled You Know You Want This, plus an upcoming novel, HBO miniseries, and A24 movie deal for Roupenian, means we won’t see the last of her (and her uncomfortably real tales) anytime soon.”


—PureWow


“You Know You Want This seems to touch on conversations that the country has yet to have—often using horror and magical realism to illuminate the darker corners of our world.”


—Rolling Stone


“Roupenian’s commitment to representing the human capacity for cruelty and perversion is a kind of bravery, but while her story hit a nerve, this volume hammers away at it.”


—Vogue


“[Roupenian’s] writing exists in that nebulous dimension just before desire turns into repulsion. It hits a pinpoint target of an unspeakable discomfort. Seen one way, it’s a relief to have recognition; in another, like the title itself, it’s an indictment.”


—Elle


“The best fiction leaves us thinking about it long after turning the last page, and with [‘Cat Person’], author Kristen Roupenian established herself as a writer to watch. Her short-story collection, You Know You Want This, includes that story and others, all of which will have you talking about them long after finishing.”


—PopSugar


“It’s unheard of for a short story to go viral, but ‘Cat Person’—through a combination of impossibly sharp writing and impossibly good timing—had done it. A year later, Roupenian’s debut collection proves that success wasn’t a fluke. The 12 visceral stories here range from uncomfortable to truly horrifying and are often—though not always—focused on the vicious contradictions of being female… Unsettling, memorable, and—maybe perversely—very, very fun.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“Roupenian has an ear for dialogue and a knack for satire… Curious readers will be rewarded.”


—Booklist


“You probably know Kristen Roupenian from her viral hit New Yorker story, ‘Cat Person.’ I have heard her referred to as ‘the Cat Person Lady’ multiple times. What isn’t exactly obvious from that story, but becomes clear as soon as you open her forthcoming collection, is that she’s really a horror writer—and not just ‘horror’ in the sense of modern dating and gross men, but also in the sense of gruesome acts, terrifying scenarios, and creeping dread. Come January, everyone’s in for a surprise.”


—Lit Hub Daily


“Roupenian’s solid debut is highlighted by moments of startling insight into the hidden— and often uncomfortable—truths underneath modern relationships… there are some stellar moments of pithy clarity: In ‘Scarred,’ upon summoning a way to cheat desire, the protagonist muses, ‘I had everything that could be wanted. I invented new needs just to satisfy.’ This is a promising debut.”


—Publishers Weekly


“You Know You Want This is the perfect short story collection to pick up this winter… [it] seems poised to become one of the buzziest books of the season.”


—Bookish


“In her highly anticipated debut collection, the author behind the viral ‘Cat Person’ story offers up a host of strange, fascinating, and downright delightful narratives you won’t be able to stop talking about. Spanning a range of genres and topics, it is equal parts dark, uncomfortable, and funny.”


—Bustle


“There are lots of surprises awaiting you in Roupenian’s debut short story collection. Highlighting characters who are dark, hilarious, awful, and amazing, these tales will make you shriek with discomfort and enjoyment, daring you to revel in the anti-hero and -heroines’ downright frightening behavior and relationships.”


—B&N Reads


“Readers who are looking for more uncomfortably realistic renderings of awkward romantic encounters won’t be disappointed, but this collection is so much more than that, offering an array of biting (sometimes literally!) looks at the ways our most hidden perversions manifest in our lives. It’s a razor-sharp, often ruthless, never less than relentless examination of the way we are now. Scary, right? But you know you want it.”


—Nylon
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Many thanks to the journals in which these stories first appeared, some in edited form: “Bad Boy” in Body Parts Magazine, “Cat Person” in The New Yorker, “Scarred” (as “Don’t Be Scarred”) in Writer’s Digest, and “The Night Runner” in Colorado Review. Thank you as well to the Hopwood Foundation for its support of “The Night Runner” and “The Matchbox Sign.”




For my mother, Carol Roupenian, who taught me to love what scares me




He sez


There is something jerking


in your ribcage


that is not a heart


It is cow-intestine white


& fibrous & gilled


Lara Glenum, “Pulchritude”





Bad Boy



Our friend came over the other night. He and his terrible girlfriend had finally broken up. This was his third breakup with that particular girlfriend, but he insisted it was going to be the one to stick. He paced around our kitchen, working his way through the ten thousand petty humiliations and torments of their six-month relationship, while we cooed and fretted and bent our faces into sympathetic shapes in his direction. When he went to the bathroom to collect himself, we collapsed against each other, rolling our eyes and pretending to strangle ourselves and shoot ourselves in the head. One of us told the other that listening to our friend complain about the details of his breakup was like listening to an alcoholic whine about being hungover: yes, the suffering was there but good God it was hard to muster sympathy for someone with so little insight into the causes of his own problems. How long was our friend going to continue to date terrible people and then act surprised when they treated him terribly, we asked each other. Then he came out of the bathroom and we mixed him his fourth drink of the evening and told him he was too drunk to drive home but that he was welcome to crash on our couch.


That night, we lay in bed together, talking about our friend. We complained about how small our apartment was, about how we couldn’t have sex without him hearing us. Maybe we should do it anyway, we said—it’ll be the closest to getting laid he’s come in months. (Withholding sex had been one of the manipulative strategies of the terrible girlfriend.) Maybe he’d like it.


The next morning, when we got up for work, our friend was still asleep, his shirt half-unbuttoned. He was surrounded by crumpled beer cans and he’d clearly kept drinking alone long after we’d gone to bed. He looked so pathetic, lying there, that we felt bad about how meanly we’d joked about him the night before. We made extra coffee and fed him breakfast and told him he could stay at our apartment as long as he wanted, but when we got home we were nonetheless surprised to find him on the couch.


We made him get up and into the shower, and then we took him out to dinner, where we refused to let him talk about the breakup. Instead, we were charming. We laughed at all his jokes and ordered a second bottle of wine and gave him life advice. You deserve someone who makes you happy, we said. A healthy relationship with someone who loves you, we continued, and we looked at each other appreciatively before turning the full force of our attention onto him. He was like a sad little dog hungry for friendliness and praise, and it felt good to see him lap it up; we wanted to pat his soft head and scratch him behind his ears and watch him wiggle.


After we left the restaurant, we were having such a good time that we invited our friend up to our apartment with us. Once we were there, he asked if he could crash with us again that night, and when we pushed him, he admitted that he didn’t like being in his own apartment by himself right now, because home reminded him of the terrible girlfriend. We said, of course, you can stay as long as you want, we’ve got a pull-out couch, that’s what it’s for. But behind his back we gave each other a look, because even though we wanted to be good to him, we were not going to endure a second night without sex—for one thing, we were drunk, and for another, acting so charming all evening had gotten us kind of worked up. So we went to bed, and even the way we said good night to him probably made it clear that we were going to fuck. At first, we tried not to make a lot of noise, but soon it felt like our efforts to be quiet and then giggling and hushing each other were probably calling more attention to what we were doing than just doing it the normal way, so we did what we wanted and we had to admit we were sort of into it, the idea of him out there, listening to us, in the dark.


The next morning, we were a little embarrassed, but we told ourselves, hey, maybe that was what he needed to nudge him out of the nest and back to his own apartment, and it might even motivate him to get a girlfriend who would sleep with him more than once every two months. But that afternoon, he texted us and asked us what we were doing that evening, and soon, he was staying over most nights of the week.


We would feed him dinner, and then the three of us would drive somewhere, us in the front, him always in the back seat. We joked about giving him an allowance, about giving him chores; we joked that we should adjust our phone contracts to add him to our family plan, since we all spent so much time together. Besides, we said, then we could keep a better eye on him and stop him from texting the terrible ex-girlfriend, because even though they were broken up, they were still in touch and he was always on his phone. He would promise to stop, swear that he knew it was bad for him, but then he’d slide right back into texting her again. Mostly, though, we enjoyed spending time with him. We liked fussing over him and taking care of him and scolding him when he did irresponsible things like texting the terrible ex-girlfriend or missing work because he’d stayed up too late the night before.


We kept having sex even though he was staying in the apartment with us. In fact, it was the best sex we’d ever had. It became the kernel of a fantasy we shared, picturing him out there with his ear pressed to the wall, all churned up by jealousy and arousal and shame. We didn’t know if that was true—maybe he covered his head with a pillow and tried to ignore us; maybe our walls were more soundproof than we thought—but we pretended, between ourselves, and we would dare each other to leave the bedroom while we were still all flushed and breathless, to get a drink of water from the refrigerator and see if he was awake. If he was (he always was) we would exchange a few casual words with him and then rush back to bed to laugh about it and fuck again even more urgently the second time around.


We got such a charge from the game that we began upping the stakes, coming out half-dressed, or wrapped in towels, leaving the door open a crack, or a little more. In the morning after a particularly raucous night, we would tease him by asking him if he slept well, or what he’d dreamed about, and he would look at the ground and say, I don’t remember.


This idea he wanted to join us in bed was only a fantasy, but strangely, after a while we started feeling a little bit annoyed at our friend for acting so coy. We knew that if something were going to happen, we would have to make the first move. We outnumbered him, first of all, and second, it was our apartment, and third, that was the way it worked between us: we bossed him around and he did what we asked. But still, we allowed ourselves to be irritable with him, to pick on him a bit, to blame him for our frustrated desires and to tease him a little more cruelly than we had before.


When are you going to get a new girlfriend, we asked him. God, it’s been so long for you, you must be losing your mind. You’re not getting yourself off on our couch, are you? You better not be getting yourself off on our couch. Before we went to bed, we would stand with our arms folded, like we were mad at him, and say, you better behave yourself out here, this is a nice couch, we don’t want to see any stains on it tomorrow morning. We would even allude to the joke, obliquely, in front of other people, pretty girls. Tell her, we’d say. Tell her about the couch and how much you love it, you love it there, right? And he would squirm and nod and say, yeah, I do.


Then a night came when we all got drunk, really drunk, and we began hitting the joke even harder, insisting that he admit it: come on, you do it all the time, right, you’re out here going crazy, listening to us, you pervert, you think we don’t know? And then we froze for a second because that was the first time we’d said out loud that we knew he could hear us, and we hadn’t quite meant to give it away. He didn’t say anything, though, so we tore into him even harder—we can hear you, we said, waving our beers at him, we can hear you breathing heavy and the couch squeaking, you’re probably at the door half the time, watching us, I mean, it’s fine, we don’t mind, we know you’re desperate, but God, stop lying about it, please. Then we laughed, too loudly, and did another round of shots, and then a new joke started, and the joke was that since he’d already watched us, dozens of times, it was only fair to let us watch him. He should show us, he should show us what he did on this couch, our couch, when we weren’t around. For what felt like hours, we mocked him and prodded him and teased him and he got more and more flustered but he didn’t leave, he stayed pinned to his seat on the couch and when he finally began unzipping his jeans we felt a rush that was like nothing else. We watched him for as long as we could stand it and then we stumbled into our room and did it with the door open, but we didn’t invite him to come any closer, that first time; we wanted him to watch us from the outside, looking in.


The next morning was delicate, but we made our way through it by proclaiming how drunk we’d been, God, how completely obliterated. He left after breakfast and disappeared for three days, but on the fourth night, we texted him and we all went to a movie, and on the fifth night he came over. We didn’t mention the joke, or what had happened between us, but simply to all be drinking together, alone, seemed like an agreement that it would happen again. We drank steadily, seriously, and every hour that passed increased the tension, but also our certainty that he was willing, until at last we said, Go into our room and wait for us. When he did, we took a long time finishing our drinks, savoring them, before we set them down and went in after him.


We made up rules about what he could and couldn’t do, what he could and couldn’t touch. Mostly he couldn’t do anything; mostly he watched, and sometimes he wasn’t even allowed to do that. We were tyrants; we got most of our pleasure from making the rules and changing them and seeing him respond. At first, what happened during these nights was a strange, unspoken thing, a bubble clinging precariously to the edge of real life, but then, about a week after it started, we made the first rule for him to follow during the day, and suddenly the world cracked open and overflowed with possibility.


In the beginning, the things we told him to do were the things we’d been telling him all along: to get up, to take a shower, to shave his face, to stop texting that terrible girl. But now, each instruction was accompanied by an electric crackle, a shimmer in the air. We added more: He should go shopping and buy nicer clothes, which we picked out. He should get a haircut. He should cook us breakfast. He should clean up the area around the couch where he slept. We made him a schedule, sliced it up into finer and finer increments, until he was sleeping, eating, pissing, only when we told him to. It seems cruel, laid out like that, and maybe it was, but he gave in without complaint, and for a while, he flourished under our care.


We loved it, his eagerness to please, and then, slowly, it started to get under our skin. Sexually, it was frustrating, his unerring instinct toward obedience; once we settled into this new pattern there was none of the friction or uncertainty of that first dizzying night. Soon, the teasing started up again; the jokes about us being like his parents, about how babyish he was, about what he was allowed to do or not do on the couch. We began making rules that were impossible to follow and instituting little punishments when he broke them; bad boy, we’d tease him. Look at what you’ve done. That kept us occupied for a while. We were devilishly creative about the punishments, and then they, too, began to escalate.


We caught him texting that terrible girl, and when we confiscated his phone, we discovered he’d been talking to her all along, after he’d promised—sworn!—that they were over. There was nothing funny about how angry we felt then, how personally betrayed. We sat him down at the table, across from us. Look, we said, you don’t have to stay with us, we’re not keeping you here, go back to your place if you want, seriously, we don’t fucking care.


I’m sorry, he said, I know she’s bad for me, that’s not what I want. He was crying. I’m sorry, he said again, please don’t make me go.


Fine, we said, but what we did with him that night was too much even for us, and the next morning we were disgusted with ourselves and the sight of him made us feel a little sick. We told him to go home and we’d let him know when we wanted to talk to him again.


As soon he was gone, though, we got so bored we could barely stand it. We white-knuckled it through two days, but without him around to watch us, we felt so dull and pointless it was almost as though we didn’t exist. We spent most of our time talking about him, speculating about what was wrong with him, about all the ways he was broken, and then we promised ourselves that if we were going to do this, whatever this was, we’d do it respectably, with house meetings and safe words and polyamorous meet-ups. And on the third day we told him to come over again. We had nothing but good intentions, but we were all so hideously polite and uncomfortable with each other that in the end the only way to purge the tension was to go into the bedroom for a repeat of all the things that had so disgusted us three days before.


We only got worse after that. He was like some slippery thing we had caught in our fists, and the harder we squeezed the more of it bubbled up through our fingers. We were chasing something inside of him that revolted us, but we were driven mad as dogs by the scent. We experimented—with pain and bruises, chains and toys—and afterward, we’d collapse in a tangle of damp limbs, all jumbled together like the trash that washes up on a beach after a storm. There was a kind of peacefulness in those moments, the room quiet except for our slowing, overlapping breath. But then we’d banish him so we could be alone, and before long the need to take him apart would start building up in us again. No matter what we did, he wouldn’t stop us. No matter what we told him to do, he would never, ever say no.


To protect ourselves we pushed him as far into the corner of our lives as we could. We stopped going out with him, stopped having dinner with him, stopped talking to him. We returned his phone calls and summoned him only for sex, brutal three-, four-, five-hour sessions before we’d send him home again. We demanded he be available to us, always, and we pushed him back and forth like a yo-yo: go, come, come, go. None of our other friends had heard from us in ages; work was a place we went to space out and nap. When he wasn’t in the house, we stared at each other, utterly drained, the same washed-out pornographic movie playing on an endless loop in our heads.


Until the day came when he stopped answering our texts right away. First came a five-minute delay, then ten, then an hour, and then, finally, I’m not sure I can do this tonight, sorry, I’m feeling really confused right now.


We lost it, then. We lost our fucking shit. We stormed around the apartment and sobbed and smashed glasses and screamed what is he thinking what the fuck he can’t do this to us. We couldn’t go back to the way it was before, the two of us, bland vanilla sex in the bedroom with nobody watching, nothing to gnaw on and tear at except for each other. We worked ourselves up into a frenzy and called him twenty times but he didn’t pick up and at last we decided: no, it’s not acceptable, we’re going over there, he can’t hide from us, we are going to figure out what the fuck is going on. We were furious, but mixed in with the anger was a rowdy excitement, the thrill, almost, of the hunt: the knowledge that something explosive and irrevocable was about to go down.


We saw his car parked in front of his building, and the light in his room was on. From the street, we called him again but again he didn’t answer, and since we had an extra copy of his key from the days when we watered each other’s plants and got each other’s mail, we let ourselves inside.


There they were, in the bedroom, our friend and the terrible girl. They were naked, and he was on top of her, pumping away. It looked so ridiculously simple after everything we’d gone through that our first reaction was to laugh.


She saw us before he did and gave a little squeak of surprise. He rolled over and his mouth opened but no sound came out. That terrified face he made soothed us a little, but it was a drop of water on a conflagration. The girlfriend scrambled to cover herself, and her shocked bleating transformed itself into a torrent of accusations. What the hell are you doing, she shrieked, what the fuck is this, what are you doing here, you are both so fucking twisted, he’s told me all about it, the stuff you do, it’s so messed up, get the fuck out of here, you don’t belong here, you freaks, go, go, go.


Shut up, we said, but she ignored us.


Please, our friend begged her. Please, stop. I can’t think. Please.


But she wouldn’t. She kept talking, saying things about him, about us, about everything that had happened. Even as he’d been talking about her to us, he’d been talking about us to her; and now she knew everything, including the things we were too ashamed to talk about even with each other. We’d thought we’d exposed every part of him, and yet he’d been lying to us, hiding this from us, all this time, and in the end, we were the ones who were exposed.


Make her stop, we screamed, feeling a kind of panic rise up; make her stop saying that, shut her up, shut her up now. We clenched our fists and stared him down, and he trembled, his eyes watery, and then the anger that had consumed us burned itself out, and something clicked into place.


Make her stop, we said again—


And he did.


He fell on her with the full weight of his body, and they wrestled, flailing and scratching, until the bed shook and the bedside lamp wobbled on its table, and then they steadied and reached an equilibrium, his chest against her back, his arm wrenched across her neck, her face buried in the mattress.


Good, we said. Now, go on. Keep doing what you were doing. Don’t let us interrupt you. You want this, right? You know you want this. So go on. Finish it. Finish what you started.


He swallowed, looking down at the terrible girl beneath him, who had stopped struggling and gone still, her hair a tangled nest of matted gold.


Please don’t make me, he said.


At last: that small nub of resistance. But it was anticlimactic, in the end, because he was so abject, lying there, so small, and we, we filled the whole world. We could have walked away then, having found it, knowing we could break it, break him—but we didn’t. We stayed, and he did what we told him. Soon, the terrible girl’s skin was parchment-white except for a stamp of mottled bruising that spread across her thighs, and she didn’t move except as he moved her, and the tight knot of her hand came loose and her pale fingers unfurled. Yet he kept going; as the room darkened and the light came in again and the air thickened with smells, we kept him there, and he did what we told him to do. By the time we told him to stop, her eyes were blue marbles, and her dried lips had pulled high up over her teeth. He rolled off her and moaned and tried to burrow away from her, away from us, but we rested our hands on his shoulders and smoothed his sweaty hair, stroked the tears off his cheeks. We kissed him, and we wrapped his arms around her and we pressed his face to her face. Bad boy, we said softly as we left him.


Look at what you’ve done.





Look at Your Game, Girl



Jessica was twelve years old in September 1993—twenty-four years after the Manson murders, five years after Hillel Slovak died of a heroin overdose, seven months before Kurt Cobain shot himself in the head, and three weeks before a man with a knife kidnapped Polly Klaas at a sleepover in Petaluma, California.


Jessica’s family had moved from San Jose, where she had been the most popular girl in her sixth-grade class, out to Santa Rosa, where she orbited uneasily around several groups of friends: her popular friends, who neglected her; her band friends, who were nice but boring; and the ones she secretly thought of as her bad friends, who were the most fascinating but also the nastiest, their jokes digging like little nails into her skin. She could spend time with the mean friends only in short, thrilling bursts before she’d start feeling exhausted and sore, and then she’d have to retreat into the comfort of her band friends to recover.


Jessica’s family lived in a bright yellow Victorian in Lomita Heights, and every day she would come home from field hockey practice, empty her homework onto her bed, and refill her backpack with her Discman, her black folder of CDs, the books she’d checked out from the library, and an apple and three slices of cheese for a snack. Then she would run the three blocks from her house to the park where the skateboarders hung out. When she got to the park, she sat at the bottom of the twisting slide and selected the music she wanted to listen to and the book she wanted to read. She owned seventeen CDs but she only listened to three: Blood Sugar Sex Magik, Use Your Illusion I, and Nevermind. The books were mostly broken-spined paperbacks from the science fiction and fantasy shelf, about boys coming into their powers.


The skateboarders at the park were older than she was, thirteen or fourteen maybe, and they shouted at each other and rode their skateboards down the concrete railing, making a terrible scraping sound. Sometimes they pulled their shirts up to wipe the sweat off their faces, revealing flashes of flat brown stomach, and every once in a while, one of them caught his skateboard on the rail and went flying forward on his hands and knees, leaving a quartet of bright red streaks on the pavement. None of them ever spoke to her. She would watch them for an hour, listen to her music, pretend to read her book, and go home.





The first time she saw him, she was in the middle of opening a new Guns N’ Roses CD. She had finished sliding her fingernail along the cellophane wrapper and was about to tear through the plastic with her teeth when she caught him staring at her from the other side of the playground. She thought he was one of the skateboarders. He was about their height, with the same thin, slippery build, but his hair was longer, down past his shoulders, and as he moved to the side, so that he was no longer silhouetted against the late-afternoon sun, she realized that he was in his twenties at least—a young but full-grown man. When he saw her looking at him, he winked, pointed his thumb and finger at her like a gun, and fired.


Three days later, she was listening to her new album when the man came out of nowhere and sat down, cross-legged, on the gravel in front of her slide. “Hey, girl,” he said. “What are you listening to?”


She was too surprised to talk, so she popped her CD player open and showed him the disc.


“Oh, right on. You like him?”


He should have said, You like them, because Guns N’ Roses was a band, not just one singer, but she nodded.


The man’s eyes were flat and blue and they disappeared into the folds of his face when he laughed. “Yeah,” he said. “I bet you do.”


The way he said this made her think maybe he did know—not how she felt about the band, but how she felt about Axl: about the way his ripped T-shirts clung to his shoulders, and his silky sheet of reddish-gold hair.


“He has a nice voice,” she said.


The man frowned, thinking this over. “That he does,” he said. Then he asked, “How’s the album?”


“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s mostly covers of songs by other people.”


“Is that a bad thing, do you think?”


She shrugged. He looked as though he were waiting for more, but she didn’t have anything to add. She opened her mouth to say something like, Aren’t you too old to be talking to me, or, Don’t you know this place is for kids? but instead she heard herself say, “There’s a secret track on it.”


He lifted his eyebrows. “Oh really?”


“Yeah.”


She waited for him to ask if he could hear it, or even what a secret track was, but he didn’t. He just kept sitting there in a way that made her feel foolish. She put her headphones back on, skipped to the last song, and fast-forwarded through the silence until the sound began again. She offered the headphones to him, and he nodded. As she passed them over, his fingertips brushed against hers. She jerked her hand away, as though from an electric shock, and he gave her a sad half-smile. He pulled the headphones tightly over his ears and they disappeared into his messy hair.


“Are you ready?” she asked.


“Hit me.”


She pressed play. He closed his eyes, cupped his hands against the headphones, and started to sway. He licked his lips and half-mouthed the words, moving his fingers in the air as though he were pressing chords onto the neck of a guitar. It was embarrassing, how intensely he got into the music, and after a while, she found she couldn’t look at his face, so she looked at his feet. He was barefoot, and the soft spaces between his toes were crusted with dirt. His toenails were yellow and long.


When the song was over, he handed the headphones back to her, tapped her Discman twice, and said, “I like the original better.”


He was watching her as he said this, and when she didn’t answer right away, he pounced. “You know what I’m talking about, right?”


“It’s not in the liner notes,” she admitted.


“So you’ve never heard it? The original version of that song?”


She shook her head.


“Oh, girl,” he said, drawing out the word. “Oh, girl, you’re missing out.”


She started putting her things away.


“Don’t be mad,” he said.


“I’m not mad.”


“I think you are. I think you’re mad at me.”


“I’m not. I have to go.”


“Go, go.” He waved his hands at her. “I’m sorry I made you angry. I’ll make it up to you, I promise. Next time I see you, I’ll bring you a present.”


“I don’t want a present.”


“You’ll want this one,” he said.





She didn’t see him for the rest of that week. Over the weekend, she went to her mean friend Courtney’s house and drank for the first time, three stinging gulps of vodka and orange juice that made her limbs feel unbearably heavy. The next Wednesday, he reappeared, holding something in his hand.


“I have that present for you,” he said.


“I don’t want it.”


He bobbed his head, as though her rudeness pleased him. He turned his palm outward to show her that he was carrying a cassette tape. Through its clear plastic case, she could see a handwritten playlist done in dense, dark ink.


“I can’t listen to that,” she said. “I don’t have a tape player.”


“Not here you don’t,” he said. “But maybe at home?”


“Not at home, either.”


“I’ll bring you one, then.”


His shirt was dirtier than it had been the last time she’d seen him, and he’d drawn his hair back into a sloppy ponytail tied up with a tattered brown shoelace. She wondered where he’d gotten the shoelace, since he wasn’t wearing shoes. Maybe he was homeless.


“Don’t do that,” she said. “Don’t bring me anything.”


He laughed. His eyes were very, very blue. “I’ll bring it to you tomorrow,” he said.





She thought about staying home, but then she thought, why should I, it’s my park, too. Besides, the park was crowded during the daytime; if he tried anything, she would yell for help and all the skateboarders would come to her rescue. She didn’t think he would try anything, not really. So she went, but although she stayed on the slide until nearly six thirty, he didn’t show up.
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