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To John Freeman, Chris Parris-Lamb, and Tim O’Connell






I’ve seen things you people wouldn’t believe. Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion. I watched C-beams glitter in the dark near the Tannhäuser Gate. All those moments will be lost in time, like tears in rain.

—Roy Batty, Blade Runner

I was one thing, now I’m being another.

—Lana Del Rey, “Happiness Is a Butterfly”








PARADISE






CHAPTER 1

I escaped to a resort of extraordinary beauty. This way when the news stories appeared, I’d be in such an otherworldly place I could act like I had only been dreaming. I pitched it as a vacation to Moans, a way to get away before our impending wedding. I showed him the site for The Monarchs, a luxurious oceanfront hotel in Florida, and we booked a room. Before we departed, I took a sedative to ease the journey, and I returned to consciousness outside the wooden gates.

Scores of palm trees concealed a pool, two hot tubs, and dozens of naked men. The owner stood with his hands on his hips and surveyed his territory, telling us that he had planted these trees forty years ago; he hadn’t expected the foliage to grow so wildly, but with coastal life came onslaughts of rain and all that sustenance had shifted the foundations.

“Nothing can prevent the course of nature,” he said, so I took off my clothes and wandered the property until I found a spot in the shade to be alone.

The world felt very far away. No matter how hard I studied the jacaranda petals, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I didn’t completely exist. I placed my feet on the hot stone patio and searched for three red items: the second hand of the hot tub clock, the limp resort flag, the rusty fractured stones lifting from the earth.

Sweat dragged down my chest as I followed a blue hummingbird to a feeder.

“Would you like a bottle of water?” a pool boy asked, watching me lean over the railing into the trees. “You don’t have to drink like the birds.”

We would stay for a week.

We kept to ourselves at first and spent afternoons by the pool, reading and lifting our sunglasses to flick our eyes at certain men’s conversations, or when, despite the casual nudity, a man seemed particularly naked, even if he wore briefs or a cap. Moans belonged to that category. He wore navy trunks.

Piercings, tattoos, the way men walked up the pool steps, reaching for a towel before it was within their grasp: all contributed to a taxonomy. They were uninhibited, curious but ashamed, and some of them introduced themselves as Nudists while touching their chests as a priest might grasp his cross. Among them were men who had been denied what they wanted for half a century, men so old they felt unseen. Some questioned if they could be desired. Others knew. One idiot in his fifties flopped around on a floating pool chair, attempting to use his dick like bait and tackle.

Moans’ thirty-four to my twenty-seven, and I was covered in tattoos and silent—the men even commented on this, like you’re a quiet one, after they’d tried to get the meaning out of certain ink. I offered nothing. Mostly I kept to my novels.



I woke the second afternoon on a lounge chair to a pool boy handing out Popsicles on a silver platter, unwrapping the plastic to tease the guests with a purple tip. What simplicity, what luxury. I asked for a newspaper. There was the story of a man who had just taken his life after what happened to him as a child, his wife crying and screaming on the steps of a courthouse. A quote from a lawyer about the flood of cases to come. That was enough for me.

The third afternoon, I checked the closet and discovered a sampling of adult films above the safe. Skin flicks. Warped DVD cases, the plastic lifting and torn. They were dated, and I loved the anachronism. I held one in the air and said to Moans, “I honestly wouldn’t know how to use this.”

“You grew up with cassettes and VHS.”

“I haven’t used one in years.” I opened the case and held the disc upside down, where my breath caught each scratch along its mirrored surface. We were naked, otherwise I would have wiped it off on my shirt. “Blow on it for luck?”

Moans pulled my wrist to his face and exhaled. He smelled like vodka, and my hair stood on end. I kneeled in front of the DVD player and pressed the Eject button. A tray slid out. I put the DVD in the slot and pushed it inside. The box gently whirred, and the blue screen switched to black. I really hadn’t seen machinery like this in years. Nobody tells you that you will outgrow your own life as you live it. I didn’t know how to say this exactly to Moans, so as I kneeled before him I said, “The world ends in a thousand ways.”

Moans laughed and ran his finger along my chin, as if I were just talking drunk.

I sat on the floral quilt and waited for the show. Moans sat right behind me, his knees grazing my back. The title screen gave us options: Arabian Nights, Treasure Island, Around the World in Eighty Days, Journey to the Center of the Earth. I chose the last one, pressing the sticky remote twice.

“Why that one?” Moans asked.

“I can figure out all the others.”

At first, on the small grainy television, a middle-aged man and a guy around my age receive a secret letter describing the entrance to a remarkable destination. The scene cuts to the boy carrying a torch through the wilderness, excited and terrified, turning to the older man to ask a question.

“I’ve seen enough.”

“You don’t want to know what happens next?”

Moans lay back on the edge of the bed as I turned onto my knees. I couldn’t tell if he followed me or the film, if the cicadas called from outside the room or the jungle, if the laughter surrounded or came from us, or why as he lifted me onto his lap and covered my mouth with his palm the way he fucked me felt as if it had originated from somebody else. Moans fell asleep after he came inside me. The sun went down. For a while, I lay in the crook of his arm, and then, without disturbing him, I used my phone to light a path to the patio outside, a novel in hand, to read.

A guest from the adjacent room had done the same. He eyed me as I sat beside him, turning off the single overhead light in the umbrella. He untied his robe and let the wind blow it open. We whispered for a while with our novels spread-eagle on the glass table between us. The man had come to the coast to reset his mind to work on a play. As he told me this, he ran his fingers down my thigh. Pleasure is the only true escape, he said. I sensed the playwright believed what he was telling me, even though it sounded like the bullshit artists say before they suck your cock.

I stood.

The playwright drew his finger down my navel to the tattoo. “Paradise?”

“Yes,” I said. “Paradise.”

“How was it?”

“You mean how is it?”

He looked at me the same way I looked at him. He wanted to believe me. The night encased us as the ocean breathed on our necks. We could hear the dying parties, and we kissed as a breeze guided my lips to his. I put my fingers in his hair and felt my dick hit the back of his throat. He stayed there, his core contracting, trying to be quiet as he choked and slobbered and worked until he retched. At the sound, a light turned on in the window above him. I watched a man lower his shaved head into a running sink. When he stood, water dripped from him like a melted silver crown. The man opened the window, saying, “I see you’ve met my husband.”

With teary eyes, the playwright said, “We lost our youth.”

“Where’d it go?”

“It was here until you arrived, and now the mosquitos are taking it from you as we speak.”

“They don’t bite me.”

Now, the playwright became sad, as if I hadn’t reached the age to stop believing my own lies.

“Who are you?” the husband asked.

“A neighbor,” I said.

“Our neighbor without a name,” the playwright said. The husband opened the patio door and stepped out fully clothed. We drank, they smoked, and neither kissed the other. They wanted me to spend the night, but I felt my time with them was over. I’d forgotten my key and had to climb through the open window and slipped into bed with Moans. He draped his arm over me and asked where I had been. I hesitated. He briefly opened his eyes and said, “You always look like you’re gonna say something, but you never do.” Within moments, he was asleep again, and I was alone as the birds began to sing.

At dawn, I had a cup of coffee by the pool. I waited for the New York Times, checking to see if more stories of the men were printed. A doctor who cried in the break room spoke about what happened to him as an Eagle Scout, how he learned what he could achieve under extraordinary pressure. A man whose grandmother used to creep down the stairs when everyone else in the house slept. A woman who never knew what had happened to her was haunted by nightmares. I could hardly admit to myself that this was why I was here. As the ink paper bled over my fingers, the guests drifted across the pool on neon floats. They crumpled their speedos and tossed them to the deck. I felt my skin start to burn. This was an invitation to get off the chair and spray sunscreen over my body, feel the spritz on my neck and my boyfriend’s hands on my back, or even a stranger’s, but the world in front of me fell flat. The more my skin burned, the less capable I became of disrupting the moment. The drifting strangers slowed. The wind died down. The sky was as blue as any other perfect conspiracy.



For years, I wondered if I was alive. I lived in the alleged world. I thirsted and hungered for and craved other people, who recognized I was there, but every now and then, often without notice, I disappeared deep into my body. I would enter a scene just like this, so cured of my own presence, with this heart buried deep inside the moment, that I could have been erased from it completely. Even light pain, the bright tight sensation spreading across my body, lifted right off my skin, disposed of as easily as clothing. I could dip my feet in the sparkling pool, lodge my head in the Atlantic, ride a stranger in the moonlight with his husband’s hands guiding my lips to his lap, and still encounter a fundamental division.

I had been just a lonely kid looking for connection when I received a blinking message from a man on a site that no longer exists. He liked the way I looked, flashy and bright from holding up a camera to a thin mirror in my bedroom. I answered. I went to his house in a low end-of-summer fog, and he lifted a Zippo flame to a grape Swisher, exactly how he’d been taught when he was my age. He was adopted, and I was too, and I wondered if we could have been related. He told me that maybe he was a brother I never met and kissed me. We had what I thought was awkward teenage sex—blood the symptom of inexperience, pain the way of life. He was six inches taller than me, had a big dick, and kept a black Nikon near the bed that he used to take my picture. I had hair that swooped over my face, lips that pressed against my braces. He would kiss me full of smoke and tell me to name what I hated about being alive. He’d tell me stories of everything he’d done at my age. He posted the pictures he took of me online, pressed pills into my mouth, and found men who wanted to pay for a gray-eyed boy. I believed he was showing me the world at its truest, full of fire and longing, secrets and locked doors, and for years, despite what happened to me and the threats he made, I lied to keep him safe. I didn’t know any better.

I was still in the initial phase of recovery. I didn’t yet have the words for what happened to me. And years after just know that when I vanished, nothing could reach me. No glass pipe, no bloody punch could bring me back. I made myself invulnerable to physical pain. I tatted my throat and fingers and spine. Whatever strip of flesh a tattoo artist warned would hurt the most, I donated to their needles. I taught myself to feel nothing. With their hands on my throat, the artists wanted to know how I never flinched while a needle punctured thin veils of skin.

“Practice,” I always said.



A clock lorded over the hot tub in the dead center of the resort. Beside it, there was a manual calendar. Nothing much happened there, but I liked to watch the staff remove the days of the week. You felt like the Fates were at work, or at least I did, drunk and high, high and drunk. We’d been there for four days when a pool boy I hadn’t seen before slipped a Tuesday into his waistband. The pool boy asked me if I wanted a newspaper, which I accepted.

I held the New York Times on my lap, not quite ready to open it, my sweat dampening the paper until the ink bled over my dick and thighs. I needed to read the pages before I’d ruin them, but I knew the news could ruin me. So I waited. People splashed in the pool and sprayed sunscreen around me. The men lined up on blue lounge chairs, trying to position themselves for the best lot of sunlight as the shade retreated into the trees behind us. The man beside me had a face temporarily preserved in time, and to dismiss the chance of him talking to me I finally opened the paper.

In the Opinion section, a writer debated the law I was waiting for news on: the Child Victims Act. The law extended the statute of limitations for child victims of sexual assault. Victims used to only get five years after they turned eighteen to report the assault. Once they turned twenty-three, their case died. Most people didn’t report. Even if they finally came to terms with what happened, it took years longer than this. That was what happened to me. I had always suspected that no one cared what happened to boys anyway. Since then, I had spent my energy on ensuring I never thought about what happened. I did everything I possibly could to escape. Because I didn’t know how to live with it, and I didn’t want to live in a world that was cool with letting that violence go unpunished.

The Child Victims Act permanently extended the statute of limitations for fresh child victims only. If you were like me, and the statute had been four years expired, there was a special provision. A lookback window, they called it, starting August 14, where I would have a one-year period to decide whether to bring a case. Once that year ended, my case would be permanently closed again. It wasn’t a criminal case. This would be purely the chance at a civil lawsuit. Money. Even though I didn’t want money for what happened, I kept having brief visions of justice, and maybe even a life of it. Maybe. The longer time passes, the less evidence exists. The more my memories warp. I knew all this was true. I knew the effects of what happened to me grew with time, but my recollection faded. I imagined all the men I knew who had been assaulted as kids shedding their lives of hiding, stepping out of the routine of survival to bang on the court doors. I dreamed of this freedom with equal parts desire and dread. When I tried to think about what happened, I needed to get high or get fucked, or let rage and abandonment consume my whole life.



The pool boy came over with a pot of iced coffee and martini glasses. He poured coffee into the glass and dropped a crushed blue pill in it.

“What is it?” I asked.

“A Fort Lauderdale Brew.” He stirred the cocktail. “You look like you need it.”

“What’ll it do?”

“Make you feel good,” he said, winking, as I drank mine, and he poured another for the next guy. I relaxed. I dropped the paper and waded into the pool. All the ink washed off. I wrapped my legs around someone and floated on the water as he ran his fingers over my body. I drifted between guys. The clouds swept across the sky. I kissed a few people, returned to my chair with a towel pulled over my body, and woke up during happy hour, when everybody was dressed in dinner clothes, and I was sprawled naked in the cool dusk. The playwright was above me, wiping drool from my face with the towel. He told me not to worry, the pool boys sprayed sunscreen on me while I slept. He told me that I had been having obviously good dreams, the towel falling and rising over my cock. I stood up and stretched, looking for Moans, when an iguana fell from a palm tree and somebody swept the frozen lizard into the bushes with his feet.

“Have you seen my boyfriend?” I asked the playwright, and he pointed at the gym. I ran to Moans, who had been wanting to see an iguana, but we hadn’t yet come across one. He was running on the rickety treadmill. The loose belt forced him to speed up randomly. He was grinning.

“What?” Moans asked, darting theatrically.

“Iguanas are falling from the trees.”

Moans jumped off the treadmill and we ran back to the pool, where the men continued dancing and laughing and drinking. We looked into the palm trees. Nothing collapsed.

“I have the worst timing,” Moans said, grabbing a bag of chips and a seltzer from the table. “Why are you the only one naked?”

“I had a weird coffee.”

Moans squinted at me like I was insane. He pressed his fingers into my sunburn and watched the white impression fade. The pink lights made it look worse. Awful music played over the speakers. We had a month until our wedding. However, we already wore our wedding rings since we couldn’t afford engagement rings and everyone kept asking when we had gotten married. We didn’t know better. Young love.

I walked over to the chair and grabbed the wet paper. The pages were lost words. I crumpled up what I hadn’t been able to read. Moans took it from my hands and threw the paper away. I had a temporary urge to find another paper, but I was being swept away on the Fort Lauderdale Brew. Stars broke through the sky. I followed the moon. I tried to forget about everything. To survive, you lived through it, but you never looked back. I didn’t want to throw away my relationship, my friends, my whole life, and I was afraid that’s what the lookback window would bring, but I knew if I didn’t try I would simply kill myself. So I quietly waited for the stories of what would happen when the law went into effect, and maybe, if I were lucky, a glimpse of my future would come with it.






CHAPTER 2

We had been at the resort for six days when I met the drunk. The rotating guests made it difficult to remember names. We knew each other by occupation. Clockwise, in the hot tub, we had Moans and me, the lawyer and the philanthropist, the doctor and the statistician, the firefighter and the drunk. When silence overwhelmed us the lawyer intervened, like when he raised his index finger toward Orion and informed us that the star to the right in Orion’s Belt hovered closest to the equator. In olden times, sailors measured the distance between their position and the star to plot their routes. They stared for too long. I wasn’t wearing my glasses. I examined the wrinkled skin around my wedding band. I could be silent forever. Mosquitos swarmed the drunk. He ducked under the water and resurfaced with a splash that prompted the lawyer to question where he was from.

“We just got off a cruise,” the drunk said. “It never stops. We keep moving.”

The air jets prevented us from hearing one another well. The palm trees rustled, and I took this moment to lift myself onto the ledge. The drunk stared. He followed two columns of text on my forearm. As I stretched my arms above my head, the ink morphed and twisted, unable to keep form as I moved. The tattoo artist placed words wherever they fit, like graffiti, overlapping phrases, vandalizing my body. It was possible to read a couple of lines on my arms, and if you really spent time close to my skin, you could make out the smaller words and phrases. Only a few sayings were absolutely clear: NO DEATH on my collarbone, FOREVER as the knucklebangers, and PARADISE, which you’ve already seen, of course. If you’ve seen me around, this is the one you know me by. I’d thought by covering myself this way I’d prevent certain men from ever being able to get what they wanted from me. The tattoos aged me, but they felt like armor.

“Did the neck hurt?” the drunk asked.

“No,” I said, and covered my throat.

“He’s delusional,” Moans said, running a hand over his own unfinished half-sleeve of a palm tree on fire. “They hurt.”

“It’s meditative,” I said.

“I always wanted one,” the statistician said, “but I could never decide on what. It’s too permanent.”

“You got an earring.” I pointed to his silver hoop. “And you’re married. What about that?”

“An earring?” The statistician giggled and placed his hand on his husband. “That’s not forever. Neither is marriage. I wish you could try it out. I could compile success rates.”

“Tattoos or marriage?” the lawyer asked.

Everyone laughed, except for me and the drunk.

“I don’t know what’s worse,” the philanthropist said, “getting stabbed with a needle or burned with a laser for the removal.”

“You don’t get burnt. Technically, you are exploded.” The doctor relished his knowledge with wriggling fingers. “Every tattoo is a different color.” The doctor pointed at the blue and black lettering on my arm. “Each color has a corresponding wavelength of light.”

“Oh God,” the statistician said.

“Try being married to a lawyer,” the philanthropist said.

“The laser is beamed against the tattoo.” The doctor’s arm rose out of the water and grabbed mine. He clamped my wrist and with his right hand he stuck out his index finger and struck it against my skin. “The ink absorbs the force of the laser, which shatters the ink into tiny little bits that the immune system is then able to expel. Boom.”

“But people get burns,” Moans said.

“If the laser is beamed too long it’ll burn.”

“So choose your doctor wisely, folks,” the lawyer said, “and call me if you get burned.”

“You do injury cases?” the drunk asked.

“I was joking. You might want to wake up your partner there. Is this your first night?”

“We just got off a cruise,” the drunk repeated. He had an old party boy tattoo. Blue stars. That’s how you pick a gay alcoholic out of a crowd.

“Did yours hurt?” I asked.

“I thought it did,” the drunk said.

“You get used to the pain.”

“No. No. No, no, no. I thought I knew what pain was until I lost my arm.”

The drunk lifted himself onto the ledge and sat opposite me. He revealed his left stump—an amputated limb and a trail of fleshy scars. We waited for the lawyer, who up until now had been the prosecutor of our privacy, to ask the drunk what happened. I needed the answer. I glanced at the lawyer: do your fucking job! The drunk looked at me, and I felt sick to my stomach. I slipped into the water and grabbed Moans’ hand. A jet pounded into my back as the drunk walked away.

Now, we were seven—six, if you counted the incapacitated, retired firefighter. A dog barked.

“Hot damn,” the firefighter said, scratching his white mustache as he pushed himself up. “I had the craziest dream.” He looked at us as if he were completely lost. “Forget it. I need the dream back.” He pulled himself out on the steel handrail, the elastic keychain around his ankle, and grabbed a rolled towel off a chair. I didn’t see him again.

“On that note, we’re turning in,” the statistician said.

“We are? It’s only one,” the doctor said, but when he saw his naked husband dripping he followed him back to their room.

The lawyer yawned, and the philanthropist said, “Come on,” and the couple retreated. The drunk returned with eight water bottles that dripped condensation into a little pool on the wooden deck, reflecting the smallest bit of blue light. Moans leaned into my ear and whispered, “That color is named madder blue. I know things too.”

“What’s the secret?” the drunk asked.

“No secret,” I said. Moans cracked his back and said he’d leave the door unlocked. He grabbed a can of bug spray and spritzed himself as he went back. The air brightened, no longer blocked by all those bodies, and I could see clear to the floor.

“Fan-dang-o.” The drunk read from my arm, then he wheezed. As the jets fizzled out and the timer chimed, moonlight polished his scars. “It’s just us now. I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

“You go first.”

“I fell asleep at the wheel on the 805. A bystander told the news they saw me do a triple axel through the windshield.”

“But did you lose it right away?”

He zipped his lips. It was my turn. He said, “I want to know what they mean.”

“They’re the last words of a killer in a novel,” I said. I held out my wrist and he underlined the word boom. “He’s in the gas chamber. He abandoned somebody who got raped and he murdered a security guard during a robbery. It’s about forgiveness. Humanity. Justice. He’s thinking about his last breaths and telling jokes to God.”

“You know what they call you here?”

“Tell me.”

“The Paperboy.” His face radiated with knowledge. “You’re the one under the tree with ten different newspapers. What’s the news, Paperboy?”

“Why drive so drunk?”

“Which time?”

I understood. “Did it hurt?”

“The sound was worse. They can’t put you under when you’re wasted. Want to know what it sounded like?”

“Yes,” I said. “More than anything.”

“Then give me something worth the trouble.”

I needed to make sure we were alone. I left the tub to turn on the jets for two minutes. Only long enough to say my piece. Once the surface trembled, I stepped through and rested beside the drunk, and I tried to speak so that my voice wouldn’t carry beyond his ear. I didn’t think he truly wanted to know, I didn’t think he’d remember, and I needed to push against the loneliness taking me away, like one of the mosquitos flapping against the current of the pool before it’s sucked into the drain.

“Back home, they passed a law to allow kids who were sexually assaulted to sue their abusers. I got pimped out as a boy. Men your age rented me. It feels like a very different life, sometimes, when I don’t feel like I’m still in it. Every day I get the papers, and I read about people I’ll never know fighting over people like me. I read about all the potential cases, what others like me experienced, what they’re going to do with the year. Some people even doubt the law should exist. Some people think men can’t get raped. I am an idea who used to be a body.”

“Shouldn’t you be home, then?”

“I wanted to visit a place so beautiful that no matter what happened it didn’t seem real. Get the news in heaven before I go back to hell. Maybe I got it backward.”

“Yes,” the drunk said. “Watch this.”

The drunk lifted his stump, and the underwater light cast a shadow of his limb far across the wall behind us, cutting through the clock, so that, in the shadows, what he had lost had been returned to him in the dead of night.

“Don’t move,” he said. “I’ll give you one last trick. Here’s what it sounded like.”

At first, nothing changed. We didn’t budge. A mosquito landed on the water’s surface. I stared into the drunk’s black eyes as he parted his lips, but he didn’t need to tell me to stay still. We didn’t touch each other. The insects kept coming. I heard the electric buzzing as the mosquitoes feasted on him. He didn’t bat them away. We stayed with each other while the saw descended in his memory.

When I got back to our suite, I searched the bedroom to wake Moans, but he wasn’t inside. I found him outside, looking up into the trees. Moans called me over with a flick of his hand. Up in the trees, almost indivisible from the branches, he found his iguana. I kneeled on the stones. Moans lived up to his name.



The next afternoon Moans packed our bags. The hotel let us stay until we had to leave for our flight. Every second on the lounge chair felt necessary. The sun hit like a Fort Lauderdale Brew, which I thought was probably morphine. Moans started a memoir, prospecting the pages for something. He knew he wasn’t going to finish. As we lay down, the lawyer handed me two pills. The doctor overheard and told us it was a beta blocker and warned that despite feeling normal, I would seem slow to other people if I mixed it with a benzo. I suspected people already thought this, and I swallowed both pills seconds after the warning. This had been a great lonely resort. I had the feeling the whole time I was out there like I was constantly going to miss my fate. I saw Moans neglect his phone to smile at strangers he would pretend to never have seen. We had until dusk to waste some time imagining what our lives would be like if we had spent our youths like this. Neither of us wanted to leave.

“Are you ready to go back?” Moans asked.

“Yes,” I said.






CHAPTER 3

We returned home to the most romantic time in New York, the sweaty end of summer. I rode the subway with dark stains under my arms and a line down my back, as did everyone else, like the man next to me on the L who wiped his brow with his hand and ran his fingers over his hairy thighs below the hem of his shorts. He looked out the black windows and found my eyes in the reflection. As the train grew more crowded, stop by stop, he moved closer until both of our hands were holding on to the ceiling bar, our shirts lifting. He brushed a finger over the hair on my stomach, very lightly, looking elsewhere, lighting me up and getting me hard. He knew what he was doing. When he could feel my bulge on his leg, his palm fell against it. I wanted to stay still as he touched me, to get caught by strangers and have him hit me right across the face. I wish I could say this were the only moment where I wanted to drop to my knees and beg a stranger to place their hand on me for one more second. I felt like I would die the second he stopped touching me. We separated at the stop.

I exited the Union Square subway station under the low canopy of green boughs and passed lone men waiting at chess tables for any stranger to take the empty seat and make a move. I turned down University, where a guy rode a bike, his shirt unbuttoned, winging out behind him. We locked eyes and he disappeared. Summer meant everything to me in a way that I wouldn’t understand for years. I could wear less clothes and long openly. I could watch a hundred men leave and dream of futures that I wouldn’t have. My body constantly reminded me of its existence; this was nature’s trick to staying in the moment.

I decided to walk to my therapy session.

As the victim of a crime, New York State paid for my therapy through a special grant to the Crime Victims Treatment Center. The office is five floors above Exchange Place with a view of Wall Street and a buzzer to enter. I told the security guard what I was there for, and he opened the turnstile for the elevator lobby, where I pressed the fifth floor and wondered if everyone else in the elevator on the way to work knew what the fifth floor meant. I pressed the buzzer, the door unlocked, and I ignored a mother and her son in the waiting room. The boy played video games on her phone and messily ate a bagel while she stared at a painting of a flower. I kept catching her look at the locked door, wondering if she too had people in the world who wanted her dead, if her ex-husband had already tried to kill her. Everything becomes what you fear. A flickering light becomes a sign from God that your death is coming on the elevator with a gun. That the man who trapped you would be waiting across Exchange Place to keep you quiet forever.

My therapist, Matan, retrieved me from the waiting room by walking just to where I could see him in the hallway. He had a buzzed head, big blue eyes, and a very soft manner. Tel Aviv to the Bronx to whichever suburb he now lived in where loafers were a thing. I always forgot that he wasn’t taller than me until I walked behind him to the office, trying to avoid making the squeaking sound of basketball sneakers on laminated floors. The Center was very quiet, and a single utterance could make you feel like all the doors would open and a hundred social workers’ eyes would be on you, although that would never happen. They were trained to make you feel safe, as unseen as possible in a watchful place.

Matan worked in the last office in the hall. He had a standing desk by the door and two navy armchairs set far enough apart that I could fully outstretch my legs without reaching him. Birds decorated the paintings and walls, a few humble plants lived, and he had a giant mason jar for drinking water, the closest anything he ever did that came to having sensuality, as the water spilled slightly down the side of his lips and he’d wipe it with his sleeve. He could see halfway up my thighs. I didn’t want to fuck him. When he sat, he crossed his legs.

“I was worried about you last week,” Matan said.

“Fuck Lauderdale. I should have told you.”

“Were you able to relax?”

“Yes and no,” I said. “I’m living a secret life, and it’s tiring me out.”

Across the hall, a social worker shut their door, and the sound transported me back thirteen years, to the inside of a dark and inescapable room that locked from the outside. I sensed the heat of a torch lighter and the taste of skin from a man’s palm as he wrenched open my jaw to blow smoke into my mouth. I could feel the great warmth spreading across my lungs, a sudden film of sweat, the blood shooting up through my head like rain in reverse.

“Are you still here?” Matan asked, but he knew, leaning back with his knees parted and ankles crossed.

Matan held up his huge right palm, and I watched him as the past descended on me, feeling so heavy and beleaguered I could have fallen asleep. He put down his hand, uncrossed his ankles, and scooted back in his chair. The farther back he moved from me, the easier it was to breathe. I saw he was going to tell me to find things in the room, to return myself to the present, and I hated to hear him say anything so silly and effortless, as it confirmed my suspicions that I had beat my brain senseless and fried it from drugs, so I caught the green vines and book lettering and pen and walls, which freed me from the past long enough to sit up and take a deep breath. I nodded for him to continue.

“Remember?” Matan asked, and he raised his palm again. He referred to his thumb as the amygdala, the part of the brain responsible for storing memories and regulating fear. Or emotions. The other fingers were different parts of the brain. When a person encounters extraordinary violence at a young age, the mind doesn’t have the language to store the experience. Without proper language, bits are stored randomly in the mind. He closed his fist tightly over his thumb. Each time you encounter pain, your mind displaces it. You disappear to survive. One moment you are moving forward in time, and the next you are staring, immobilized, at a bird feeder or the buildings outside Matan’s, which begin to resemble those moments early in your life.

“I’m here,” I said.

“You know what will happen in a week?”

“I know. I was trying to get away. I heard there is a flood coming.”

“A flood?”

“Of cases.” I swallowed. “A flood to ruin the peace.”

“Do you have plans for when the law goes into effect?”

“Blow my brains out. Get curb stomped. Fuck a toaster.”

Matan pretended to be shocked. “Should I ask again?”

“I’m going to pretend like it’s any other day. I can’t even tell you what I am afraid of.” I started to tear up and knocked my elbow into the table. My arm went numb. I sat on my hand. “I have so much stuff I never used to have, but sometimes I get so angry thinking about what happened, I don’t know what to do with it.”

“I have said this before, but you are not trapped here. You are free to leave. The door is unlocked,” Matan said. I looked at the door, but it felt too far away. I didn’t leave, at first. I couldn’t. At the time, I claimed I didn’t dissociate. I never rose out of my body. I didn’t see myself from above, which, no offense, sounded like bullshit. I just slipped into a world as flat as a painting, unable to differentiate my body from the couch from the city from the present or past, like all the world was a still life—that shit is the angle of death. Time ran out. Matan said he’d check in, to see if I was adjusting well to the new world, if I could handle it. I was absolutely not going to handle it well.

I left. A dozen pigeons lifted into the sky.

I would now need to choose. I would have to let the past infiltrate willingly, instead of unconsciously. I didn’t like to touch that world. You wouldn’t believe what I had done to stay alive.



I walked to meet Moans for dinner. The sidewalks overflowed with people toasting one another, walking crookedly into the open doors of a bar, single lighters passed around groups of cigarettes while a New York Ice Cream truck wailed down University Avenue. It was no longer the song of the fifties, but a trap remix, with bass drops and slurry drums. Some young skater fell down after a bad trick and a lost blond NYU student took a picture of a person bathing in the fountain. Nothing ever surprised you about Washington Square Park. You could sketch the Roti Cart, the college kids getting high in a place they had wanted to believe was their home, and night protests starting to gather late in the day. But every night, the sun would set and cast half the park in shadow, and a feeling of ruin settled quietly over us. You could as easily imagine the park populated as desolate, and when this moment came, as it did while I walked through it, for a moment the people stopped taking pictures of strangers and snapped a quick pic of the red sky over the arch that seemed to welcome a future that belonged to none of us.

I arrived at Elio’s on West Tenth and asked for a window seat to people-watch. I counted the men who passed in front of the window in groups of four, knowing, statistically, one of them had been assaulted, and I wondered what each of them would choose. I saw Moans as he approached the restaurant waving his shirt hem, airing out his back. He took a napkin from his pocket and dabbed sweat off his neck. I could see him singing along to music in his headphones. He had a farmer’s tan, and his lips moved just so. He stopped under a bodega’s awning to let the song finish.

A minute later, he slid into his seat at our table, sitting down with his back to the AIDS memorial that resembled a crashed spaceship on the street. The server filled our water glasses to the brim. Moans dragged the glass by the stem and lowered his mouth to sip without spilling a drop.

“What?” Moans said. “Am I doing something funny?”

I mimicked him, lapping the water like a dog.

Moans dunked his nose in the glass, and then he dipped his chin. I ignored talking about next week and what it would bring. Why ruin a date? We were having such a good time. We had come such a long way, and I knew what happened when the past intruded. The server lit the candle on the table as the street darkened. I thought of everyone at the Center. We who’d overdosed or would again soon. We who failed spectacularly at suicide. Hospitalizations. We who married. Cheated, divorced, lied, and died. I had been trying, after everything, to be good. I did not go swinging a baseball bat through the streets. And now I had to decide whether or not to bring a case.

Our gold rings shimmered near the flickering votive. I knew what I had to do. I covered the candle with my hand and snuffed out the light.






THE GLASS MOTHERFUCKER






CHAPTER 4

For the second week of August I had kept myself busy. I whittled down my body at the gym, told Moans I wanted to look hot in our wedding photos. It was my only job really, to look good. I was broke and wild, but I was handsome and young, so the relationship made sense to everyone. I ran. Miles and miles around Brooklyn and Manhattan. I ran as far away from home as I could to be forced to have a daunting return, cycling between running, jogging, and an exasperated walk. Upon returning, I’d hobble to the bathroom and run the hot water until the air was thick and I’d emptily zone out while the heat soothed my muscles. I wish I could say I busied myself with the wedding, although, if I’m being honest, Moans mostly handled things and asked for my final opinion. I didn’t want anything special. Only a dark venue with my friends, molly and coke, no frills.
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