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For my parents, Tobie and Sheldon Czapnik


Today, it is becoming possible for [the girl] to take her future in her hands, instead of putting it in those of the man. If she is absorbed by studies, sports, a professional training, or a social and political activity, she frees herself from the male obsession; she is less preoccupied by love and sexual conflicts. However, she has a harder time than the young man in accomplishing herself as an autonomous individual. . . . [N]either her family nor customs assist her attempts. Besides, even if she chooses independence, she still makes a place in her life for the man, for love. She will often be afraid of missing her destiny as a woman if she gives herself over entirely to any undertaking. She does not admit this feeling to herself: but it is there, it distorts all her best efforts, it sets up limits.

—Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex
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touch is a basic element



The ball is a face. Leathered and weathered and pockmarked and laugh lined. No, it’s not a face. It’s a big round world, with crevices and ravines slithering across tectonic plates. I bounce the world hard on the blacktop, and it comes back into my hand covered with a fine layer of New York City diamond dust—pavement shards, glass, crystallized exhaust from the West Side Highway—and it feels like a man’s stubble, or what I imagine stubble might feel like against my palm, and it’s a face again. I bounce the face, and it’s back in my hand and it’s something else. A sun. A red terrestrial planet. An equidimensional spheroid made of cowhide and filled with nitrogen and oxygen. Whatever it is, whatever I imagine it to be, I know it holds some kind of magical power.

There’s Percy on my periphery. Limbs like a wind chime in a hurricane. He’s open in the passing lane. Woo woos for the ball. But I got this. I’ve had the touch all game. I’m dribbling the sun nice and low by my ankles, like it’s bobbing over and under the horizon. No way am I passing it. Dude guarding me has the sometime goods of a former college baller. A powerful drive to the basket but knees that only work every other play. No match for the sky walker in me. I’m smaller but I’m way quicker, with a scary first step and lean, taut muscles I’ve got absolute faith in.

I take him on easy. Leave him flat-footed and salty as I blow by. I pull up and launch a rainbow from a spot in the low atmosphere where gravity is diluted. The red planet flies through the chain-link net without touching a thing. As though it’s been sucked into the perfect center of a black hole. Thwip. Bounces on the blacktop court nice and gentle. Puts a period on the pickup game win.

My man just stands there, hands on his hips, shaking his head, looking at me. Grinning goofy. Sweat, like, seriously pouring off his face. Inner me is hard-core gloating. But I’m keeping it cool on the outside. I love schooling geezers who mistake me for an easy mark.

“Girl,” he goes, “you the real thing, you the real thing,” and he takes my hand and pulls my whole body into his, smacks my back three times, giving me a genuine but sweaty bro hug.

There’s only one place in the whole universe where a pizza bagel—a Jewish and Italian mutt-girl—might get that exact compliment from a middle-aged black guy: 40 degrees latitude and -73 degrees longitude. Find it on your atlas.

“Ball hog,” Percy shouts as he ambles over. Making music as he moves. He dangles his lily-white arm with its random pale brown freckle clusters over my shoulders and whines, “I was open, man.”

So was I. But all I do is smirk at him as if to say, Tough shit. Jackass looks even better to me when he’s pissed. Even with his patchy, scraggly attempt at a beard and the greasy hair he’s growing out from the bowl cut he’s had since he was five. Something about that potent combo of sweat and Drakkar Noir and competitiveness just does it for me.

The old dudes leave, citing the obvious excuses: Gotta get home. It’s late. The wife. Yeah, whatever. I know the real reason. No fun getting your asses handed to you by a couple of high school kids, especially when one of them is a seventeen-year-old girl.

They take the red spheroid-face-star with them. I met that basketball for the first time only thirty minutes ago but I already know I love it unconditionally, and that it loves me back in a way that no carbon-based life-form ever will. I mourn it as I watch it leave, tucked under my man’s arm. I ought not to imbue a ball with so much magic, but when I’m holding one I go from Lucy Adler, invisible girl—lowercase i, lowercase g—to Lucy Adler, Warrior Goddess of Mannahatta, Island of Many Hills. The court is my phone booth. I am transformed.

Percy goes, “I’m up for a little one-on-one action.”

Yeah? Me too. But a different kind of action, friend. Sigh. Silly girl—he’s not interested.

I’ll play him, of course. I’ll play him even though the last time we got into it, he dropped his bony shoulder and nailed me in the chin and chipped my front tooth. I can still feel the crack when I run my tongue over it. I’ll play him even though he’s nearly a half foot taller than me and he’s got all the goods—a solid post player who can play the perimeter with as much finesse as a true two-spot. I’ll play him even though I’ll lose. Because if I play him, I get to touch him. And post him up and feel the weight of his chest on my back.

I grab the ball I brought to the court, which has been sitting by the rusted metal fence this whole time, waiting for its chance. It’s a little older than the last one we played with, no longer has goose bumps on its flesh. It’s not a star or a planet or a face. It feels heavier, less ethereal. I’ve lost games with this ball. The ball I played with earlier will always be perfect to me. I know this one’s cruelty too well.

“I’m down,” I go. “You get the usual handicap.”

“Fine, I won’t go in the paint. Imagine how fast I’d kill you if I did.”

There was a time when I could beat Percy on the regular. All through middle school I was taller than him, and he hadn’t yet figured out how to defend a crossover. I racked up enough Ws in those years that it took him a while to finally get to the other side of the lifetime win-loss record. But times have been tough for me throughout most of high school. Beating me has never been routine, but it’s rare I can get in a win now without a forced impediment.

He checks me the ball.

I take my time. Stalk the perimeter like a wolf. He doesn’t know how hard I’ve worked on my outside shot all summer, so he hangs off me, waiting to defend a drive. I dribble slow to the left side of the basket, just inside the arc, my newly discovered sweet spot.

Thwip. Perfection. The chain-link net jangles just quietly enough to sound like someone counting rosary beads.

“Luck,” Percy says as he catches the ball dropping from the basket.

“Skill.”

If there is some profession, some thing I can do in life as a job, as a way to earn a paycheck, that feels as good as swishing a long-range jumper, I want to do that. I want to get paid to do just that. I’ve tried to explain this to my college counselor, but she just laughs and says, “That’s cute,” and tells me to focus on AP physics. Listen, if I shoot a ball from ten feet from the basket and I’ve got about a six-inch vertical on my shot, I can calculate the delta on the parabolic arc, no problem. What does that mean exactly? Nothing. That’s what. All I’m interested in right now is feeling. Feeling heat. Feeling touch. Feeling thoughts. Feeling body. And nothing feels as good as swishing a basketball in the face of your one-on-one opponent. Nada.

Because Percy is a pure Darwinist, he plays by strict playground rules, which means it’s winner’s ball: my ball. In the gym at school it’s always loser’s ball, because your opponent should have a chance to get back in the game. You might learn all you need to know about a person when you find out whether they believe pickup basketball should be winner’s or loser’s ball.

This time I switch it up. Use my speed. Percy stops me mid-drive with his ungodly wingspan. His feet quick, mirroring my every move. I turn and push all my weight into his chest, pounding the ball and pushing him backward toward the basket dribble by dribble. He pushes back, but not as hard as he would against an opponent closer to his size. Fuck him for taking it easy on me. I punish him for it. Duck under his arm and lay it up.

“You wanna throw down? Let’s throw down,” he goes.

I’m in full possession of my powers right now. Like lightning is shooting out of my fingertips. Like I’m channeling the soul of a Lucy Adler in an alternate dimension. One where beauty and sex drip off me all smooth and careless.

I squint and purr back at him, “Let’s see whatchya got.”

Why did I tempt him? His arms are long and his hands are quick, so I put my right arm up to ward him off and dribble with my left. Lean into him with my elbow. He reaches across my chest, grazing my breasts. What little I got is bound against my ribs by a sports bra, so I doubt he feels anything that moves him. He swipes at the ball from under my forearm, and I heave up a Hail Mary.

“Reach-in!” I yell as the ball sails overhead and lands with a high bounce right behind him.

“You can’t be serious. You are not calling a reach-in on me. No blood, no foul. Don’t be a pussy.”

“I’m tryna help you with the little problem you have with self-control. In a game, a ref’s gonna call that on you.”

Percy doesn’t believe in stifling one’s id. He’s a creature governed by the pleasure principle, and because of that he can’t resist the reach-in. It feels too good when he gets away with it, so it’s always worth the risk.

“Whatever. You just wanna win.”

I smile. “Maybe.” I walk to the line. “So, you gonna honor it?”

“Such bullshit. Sure, go ahead. Take your fucken’ free throw. It’ll make beating you more fun.” He bullets me the ball. I catch it and don’t flinch.

Five dribbles. Bend the knees. Squat. Square my body. Release. Damn. Just missed. Percy snatches the rebound before I can even make it a contest.

For a second, I glance over at the guys playing full-court five-on-five next to us. They’re mainly black and Hispanic kids, but there are a couple of white guys and an Asian kid playing. They all look to be somewhere close to our age, maybe a little older. They’re playing shirts and skins. The guys on skins for the most part deserve it—sleek six-packs and taut outtie belly buttons abound. They’re swimming in their worn-out Nike shorts, the waistbands of their Hanes peeking out. They’re shouting, Watch him. Watch him. Me. Me. Me. Pass it. Pass it. Shoot the ball, pussy. They’re clapping, they’re smacking each other’s backs, they’re laughing. Their boom box has been blasting some random mix of hip-hop—some Beastie Boys and Das EFX and now Slam! Duh-dun-uh, duh-dun-uh, Let the boys be boys! The speakers can’t handle the bass. The music pours over the courts, tinny and harsh. Doesn’t matter, though. It’s the beat they’re after.

The shirts asked Percy to join their team as soon as we walked onto the courts in Riverside Park. Why wouldn’t they? Just look at him: six-foot-three rangy beast. He glanced at me first for approval and said, “Sure, we’ll play.” They said, “Just you, not the girl.” Percy spit on the court near them, a nice fat loogie. “Your loss. She can kick all your asses.” Melt my little girlie heart. What those kids on shirts don’t know is that Percy is better with me as a pickup game teammate. Do they know how many hours we’ve spent on his alley-oop? Do they know that no one can put it in the exact right spot for him like I can? Do they know that we’ve been playing together on these courts since we were fucking embryos? That we are basketball telepaths at this point? They don’t know shit.

I walked away from them feeling both triumphant and tiny as a pinprick. Screw them, anyway. We played the middle-aged fatties instead and won. I’ll take it.

I get into the beat of the hip-hop they’re blasting. My temporary metronome. I perch myself on the balls of my feet, try to get ready to play D, but my concentration slips for a bit, and that’s all it takes. Percy’s on the board.

“So it’s like that,” I say.

“If you play crap defense, I’ll drop bombs on you all day.”

“Shuddup and check it back already.”

This time I play the dirty defense I know he likes. Force him weak side, his right. He drops his left shoulder and pushes it into my collarbone. I use all my strength and body up. Play whatever weight I’ve got. Try to knock him off balance. He bangs back into me, but he’s delusional if he thinks he can move me that easy. Contact like this is what I live for. I try to outmuscle him. Push back at him hard, so hard I find that I’m basically growling, like the effort it takes to defend him requires the help of every muscle in my body, including my solar plexus. Every time we collide back together, the crash of our bodies is harder and harder. He’s banging into me with a force I know is going to leave me with tender surface bruises. It feels good. But I can’t keep it up. It’s getting more difficult to push him off me. The electromagnetic pull between us too strong. Each time I grunt, Percy’s smile gets bigger and bigger and . . . Wait. Shit. He’s . . . toying with me. He could easily just shoot the ball, but he wants to see me work. Nuh-uh. Lucy. Adler. Does. Not. Get. Played. So I stop. I lay off him. He pulls back and dribbles the ball a couple times and shoots. His shirt lifts up, and I get a brief, teasing glimpse at his happy trail, which is dirty blond and sweaty. Damn. I shouldn’t have looked. Hopefully he didn’t notice.

The ball drops through the net behind me, and Percy jogs to grab it. I put my hands on my hips and look up to the sky while I catch my breath. “You’re an asshole, you know that?”

“Please. You love it. You lurve it.” He bounces the ball softly off my back, in the tough spot between the shoulder blades.

I wish it weren’t so true.

The game unravels fast for me. Two all quickly turns into 4–2, then 6–2. We’re playing first to seven, and whatever shot I had to show him I’m still a worthy opponent, still close to being equal with him, is vanishing.

He’s got a cushiony lead, so the smug asshole tries his hand at a huge three-pointer from so far downtown he’s practically at the Bowery. It clangs off the rim like a church bell, sending sinusoidal reverberations throughout the court.

We race to chase it down, but he’s got the adrenaline of a winner. He grabs the ball, pivots, and faces me and the basket.

Here it is, kids. A defining moment. I dig in and get low. Scrunch up my Champion mesh shorts. Get ready for what’s coming.

He palms the ball with his giant left hand and just holds it out behind him, like he’s Jordan, tapping the toe of his pivot foot in front of me. Taunting me. Begging me to try to steal it. I’m no fool on the basketball court. Maybe I’m a fool in other parts of my life, but not here. He’s pulled this sick move on me before, so I know to just stay poised on D and wait this motherfucker out. But then the kid starts staring at me. Right in the eye. Challenging me to a fourth-grade staring contest in the middle of a one-on-one battle royal. I’m not afraid of a little eye contact. I hold his gaze and I don’t blink. He’s got green eyes, rimmed with deep, dark blue on the outer edge of his pupils, and a freckle in his left iris that looks like a moon in orbit across the face of Jupiter. It couldn’t be more beautiful if it was painted in by hand. What an imperfection. Girls have fallen in love with boys for less. A miniature river of sweat swims down the middle of his brow and drops off his nose. I’d suck the sweat off his face if I could. What would it taste like? Orange Crush? He makes a move, finally. Puts the ball down and starts dribbling toward the basket. Then he palms it again and gets all the way around me by wrapping his right arm behind his back and around my waist. I feel the size of his hand on my body. My pupils dilate. My capillaries pop. He jumps up and rolls the ball in from the front of the rim.

Game. Over.

I should be pissed. He removed his handicap and drove the lane. But I stay quiet about it. Warrior Goddess has left the court. I’m back to being what I always am. My heart melts right out of my rib cage, oozes out of my skin, and splats on the hot blacktop court.

Percy can feel my disappointment. “Sorry, Loose. It was right there. I couldn’t help myself.” As though the thing I’m upset about is losing.

“It’s cool.” I shrug and laugh it off. It’s always cool. It’s never a big deal. It’s just a game.

I jog to get the basketball, which has wandered onto the court next door. I pause for a moment to watch the sun. Not the ball, the real sun. The star that gives us life. It’s setting behind the New Jersey piers, taking all the color in the world with it. I recently found out that the sunset today is not like the sunset in prehistoric or pre-industrial times. It’s a man-made thing. It’s the pollution that gives it its colors, because of all the aerosols in the air. My cousin Violet, who is twenty-five and an artist, told me that was the inspiration for The Scream. A huge volcano erupted in Indonesia and made sunsets around the world a deep, searing red. If you’d never seen a red sunset before, it would be easy to imagine it was a signifier of the end of days. But we see red sunsets all the time now, especially this time of year, when the air is somehow thicker. I look up at the prewar buildings flanking Riverside Park and admire the way the light reflects off the stone and glass.

“Look at that sunset,” I say to Percy, who’s standing there sweating, looking all tawny and unwashed and golden. “It’s . . . perfection.” Maybe the only thing I’ve been missing this whole time is just some good lighting.

“Quit being a girl.”

I punch him in the arm as hard as I can—“Fuck you, prick”—and I laugh the way a dude would laugh.

He grimaces and rubs the spot where I nailed him. But he doesn’t hit me back. We walk off the courts into Riverside Park and head east toward the streets. Percy puts his arm over my shoulder like I’m his personal moving armrest, and I look up at his face. If I were someone else, how easy it might be to kiss him. If I could trade in my athleticism for beauty, just for a little bit, just to see what it’s like.

He starts telling me about the new book he’s reading by some French nihilist he’s just discovered. With my arm around his waist, I can feel his lungs expand and contract with the rhythm of his voice. We’ve been through a variation of this routine before. He will want me to read it so he can have someone to talk with about it. And I’ll read it, partially because I’m genuinely interested but mostly because I like talking to him. Because the world rains arrows and honey whenever he’s near me. Painful and sweet.


Run. Run. Go! Faster, faster. Head back, chest out, legs pedaling pavement. Just run. Past the Baptist church and Homeless Steve singing, Spare any change, spare any change, past the brownstones and prewars filled with writers and aging beatniks and geriatric former radicals with their rent-controlled classic sixes. Past the architectural abominations built during the midcentury modern mistake on West End. Run. Down the long slope to Riverside. Let gravity propel legs down the hill. Their muscles’ only job is to keep up with Newton’s first law. Cross Riverside Drive and keep running. Don’t bother looking at the signal in the crosswalk, leg speed too fast to get hit by the cars anyway. The key is, don’t stop. Keep running. Past the commuters from New Jersey getting off the West Side Highway parking lot. Past dog walkers leading packs in Riverside Park. Past needle fiends sleeping slack-jawed on benches. Go faster. Keep up with Percy at the front. Christ, his speed’s too effortless. Racing the molecules in the air and winning. Run down the curved bike ramp past the ivy and the old graffiti that looks like Paleolithic cave drawings. Past the homeless villa in the Seventy-Ninth Street Boat Basin. Run.

The last push is insurance policy. We run all the way down to the Hudson River walk, and Percy dashes to the railing and finally stops himself before James and I pull up behind him. All three of us gasping, bending over, trying not to pass out or throw up our lunch from Burger King. James drops to the ground, turns over on his back, his chest heaving. Eventually his lungs begin to recover, and the heaving turns to laughter. Chased by a cop. If he could talk right now, Percy might call it a rite of passage. The way the Lenape may have had to run from a bear or a wolf before the Dutch came and settled and leveled the land and erased the contours of its topography. Before pavement and steel and underground tunnels and hypodermic needles and silver badges molded to say “City of New York.” Chased by a cop. It’s the modern adolescent’s test of will. And like the young Lenape warriors who may have run our exact route to escape some flesh-eating predator, we won. We are stronger.

Still catching my breath, I lean against the railing and look out onto the Hudson. The Lenape called this water The River That Runs Both Ways. Sometimes you can see that with your own eyes. On a rough, windy day when the world is dank, you can look out over the river from the George Washington Bridge and see that the current in the center flows uptown, away from the ocean. It creates slight ripples in the water, like a V. I think of the people then, in their wooden canoes—maybe they were canoes of war, maybe they were fishing canoes—and the men inside them paddling the water and suddenly, unexpectedly having to wrestle the current. But from where I’m standing the current is imperceptible. It’s a cloudy and restless river, lapping against rusted house boats in the basin. There is a reason Melville opened his novel here—on this dusky water that pours out into the Atlantic. It’s been destroyed since then, unable to sustain any biological life. It’s lost the dark blue beauty it must have had. But I love this water as much as people who grow up next to the ocean love the sea, even if it does smell like raw sewage on rainy days. At least no one dumps their bodies here. You tell me: who can resist the pull of Manhattan from that bridge up there? Daytime or night, doesn’t matter. That sight, it can’t cure cancer or anything, but I’m pretty sure it can cure whatever mental ailment you got because for that minute you’re rumbling along I-95 into the Emerald City, your life is a postcard, and nothing bad ever happens in postcards.

“Whooo, man.” James exhales as he stands up. He backhands Percy across the chest. “Don’t do that to me again, Perce.” He laughs, though he’s not kidding. “I don’t have the green to pay a graffiti fine. You got lucky that donuteater didn’t have our quicks.”

“It wasn’t graffiti. Stop calling it that, it diminishes it.”

“Okay, I’m not calling it graffiti. We’re talking about NYPD bacon here. They can’t distinguish between a Nietzsche quote—or whatever you were writing—and a gang sign.”

Percy kicks a pebble between the railings and watches it plunk into the water. “It wasn’t even a Sharpie. It was a dry-erase marker.”

“For real?”

“Yeah.”

“So why did we run?” I ask.

“Running seemed easier than explaining.” Percy uses the bottom of his blue striped button-down shirt to wipe the sweat off his brow.

“Well, thanks for the adrenaline rush.” James looks down at his watch. “I’ll need it to get through Latin.”



Senses heightened, on the lookout for our predator, we head back to civilization, to return to school. To places without cops, where dry-erase markers are used to write notes on big whiteboards in the front of classrooms so we can copy them into our notebooks and do well on tests, which will ensure we get into socially acceptable colleges.

I get some high fives and “peaces” and promises of plans to meet up after school to do more damage. Percy and James head downtown a few blocks to go back to Colver, the all-boys Episcopalian school they both attend, where they have to wear a blue jacket with a crest on the left breast pocket and khakis and spend every morning whispering sweet nothings to Jesus. I head in the opposite direction to walk to my last class of the day at Pendleton, an equally horrific nondenominational preparatory academy known for churning out future corrupt US senators and for having the highest suicide rate of any private school in the country. I may have made up that last statistic. I don’t know if anyone is morbid enough to track that sort of thing.

I take my time walking back to school. I have a double period of Spanish to get to, and the uneven sidewalk along Riverside Drive feels like a never-ending walk down the plank. When Percy was still with me at Pendleton, life there was tolerable. He was a popular kid and, because we were best friends, people generally left me alone. But then he got kicked out of school at the beginning of freshman year after a teacher found a couple dime bags in his backpack, and since he was a repeat offender, he was done. Family money bought him a spot at Colver, where the only other new kid in the class was James Fresineau, from Haiti by way of Harlem. After he left Pendleton, I officially sank to the bottom of the social heap and have been there ever since.

Percy’s got a real problem with authority, so it took him a while to warm up to everyone at Colver, and even now, his only true friend there is James. But here’s the thing: Both of us are basketball players. For Percy, that gives him social capital. So even though he can’t stand the preppy jackasses at school, since he became the leading scorer for Colver his sophomore year—when he grew five inches and became this ridiculously gangly kid who doesn’t quite know what to do with his long, skinny limbs in life except when he’s on the basketball court—no one at Colver dares ridicule him. But it’s the opposite for me. I’m not just the leading scorer at my school, I’m the leading scorer in the entire league for two years running, which you would think would garner me the same amount of respect Percy gets. But I’m a girl, and I’m really tall and I don’t have Pantene-commercial hair and I’m not, let’s say, une petite fleur, so everyone just assumes I’m a lesbian. Last year, this kid Brian Deed—who’s more commonly known as “F Squared,” the G-rated version of his nickname, “the Freshman Fucker”—called me a dyke to my face as I was passing him in the stairwell on my way to art, the day after I scored a double-double in a game against our East Side rival. He masked it as a backhanded compliment, like, “Dyke can play ball,” and he put his hand up so I should give him a high five, but I punched him in the balls instead and got suspended. The funny thing is that if I actually liked girls and owned it, I’d probably be accepted at school, because then I’d fit in the box that makes the most sense to people.

The only person I’m actually friends with at school is my teammate Alexis Feliz, this dreamy and tough Dominican girl who can light up a game with a barrage of three-pointers one minute and go completely cold the next. But Alexis is a scholarship kid from an outer borough, and so she has to take the school bus immediately after practice because the walk home from the train late at night is dangerous. Plus she’s dating some guy now, so our time together off the court is limited.

School is tolerable when I break it up into blocks of time: one and a half hours until basketball. Three hours until Percy. I take a deep breath and charge forward. Vamos, Lucy. Go ahead. Go.



Percy eases open a blunt with his thumbs at the paper crease and removes the tobacco, flecks of which scatter in the wind around us. He tucks his thick, chin-length hair behind his ears and stuffs some buds in the paper and licks the edge. He rolls the blunt like a rolling pin on the hard surface of a composition notebook, trying to make the thing more compact and less fragile. We’re all sitting in an amorphous circle on my building’s roof. It’s not a nice Park Avenue penthouse roof deck. It’s not meant for parties or glasses of champagne or teak chaise lounges. It’s just a tar New York City roof that has never once been cleaned and that we’re technically not supposed to walk on. Every time I take a step, I can feel the impression my foot is making in the tar, and it sometimes makes me nervous that one day the roof is going to give way and we’ll just fall through into the living room of my upstairs neighbor, Mrs. Loo, whose sad, cratered face used to give me nightmares as a kid.

It’s dusk, and the light is getting dimmer, but the tar is still hot from the early September sun that fired the city like a kiln all day, so my exposed thighs where my shorts stop are coated in a layer of sweat. All the dust gathered from taxi and bus tailpipes has settled on the rooftop and is now sticking to my skin. If we were inside a Tennessee Williams play it might feel like the burnt edge of a saxophone solo, but in reality it feels like we’re bathing ourselves in fingernail dirt.

Percy lights up the blunt with a paper match from a drugstore matchbook and takes a hit, his chest expanding and staying that way, dramatically puffed out, with his collarbone stretched against the cloth of his disintegrating T-shirt. He passes it my way and I take it from him, my fingers avoiding his, and suck in a thick hit.

James is sitting cross-legged with my boom box on his lap, blowing on the tape deck to get the dust out so the Velvet Underground will play. His always-in-progress dreads are tied up with a rubber band at the top of his head so they don’t flop helter-skelter around his face. The dreads have been a point of contention with his mother for many years, and she’s made him cut them off each time they get too long because she’s afraid they will ignite secret prejudices against her son in the white teachers at Colver.

Percy’s next to Sarah, his latest fuck buddy, a girl who probably doesn’t know a word of the preamble to our Constitution or why the sky is blue but is in complete control of her feminine wiles and knows the power of a well-timed pout. He pulls one of her green Candies off her foot and inspects it. She giggles and goes “What?” in a high-pitched, cloying voice that makes me want to punch her. It’s not that she’s dumb. It’s that she’s entirely uncurious, and I’ve no patience for the uncurious among us and I have no idea how Percy has patience for it when he is the most curious of all.

“What’s with the Sixties revival? I see all these girls wearing this and, like, bell bottoms now,” he says.

She snatches her shoe out of his hands and takes the other shoe off and puts them behind her. “I like them. They’re cute. The Sixties were the best. People believed in something then.”

“If you drop enough acid you’ll believe in anything.” He takes another hit and closes his eyes, rocking his body back and forth. Waving his arms around him. Starts singing, “Hare Krishna . . . Hare Krishna . . . Krishna Krishna . . . Hare Rama . . .” He opens his eyes. Stops moving. Passes the blunt to James. “The Sixties were bullshit. All those people who bused down south to protest care more now about the stock options in their 401(k)s. I bet Gordon Gekko burned his draft card.”

James hits the back of the boom box with the blunt nestled between his fingers. The tape finally starts to play, but Lou Reed’s voice is slow and deep, like HAL 9000 in his death throes. He takes out the batteries from the back and then puts them back in, each in a different spot, hoping just a little repositioning might give them a bit more juice. “Isn’t your dad Gordon Gekko?”

“My dad’s worse. Greed is good, but exploitation is excellent!” Percy extends his arms, fanning his massive wingspan.

I take the blunt back from James. “The Sixties may have been bullshit, but I would’ve liked to have lived through them anyway. It’s not like injustice was eliminated, it’s just . . . we’d rather play Mortal Kombat.” I take a hit—shallower this time. Don’t want to get too blasted and let the paranoia seep in. “We live in . . . insignificant times.” Tendrils of smoke escape as I talk, and it makes me feel important.

Percy’s eyes aren’t hooded, they’re open wide, and they’re focused on me. Sarah’s watching him, I can see it from the corner of my eye. She’s jealous of the way he talks to me. She’s jealous of the way he takes me seriously. She has shiny, sun-drenched hair and perfect skin and very pale blue eyes. Though she has a pretty face, her expression always reads as bewildered confusion. Behind her back, Percy calls her “the Deer,” as in caught in headlights. But she’s very petite, with a soft, tiny waist, and she has very, very large breasts and wears lacy Victoria’s Secret bras in vibrant colors that are visible through her white cotton T-shirts, and this, I’ve come to discover, is kryptonite to even the most intelligent and thoughtful guys.

“So,” Percy goes, “you’d like to be a part of a revolution, even if you know it will accomplish nothing and America will remain as fucked up as it’s always been.” He smiles at me.

I can’t help but laugh. “Yeah. That sounds about right.” I cock my head to one side and pretend to twirl my hair and go, “Or maybe I just like the clothes,” in a completely accurate rendition of Sarah’s quasi–Valley girl tone. James smacks me on the arm and gives me a look, like, That was awful.

Even though I know Percy isn’t remotely interested in Sarah as a person, he likes her in a way he’ll never like me, so our jealousy of each other is mutual and equally damaging, which I recognize with the left side of my brain. But I’m a creature forever ruled by the right, the part that holds what a more sentimental person might call the whims of the heart, and so I can’t help but feel a sourness toward her and her lacy Skittle-colored bras, which, even if I could fill them out, I would never have the guts to wear anyway.

“Whatever.” She snaps her gum and adjusts her bra strap under her shirt so that we all get a peek at the goods. “The Sixties were the best. Love was free, they didn’t have to worry about AIDS, people cared about each other. I would have made a great flower child.”

Percy pats the side of her face and says, “Pretty, my pretty, pretty flower child,” like she’s a dog and then lies down on the roof.

Sarah pouts and nudges her way over to him and drapes her body on his, her bare, pedicured toes with shiny blue nail polish probably named something ironic like “Rubbish” or “Rancid” or “Riot” rubbing against his shins, his auburn leg hair glistening. In one quick motion, she pulls her long blond hair out of its disheveled ponytail and nestles herself in the crook of Percy’s arm. He absent-mindedly runs his fingers through her hair, gently pulling out the knots when his fingers meet resistance. His eyes are closed, so he doesn’t know I’m watching him, wondering what it feels like to have fingers run through my hair, positive that my whole outlook on the world would be entirely different if I’d felt that sensation even once. That any of the thousand natural shocks my flesh is heir to would be wiped clean by having that memory locked away to retreat to whenever necessary.

I look over at James, and we both roll our eyes. I’m not sure I know why he’s annoyed—I suspect because it gets annoying after a while to hear a rich kid talk about how crappy America is. Percival Smith Abney is an heir to the P. B. Abney fortune. But Percy hates his wealth. Percy wants to be poor. Because poor is real. And noble. That’s how it is in New York. All the rich kids want to be poor, and all the poor kids want to be rich, and the kids in the middle just watch it all play out and volunteer in soup kitchens and buy clothes in thrift shops and develop opinions.

James and I fit squarely in that middle category. His dad is a musician and his mom is a journalist. He doesn’t have a poignant backstory full of abuse or drugs for the empathetic liberals. His parents pay for Colver in the same way my parents pay for Pendleton: by forsaking their retirement accounts. My family is only slightly better off because my dad is a lawyer. He works on the public-interest side, though, so it’s not like he’s bringing home bank, but it’s enough so that my mom was able to stay home for most of my life and keep me in imitation Vans. So maybe James is sick of hearing it, or maybe that’s not it at all. Maybe he finds Percy’s attraction to Sarah as degrading as I find it. Or maybe he’s jealous. Maybe he wishes Sarah’s abundant breasts were pressed against his rib cage right now. All I know is that I’m glad I’m not alone in my loneliness, which I know is a selfish feeling.

The one time James and I hung out on our own, without Percy, was when we went to see A Tribe Called Quest perform at the Brooklyn Bridge Anchorage this summer. Percy had ditched us to help Sarah’s sister move all her crap out of her boyfriend’s apartment up by Columbia. I couldn’t understand it. Tickets to Tribe were only seven dollars with our student IDs because their performance was part of a collective art show. We’d been looking forward to it all summer. “Let me break it down for you, Loose,” James said to me on the train into Brooklyn, after I probably complained a little too much about Sarah stealing Percy away from us—potentially revealing my hand to James, who would undoubtedly share this new insight with Percy when I wasn’t around. “Sarah has a tongue ring. And she gives Percy head with that tongue ring whenever he wants. Do you know how few girls do that? Like, no girls do that. If I had the promise of a guaranteed blow job waiting for me tonight, you’d be heading out to see Q-Tip by yourself right now.” So that’s the mystery of Sarah solved. It’s not like I couldn’t have figured it out for myself.

Sarah’s arm is resting on Percy’s waist. I have to lie down on the roof and look at the sky so that my longing doesn’t overpower me. I watch the way traces of clouds scatter overhead. The sky over New York is a busy sky. Local news helicopters monitoring traffic and black police choppers hover in place above us like dragonflies over water. Low-flying private planes and sky writers and jets and of course lumbering pigeons. The faint outline of the moon too. It’s there, just beyond the polluted dome. Down the block, on Broadway, a man is playing “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” on a saw with the horsehair bow of a violin. It makes a despairing sound akin to the caterwauling of a feral cat. He’s been there for years, that saw-playing man. When I was a kid, I’d hear him playing all night long from outside my open bedroom window. In my bed, watching shadows of steam cresting over building facades, I’d fall asleep and dream inside the long, thin strand of one of his never-ending notes. The only part I truly love about being high is the way the world sounds, what happens to music. Traffic noise fades. The guy yelling “Socks for one dollar” somewhere on Amsterdam is silenced. All I hear is that saw. The melody feels like it’s detonating in my veins, becoming a part of my bloodstream. I close my eyes and inhale some air through my nose. “I want to live my life in the minor keys,” I say to no one in particular.

I hear the rustling of clothes and open my eyes as Percy sits up. He pokes me in my thigh, and I watch as the fingerprint he leaves in my leftover summer sunburn fades from white to brown. “That’s why I’m friends with you.”

A wave of heat swells through me. We smile at each other until Sarah destroys the moment. She rolls her eyes and gets up and makes a huff, slips her Candies back on, and teeters over to the dented metal door. She hesitates for a count of three, I’m sure expecting Percy to chase her, or even just to ask, “Where are you going?” But he doesn’t. He doesn’t even crane his neck to watch her leave. The heavy metal door slams behind her, but we’ve rigged it so that the door can’t close all the way, so we don’t get locked on the roof. It swings back open violently, knocking over some brooms and metal poles.

James collapses in laughter, but I’m secretly proud of her. Percy’s been playing her for weeks. About time she stormed off and didn’t look back.

“Drama,” Percy says to us and lies back down on the tar, stretching his arms behind his head. “A little pussy isn’t worth that much drama.”



We leave the roof and bypass my apartment to go on the hunt for some good, cheap pizza, leaving my dusty old boom box at the top of the stairwell, where it has remained unbothered for years.

We make our way to Big Nick’s. I get a nice big slice of regular cheese pizza for one dollar. I fold it and eat it that way, the grease dripping off the crust and onto the paper plate in orange constellations.

James tells us about some girls he met at his job as a barback at his dad’s club and he persuades Percy to head downtown, to hang out at the bar while he works. They invite me to come along, but I can tell they don’t really want me there.

Outside of Big Nick’s, we go our separate ways. They head down to the subway and I watch them as they go. Percy’s all broad and bony shoulders and has a jank in his step like the wind is always at his back, pushing him forward. There are added, unnecessary movements to his gait because a body in motion craves more motion. There’s a jukiness, a jazziness there, a wild combination of cocksure and awkward. James is broad and tall too, a little more filled out and muscular. His T-shirts resist his body more than Percy’s. His movements smoother, economized, rhythmic. The two of them. I can’t even describe the way they look from back here. Their back muscles and shoulder blades all shimmering right angles.

I let them go and turn in the direction of home.

On the walk, I swing by the bus stop where Percy wrote whatever magnum opus with a dry-erase marker that almost got us killed or arrested or fined or not earlier today. I didn’t catch what he was writing at the time. I was in the bodega on the corner grabbing a Coke and I came out at the exact same time the cop saw him, and we had to make a mad dash. I suppose I could have just asked him but I didn’t want to. I wanted to experience it the way anyone else on the street would experience it. Whenever I accidentally stumble across something Percy’s scribbled on public property, it feels like a secret treasure that no one else can discover. It’s something I have just for myself. I know who wrote that thing that gave you pause on your way to work. I know whose handwriting that is.

There on the glass, surrounded by tags and noisy graffiti, is the only thing written that has any sound.

The rich don’t have to kill to eat.

—Céline

It’s written in compact young man’s handwriting, though none of his letters blend into one another. They’re all tiny islands with their own rivers of glass in between. I notice that the E in “Céline” is curled up at the end, as though he had intended to write another letter there but had to abort. He probably messed it up when he saw the cop. I put my forefinger up to the glass and wipe away the excess ink. It comes off easily, and I rub the black powder left from the dry-erase marker between my fingers.

My cousin Violet says we’ve all got a bad case of American dread. Which I think she said has something to do with the land, how beautiful and diverse and wild it is and how we want people to live up to that, but it always turns out they can’t. Or maybe she said it had something to do with being a nation of cities with no histories, no inquisitions or castles on hills, no desecrated cathedrals or ruins of war. Or maybe she said it had something to do with not having a collective dream beyond a house with a patch of grass and a two-car garage and granite countertops and a refrigerator with an automatic ice maker. I don’t remember exactly. But what she said feels like it’s somehow connected to Percy wanting to be some sort of artistic renegade. Some rebel who mostly writes in dry-erase markers and chalk.

The weed is wearing off. Percy only gets good weed when his brother, Brent, is home and he has access to an ATM card; otherwise it’s usually crap from Washington Square Park. The lights from the Gap store on Eighty-Sixth Street are bright straight ahead. That store is my beacon on rough nights. It means home is very close. I walk by it. The grates are down because the store is closed, but all the lights are on, illuminating their current tagline on the glass: “For every generation there’s a GAP.” It reminds me of the line from the Passover Haggadah, “In every generation they rise up against us.” Percy once came to an Adler family Seder because he wanted to see what it was like, and when we read that portion, he asked me if I really believed that. I said, “Well, history seems to suggest that it’s true.” And he said, “Yes, but that’s partially because for all of human history, we’ve engaged in bloody wars. We live in the most peaceful time man has experienced since the invention of spears.” 	
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