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FOR SAMUEL FINLAY






ONE

So the difference between humans and demons is not as big as you might think. Sometimes you can’t really tell which is which just by looking. In fact, sometimes I even walk into a random store and wonder exactly what kind of person, like, the salesclerk is. Good or evil? I know this sounds crazy, but let me explain. The first time I realized I wasn’t sure who or what I was talking to, it was like I felt out of balance. “Discombobulated” was the word me and Lee Fang decided on. It was when him, me, Banker, and Davis were buying drugs at some dude’s house, which was in this normal neighborhood in Playa del Sol, about forty minutes from downtown Los Angeles. You know, nice lawn, with an olive tree out front like you see all over—those trees with complicated, twisting trunks. They’re really cool, the way they always look so old even when they’re small. I’m kinda obsessed with old stuff and history, because I legit was born in the wrong era.

Anyway, the neighborhood was so normal that it could’ve been a set in The Truman Show—which I never watched but I know the story. The movie’s about a guy who’s living in a reality show but doesn’t know it. There’s a big set that he lives in, and he thinks it’s the real world. One day Lee and I were high and talking about how even though Truman lived in a set, it was still his reality, right? Otherwise, you could make a case that just about everybody is living in a set. What I mean to say is, once you’ve met a demon, you realize just about nobody you know truly lives in reality—they have no idea of the really bad stuff that’s out there.

So, this house we were at looked hypernormal. As in, the kind of house a richer Truman might live in. White with a few stone steps and a big plant on either side of the door. I paused. It was January, drizzling a little, and I looked up and let the cool mist hit my face. A bunch of crows did that thing they do, when they all cry out at once, some landing on electric cables, some swirling around. The other guys were now a few steps ahead of me, so I sped up. I decided to make sure we were at the right place. “Banker, dude… you sure this is the right house?”

“Dude, it’s the address I have.”

“You’ve never been here before?” I asked.

“Nah.”

Lee and I looked at each other. Then Banker rang the bell, and a few seconds later a little girl answered the door. Lee and I looked at each other again.

The girl said, “Daddy’s peeing,” then giggled like she knew she wasn’t supposed to tell us that.

Then a man came out, a big guy with a big face and big hands. “Thanks, sweetie,” he said to the little girl. He looked at her with that expression I’d seen my parents give me: unconditional love. He was a total dad. Total. Which was weird since we were there to buy drugs from him. He led us into an office, indicated for us to sit down. The couch wasn’t that big, so I sat on an arm. He rummaged in a drawer, placed a baggie of pills—Banker had said they would be Percocets—on his desk, and looked at us. And I kid you not, when he looked at us, I thought I was gonna puke. It was like he’d just turned into something else, which I realized later was a demon.

“I didn’t expect you boys to be Asian,” he said. He was messing with something below the desk where we couldn’t see.

I thought he meant because we were the model minority or some stuff like that, so he was surprised we did drugs. Plus, I had my glasses on that day instead of contacts, so maybe I was looking studious. Then he stood up, and his, uh, thing was hanging out, and he said, “I never got head from an Asian kid before.”

I heard a kind of snort, I think from Davis. It was one of those moments, like right before you crash on your skateboard or bike, where you’re thinking Oh, shit, but there’s nothing you can do. Nobody moved, because I guess we all knew we should be cool—the last thing I wanted was to get this big guy alarmed. I mean, didn’t drug dealers have guns? Then I glanced at Banker; Lee and Davis were also looking at him. Because this was Banker’s deal.

Banker quickly said, “We have money.”

The guy looked genuinely surprised. “Oh, money!” he said pleasantly. He zipped up his pants. “That’s good too. I take money as well—sorry for the misunderstanding.”

And just like that, he seemed like a totally normal guy again. He seemed like a dad.

Do you ever ask yourself, Wait, what just happened? That’s what I was asking myself as I replayed the last two minutes in my head.

“All good,” Banker said calmly. He gave the guy two hundred dollars from the money we’d stolen earlier. The guy handed Banker the baggie and said, “This is guaranteed straight from the medical clinic.” We started to leave.

“By the way,” the man said, so we stopped. He took three long strides to where I was and laid his right middle finger on my forearm. “Study hard,” he said.

It was like I could feel heat coming out of his finger, not regular heat, but dry-ice kind of heat, if you’ve ever accidentally touched dry ice. Blank face for me, though; I kept myself totally blank inside and out. “Uh, yeah,” I said. “See ya.” Then as I moved through the doorway, I added, “Or not.” I made a mental note not to wear glasses next time I bought drugs, which you can say wasn’t an entirely rational mental note to make at that moment. But if you haven’t been there, all I can tell you is that you react the way you react.

On the way to the car I gave Lee my best WTF look. But blank face from Lee. Davis was looking curiously at me for some reason. I felt anger rising up. “Banker, you coulda warned us.”

He glared at me, turned away. “It was a misunderstanding, okay? Stop acting like a kid.”

“Well, I am a kid,” I shot back.

Lee frowned at me. But he took a couple of long breaths, and I could see he was shook like I was.

Lee and I walked around the car to the passenger side. “I know, I’m discombobulated too,” he said quietly. “Because do you think the high-class dealers are two people in the same person?”

“That’s what I was thinking!” I said urgently to him. “He’s a dad AND a demon.”

Banker liked Lee to ride with him in front, so I sat in back with Davis, who was a quiet kid from a different school. All four of us were different ages: Banker oldest at eighteen, Lee next at seventeen, me sixteen, and Davis fifteen. I didn’t know how Davis knew Banker, but then, who cared?

As Banker hopped onto the freeway, I tried to wash that guy out of my thoughts. I searched my mind for something to make sense of our lives. All I could come up with was the words of another big man with big hands, a celebrity chef guy named Anthony Bourdain who I’d never heard of until he killed himself in a hotel room. To be honest, I didn’t even know what a “celebrity chef” was exactly. But anyway, in his last interview this chef guy said, “There are forces out there who are really fucking powerful and scary.” The interviewer herself said they’d talked about “the powerful forces of evil arrayed against decent people.” That interview, which I’d filed away in my brain, now made something click inside me. All of a sudden, I wondered what was up. Like, in the world.

I thought about that as we drove, and about whether it was possible to be two different people. Or more accurately, a person and an entity rolled into one body. I felt like that guy could put his little girl to bed with a kiss and could also put one of those hands on someone’s face and stop them from breathing. I felt, in short, that he was a force out there who was really fucking powerful and scary.

So that was my first experience with how weird and at the same time how normal some of these demons are. Which kind of makes them even more demonic. Some of them live in regular houses and all. So if the people who lived next door to that guy didn’t know he was a dealer and a perv, weren’t they kind of living in a set? Because they didn’t even know the reality going on right next door to them. It looked like a “nice” street, as my mom would say. “Good trees,” as my dad would say.

I leaned forward toward Lee in the front passenger seat, and what came out of my mouth was, “Do you ever wonder what we’re all doing here?”

“Shut the fuck up with that shit,” Banker snapped at me.

Lee turned all the way around to look at me. “Doing here right now, or here in general?”

“Both,” I said.

“I think guys used to fit in better with the world, and now we don’t. Maybe it’s technology that changed us,” Lee said. “More likely it’s the end of time.”

Lee was a doomer? That was news to me.

“It is what it is,” Banker said. He floored it for a few seconds, for no reason, and we all jerked forward when he slowed down again.

I glanced at Davis. He shrugged. “I guess… it is what it is.”

I’ve never understood what people mean by that. Of course it is what it is. It seems like what it really means is: “Don’t think, move on.” Which is sometimes maybe good advice. The problem was that Lee and I, we liked to think about stuff. That was literally our thing.

Then at a stoplight Banker handed each of us three Percocets. Which wasn’t entirely fair since it looked like he had about twenty in the baggie. But I popped one into my mouth and gulped water from my bottle. My mom was texting me that dinner was ready and everybody was waiting. I texted that I would be right there. When I pressed the send arrow, I looked up suddenly: I’d just had the thought, Well, here I am kind of being two people in the same person—one with these guys, and one with my family.

The guys dropped me off at my home in Rocosa Beach. It’s a town south of Los Angeles, but my family didn’t live on the beach. We’d stepped up a lot in the world, but not enough to live too near the water.

When I got inside, everybody was already at the dining room table, all staring at me as I walked over. Not in a bad way, but still, it felt awkward. I went to join my family with my two pills in my pocket. Still feeling discombobulated.

I smiled at everyone. Mom, Dad, Grandma, Grandpa, and Joshie, who was five, all lit up at my smile. Everybody loved me! My dog, Kiiro, had met me at the door and followed me to the dining room. My mom beamed, and as I sat down, she said, “Why don’t you say grace, Elijah?”

Which was freaky right there, because we hadn’t said grace since Thanksgiving, and I had said it then as well. It was like she somehow knew I needed to be purified or something. On the other hand, it coulda just been that I didn’t have a clue what was going on.

I licked my dry lips. “Um. Dear God, thank you for the—” I glanced at the table. Dinner was covered up, but I saw my mom’s special lasagna dish, and it smelled like lasagna. “Thank you for the lasagna.” Which I meant sincerely—she made awesome lasagna. And suddenly, I was really feeling it! “Dear God, thank you for the lasagna! I mean it! Sometimes I just look at dinner, and I feel like… like I just love this world, and I’m glad I’m here instead of somewhere else, because I know there are other places I could be that would be incredibly crappy and that there are a whole lotta people in those crappy places, and there’s not enough food there. I’m here, though. I’m here. And I haven’t really had hard times yet, thanks to you, and…” I looked up, and everybody was staring at me with their mouths open. I looked down and quickly mumbled, “Amen.”

“What a lovely prayer,” Grandma said. Now she beamed at me, really proudly, like I’d just given the Nobel Peace Prize speech or something. Which was nice, I guess.

“Help yourself,” Mom encouraged us.

And we did what we always did when my grandparents were over for dinner, which was that Grandma scooped out food onto Grandpa’s plate and then put food on her own plate and passed the food to her left, which was my mom. We’d been doing this for years in the same order. For reals, I never had a stronger feeling than I did that night that I was living in a set.

Meanwhile I grabbed some salad. As I reached out, I noticed the place on my arm where the dealer had touched me. He’d touched me for no reason. He’d just reached out with his big finger and laid it on my skin for about one second. Now it was like I could sense a mark on my skin, only I couldn’t actually see anything. But I knew the exact place. It still felt like touching dry ice in that little spot. That seemed strange, so I thought about getting up to scrub that spot with soap. But I didn’t. Later I thought I should have. Later I thought if I had washed off my arm, everything would’ve turned out different. Somehow.

Except for Grandpa, we all waited for everybody to be served before we started eating. But Grandpa plunged his fork into the lasagna as soon as it hit his plate. I think he would feel super bad if he ever noticed that the rest of us always waited until everybody had their food before we started eating. But he never noticed, because he was eighty. I mean, I guess when you’re eighty and you’re hungry, you’re just focusing on your plate and not even thinking about anything else. He was a really nice dude, though. An OG if ever there was one.

Watching his wrinkled, hairy hand raise the fork to his mouth, I suddenly felt kind of tired, not sleepy tired, but tired like I wasn’t sure how I was ever gonna be able to make all the effort it took to get to eighty. I used to think it’d be easy. But now I had a sense that it was going to be very, very hard. Only this morning it hadn’t felt that way.

I ate a couple of bites and asked, “Does anyone ever think about the past, like how you miss it?”

I was actually asking the grown-ups, but Joshie answered. “Bro! Just this morning I thought about that time we played Uno for an hour, and I won every game. I miss that.”

“Bro, that was only a few weeks ago,” I answered.

“Bro, I know!”

I had taught him to say “dude” and “bro” and “homie.” Mom had taught him kiddie Japanese words, like shi-shi and unko (pee and poop) and all the numbers up to a hundred—ichi, ni, san, shi, go, roku, and so on. And I’d taught him to say, “I got ya, homie.”

I tried to make him say it now, just for fun. “Joshie, you know you should eat some salad, right?”

“I got ya, homie,” he said in his squeaky voice, and reached for the salad bowl.

Then Mom said, “As far as missing the past, I think that happens more when you’re older.”

And Dad said, “There are things I look back on and think I would have done differently.”

“Yeah, that too,” I said. “I’m starting to feel that way.”

“Ohhh?” said my mom, leaning forward to study me more closely. She squinted right at my eyes.

I glanced at my plate and said, “Great lasagna, Mom.” Then, for good measure, I stuffed some in my mouth, chewed twice, and added, “Mmm, really great!”

She brightened up and started talking about how she’d found the recipe on a website that sometimes had good recipes with so-so reviews and sometimes had bad recipes with good reviews, and there was another time she found a recipe that had only four stars, but she’d tweaked it a bit and…

It was confusing sometimes how parents could be so easy to manipulate—all I had to do was say the word “lasagna” and Mom was onto some whole thing about recipes and websites and reviews. Do you ever wonder how your parents even got as far as they have? Because I think about that all the time. How did we even, like, own a house in Rocosa Beach? Was life just easier back when they were young, and all you had to do was go to school and get decent grades, get married, start a contracting business like my dad did, have kids, and then magically get the money to buy a house? And it all went pretty smooth-like?

I mean, I knew everybody had hard times, and there were probably demon-people all throughout history, but it seemed like life must have been pretty easy for parents, and they never ran into bad people, and even when they were kids, they must have never lied, or else why did they believe anything you said? That is, how did they survive if they were so gullible? Later I realized that they just wanted so bad to believe good things about you. And they would pretty much do anything in the world if they could make those good things be true.






TWO

Later that night, after meeting the high-class perv, I lay in bed listening to what was now a hard rain. I got up and went to my open window, watched the water pummel our small backyard. I mean, do you ever watch the rain pummel your backyard and kind of just think? Do you think about some bad stuff you might have done, like when you were little and didn’t know better, or the year before when you maybe 75 percent knew better, or maybe even that same day when you totally did know better? Because lately I’d been doing that kind of thing a lot. You know, to figure it all out.

I pulled my chair away from my desk, turned off my lights, stared out at the downpour, and went to that place—the “file” in my brain—when Joshie was born, when I was eleven. That seemed to me the time when everything kind of began. Obviously I was alive before that, but it was like nothing had really begun yet. My story, I mean. I’m gonna tell it all to you now.



I was at the hospital that night, in the waiting room in an orange chair with a book. I was reading a novel by Philip K. Dick that some of the guys had gotten into, because it was really trippy sci-fi that made sense and also made no sense. They made movies of some of his books, but the movies made more sense. I liked the books better.

But it was hard to concentrate, because I’d just learned a couple of hours ago that my mom had to “push the baby out.” Which seemed kind of crazy. I’d thought a doctor was just going to take it out.

I was alone. I guess nobody else was having a baby at that moment. There was a clock on the wall that said it was two o’clock. As in, a.m. I fell asleep, and when I woke up, my grandpa was leaning over me grinning like he might have lost his mind, in a good way. “Would you like to see your new brother?”

I dropped my book and picked it back up, saying, “Sure! Sure thing! Really, he’s here?”

So I followed him, and he held open a door as I walked in. My mom was in bed holding my new brother, Joshua Haruto Jensen. Haruto means “soar” or “fly.” It was my great-grandmother’s idea to name him that. I gaped: he had so much hair! It was like a black wig on his head. I reached out and touched his face, but he didn’t notice, because he was in his own little world.

My dad said, “Crazy hair, huh?”

His hair! I mean, wow. I tugged softly to make sure it was real—I actually had the thought that everybody was pranking me. But nope, it was real. And suddenly, I felt all this responsibility. It was shocking, though, because until this moment all I’d had to do was clean my room and get all A’s. I washed the car a couple of times too, but it wasn’t a regular job. And now I was a big brother! I mean, I knew my parents were responsible for him. I also knew a lot of kids keep secrets from their parents, but sometimes they’ll tell their older brothers or sisters, who then have to give them advice. If my brother needed to tell somebody his secrets, that would be on me. So I touched his face again and thought about what to say and came up with “Don’t worry.” On account of he was suddenly frowning.

There was another thing: his eyes were kind of far apart. Not a lot, but it was noticeable. “Don’t worry,” I said again. His eyes fell briefly on me, but he didn’t exactly seem to see me. He made a noise almost like a quack. Then he made it again, except louder. He was looking right at me, so I nodded.

Next thing, Grandpa said, “Come on, bud. I guess I’m bunking at your place tonight.”

“Really?”

“Yep.”

I hugged Mom and Dad goodbye, then leaned over and pecked Joshua on the top of his wild-man hair. He looked like a little Neanderthal.

Grandpa and I walked quietly out of the hospital, me walking double-time to keep up with him. He always did this striding thing almost like he was in a cartoon. The parking lot was dark, cool, nearly empty. “He’s a good one,” Grandpa said as he started the car.

“Yeah, I like his hair a lot,” I said. I thought a moment. “But he was frowning. Do you think he’s okay?”

Grandpa chuckled. “Oh, you should’ve seen yourself. We didn’t think you were ever going to stop crying!”

I wanted to think about that, but I suddenly felt exhausted. It was hard work having a baby!

My parents and I lived in an apartment in Lombard back then. You know, the palm trees, the metal gate for a front door into the complex, the two-feet-wide balconies on each apartment where people put plants.

I have no idea why, but the buzzer system for the building was broken, so if you rang the front doorbell, nobody would let you in because they didn’t know you were out front. That woulda been okay on account of, you know, keys. Also, cell phones. However, for the last two weeks the lock had been loose, and nobody’s keys worked. Where was the landlord? Well, if you ever figure that out, let me know. So if the person you were calling didn’t answer their phone, and nobody else in the building was going in or out, you had to go around the building as close as you could to wherever your place was and yell.

Grandma was staying with us that night “getting things ready,” so I said to Grandpa, “I’ll go.” I went around to the side of the building by where our third-floor window was and bellowed, “I’m home! Elijah here! Grandma, home!” Nothing happened, so even though it was the middle of the night, I had to yell again, because otherwise we’d have to spend the night in the car. “Grandma, it’s Elijah! Home, Grandma! Home!”

Finally, a light turned on. It wasn’t our light, but a neighbor we didn’t know stuck his head out and said, “Got ya, bro!”

So I went around front, and the neighbor let us in. We fist-bumped and Grandpa said, “Thank you, young man.” Even though the guy looked like he was fifty.

The guy answered, “What’s up with the landlord, man? Who’s in charge here, anyway?”

I trudged up the stairs and into our apartment and to my room and lay in bed and felt the great and awful responsibility of being a big brother. Actually, it was a good feeling. I was pretty sure I was gonna be at least an A- at it. Maybe even an A+. I was a solid skateboarder, and I was going to get a mountain bike at some point, which I would be really good at by the time Joshua was old enough to ride. Also, I got good grades. In short, I could teach him a lot of stuff.

I had these supposed blackout curtains, but streetlight streamed in through the cracks. I started to drift off, thinking, Do you ever wonder what would happen if they called products by accurate names? Like, instead of “blackout curtains,” they could say “supposed blackout curtains.” Then I fell asleep.



When Joshie came home a couple days later, Grandma stayed on to help my mom out while my dad worked. And just like that, I was no longer the little kid of the family. Dad worked a lot, because his contracting business was doing really well. It was doing super well. In fact, we were about to move into a house in a pretty rich neighborhood. Not the richest, but pretty rich. That is, a neighborhood where for sure everybody’s doorbell and keys worked. We’d already bought the house and moved a lot of our stuff. I was stoked, because I was going to get my first dog. I had already picked him out. He was a three-year-old yellow Lab, and he was being fostered by a family in Torrance.

We stayed at our apartment for two more weeks. I gotta say, it started to seem crowded with a new baby, Grandma and Grandpa over a lot, and other friends and family coming to see the baby. Some days when it got too crowded, I went downstairs and sat just inside the metal front door. I wasn’t allowed outside, on account of there was a “cocktail lounge” near where we lived, plus a 7-Eleven that had gotten robbed a couple of times. But there was an old chair near the entrance for some reason, and I liked to sit there and look out the metal grating and see some of the people my mom thought were sketchy. I saw a guy getting mugged once, and I yelled out, “Hey!” The mugger glanced at me and ran away. I got scared that he could’ve seen what I looked like through the grating, so I rushed back upstairs.

Dad worked almost every moment he was awake, and whenever he got home, I’d hear him yell out, “Justin is home! It’s Justin! Justin is home!” I think he enjoyed that, because he coulda just called our cell phones. But I loved to run down to let him in, and as we walked up the stairs, he would say things like, “It’s one of those clients who look over your shoulder every second.” Or, “Two guys called in sick today.”

Then one day Dad drove me, my mom, and Joshie to our new house. I’d already seen it and been amazed. We didn’t have a pool, and our yard was mostly a sloping hill, but it was ours. And it was beautiful. I seriously felt like a rock star living there. And I got my new dog!

He knew right away he was mine too. He followed me everywhere the very first day we brought him home. I named him Kiiro, which means “yellow.” So there I was: new brother, new dog, new house. My mom bought two nectarine trees, and she planted them in the backyard. This didn’t thrill me, because there wasn’t much to our yard, and nectarine trees grow big. On the other hand, the trees made her so happy, you would’ve thought I’d just gotten a guaranteed spot at Stanford or something. I would peek outside and see her standing there looking and looking at the trees. Even though they were mostly bare branches. Sometimes her lips were moving, so I guess she was talking to them? She loved those trees so much, Dad said he was getting jealous.

I think he was kidding?






THREE

A few weeks later, I was feeling good about things when I walked into sixth-grade homeroom at my new school. New house, new dog, first-rate little brother. I mean, I was nervous because I was new, but then when I walked into the room, I spotted a few Asian guys sitting together. So I headed in that direction. There was an open seat. “This free?” I asked.

“Sure,” one of them said.

I sat down, laying my backpack on the desk.

“Cool backpack,” the boy said. “I’m Anthony Chin.” Anthony’s glasses were falling down his nose, so he pushed them up. Then he pushed them up again.

My backpack had waves of green on the bottom. On top it was black with a picture of an alien in the upper-right corner.

“Aliens are real. I’m Logan Ho,” another boy said, and we knocked fists. He had hair down to his shoulders and wire-rimmed glasses.

“Elijah Jensen.” I paused, then added, “I’m hapa.” Hapa is half Asian, half white—at least, that was the way my family used the term.

“My half sister is hapa,” another boy said. His hair spiked up like mine. “I’m Ben Matsumoto.”

I paused, tried to decide what to say next. “Yeah, I think aliens are real,” I said. “But why aren’t they either helping us or killing us?” Anthony kept pushing up his glasses, which made me extra aware of my own, so I pushed them up my nose.

Ben stretched his back. “Dude, you’re thinking like a human. Maybe they’ve already conquered us. How would we even know?”

We all looked at him. “Wow,” I replied. “That’s a good point.” I pondered that while the seats filled up. If aliens got all the way to Earth, they were for sure smarter than us. I subscribed to an online newsletter called “The Long Night.” It was about how artificial intelligence would be able to study what we did online, and pretty soon it would know exactly what kind of content to show us to shape our thoughts and make us have specific beliefs and opinions. And we wouldn’t even know they weren’t ours. So like propaganda, except personalized. Maybe the aliens were already doing that, making us believe stuff just for kicks?

The teacher hadn’t come in yet, so I told the guys my thoughts about this. “What if I’m not even Elijah? You know?”

They all stared for a minute. Logan put his hair behind his ears. Anthony pushed up his glasses. Ben ruffled his spiked hair. “Maybe we’re being farmed. But for what?” Ben asked.

Logan just said, “Cool, Elijah.” He high-fived me.

“I see what you mean,” Anthony said. “I could be you, and you could be me.”

The teacher walked in then. She wrote her name on the board: Ms. Lawrence.

“Good morning, class.”

“Good morning, Ms. Lawrence.”

She smiled with teeth. People who smile with teeth when there’s no reason are phony. My grandpa told me that, and why would he lie? Ms. Lawrence was a middle-aged white lady in blue polka-dot pants and a white blouse. “I treat everybody the same, and I hold everybody to the same high standards. My pronouns are she/her. This will be a class where we all treat one another with compassion, respect, and tolerance.” As she spoke, she sometimes lifted her hand in the air and made a little slicing motion with each word. Then she wrote “compassion,” “respect,” and “tolerance” on the board.

She went around the room and had everybody introduce themselves. Some of the girls gave their pronouns, but only one of the boys did. I guess we didn’t see the point, you know?

Ms. Lawrence frowned and wrote on the board: Boys will be boys, unless you teach them to be something better. Which, did that even make sense? Also, it was kind of annoying.

But I got over it, because Ms. Lawrence was a teacher, so what were you gonna do? It was like when my dad got pulled over by a cop even though he was only going five miles per hour over the speed limit. I could see he wanted to argue, but he didn’t.

She was also our English teacher, so after we went around the room, she gave us a reading exercise with multiple-choice questions at the end, to see where we were each at. It was hard but not too hard. That is, I had to concentrate but not a lot.

Later, on the way out for recess, I walked alongside who I hoped would be my new friends. I thought we might continue the alien conversation, but the recess teacher suggested the two sixth-grade classes play four square together and maybe have a four square tournament later in the week. So me, Ben, Logan, and Anthony started hitting a ball really hard on a set of squares. I already had a posse! Ben began hitting the ball with his fist, so we all hit it with our fists. It was like bam bam bam bam!

Then we all had to go to other squares, so everybody played with everybody else. But the girls didn’t like us hitting the ball so hard because they said it wasn’t “fun” and “accuracy is more important than strength.” Which, actually, it was fun, though. Plus, you could be strong and accurate both. Why not? So me and my new posse kept hitting it hard, and we kept winning games against different people.

Then Ms. Lawrence, who was also on recess duty, told us not to hit the ball so hard. Which, why did we have to play the girls’ way?

Ben said, “But why can’t we play separately from the girls, then? We like to hit it hard.”

“Why. Would. You. Want. To,” she said, as if we were slow.

“Because we like beating the crap out of people in four square?” I answered.

“Language! Boys, do you remember what I wrote on the blackboard?”

We stood there stewing for a few seconds, refusing to answer. Then Ben crossed his arms and turned his back on the teacher. The rest of us did the same. I mean, I knew there would be no more hard hitting. Because it was one of those times when you knew your teacher was wrong and you were right, but they’re the cops at school, so what are you gonna do?

I heard her walk away, announcing, “There will be no more hard hitting going forward!”

Then we started playing again, hitting the ball softer. But we were super accurate, so we still won every game, and that got the other recess teacher irritated. She said that it “wasn’t fun” for the same people to keep winning. Which, actually, it was fun, because I liked winning. Winning was fun! If the kids who were upset would be more accurate, then maybe they would win. Then I would have to try harder. What could be more fun than that?

But anyway, there was no more four square. And we got reported to our parents for turning our backs on the teacher. I didn’t get in trouble, though. My parents just said the whole thing was “ridiculous.” My dad added, “They’re boys, for Chrissakes, let ’em play four square.”

After that I didn’t like my new school as much as I’d liked my old school, even though the new one was “top-rated,” whatever that meant. I mean, we were twelve years old—what did we need a “top-rated” school for?
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Anyway, to skip ahead, the rest of sixth and seventh grades pretty much went the same way. Mostly the teachers had to stick to the regular stuff, because this was after all a top-rated school. But one time the principal brought in a dude in makeup to dance in our auditorium instead of the usual student achievement awards and performances. It was funny, I guess, and we all cheered, but me and my homies, we just didn’t understand what this had to do with school. The teachers, however, got so excited, it was like he was a dude in makeup who’d cured cancer. I mean, I got it, it was the Current Thing in grown-up world, but damn… my dad was ready to pull me out of that school. He wasn’t down with that stuff.

Eighth was a bit more of a life education. For one thing, the girls started to seem a lot hotter than the year before. Like, a lot. I had a girlfriend for a while, but then she moved because of hard times. Her mom and dad got divorced, and they couldn’t afford to be there anymore. Eighth grade, you kinda learned on a daily basis that life was not particularly fair. Which your parents really never told you about. The good thing was that Anthony, Logan, Ben, and I were a regular posse.

Ninth was mostly a blur, because all we did was study. The studying got so intense I’m not sure we even knew we were human that year. It was the first year of high school, and we were now officially on the college prep treadmill.

Then, during spring of ninth grade, I told the guys about how I’d always wanted a mountain bike. We got into mowing lawns and washing cars to buy bikes. The other important thing that happened was I took a special writing class where I worked on a history essay. At the end of the class, we all entered our essays in a contest. The reason this was important was that I started thinking I might want to be some kind of historian. This was a little different from my friends, who would for sure do some kind of STEM thing. Ben’s parents were even thinking of moving someplace where they had one of those elite STEM high schools. Ben took an entrance exam, got into one of those schools, and then his parents decided it was too disruptive for the family to move.

What we all did that summer was ride our new bikes, which were actually used, everywhere. Mine was a used Trek and cost three thousand, but my parents paid for half. We were out riding one day on the trail by the beach, and there was a guy riding there we knew enough to say hi to. His name was Lee Young Fang. Famous for being the smartest kid at the high school and a year older than we were. I’d played a little softball with him and a bunch of kids in the neighborhood. I’d heard he was taking a couple AP classes with seniors, and he’d taken summer classes at Caltech.

“YO,” Ben called suddenly. “YO, DUDE, that’s a pro level bike!”

“Uh, yeah,” Lee said shy-like. He was maybe five nine, black glasses, and hair a little past his ears that looked like he maybe ran his fingers through in the morning and never thought about again. He seemed embarrassed. Then he brightened up. “Want to see what it can do?”

“Yeah!” we all said.

He looked around. “Make sure nobody’s down the stairs. I don’t want to take anybody out.” He rode away, then turned around. I checked to make sure that nobody was coming. He pumped hard, made a sharp turn, jumped his bike down a small flight of stairs, plopped on a small landing, then somehow rose up and jumped down the next flight, and landed.

“Holy crap, the suspension on that bike is sick!” I yelled.

So we spent the whole rest of the remaining daylight trying to copy Lee, and failing. It was hot, which was bad but also good, because there weren’t many people walking around. When we took off our helmets, our hair was soaked. We sat finishing off our water.

“That was a sick jump,” Ben said. He and Lee fist-bumped.

And that’s how it all started. We biked together all fall whenever we were burned-out from studying, sometimes just random rides and sometimes trying to do tricks. Felt good to get away from the books and the computer.

In September it turned out my essay from ninth grade had won first place. It was a twelve-page piece on America’s Great Depression. Usually the kids who won were juniors or seniors, so my mom told all the other Asian moms.

The essay started out because I liked to look at those pictures where half the sky was filled with dark clouds of dust during the drought in the Great Plains in the 1930s. A lot of things were going wrong in America back then, just like now. Different vibe from today, though. The way I wrote essays was I liked to imagine what it would feel like to be back in time. In this case I pretended I was sitting on a porch watching a giant cloud of dust coming. And my grandpa was able to find a man in his nineties in Oklahoma, where Grandpa once lived, and this man was eight years old when his family had to leave Oklahoma in the 1930s because of those dust storms that turned where he lived into a ghost town. I got to call him up and ask a lot of questions.

So I wrote my paper from the perspective of him as a little boy. I wrote that whole paper at the beach, sitting with Kiiro and Joshie. I used a pen and paper, which felt kind of old-fashioned.

I figured some Asian mom—possibly my own—told the assistant principal I’d won this prize. And she decided that during our monthly assembly I should read my essay. My mom really wanted me to get a suit, but I refused. I ended up getting a Hawaiian shirt, and that’s how I went onstage, right after the assistant principal gave a speech about… something. At one point I heard “service to your community,” but it was hard to listen on account of I was so nervous. My mouth went dry. I was in the front row next to a kid who was going to be playing the piano onstage later.

The kid elbowed me and hissed, “Ms. Adams just called your name.” So I marched up onto the stage, and it turned out she’d only said my name, not really called it. Which meant I had to stand to the side while she kept going, talking about how she believed in the future because she believed so much in us. Pretty sure my face was red. Then she nodded at me, and, yeah, I kinda tripped going to the microphone. Not a face-plant or anything that bad. Still, I wasn’t doing great so far.

It’s weird how you can talk individually to anybody at your school without getting nervous, but when they’re all in front of you at the same time, it makes you want to barf.

At one point as I read, I dropped a piece of paper, and then two times I had to lick my fingers to get some pages separated. Didn’t have a lot of saliva in my mouth, though. And I’d left my bottle of water at my seat. Was this really happening?

But when I was almost finished, I looked up, and I got the feeling that everybody was pulling for me. It swept over me like a wave. Anthony shook his fist at me like I was doing great, keep going.

I spoke my last lines looking up, since I knew them by heart: “The man told me, ‘My two-year-old sister had died in Oklahoma, and the last thing my mom asked me before she herself died was to please go back one time and clean off my sister’s grave. It was fifty years after my sister’s death, but I went back to clean up her grave. I ended up staying in Oklahoma because it was in my blood.’ ” Then I dropped a sheet of paper, picked it up, and said, “That’s the end.”

Everybody cheered, some of my friends even standing up and chanting, “Eli-JAH! Eli-JAH!” After that everybody was kind of goofing around cheering, like they were at a baseball game. Still, it made me happy.

Pretty much, that was a truly great day. I lived off the fumes from that for a few weeks. I had the thought that I might be president one day. Why not?
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I had the fever then, and I bugged both my high school English and history teachers about finding me some good contests to enter. The big thing that bothered me about history, though, was why humans did idiotic stuff over and over. This one book I read about Nazi Germany explained that someone doing bad stuff actually can’t tell they’re doing bad stuff. Like, they don’t even consider it, because they feel they know for a fact that they’re a good person. They have a good job and good manners, and everybody likes them. A writer named Hannah Arendt I was into for a while thought it was because people became ideological, and ideology ruined your relationship with reality—it was using someone else’s template to process what you saw in the world. That was pretty heavy stuff, and sometimes Lee and I wondered if that explained all of history. Lee even called it the Theory of Everything.

History became one of my Things to Get into College With. The problem was, this kind of made it less interesting. Why couldn’t I just love history, but also not have to use it? But everybody was like, “You need some special things to put on your college application.” I had my history prizes—I’d also won a state history prize for an essay about the legendary typhoons and tsunamis in Japanese history—but my mom had read that a couple of prizes were not going to impress anyone at a top school. She wanted me to go all try-hard on history. So she encouraged everybody in the extended family to send me anything to do with history. Relatives sent me old newspapers, old photos, and articles they’d read about historians.

I didn’t figure out what all this supportiveness meant until one time when I went over to Lee’s house. His mom let me in. She didn’t speak English well, but she nodded at me and said, “Welcome, Elijah.” I followed her to a bedroom with an open door. She held her hand toward it, smiled, and waited until I walked in.

Lee was on the floor surrounded by papers.

“ ’Sup, Lee,” I said.

He glanced up. “ ’Sup.”

“What is all that?”

“It’s an article I printed out.”

I stepped over some clothes on the floor and asked, “About what?” We’d planned to play some PS4 together, but he didn’t get up. I glanced at his setup by the window: PS4, two chairs, two controllers. The chairs didn’t match. I was kind of OCD about that kind of thing, but Lee was the kind of guy who, if he came to school with mismatched socks, would be like whatever. Because that was Lee; he had stuff on his mind. Me, I always kept my floor clean—in fact, I was a little OCD about that as well. So it was interesting to see how a genius like Lee lived.

Lee waved a piece of paper in the air, crinkling it in the process. “You should read this!”

“What’s it about?”

“This is me, man. It’s an article about how parents with money today try to max it out to create their kids’ future good lives. They design their kids’ lives. They’re building the sidewalk you walk on through life. So their kids end up with good, designed lives, but also, they’re living in the box.”

“Uh…” was all I said, because I wasn’t quite sure what he was talking about. I mean, what box were we living in? Because we could ride to the Pacific Ocean, or wherever, anytime we wanted.

He held up the paper again. “They talk like they love blue-collar working people, and then they design their kids’ lives so that they never become that,” Lee explained. “But then you also don’t become Einstein, because in order to become Einstein, you have to be willing to jump over the abyss. Your parents can’t design that. And you can’t get there if they design your life.” He paused and thought that over. “So I’m a little worried that my life is overdesigned.”

Suddenly, I got it. “Yeah!” I said. “Me too!” Because once my parents had gotten some money, they’d changed, and I only realized it right that second. My parents now wanted more than good grades—they now had the resources to design my life the way people who thought they were great parents did. In other words, like 90 percent of the parents of the kids at my school. They took their kids on carefully selected foreign vacations; they helped them manage their extracurriculars; they tried to get them to do something athletic; and they wanted them to have friends who also had designed lives.

“What I mean is, I know what you mean,” I told Lee. “Like, I told my family I want to major in history one day, so now they all send me history items.”

“Exactly,” he said. “They’re building your history sidewalk.”

Yeah! I felt like my brain was all sparks. “I get it! We don’t want to live on the free-range farm, right?”

“Exactly what I’m saying, bro. They always tell you that you’re the one doing everything that they set you up to do. They act like you’re making the choices, but then you look at your life, and it’s all the stuff they wanted that you’re doing. It’s them, not you. You can see that it’s their design. The design don’t lie.” He paused. “They get you nice stuff, but they also make you work so you don’t get spoiled, even though you totally are. But they don’t let you act spoiled, because if you acted spoiled, that would mean they hadn’t designed that part of you right. So you’re spoiled, but everybody pretends you’re not, because you don’t act like it.” He was getting really animated now. “Dude, you should read this article. I’ll send you the link. Your parents design your life so you never hit bottom, but that means you don’t hit the top, either, because your whole life now depends on this box they built for you.”

“Yeahhhh,” I said. “It’s like…” I thought this over. “Yeahhh. The design don’t lie.”

Lee held up the paper again. “The box is mundane!” he cried out. “I don’t wanna have a mundane life.”

“Damn,” I said.

“You can never be great, because they designed the life they thought you wanted. You’re in the box, man.”

I felt kind of sad, because I thought suddenly about some friends in Lombard I’d left behind. Their lives weren’t getting designed. And some of those people were pretty dope.

But damn, living in the box. Was that what I wanted?

I looked at Lee, who was reading the article again. I’d never had a conversation quite like this before. You know, talking about our lives. I thought a moment. “But, I mean, you’re gonna graduate straight into the greatness box. Because you’re you.”

He shook his head. “I dunno. I took a class at UCLA summer school when I was fourteen, and one of the guys there told me his parents just said, ‘Luke, get online and figure out what college you want to apply to. We don’t have time.’ I would’ve enjoyed getting online and doing that.”

He seemed a little sad for a moment. Then he said, “Welp. I just hope it’s not too late for me to do something great.” He hopped up and walked over to the PS4 and held up a controller for me to take. So I sat down in one of the mismatched chairs. “I don’t remember it, but when I was first born, we lived in a one-room apartment,” Lee said. “My parents built our whole life almost by willing it. Dad used to work until four a.m. They did it all for me and my sister. They built it all up like we were in the Sims, you know?”

I did know. But a minute later we were shooting the crap out of some enemies on the screen. I got killed and clutched at my heart and pretended to fall off my chair to the floor.

Lee laughed. “Good one, dude.”

But lying there on the floor, I suddenly thought about the box again.

Damn.
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