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For my beautiful family. Thank you so much for your endless support as I’ve pursued this writing dream. Thank you for putting up with my terrible behavior over the years (and there was so much of it). These books wouldn’t exist without each of you and your encouragement.

For Nayla, and all of the times you’ve talked me down from the ledge after two in the morning (especially during the last draft of this book). Thank you for answering your phone whenever I call. Your friendship means everything to me.

For Sydney Erin Fleishman. They broke the fucking mold when they made you. I am so proud of you and everything you’ve defeated and accomplished. The first time I met you, people were raging tough in my apartment while you sat in the kitchen till two in the morning, cribbing a paper for school. I thought you were a weirdo and kinda crazy (both turned out to be true), which also meant I knew we’d end up being the best of friends (“Well, you weigh 160 pounds and I weigh fucking 90, man.”). You are an amazing fucking soul.

For Annette Pollert, my editor for the last three years. You’ve been so great to work with. Thank you for bringing out the best in these stories and characters.

For Youth Lagoon (Trevor Powers). Thank you for making the wonderful, beautiful, haunting, and nostalgic music you do. This story was born out of an image that flashed through my head while I was listening to your song “Montana” for the first time. And as that image evolved and grew into this book, Year of Hibernation became the soundtrack that guided the main character, Jaime, throughout his complex and very difficult journey. Your music is where these characters sought out so much of their refuge and safety, and it was where I went time and time again for inspiration and comfort.

And finally, for all of my fucking fans! I’ve always said I have the best fans in the world. You all mean the world to me. There wouldn’t be The Mission, Dead End, Run the Game, or Blazed if it wasn’t for your tremendous support of Exit Here. My success has been strictly word of mouth all these years. Your loyalty continues to inspire me. And this fucking book is for all of you! I love every one of you! Stay rad, kiddos. Stay rad forever!


There’s smoke in my iris,
 
but I painted a sunny day on the insides of my eyelids.

—Aesop Rock, “Battery”



1.

“WHY ARE YOU SO ANGRY?” She asked me.

We were sitting on a green park bench, and she looked so anxious and so pretty. I’d known her for three weeks.

“That guy is so fake,” I said. “He’s a phony. How can you like that? He looks so generic and he’s not cool and he never will be. He’ll never like good music or good books. Who cares if he has a fucking car? He’s not real. He doesn’t have a soul.”

“I wasn’t just talking about right now, Jaime,” she said. “I was asking why you’re so angry all the time?”

“I’m not.”

She threw her arms into the air. “Oh my god! Yes, you are! You are an amazing boy. You’re cute and so talented and so fucking sweet. But you’re also the angriest boy I’ve ever met.”

“Fuck you,” I said. “Why don’t you go climb back into his car and listen to that bullshit music and listen to him lie to you? I thought you were better than that.”

“And I thought you were better than this,” she said, before standing up and walking away.

I never saw her again.

And I’ve thought about her every day since that afternoon.



2.

I’M FOURTEEN YEARS OLD NOW. And I set an Oxycontin 30 in the middle of a sheet of aluminum foil the size of my hand. I’ve had the Beach House album Teen Dream playing on my computer for at least twenty minutes, and I hold the lighter underneath the foil. When the pill starts to smoke, I chase it back and forth and back and forth with the hollowed-out Bic pen in my mouth.

I close my eyes as the smoke slowly releases from my mouth and nostrils.

Everything is very different now.

I feel like fog.

It’s so perfect.

When I open my eyes again, the world is glass and it’s beautiful and I’m happy.

I’m so fucking happy here.

In my castle.

All alone.

This glass castle.

I set the foil on my bed and stand up and grab a blue-and-gold-striped tank top off my floor and slide it on.

Stare at myself in the mirror that hangs on the back of my door.

I flex both my arms for a second and then wipe the sweat off my face with the bottom of my shirt. Then I sit down at my computer and open my notebook up to the page my pen is sitting on.

I read over the poem a couple of times and decide it’s ready, so I turn the music off and turn my webcam on and adjust the screen, making it just perfect.

I look fucking great.

I’m ready now too.

So I start recording.

I go, “I dreamed that I was made out of wood and glass one night, it was on the same day I chartered a tugboat to find this island of rare parrots and elk . . . when I woke up with her arms around me, she asked me what my biggest fear was and I told her that I didn’t have one until I realized that wasn’t true . . . there was mystery to everything we did, from the puzzles we built with the teeth of sharks and the Twin Peaks VHS tapes that I carried in my backpack for a decade . . . on the radio, the commercials ended and Nirvana played four songs, my mind was full of pictures of shredded jeans and cardigans and the lyrics to “About a Girl” . . . One time she asked me when she would ever get all of me and I told her that it wasn’t so complicated, that I’m a simple boy and that a smile and the perfume she wore and that baby-blue sundress she was wearing on that afternoon behind the ice cream store she was spray painting was just that . . . well, kind of, it was all I needed . . . the time moved so fast and I began to distrust the numbers on the clock and the snooze button one of us would hit . . . I never liked time, it kills those afternoons on the couch watching Chinatown and daydreaming about Cuban beaches . . . she refused to answer the same question she’d asked of me, and that was okay because we were already answering it . . . we each had all of each other, it was just that we thought it meant something else . . . six years later I was at a Mobb Deep show on a big boat and I bumped into her, I asked her about the dress and she blushed and smiled as I told her I’d never seen someone wear something so good . . . Back on the land, I got a hotel card in the mail one afternoon . . . I stared at it for hours until I realized I didn’t have to go, I didn’t need to go . . . I wanted to keep the memory of that day in my head, it was perfect, and how on earth can a person live with themselves when they go out and they destroy the lasting image, shred the gorgeous memory and make it irrelevant, because talking about work and your basic cable package is how it all ends up . . . it was then that I sought out the beach, every girl there was something but none of them wore a dress like she did . . . It’s been ten years now, and if I ever run into her again, I’ll ask her to meet me at the drive-in and I’ll buy the tickets for Point Break and the popcorn and the cherry Coke, and then I’ll ask her to never wear that dress again, and then, just maybe then, I’ll finally be able to tell her my biggest fear . . . someday forgetting exactly how she looked on that day, during that moment, and how I forgot what her name was and how she never asked me mine. . . .”

The end.

I turn the webcam off and save the video. Then I grab Tao Lin’s book Shoplifting from American Apparel and read a few pages before the alarm goes off on my phone.

It’s five.

I grab the tinfoil and smoke the rest of the Oxy.

I’ve found that being really high on this shit makes playing the piano for three hours in front of my mother much more fucking bearable.



3.

“JAIME, JAIME, JAIME . . . PLEASE WAKE up, baby. I need your help.”

The voice on the phone is my mother’s. It’s her wasted and high voice.

It’s one in the morning and she’s been drinking all day. I saw blue powder on her nose twice while I was playing piano for her. Both times were after she excused herself, glass of red wine in her hand, to use the bathroom.

I sit up in my bed.

“What’s going on, Mom? Where are you?”

“I’m at the place where the monsters come to get me, Jaime. I need you. Please come save me.”

“Where are you?”

“Hell.”

“Mom! What bar are you at?”

“The Checker Board, sweetie. Oh, please come and save me. Please, my boy.”

“Okay. I’m leaving right now.”

I jump out of bed and throw on a T-shirt and a pair of black jeans. This hurts. I’m so pissed at her. I grab the switchblade from the desk drawer and put my earphones in and put that Kendrick Lamar song, “HiiiPoWeR,” on repeat to get me pumped.

Like a minute later, I’m on my bike.

And I wonder if it’s a good idea I didn’t get high before I left.



4.

THERE’S MY MOTHER AND SHE’S got this guy all over her and they’re pushed up against the side of the bar in the parking lot.

I jump off my bike and yell at them. My mother, she starts to push the guy off of her.

“Stop it, you jerk,” she hisses at him.

He laughs and rips her arms off of him and then slams her back against the cruel brick.

“Leave me alone!” she screams this time.

But he doesn’t stop. He puts his mouth on her neck and jams his hand over her crotch and tells her to calm down.

My skin is red.

Blood is boiling.

I rush over to them and I grab the guy and try pulling him off of her.

He turns around and looks shocked to see me, this fucking kid, trying to break this up.

“What the fuck?” he snaps, and then whips an arm around my head.

I knee him in the thigh and he gets pissed off now, which is what I want.

We struggle.

He’s trying to get his other arm around me, but I’ve got him off balance and he can’t do it and then my mother swings her purse right into his ugly face and demands that he get his hands off me.

This is when he fucks up.

He pulls his arm loose from me and charges at my mother.

“You cunt bitch!” he yells. “What is this?”

“Leave us alone,” she says, then swings her purse again. This time he bats it away, and then he grabs her shoulders and shakes her.

“Get the fuck off of her!” I’m yelling. “Don’t touch her!”

Dude spins around and smacks the side of my face. “Scram, bitch!” he growls. “This is none of your business.”

When he turns back to my mother, though, I grab a rock the size of my fist and lunge at him and smash the rock into the side of his head.

He yells out and then tries to duck away.

When he does this, I hook my foot around one of his and yank it back and he trips and falls down.

“Jaime,” my mother cries out.

The guy looks up at me. He’s so fucking nasty and gross.

I can’t believe my mother.

My beautiful, sophisticated mother, who was once a ballet star in New York before she had me, would even talk to a piece of shit like this, let alone kiss his lips.

I’m so furious as the man sizes me up.

Then he laughs and goes, “Now you’re gonna get it too, boy.”

But right when he starts to get to his feet, I take my switchblade out.

He stops.

“What?” I go. “What?”

“Are you fucking crazy?” he snorts.

“Is this what you do with your pathetic life? Stalk the drunkest woman in the bar and force yourself on her?”

“Fuck you.” He laughs.

“What?” I go, and then grab his hair and yank it as hard as I can.

He screams in pain and I say, “You will never touch her again.”

“That cunt doesn’t deserve to be touched by me.”

I pull his hair even harder and then start ripping the blade through it.

It’s tough.

It’s stubborn at first.

And it sounds like sandpaper rubbing against gravel.

But finally, a huge chunk of it comes off in my hand.

“You bastard,” my mother shouts. “You miserable, pathetic bastard.”

She spits on him and then the door opens and this guy walks out and tells us he’s calling the cops.

My mother grabs my arm now and goes, “Let’s go, Jaime. Now.”

I drop this dude’s shitty hair and then I knee him in the face before me and my mother take off running for her car.

“Give me the keys,” I tell her.

She hands them to me and we both get in and then I start the car and peel out.

BAM!

The car bounces up and down and there’s this horrible crunching noise.

“What the hell was that?” my mother goes.

“My bike,” I tell her, pressing the gas pedal even harder. “I just ran over my new bike.”

“Oh.”

Me, I don’t say anything at all after this. I just drive us back to the house as fast as I can.



5.

MY MOTHER WALKS OUT OF the downstairs bathroom wearing a white nightgown. Her beautiful auburn hair hangs straight down her back. There are traces of blue powder below her nostrils. Dark circles dominate her face. She looks so exhausted.

She opens the liquor cabinet in the dining room and pours a glass of whiskey.

Her eyes, they’re so empty and lost.

Her eyes can be so beautiful too when she’s not wasted and high, which ain’t very often anymore.

She downs the drink and pours another.

She looks over at me finally. “What?”

“This has to stop,” I say.

She looks irritated and rolls her eyes.

“Mom.”

“What?” she screams. “Goddamn it! I do everything for you. I gave up my career as an artist for you. I’ve made you so talented and smart. And now you come after me? You come after me!”

“I’m not coming after you.”

“Yes, you are.”

“I’m not. This is the fourth time in the last month you’ve pulled this shit, and you never remember anything the next day. One of us is going to get hurt real bad.”

“I was having fun, Jaime.”

“I sliced off a chunk of a guy’s hair. Are you for real? I had a knife pulled on some drunk stranger you were kissing. I’m gonna get killed one of these times.”

My mother, she looks away and doesn’t say anything.

“I can’t do this anymore. I don’t know why you’re trying to destroy yourself so hard right now. It’s like you’re trying to get away from me, this world, and it’s scary and it’s sick. You don’t care that I’m gonna get fucked up real bad one of these times. You just don’t even care, and that’s the worst part.”

I’m glaring at her and she’s shaking and her cheeks are getting red. And just like that, she whips her glass across the room and it shatters against the wall.

I jump back.

“What are you doing?”

She turns toward me, scowls at me. She looks like she hates me, but I haven’t done anything except help her. I’ve done everything she wanted me to—practice piano, guitar, drawing, learn about philosophy and literature. And she still resents me because of what I represent to her. She hates looking at me because of how much I look like my father.

My father I’ve never met.

I watch her grab the bottle of whiskey and pour some down her throat. Then I walk toward her and I go, “I can’t watch you do this.”

She makes another face. “And what are you going to do, huh? Where are you going to go?”

The fact that she’s being so fucking evil to me right now is really making me resent her.

I don’t say anything.

And she says, “I’m all you have, Jaime.”

Stopping a few feet in front of her, I say, “Oh yeah? What about my father?”

The way her face contorts, well, I wouldn’t wish this image on my worst enemy.

My breath leaves my lungs.

My face turns white like snow.

My mouth goes dry.

“How dare you?” she rips. “After what he did to me, the way he ruined my life. You have the fucking nerve to stand there and say that to me.”

“I don’t know anything about him except from the things you’ve told me. I bet if I went to live with him in San Francisco, he wouldn’t put me through this kind of shit.”

My mother’s reaction sends chills down my body.

I’ve never seen anything this wild.

“Excuse me,” my mother whispers.

I double down.

No way I’m backing off.

I say, “All you do is demand things from me. Perfect piano playing. Perfect guitar playing. Demanding I debate Sartre for hours. And I’ve never complained. I always do what you want.”

“You don’t have any friends.”

“I don’t have time for friends.”

“Why are you saying all these mean things to me?” she cries.

“Because I do everything you tell me to. Every fucking thing. And the only thing I’m asking of you is that you stop this madness before one of us gets hurt or dies.”

“Just shut up!” she yells. “You’re not making any sense.”

I look away from her and bury my face in my hands.

“I can’t stop,” she barks. “I need this. It’s the only way I can deal with this horrible life.”

Shaking my head slowly, I go, “Then maybe it’s time for me to go to San Francisco.”

This bloodcurdling scream just unleashes from the pit of my mother’s gut and she runs at me, grabbing my shoulders and pushing me into the wall.

My head slams so hard that chunks of plaster rain down.

“Stop it,” I tell her. “Why are you doing this?”

“Take it back,” she says.

“What?”

“Your father did this to me,” she barks. “He did this!”

Then—

POW!

Her right fist slams into my left eye. The rings on her fingers gouge flesh on my cheek.

My ears ring.

Then—

WHAM!

The same knuckles pound against my temple.

This time, though, I grab ahold of her arms and beg for her to stop while she furiously tries to shake herself loose.

My grip tightens.

And she starts crying.

“Just stop it,” I beg again. “Leave me alone.”

Her whole body goes limp. She looks so worn.

She stops fighting, and I let go of her, and she falls down, curling up into a fetal position.

“I’m so sorry,” she sobs, over and over and over. “I’m so sorry for bringing you into this hell.”

Blood’s running down my face.

I grab a paper towel from the kitchen and hold it against the cut.

I wanna vomit.

I don’t recognize this lady right now.

The greatest woman that ever lived.

At least she used to be. Until a minute ago.

The only things I’m thinking are how pathetic she’s acting and how skinny she’s gotten.

How beautiful her skin and hair still are, and how fucking thrilled I am knowing she won’t remember any of this tomorrow.

She’ll never know what she did.

I’ll never tell her.

My mother, she deserves way better than that.

She deserves my silence.



6.

IT’S FOUR A.M. WHEN THE Morrissey records stop spinning downstairs. I can hear stairs creak next. Every time one does, I wince and my body shakes.

I hold my breath until her bedroom door finally shuts.

A couple minutes later, I smell the dope she’s smoking.

I’m sitting at my computer. Three lines of Oxy remain on the cover of the book Our Band Could Be Your Life.

I’ve read it twice since someone recommended it in this Sonic Youth chat room I was in a few months back.

I lean down and go.

There’s only two lines now.

That Youth Lagoon song “Montana” is playing on my computer. This is the third straight time I’ve listened to it.

Their first record changed me.

“July” was the first song I heard from it.

The music ripped a hole in me. It struck an emotional nerve so deep, I felt debilitated by the time the song was over. Never in my life has music pierced me so hard I felt like my life had been stolen from me once the music stopped.

I cried when I listened to it the second time.

And when I played the entire record in order, the spell of nostalgia that was cast over me was so potent and heavy, it was like I was still clinging to a beautiful dream when the final track had concluded.

The music is mesmerizing.

It’s not sad, but it makes you yearn for those afternoons or mornings or nights when you felt so damn alive and attached to the moment. Those times when you were really experiencing life instead of thinking about how you wished you were experiencing it.

The feeling is gorgeous.

Its beauty lies somewhere in the sentimentality of the past. It doesn’t matter if the memory was of a great moment or an awful moment. It was an important moment.

And the nostalgia gives you all the comfort you need in the present.

Everyone needs the comfort of nostalgia.

This is the genius of the first Youth Lagoon record.

When the song ends again, I grab my acoustic guitar and continue writing this new song of mine called “Black Vulture.” It’s pretty good right now, but it can be so much better.

It’s sorta hard to concentrate, though, as my face keeps swelling from the vicious hits of my mother’s angry fist.

She has to be passed out right now.

Images of her losing her mind two hours ago and attacking me smash through my head.

I set the guitar down and stand in front of the mirror on my door.

My left eye is turning more blue.

It’s so ugly.

I put my finger against it and wince.

I hope my mother is lost in some kind of gorgeous dream of her own right now. Somewhere far, far away from all her demons and monsters.

I hope she’s standing in the middle of a thousand meadows filled with beautiful flowers.

I hope she’s writing her name in the wet sand of a gorgeous beach.

Barefoot.

Humming.

All her horror kept at bay.

Back at my desk, I lean down and go again.

One line remains.

I scroll through my iTunes and play the Future Islands song “Balance.”

After that, I upload the video of me reading my new poem to my Tumblr page and my YouTube channel and write an entry about it.

Twelve hours ago, I couldn’t wait to get home from school and play my mother the new tracks Washed Out posted on their Bandcamp page.

I was so fucking excited to hang out with her.

It just goes to show how quickly things can turn against you.

In a matter of seconds, your life can get turned upside down without your consent.

My mother will never know what she did to me tonight.

This is exactly how silence becomes deafening.



7.

    THAT LCD SOUNDSYSTEM DOCUMENTARY SHUT Up and Play the Hits is playing on the laptop in the kitchen. My mother is still sleeping, and I’m cooking us breakfast: bacon, omelets, fruit cups, and coffee.

Even though I cook for the two of us all the time in the morning, it’s rare she ever sleeps in this late, no matter how smashed up she got the night before.

But it is nice to have the kitchen all to myself.

I’ve watched this documentary eight times, and I take something new from it every time. The idea of bringing your band to a halt at the height of its success in order to go out on your own terms is one of the most intriguing concepts I’ve ever heard. But then to go through with it while the cameras are actually rolling, like, that’s brutal. It’s brave. And most of all, it’s real, which is hard to find in music anymore.

And I value that.

I fucking love it so much.

I was seven the first time I heard them. I woke up really late one night when my mother came home with some friends. They were listening to the Sound of Silver record, and I crept downstairs to hear it better.

It took me thirty seconds to fall in love with their music.

For the next six months, I tried to learn their songs on the piano and the guitar. It didn’t go very well. But I became so much better at both instruments. By the time I was ten, I could play every song off of This Is Happening.

And although I don’t know shit about my father, I do know that he’s a huge LCD Soundsystem fan. I know this because my mother walked right out of this piano lesson of mine once after I cut into the song “All My Friends.”

I stopped playing. I was stunned and totally pissed off because I was doing so well at that moment. My instructor, he told me not to take it personally.

“How could I not?”

“It’s the song you’re playing.”

“She loves this band.”

“She found out that your father and his new wife flew to New York for their last show and hung out with James Murphy afterward.”

“What?”

“Yeah.”

“So she can’t listen to the music anymore?”

“Jaime,” he said. “You know your mother.”

“Right. I do. At least she’s consistent,” I said.

He shook his head and grinned. “Your insight into other people’s emotions. It’s so impressive.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You’re one of the brightest and most talented kids I’ve ever taught, Jaime.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I can’t believe my father kicked it with James Murphy. Like how?”

“What do you know about your father?”

“Nothing.”

“Google him,” he said.

“No. I would never do that to my mother,” I told him. “Never.”

Back to breakfast now.

After I flip both omelets and turn the bacon, I get a new message in Google chat.

It’s from this girl Cheyanne, who lives in Chicago and goes to DePaul University. She’s a freshman majoring in journalism. She’s been a huge fan of my video blogs and my writing on Tumblr and WordPress for almost a year.

Loved the new video, Jaime. So gorgeous. The mood, that nostalgia in each line, it was so suffocating. But so liberating, too.

Thank you, I type back.

I’m going to work on getting you published in a cool lit mag.

That would be incredible.

I can’t believe you’re only fourteen.

It’s just a number. I’m a fucking geezer if you’re going by experiences.

LOL. Right. So what are you doing right now?

Cooking breakfast for me and my mom. I Googled my father, too.

You don’t know him???

No.

What’d you find out?

That he’s way successful. He lives in San Francisco, but I already knew that.

I love SF. I went out there last summer to see some family and fell for the city. What does he do?

He runs some big-time hedge fund, owns two art galleries. That’s about it. He’s got a stepdaughter, too. She’s seventeen and looks like Ivanka Trump. It’s scary how much they look alike.

Scary? Why?

Cos I always thought that if there was a God, he’d be one cruel bitch to only make that kind of beauty once.

OMG, dude. You’re too much.

You love it.

Of course I do. And I gotta go. Later, duder.

Word. Have a great day.

I close out of Google and walk back to the stove to begin plating the food while LCD Soundsystem sings about losing their edge.



8.

I’M ALREADY EATING WHEN MY mother finally emerges from her slumber.

It’s hard for me to look her in the eyes at first.

Even though she gave birth to me and has raised me and gives me a hundred dollars each week just to buy records and books with, she punched me.

Twice.

My goddamn eye is black and blue.

It feels like a fucking amp got dropped on my head from twenty feet.

My mother, she walks slowly through the kitchen. She’s holding her right hand.

“Hey,” she says.

I can tell she doesn’t remember anything, so it’s gonna be easier to carry her through this.

“Are you hungry?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “My hand.” She lets it go and holds it up.

I’m five feet from her and I can see how swollen her knuckles are. They’re big and bruised and so sore.

“I don’t know what happened,” she says.

This is when she really notices my face. Whatever sort of life is in her just drains immediately. Tears begin running from her eyes.

“Jaime,” she gasps. “No. No.” She peels her eyes from my face to her hand. “No.”

I stand up and go, “You didn’t do this to me, Mom.”

She looks horrified and sick.

This is the first time in my life that I’ve seen every single trace of beauty and class completely vanish from her face.

Her body starts shaking violently.

“Mom,” I say. “It’s okay. I’m fine.”

“No,” she goes again. “Jaime . . . what is this? What happened?”

“I got into a fight.”

She covers her face with the hand that’s not busted and says, “What did I do? I don’t remember.”

“You didn’t do anything. When I was picking you up from the bar, there was this man. He was attacking you. When I was trying to pull him off of you, he punched me. And that’s when you punched him. That’s why your hand is messed up.”

“What?” she shouts. “Where was this?”

“Outside the Checker Board. You called me and asked me to pick you up. I did and there was a fight.”

I try to wrap my arms around my mother now, but she turns away and leans on the kitchen counter. When her hand touches the surface, she screams out in pain and throws her arms around her waist. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“I’m a monster,” she says.

“Mom,” I say. “It’s over. Everything is fine now.”

“No,” she sighs, shaking her head wildly. “No, it’s not. None of this is fine.”

“But it’s over, okay? It’s over and there’s nothing we can do about it. You should see a doctor about your hand.”

“I’m such a monster,” she says again.

“No, you’re not. You’re the furthest thing from a monster. Look at this gorgeous house, and look at all the nice things we have. You’ve done all of this for me,” I say. “Nobody else has this.”

“Bullshit. Goddamn it! This is no good.”

Reaching toward her now, I slide a hand over her arm. “It’s over, Mom. I have to go to school now. We have to leave in five minutes.”

“Shit,” she says. “I can’t drive you.”

“It’s too late for me to take the bus.”

She squeezes her forehead and goes, “I’ll call a cab.”

A good chunk of my anxiety falls away when she says this.

That car ride would’ve been so miserable.

And I go, “Okay. I’m gonna go grab my bags.”

“All right.”

After I’m done jamming my backpack full of notebooks and novels—The Human War by Noah Cicero; I Steal Hearts and Knives, a short story collection by James Morgan; Black Spring by Henry Miller—and this Sony camcorder I carry most places with me, I crush an Oxy on my desk and just snort the whole pile.

There’s no time for lines right now.

Then I grab my iPhone and earphones and hurry back downstairs.

My mother is standing at the front door.

“You look so handsome,” she tells me.

“I guess I look tougher now too,” I tell her back.

Her teeth grind, and she forces a smile.

“You’re going to pick me up from school, though, right? I’ve got a piano lesson.”

She nods her head. “Yeah,” she whispers.

Then she looks back down at her hand.

She looks disgusted by it.

When she looks back up at me, she says, “You wouldn’t lie to me about what happened, would you?”

“No,” I say. “Never. Why?”

She leans toward me and touches the side of my face that’s all fucked up. “No reason.”

“Are you sure?”

She shakes her head. “No. I’m just hoping you wouldn’t lie to me.”

“Mom . . . ,” I say.

She bites down on her bottom lip. “Yeah.”

“I’ll be fine,” I tell her. “And so will you.”

“I hope so.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” she says, as the cab pulls into our driveway. “Just have a great day at school for me.”

“All right,” I say.

She hands me forty dollars and goes, “There’s no way I would’ve attacked you, ya know.”

My face turns red. “Yeah,” I sigh. “There’s no way.”

Her eyes tear up. “Good,” she whispers. “And don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

Pause.

“I really will, Jaime.”
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I ATTEND THE MOST PRESTIGIOUS and expensive private school in Joliet, Illinois. It’s also one of the most expensive and prestigious private schools in the entire state.

And I hate it.

I’ve been going to private schools my whole life. I don’t have any friends here. Which is fine, actually, because none of the kids who go here have good taste in music or books or movies.

None of them listen to Beach House or Deerhunter or Grimes or the Fresh & Onlys.

None of them have ever even looked inside a Sartre book, let alone read a page. And they’ve never touched House of Leaves or even know about Joan Didion’s Play It As It Lays.

The girls in my grade, it’s like they’re mad at me because I don’t stare at them in class. I don’t ever try and talk to them. I never give them any attention during the day.

Like, why would I?

Not a single one of them is even close to the girl I used to have. She listened to Purity Ring and the Growlers. Her favorite movie was Black Swan, and her favorite author was David Foster Wallace.

And then she turned out to be really evil.

So these girls I go to school with, I already know that none of them are real.

School uniforms are mandatory here.

Dudes: brown khakis, white button-up shirt, a solid black tie, and a navy-blue blazer.

Chicks: Gray skirts, black leggings, white button-up shirt, a solid black tie, and a navy-blue blazer.

The rule is enforced rigorously. On me, at least.

Just this year I’ve been given detention four times and a two-day in-school suspension for making “modifications” to my uniform.

I made my khakis into shorts.

I turned my blazer inside out and spray-painted the Wu-Tang logo on the back of it.

I took a knife to my shirt.

And I took white paint to my black tie to make it look like a bandanna and hung it out of my back pocket. That day I also wore the pair of brand-new, hot-pink Chuck Taylors I bought with the money my mother gave me for grading out higher than any of the 140 other piano players, ages twelve through twenty-two, at this statewide recital at DePaul University a week earlier.

So far this year, I’ve been suspended three times. For the uniform bullshit, and then for punching this junior asshole, Timothy Beck.

He was whipping this fat kid, Miles Worthy, with a wet towel in the locker room. Miles was crying, but Timothy kept doing it.

It was so wrong and so evil and the teacher wasn’t even doing anything to stop it.

Timothy Beck is the starting quarterback and the starting point guard.

So I just walked up to him, and he went, “What the fuck do you want, faggot?”

And I smirked and I said, “Your girlfriend’s a fucking gnar pig and her haircut sucks.”

And then I punched him in the nose. As he stumbled backward, falling on his ass, I ripped the towel away from him and whipped him right in the nuts with it. He started crying, and I got in trouble.

The third time I got suspended was for correcting my English teacher about something he said about Steinbeck as fact. It wasn’t true, and when I said so, he dismissed it and double downed his assertion. I couldn’t let it go. I know for a fact that Grapes of Wrath was never translated and published in Japanese under the title The Angry Raisins.

What a fucking idiot.

It turned into an argument, and I called him a few names, and he kicked me out of class. But before I left, I looked at all my classmates and told them that for a hundred bucks, I’d write their three-page paper on “Of Mice and Men” that’d been assigned to us earlier in the period.

That suspension was for two days, and even though I’d made this proposition in front of my teacher, four kids reached out to me to write their papers.

I jacked up the price to $150, and they all paid.

They all got As.

Me, I got a C+.

It was a joke.

I understood what my teacher was doing by giving me that grade, but he wasn’t being honest with himself. He was being such a fake by giving me that phony grade.

And I can’t stand fake or fucking phony.

This school year is over in a week, and I’ve got a 3.9 because of that grade instead of the 4.0 I’ve gotten every semester since sixth grade.

Whatever and shit.

I’ve still got the best overall grades of anyone in my class over the past three years.
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MY BLACK EYE IS DRAWING some serious attention. As if rolling up in a taxi, like, ten minutes late for school wasn’t intriguing enough for these boring souls, a shiner befitting an amateur boxer is just too much for these kids.

They keep glancing at me during class. I hear them whisper to each other. Some of them point and most of them laugh. Even two of my teachers do the same as I’m grabbing books from my locker in between classes.

It’s all so miserable and pointless. And it comes to a head in the locker room when this turd burglar, William Cross, starts talking shit about my face.

“Hey, faggot,” he says. “Did you fight your piano?”

I roll my eyes.

“Queer Miles,” he rips. “Did you fight your imaginary friend?”

I say nothing and run the video for that Future Islands song “Little Dreamer” through my head.

William throws a towel at me.

These people just can’t stand to be ignored.

And he goes, “Did your crazy momma beat your face up, little boy? Did she get drunk and beat up her loser kid?”

He wanted my attention and now he gets it.

“What’s your fucking problem, asshole?”

“I hate queers,” he says. “Especially queers who let their momma smack them around. Drunk bitch.”

I don’t even hesitate.

I run right at him and slam him into the wall.

This pussy doesn’t even know what to do.

I punch him. And I punch him again. And then I grab his neck and slam his head against the wall before the gym teacher pulls me off.

A few minutes later, I’m in the principal’s office. Again. I don’t feel bad or sorry. I feel nothing except worry for my mother. All alone at the house. Full of questions. With a busted hand. Probably drinking to numb out all the guilt and hate that’s overwhelming her and making her panic, because she hates to feel anything other than pity and sorrow.

One of the secretaries comes into the office and sets my backpack on the desk.

Before she leaves, she glares at me and shakes her head all disapprovingly.

“Yeah?” I snort. “What?”

“It’s a shame to see such a bright kid behaving like this.”

“Right. Sticking up for myself, and sticking up for my mother. Putting asshole bullies in their place. It’s awful.”

“Such a filthy mouth.”

“Then stop talking to me,” I go. “Leave me alone.”

She leaves the room, and while I wait for the principal, I dig into my backpack for The Human War.

I’m reading it for the third time this month.

I love Noah Cicero’s writing. It’s brutally honest and funny, and a lot of it is weird. His style, too, especially in this book, is incredible, and the pacing is brilliant.

Pacing is everything to me when I’m reading a book or a poem.

It has to flow and move and reflect the nature of the characters the author invented.

This book does all of that.

Of all the authors in the forefront of the Alt Lit community, he’s my favorite. Tao Lin is probably my second favorite.

The principal finally walks in. Dude’s a jerkoff.

Fucking pilgrim scum jerk.

He’s bald in the center of his head, with thick brown hair wrapping from side to side.

I think he’s nailing the secretary that was just in here. I saw his hand on her ass in the parking lot one day while I was waiting for my mother to pick me up. She was an hour late and showed up in her bathrobe and a pair of sunglasses with a thermos full of wine and a cigarette between her lips, blasting the Talking Heads. I drove us home. I’ve been driving for two years now.

Plus, he’s always creeping and lurking on the girls who attend this school. He stares at their asses when they walk by him in the hallway. And he puts his arms around them when he’s talking to them to stare down their unbuttoned blouses. They’re supposed to be buttoned all the way to the neck, but I’ve never heard about any of them getting detention for that particular uniform “modification.”

Also, he sucks up to the jocks.

Those assholes never get into trouble, even though they terrorize kids.

And they openly cheat on tests.

And they never turn in their homework on time.

And they’re super bastards to most of these girls.

It’s so rude and annoying.

And they never get shit from this prick.

Every day I see him bro-ing down with them. Cracking jokes with them. High-fiving them and calling them by their last names to address them.

This place is so bullshit.

Leaning back in his chair and crossing his legs, he says, “What would you do if you were me?”

“Really?”

“Yes, Mr. Miles.”

“I’d shave the hair I got left, man. Have some respect for yourself.”

His face gets red. He scowls. But it’s such a joke. I don’t get intimidated. He should know better. I’d fight him if he wanted to fight me.

“Kids like you, privileged, smart-ass rich kids like you . . .”

“What about it?” Pause. “Sir,” I say, smirking.

“You’re just pests. I’ve seen so many bastard kids like you come through this school and never amount to anything.”

“Good story, bro,” I say.

“You’ll leave this school one day. You will. And then you’ll drop out of college and live off your trust fund until you’ve blown through all of it and you and your drunk mother have to move into some shitty apartment. You’ll never see the world, Mr. Miles. You’ll never have a good life, and that’s a shame because you are one of the brightest kids I’ve seen walk through these prestigious doors.”

Images of me jumping over his overpriced desk and landing a haymaker on this jerk before putting him in a Boston crab smash through my head.

He’s gonna pay for bringing my mother into this.

“I’ve heard all of this before,” I tell him. “Mostly from you.”

“I know you have. But obviously, none of it’s gotten through to you. It’s pathetic. I’ve seen your path play out before with other students. It’s not pretty. It’s a path that leads to nowhere.”

The fact that he can’t rattle me infuriates him. He’s seething. Men like this, who spent their childhood and teenage years, all the way through college, desperately trying to be liked and accepted by the popular kids but never were, never even got a fucking sniff from those assholes, they use any kind of power they acquire later in life to try and right all the slights and the wrongs they’ve carried around for so long.

It’s why he coddles those jocks.

It’s why he gets close to the pretty girls who walk down these “prestigious” hallways.

And it’s why he hates me.

Because I’m handsome enough to have any of these girls.

Because I’m gifted enough.

I could have friends in every single social circle in this school if I wanted them, because me and my mother are very well off.

Coming from money in a place like this gives you automatic popularity and acceptance if you care about those kinds of things, but I don’t.

It’s phony.

Nothing genuine can ever be cultivated under those circumstances, and I’m fine with this.

I’ve fucking chosen this route.

I’ll never compromise a thing I love in order to be liked by anyone else.

Shrugging now, I snort. “And what you do in life . . .”

“What about it, Mr. Miles?”

“It’s nothing. You’re a principal. You’ve never done a thing to influence culture. Nobody knows who you are outside of Joliet, so spare me your crystal-ball reading, man. You’re old and you’ve never seen the world.”

Slamming his fist against the desk, he yells, “I’m done with you!”

“Great.”

“No wonder your mother is a drunk. I’d drink like that too if I had to deal with you every day.”

I stay calm. As much as I wanna destroy this man’s ugly face and piss on his cheap Sears suit, I take a deep breath and look him dead in the eyes. “All the girls who go to school here make fun of you. How do you like that?”

“I don’t care.”

“How does it feel to know that the second you turn your back, these rich girls and these rich boys are pointing at you and laughing and calling you names?”

“Enough!”

He presses a button on his phone and orders that same secretary back into the room.

“My mother was more successful by the age of twenty than you’ve been your entire life,” I tell him. “You know nothing about her. My mother is better than you.”

The principal looks over my shoulder and at the secretary. “Any word?”

“No.”

His eyes jump back to me. “Your mother isn’t answering her phone, either.”

“I’ve left five voice mails,” the secretary says.

The principal smirks again. “Not even she wants to deal with you, Mr. Miles. That leaves nobody. You have no one.”

My hands ball into fists.

“Please escort this violent student to detention.”

The tension releases from my hands. “Cool.”

“That will be your classroom for the remaining seven days of school. You’ll check in with me upon your arrival to the building every morning, and I’ll bring you all of your reading assignments and homework for the day.”

“Works for me.”

“When your mother does come to pick you up at the end of classes today, I’ll explain everything to her and we’ll begin to explore other schooling options for you next year, because this isn’t going to work.”

“Whatever.”

“The path you’ve chosen, Mr. Miles, is a very poor one, and often ends on an assembly line somewhere or behind the cash register at a hardware store.”

I stand up.

“Is that all?” I ask. Another pause. “Sir.”

“I feel sorry for you.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I was about to say the same thing to you, dude.”
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INSTEAD OF WORKING ON THE three-hundred-word essay about the Trail of Tears the principal demanded I write before the end of the day, I read two of the short stories—“She Kills Love” and “The Whore”—from James Morgan’s book Where the Mean Girls Are, then I slam some words into my writing notebook.

I just want this day to end.

About a half an hour before the final bell, I crib the assignment. I write five hundred words instead of three. And then I get excused to go to the bathroom. While I’m in there, I crush an Oxy on the back of a toilet and snort it up with a ten-dollar bill that was left over from the cab ride to school this morning.

There’s this line at the end of “She Kills Love” that is stuck in my head. It’s a line that Morgan uses in a lot of his stories.

This is the game that moves as you play . . .

And me, I’ve got this incredibly intense feeling that everything in my world is about to begin moving quickly and violently and there ain’t nothing I can do to stop it or even slow it down.

I’m not exactly sure why I’ve got this feeling, but I think it has something to do with my mother.
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MY MOTHER DOESN’T PICK ME up. She doesn’t answer her phone when I call, either. This is strange. My mother has never been late picking me up on a day I have a music lesson, no matter how bombed she is. On lesson days, she’s there. Sometimes she’s even early.

Dread runs through me as I sit on the school steps and wait. This sinking is just leveling me.

I’m trying to hold on to the thought that maybe she’s sleeping. Maybe she was so hung over, so sick and sore, she took a couple of Xanax and a Vicodin and washed them down with whiskey, because the pain and the memory loss were finally too gnarly for her to deal with.

It’s tough to believe, though.

She’s just too darn committed to me and music and art.

Finally, after an hour, I walk home.

It’s probably a thirty-minute walk. I put my earphones in and crank some RZA. I should be halfway through my piano lesson right now. Instead, like ten minutes into my walk, I take my backpack off and pull my camcorder out. There’s this piece I’ve been thinking out for weeks, and I’m pretty sure I’ve got it down now.

Holding the camera above me, I hit the record button and go for it. . . .

“Her name was Emma and her hair was black like the night and she rode a sick yellow bike with a wood basket and two Nirvana stickers on it . . . It snowed for a month straight and with nothing to do, she dug an old photo book out of her closet . . . she started crying before she’d even opened it . . . there was a time when she had everything she’d ever dreamed of, yet she never stopped to enjoy a single moment of it, she never even thought to think this is it, this is my dream come true . . . the photos tortured her and broke her heart all over again . . . She vowed to never look at them again, but when she tried to close the book, she couldn’t and the pain stung like a million bees because there she was, the failure she’d come to accept . . . That spring I saw her running down this dirt road in a blue dress . . . Her hair blew in the wind and her body had all grown up . . . The year before I’d asked her for a slow dance at the community center’s annual Halloween party . . . I was dressed as the Karate Kid and she was dressed like Snow White . . . The song I asked her to dance to was “Skinny Love” by Bon Iver . . . I’ll love that song long after the day I die . . . She declined because she already had a man . . . He wasn’t there that night, though . . . He’d been gone for a while, though, even if she didn’t care to count the days as I had . . . Someday, we’ll all be a thousand years older than we are now and I’m not sure we’ll be any wiser when it comes to the heart and when it comes to love . . . This is the story that never changes . . . You mark my words on that . . . A week ago I played a pickup game of basketball and scored twenty-three points . . . Afterward, I jacked off in the park’s bathroom and I wrote her name on the stall with my come . . . It’s not often that you think about one person so kindly for so long, it’s not often that you don’t take the memories for granted the way you had the person . . . I once dreamt of driving through El Paso and becoming a drug dealer, it wasn’t so bad . . . I need New York like I need a blow job . . . I need San Francisco like I need Oxy . . . the dress she wore that day when she ran down the road was handmade by her mother . . . her mother made all her clothes because they couldn’t afford to go shopping for anything new, in fact the last new thing she’d bought was an MC5 T-shirt because they were her favorite and she’d dreamt about being in their band every night for three weeks straight . . . In the end, Emma is just this girl, she’s a crush that won’t go away . . . And in the end, I’m just a boy, a boy who wishes he could’ve shoveled that snow for her . . . One day I’ll have someone to cook pancakes and sausage for, one day I’ll get my slow dance . . . Next spring I’m going to Taipei cos Tao Lin wrote about going there in one of his books . . . Next winter I’m gonna head to the Marshall Islands and go scuba diving through the remains of all those World War Two battleships . . . Tomorrow I’ll eat ice cream for breakfast, then go back to bed; the next day, I’ll Gmail chat with a stranger I met on Facebook and make her a shirt, buy her a poster, maybe send her some music . . . It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a bluebird fly . . . The next time I see Emma running, I don’t think I’ll chase her, I think it’s better if Emma just gets away. . . .”

After I put my camera away, I throw my headphones back in and play the M83 album Hurry Up, We’re Dreaming. If I could play one album on a twenty-four-hour loop from some invisible speakers in the sky, it would be this one.

There was this one afternoon where me and that girl, that bitch, sat next to each other on a swing set and ate ice cream cones.

She told me that she wished her parents had named her Emma, and I asked her why.

“It’s so beautiful,” she told me. “When you hear that name, all you can think of is how lovely and pretty that girl must be, and I don’t feel very pretty even though everyone says I am. I never have, Jaime. So I’ve always wanted the prettiest name in the world. That way, when boys and girls heard it, they’d get an image of this girl with a pretty face and an amazing smile.”

“Maybe you should ask your parents to change it.”

She smiled and licked her ice cream. “I don’t want to ask.”

“Why not?”

“Cos I’ll never be Emma,” she said. “And that’s fine. Just daydreaming about it is wonderful. And I’d never want to ruin those daydreams by having them become real. When you lose your daydreams, you lose the only place you have where life can actually be perfect.”

What she said that day, it still makes more sense to me than almost anything else I’ve ever heard anyone say.

I told her she was pretty right after we were done with our ice cream.

She blushed and told me I was cute, then she put one earphone in my ear and one in hers and she played that National song “Slow Show” and grabbed my hand.

That was the first time we held hands, and my palm was sweating so badly.
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THE HOUSE IS STILL AND silent. It’s unnerving. Everything is the same as when I left it this morning, except in the kitchen. On one of the counters are four bottles of pills—Oxy, Vicodin, Xanax, and Valium—and at least forty of them are scattered together in a big pile.

I call for my mother over and over and over, but she never answers.

The way the natural light is pouring in through the windows would be one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen if not for the unsettling feeling looming over the house.

I set my backpack down.

I look over the pills and I pick out an Oxy. Then I turn on the sink faucet, fill my cupped hand with water, and wash the pill down.

I walk upstairs.

It’s much darker up here.

The steps creak and moan.

I call her name again.

Wish the Oxy would just hit right now.

I want it so fucking bad. It makes you feel so happy.

I could be on a chain gang picking up trash in 120-degree weather, and if I was riding a wave of baby blue, I’d be so fucking happy stabbing pieces of garbage with a poker.

I could be hanging out with some dumb girl who’s drunk on Fuzzy Navel wine coolers and playing me the worst songs ever. Songs from bands like Kings of Leon or that awful Gotye shit or Macklemore tunes. But if I’ve entered the glass castle, if I’ve dropped a blue dream down my throat, I’d have a big, fat, fucking smile on my face. I wouldn’t cut her down the way she deserves to be cut down. The way anyone who gets into that bullshit deserves to be shredded and bled.

A cool draft blows through the silent hallway.

I call for my mother one more time.

Still nothing.

I turn the handle on her bedroom door and push it open.

I fall back a couple of steps. My body shakes.

Sprawled in the middle of the bed is my mother. My beautiful fucking mother.

And she’s covered in vomit and blood.

Her eyes are closed.

There’s a frown on her face.

Her face is white like the snow, and her hair is spread out underneath her. It looks so perfect too, the way she’s lying, she looks like a wrecked angel.

She looks better than a wrecked angel.

She’s wearing her ballet dress. The one she wore during her final run in New York when she was considered to be one of the finest talents.

I run to her.

I’m not even sure I feel anything.

I’m just moving.

I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her to me.

I’m cradling my mother like a baby. She’s still warm. The blood and vomit are wet and gooey and stick to my skin. They smell like iron and whiskey and hate.

I shake her. “Just wake up!” I scream again and again and again.

Look around the room, there’s pills everywhere. Three empty bottles of red wine and a half-empty bottle of vodka lie on the floor and the nightstand beside the bed.

“Mom!” I yell. “Please, wake up! Please.”

But there’s nothing.

Tears slide down my face. I lay her back down and put my fingers against her neck.

Finally, I find a pulse.

It’s light and weak but it’s real.

I whip out my cell phone and call 911 and beg them to hurry.

“I can’t lose her,” I tell the operator. “She’s all I have. She’s my best friend. We listen to records all the time together.”

The phone drops from my hand.

I’m so fucking confused and angry.

And then I see it. It’s a note. It’s lying on top of a pillow.

Reaching over my mother, I grab it and read.

I hate what I’ve become, Jaime. I’m so sorry for what I did to you last night. I hurt you so bad and then stood there as you lied to protect me. And I let you do it. I can’t face you again after that. You were right. I think it’s time you met your father. I love you so much. Don’t ever forget that. I’m in a better place now. A place where I can’t hurt you anymore. My baby boy, my life. I tried my best. I really did. But I’m not good for you. Please keep being amazing. I love you so much, and I know you’ll take the world by storm. It’s better that this ends now. I can’t live with myself knowing I hurt the only reason I have to live. God, you are so much better than I’ll ever be. Take care, my beautiful boy. I’ll see you in the good place a long time from now. I’ll be watching you always. . . .
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