

[image: cover]




Praise for MIDDLE MEN


“Who is Jim Gavin? The second coming of Denis Johnson if his debut collection is any indication. These sad, funny stories about nowhere men—some young, some bent-backed, all pained and searching for something they’ll never find—knocked me out. . . . These short stories will transport you, will educate you, will entertain you, will fill you with fear and laughter and sadness.”


—Esquire


“The stories in Mr. Gavin’s first collection are carved from the follies and frustrated longings of modern manhood. . . . [He] strikes a fine balance in each tale, wielding a sharp sense of humor but never losing sight of people’s dignity.”


—The New York Times


“Remarkable . . . funny . . . [Gavin] wins us over.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“Middle Men aspires to do what ambitious fiction has always done: show the world (especially the world we think we know) in a way that’s recognizable and revealing, while telling us something fundamental about where and how we live.”


—Los Angeles Times


“Gavin has a good ear for witty dialogue, and an even better one for inner monologue, as his various protagonists—an aspiring stand-up, an out-of-his-depths salesman, a manic screwup with an idea for a novelty product—try to figure out how to overcome the inertia of their lives.”


—Entertainment Weekly


“With impressive precision, [Gavin] describes everything from being creatively unfulfilled to dodging landlords looking for back rent. . . . His writing achieves new insight, power and grace.”


—Time Out Chicago


“New Yorker contributor Jim Gavin’s debut story collection, praised as ‘exceptional’ in a starred Kirkus review, portrays a group of men whose dreams are at odds with the reality of their lives.”


—Chicago Tribune, “What to Read in 2013”


“Jim Gavin’s debut collection is filled with stories of men in all stages of development—innocent, striving, desperate, defeated—and imbued with a sense of humanity and hilarity. . . . With this tableau of LA strivers, losers and small-time heroes grinding their way through with desperate panache, Gavin proves to be no small-time writer, and overall his version of Southern California is compelling, well-crafted and authentically rendered. In this bit of Hollywood literature, something does happen.”


—Dallas Morning News


“Most of Middle Men takes place amid the relentless sunny optimism of Southern California (the stories are littered with Del Taco wrappers), and all of it is buoyed by Gavin’s piquant, extremely entertaining language. His writing delivers jab after jab, the hilarious and the poignant mingling in compelling ways. . . . Eminently readable and reminiscent of some of Tom Perrotta’s best work.”


—The Boston Globe


“A book of hilarious and moving short stories from New Yorker contributor Gavin, who portrays a group of men of various ages in California as they try to find that space somewhere between their dreams and their actual lives.”


—Atlantic Wire


“Sharp, witty.”


—New York Post


“In telling these stories, Gavin presents a totally different kind of middle-ness: the sharp grace of narratives poised between humor and sentimentality. The stories in Middle Men are raucously funny. . . . Both the range and coherence of vision of Middle Men distinguishes it as a debut.”


—Full Stop


“Gavin’s loving portrait of the conurbation’s ugly beauty, particularly of Orange County, is clearly born of a lifetime of observation and many comforting visits to Del Taco.”


—Minneapolis Star Tribune


“Jim Gavin is the real deal. . . . [He] confronts [Southern California] with the power and weary enthusiasm of a D. J. Waldie, Joan Didion or Raymond Chandler. . . . Perfect.”


—OCWeekly.com


“A hilarious and moving debut of stories.”


—AM New York (interview)


“[A] superb debut collection . . . laugh-out-loud funny . . . all of Gavin’s stories are gems. . . . Middle Men [is], as all good collections should be, greater in total than merely a succession of well-crafted stories.”


—TheMillions.com


“Middle Men is a fantastic book. . . . The stories here that stick the hardest . . . are symphonic triumphs, gut-wrenchers of male life.”


—Brooklyn Rail


“Sad and funny . . . Middle Men captures its mishap-prone and chronically underemployed characters on the cusp of moving beyond their muddled dreams of grandeur.”


—Zyzzyva.org


“What you need to know about Middle Men, Jim Gavin’s collection of humorous yet stinging stories, is that it’s the sort of book you wish people who normally don’t read would. Here’s a work-a-day, unglamorous world, mostly set in Los Angeles’s failing middle class, that so many people know all too well. Yet, until now, we haven’t seen the experiences of its inhabitants transformed into something so meaningful and arresting.”


—Oscar Villalon, KQED


“This is a writer who understands both the painful and the beautiful moments that make up a human life, and spending time with his characters is a great gift. This collection is a triumph of storytelling, and Gavin’s loose, relaxed prose is nearly perfect.”


—Omaha World Herald


“[Gavin’s] debut dramatizes, in odd or mundane circumstances, the surprises that quiet epiphanies can present to the attentive wanderer.”


—PopMatters.com


“In this brilliant debut of short stories, Jim Gavin manages to humorously cover a cross-section of sad men—of all ages—going mindlessly through the motions of life, some with hope, many without. The collection would be sad if not for Gavin’s knack for pointing out the humor in the mundane.”


—Examiner.com


“Sardonic, sometimes sweet, with males seemingly bewildered, or bemused. . . . Gavin’s stories are perfect complete pictures, with a world summed up in a few lines.”


—Marilyn Dahl, Shelf Awareness


“Gavin speaks with authority, and his colloquial, detail-driven dialogue oscillates nicely between Flaubert and The Simpsons. . . . Sad and overtly hysterical, the stories dodge self-pity and indie quirk for pensive American tales of turn-of-the-20th century manchildren gesturing vaguely toward a future of eroded opportunity.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Gavin’s exceptional debut collection, set mainly in southern California, harkens to an earlier literary Los Angeles. . . . [His] bleakly funny, inventive stories . . . [are] the best kind of satire: barbed and hilarious, but suffused with compassion.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“Laugh-out-loud funny . . . [A] stellar collection marked by an irreverent, deadpan humor and postmodern sensibility.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“Distinctive and powerful. . . . Gavin plumbs the hearts and minds of his men with laserlike accuracy, but he also brings surprising humor to the stories, especially in the relief that his characters often feel when they realize that they won’t be able to live up to their own expectations.”


—Booklist


“These are stories of factotums and fuck-ups: missed opportunities, bad roommates, and good fast food. They’re about the kind of men men are while on their way to becoming the men they’d like to be.”


—Kevin Thomas, The Rumpus


“The best debut collection of short stories I’ve read in a very long time.”


—Adam Haslett, author of Union Atlantic


“Jim Gavin’s stories are wise and funny and not at all afraid of the dark, or the light. Middle Men is a very powerful debut.”


—Sam Lipsyte, author of The Ask


“With its sharply drawn characters, its humor and affection and melancholy, its deep wisdom of the ways we live and cope and endure, and its panoramic and precise vision of California, Middle Men is a phenomenal story collection, and Jim Gavin an extravagantly talented writer. I could not put this book down. Gavin brings the California and SoCal I know and love to the page with searing intelligence, beauty, and an emotive force, making Middle Men one of the finest and most unusual fictions I’ve read in years.”


—Victoria Patterson, author of Drift and This Vacant Paradise


“Like the heroes of this stunning collection, Jim Gavin’s stories negotiate and illuminate the gray, authentic middle, bridging the divide that exists between California’s—and indeed, America’s—golden mythology and her starker realities. There is deep truth, beauty, and humor to be found in this territory, and in Gavin we have found the ultimate emissary. This book is an absolute triumph of sympathy and revelation.”


—Skip Horack, author of The Eden Hunter and The Southern Cross


“I love the wit and intelligence and rigor with which Jim Gavin renders characters who find themselves spiraling down the water column. Middle Men is peerless in its portraits of American males dimly coming to appreciate the disastrous convergence of their own fecklessness and feelings of entitlement with the increasingly unforgiving hard times bearing down on them, and on most of the rest of us as well.”


—Jim Shepard, author of You Think That’s Bad and Like You’d Understand, Anyway


“In these clear-eyed, wonderful stories, Jim Gavin writes about people who feel almost familiar, a world you almost seem to know—and writes with such astonishing authority that you realize you didn’t, not really, till now. To glimpse a once-familiar landscape through a new window, and realize you see yourself reflected in the glass: that’s one of the great gifts of fiction, a gift this debut delivers beautifully.”


—Josh Weil, author of The New Valley
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In memory of Barbara Gavin




Every life is many days, day after day. We walk through ourselves, meeting robbers, ghosts, giants, old men, young men, wives, widows, brothers-in-love, but always meeting ourselves.


—James Joyce, Ulysses





Play the Man


The Romans had a hard time killing Polycarp of Smyrna. In the stadium, surrounded by bloodthirsty pagans, he heard a voice. “Be strong, Polycarp,” the voice said, “and play the man.” The good bishop smiled calmly at his persecutors. They tried to set him on fire, but his flesh would not be consumed. They pierced his heart with a sword, but a dove issued from his chest. The afternoon dragged on like that, miracle after miracle, until they finally cut off his balls, or fed him to the Sarlacc pit monster, or whatever. I’m not a theologian, so I don’t know all the facts, but eventually Christian artisans painted those divine words, “Play the man,” on the gym wall of St. Polycarp High School in Long Beach.


On the first day of summer practice, Coach Boyd gathered us at center circle. I was going to be a junior and had just transferred from Trinity Prep, a bigger and better Catholic school in Orange County. St. Polycarp had one-third the enrollment, and it was all boys. I didn’t know anybody yet, but according to my racial calculus—seven white, four black, one Asian—I would go straight into the starting lineup. It was 1992. Our shorts were getting baggy and Magic had AIDS.


“This is Pat Linehan,” said Coach Boyd, putting a hand on my shoulder. “We’re lucky to have him.”


Trinity had the best basketball program in the state; I expected everyone to be impressed by my pedigree, but nobody seemed to care. Coach Boyd pointed to the fading mural of St. Polycarp.


“That’s sort of our motto,” he told me. “ ‘Play the man.’”


“Do you mean man-to-man defense?” said a tall white kid with bad acne and luxurious eyebrows.


“You know what I mean,” said Coach Boyd.


“Because we play zone.”


“I know we play zone, Tully. Don’t start with me.”


Earlier, when I first walked into the gym, one of the black kids, Greg Overton, told me that I looked just like Dustin Tully. He was right, except I also had braces, which should’ve come off a while ago, but my dad had lost his job, and our dental plan, and now I was stuck with them.


Coach Boyd was barefoot. I found this troubling. Authority figures usually wore shoes. At the time, with his thinning blond hair and mustache, he seemed like an old man, but he was probably in his early thirties. “Now, listen,” said Coach Boyd. “This summer we’ll be taking a journey together.”


“You mean the tournament in Ventura?” said Tully.


“No,” said Coach Boyd.


“So we’re not going to Ventura?” said Tully.


“We are going to Ventura, but that’s not the kind of journey I’m talking about. Just listen for a second.”


“Do you mean a spiritual journey?” said Tully.


“Yeah, but if you say it like that, it sounds stupid.”


“Since we play zone,” said Tully, “maybe our motto should be ‘Play the zone.’”


“Do you want to run?” said Coach Boyd. “Because we can run all day.”


“Polycarp was schizophrenic,” said Tully. “All the saints were.”


“Baseline,” said Coach Boyd, and we spent the next hour running suicides.


•  •  •


For extra money my dad used to ref summer league games. As a result, I was lucky enough to grow up in gyms all over Southern California. At halftime I’d run down to the court with a ball, showing off my handle, my range. Even then I was a vain little shit. I imagined the bleachers full of college scouts, but the bleachers were usually empty. Summer league was a languid affair. Players yawned in the layup lines as their coaches sipped Big Gulps. In 1983, when I was seven, my dad worked a tournament at Cal State Dominguez Hills. The first game of the afternoon featured Crenshaw High, the L.A. city league powerhouse. They had John Williams, the John Williams, seventeen and already a legend. He walked in the gym and instead of warming up, he took a nap on the bleachers. I could hear him snoring. My dad blew the whistle for tip-off and one of his teammates woke him up. He walked to center court, still rubbing sleep from his eyes. Early on he got the ball on the right wing, drifted lazily to the baseline, then spun back, hard, into traffic, splitting two defenders, and though he could’ve dunked, he chose, with impeccable taste, to finish with a reverse layup. The beatific vision—you catch a glimpse and spend your whole life chasing it. At my next YMCA game, I tried to skip warm-ups and take a nap, but my dad yanked me up and threw me back among the mortals.


When I got older, he used to drive me around Long Beach, looking for pickup games. If he drove by a park and didn’t see a sufficient number of black guys who’d kick my ass, he’d keep going. His strategy almost paid off, because in eighth grade, after playing well in an AAU tournament, I was approached by a shadowy recruiter from Trinity—a “friend of the school,” he called himself—who said I would be a nice addition to the basketball program. My parents, wanting to vouchsafe my future, agreed to take on the higher tuition and longer commute. When I got to Trinity, the coaches described me as “heady” and “deceptively quick,” both of which meant I was “white.” Apparently, I was using my superior Western European intellect to cross over fools and get to the basket. Somehow this didn’t transfer to the classroom. In ninth grade, I flunked algebra. A counselor suggested I might have a tragic condition called “math anxiety.”


My brain was average and so was my body. The coaches who liked my game kept asking when I was going to “fill out.” I was six-foot and scrawny, with a weird concave chest that was a major source of shame. After playing JV my sophomore year, starting about half our games, I expected to move up, but several transfers arrived from exotic places like Westchester and Fontana and they were all seriously filled out. One kid was featured in a Sports Illustrated article as the best fifteen-year-old in the nation. At some point, Ted Washburn, the varsity head coach, called me into his office. He was a big man, with jowls, and in his Nike tracksuit, he exuded the portly air of a Renaissance king. After zero small talk he advised me to transfer so I could get some playing time. I vowed to fight for my place. “I like you, Pat,” he said. “But you don’t have a place here.”


•  •  •


Coach Boyd finally told us to get water. As we drank from the porcelain fountain, sucking its leaden bounty, he conferred privately with Tully and then called us back to center circle. “I don’t want to be an asshole,” he said. “I had plenty of asshole coaches and I don’t want to be like that. All I ask for is your respect.”


That’s when I started to lose respect for Coach Boyd. I thought we’d go into drills, but instead we divided up for a scrimmage. Chris Pham, the starting point guard, wore Rec Specs. He couldn’t go left and every time he tried to change direction, I ripped his ball. I got down low and barked in his face, the way I had been taught. My rabid defensive posture amused my new teammates; they all sat back in a listless zone, waiting for something to happen. Tully was the tallest guy on the team, but he liked to hang around the three-point line. Overton and another black kid, Devaughn Weaver, swatted me a couple times, but otherwise I carved up their zone, either finishing or passing to someone with bad hands and no imagination.


After practice Tully asked why I had transferred. Anticipating this question, I had prepared a lie. “I got in a fight with a coach,” I said.


“Did he try and rape you or something?”


“No.”


“So the sex was consensual?”


“Don’t listen to him,” said Overton, laughing and pushing Tully out of the way.


Weaver asked about some of Trinity’s players, guys with big local reps who were going to Pac-10 schools. I lied again, saying that before I left, I was also getting recruited.


“Serious?” said Weaver.


“Nobody good,” I said, with preening modesty. “Fresno State. UC Santa Barbara. Places like that.”


“I’m going to Cypress Junior College,” said Tully. “My stepmom went there, so I’m a legacy.”


I quickly changed my shirt, hoping no one would notice my weird concave chest.


“What’s wrong with your chest?” said Tully.


“Nothing,” I said. “It’s just like that.”


Everyone was staring. Pham switched from Rec Specs to glasses.


“My cousin’s got the same thing,” said Weaver. “It’s all pushed in.”


“It looks like somebody dropped a bowling ball on your chest,” said Tully.


More than humiliation, I felt stunned by the cold accuracy of his description. That’s exactly what my chest looked like.


My mom was waiting for me in the gym parking lot. She worked the perfume counter at Montgomery Ward and she was still in her nice clothes. My three little brothers were in the back of the minivan. They spent their lives getting dragged to all my practices and games. My mom turned on KOST-FM and we all sat in silence, listening to Barry Manilow. Just before the Los Coyotes Diagonal, I heard thumping bass and saw Tully cruising alongside us in a burgundy Chevette. Overton was slumped in the passenger seat, with his leg out the window resting on the side mirror. They were both drinking forties. At a light they pulled up alongside us and put down their bottles. My mom turned and noticed them.


“Those guys are on your team,” she said.


“I know.”


“Well, say hi!”


I stared straight ahead.


“What’s the matter with you?” She started waving and yelling out the window, as if her life depended on this minor social occasion. “Hey! I’m Pat’s mom!”


“Hello, Mrs. Higginbottom!” said Tully.


“Linehan!” she said. “We’re the Linehans!”


“I’ll see you at the regatta, Mrs. Higginbottom!”


My mom looked at me. “What the hell is he talking about?”


The light changed and Tully accelerated past us. Before getting home, we stopped for gas. My mom believed that gas was somehow cheaper five dollars at a time, which meant we were always stopping for gas. I pumped while she stood next to me, smoking a Winston Gold and squinting into the four o’clock haze. She was still baffled by the Mrs. Higginbottom business.


“Was that little shit making fun of me?”


•  •  •


We lived in a leafy neighborhood near the Long Beach Airport. When we got home, my dad was up on a ladder in the driveway, putting a new net on the basket. He used to be an electrician, but ten years ago he started teaching at a vocational school. At first it was for extra money, but after a string of knee and back surgeries, most of them the result of his continued participation in a men’s basketball league, he happily started teaching full-time. He worked with apprentice electricians, helping them get ready for their journeyman exams. Since the school closed in January, he had been looking for contract work, but new construction had slowed down and he was having a hard time “getting back in the game.” My mom didn’t think he was looking hard enough. They had frequent arguments on this point. As we came up the driveway, he climbed down the ladder on his bad knees, wincing in pain, to make my mom feel bad for being such a tyrant. She walked past him without saying a word.


“Good practice?” he said.


I nodded. We had a real father-son thing going. Before dinner, I worked on my ball-handling. On the back patio I had set up an old full-length mirror and I spent an hour in front of it, trying to shake my reflection. My mom called me inside and we ate Costco lasagna, a bottomless pit of goo that had lasted for three days. After dinner, my dad came outside with a beer and watched me shoot my requisite two hundred jumpers. Twenty years ago he had been a second-team all-league selection at Mayfair High School. Now, he finished his beer, dropped the can on the lawn, and signaled for the ball. After missing his bank shot, he picked up the empty can and walked back inside. My little brothers had to rebound for me—it was on their chore wheel. Everything in the Linehan household revolved around the development of my midrange game. Even after my exile from Trinity, we were all operating under the assumption that I would eventually fill out and earn a scholarship somewhere. My mom kept assuring me that I was a “late bloomer.” When I finished my drills, I granted my brothers use of the ball and went inside to watch tape. In 1986, I recorded the Big East Tournament final between St. John’s and Syracuse, and since then I had watched it approximately seven million times, studying Pearl Washington’s exquisite crossover.


After everyone went to bed, I put on another tape, an illicit Cinemax movie I managed to record just before the cable company cut off our service. The story dealt with the tribulations of an heiress. Most of her personal conflicts were resolved in poorly lit drawing rooms, among hirsute Europeans. The nonpenetrative frolicking didn’t serve as masturbation material because I didn’t masturbate. Ever. I’d just sit there, piously erect, a disciplined connoisseur of nipple and thatch. Even by apostolic standards, my repression was freakishly quaint, but I also remember enjoying these long passages of dreamy adoration. I’ve since read of Gnostic heretics in Asia Minor who, in abhorrence of their own bodies, sought a higher form of pleasure through the practice of coitus reservatus. Maybe that’s what I had going on. Whatever the case, it meant that I was fifteen and still having wet dreams. At night I would sneak into the backyard and bury my soiled boxers in the trash can.


•  •  •


Coach Boyd handed out our summer schedule. First we had our rinky-dink Catholic league, and then the big tournament in Ventura. With a note of apology in his voice, he told me that St. Polycarp was in the same round-robin bracket as Trinity Prep.


“Will that be weird for you, Pat?”


“No,” I said, feeling my stomach drop.


“Their loss is our gain,” said Coach Boyd. “That’s the way I look at it.”


Before he took over in the spring, Coach Boyd had been a substitute teacher at St. Polycarp, and a volunteer assistant coach. During that first week, he kept arriving late to practice. He blamed his Volkswagen Thing, which had a tricky ignition. “You have to get it just right,” he told us, jiggling an imaginary key.


I expected him to install some sort of offense, but every day he just rolled the ball out. “This summer,” he said, “I want you guys to play free.” I didn’t want freedom. I wanted guys to run their lanes. I wanted to come off a pick with a second and third option. We had several “Big Wallys”—my dad’s term for big, clumsy white guys. Tully wasn’t a Big Wally, but he was the laziest guy I ever played with. This killed me, because he was actually pretty good. Now and then he’d drop step and dunk on someone, but otherwise he rarely made it below the three-point line on either end. Coach Boyd yelled at him a few times, and made us all run for his sins, but it didn’t make a difference. I dove for a loose ball once and Tully started clapping.


“You’re a coach’s dream, Higginbottom!”


Overton was just as useless. He had the curse of the two-footed jumper: he was a highlight reel in warm-ups, but could never gather himself enough to dunk in an actual game. His dad, an Air Force mechanic, lived in Victorville, the high desert. Overton hated going out there—he referred to it as “Tatooine”—and he once brought a tumbleweed to practice to symbolize the desolation of his weekend. His dad wanted him to join the Air Force, but after graduation Overton planned to get a job in Hollywood as “one of those guys who do lighting and shit.” He and Tully usually got high before practice. I never used drugs because I didn’t want to make the same mistake as Len Bias, throwing away my golden future for one night of partying.


Weaver was the only guy I liked playing with; he understood when to cut and he could glide past guys, but he was high-strung, and if he missed a layup, or did anything wrong, he would slap his head and scream at himself and sometimes burst into tears. I asked Overton what was wrong with Weaver. “He’s a Jehovah’s Witness,” he said, as if that explained everything. Coach Boyd spent a lot of time with his arm around Weaver, telling him not to be so hard on himself.


Pham graciously conceded his starting point guard position. “I’d quit,” he told me, “but basketball looks good on college apps.”


I dreaded summer league, playing teams that actually ran sets. The Trinity game was in three weeks, but I was already having trouble eating and sleeping. I’d stay up late, imagining miracles. I would play the game of my life and Coach Washburn would beg me to come back to Trinity. But these visions would give way to the nightmare of getting destroyed, over and over, by guys who were actually getting recruited by Division I schools.


One day after practice I expressed my frustration with the offense. Coach Boyd didn’t have an office, so we sat in the bleachers.


“In the spring I tried to put in a flex,” he said, “but it got too confusing and I started yelling at the guys. I hate it when I get like that. Then we had the riots and there was no use having practice. I don’t know about you, but I spent two days in front of the TV, watching the fires, and all that . . . I really don’t think it was anger. It was pain. Do you know what I mean?”


“At Trinity we ran motion,” I said. “It’s just down screens.”


“I’m not good with systems,” said Coach Boyd. “That’s why I left the Jesuits.”


I was planning on taking the bus home, but Coach Boyd offered me a ride. For ten minutes I sat in the passenger seat while he wrestled with the ignition.


“Come on, baby. Come on, baby . . .” He said it like a prayer, with his eyes closed. Finally the key turned over and the engine coughed to life. “Beautiful!” He put a tape in the stereo. “Have you heard the Minutemen?”


“No,” I said, as something crunchy and propulsive rattled the speakers. The singer wasn’t singing, just talking.


“What kind of music do you like?” Coach Boyd asked.


“I don’t know.”


“I used to see these guys live,” he said. “I sort of knew the drummer.”


For the rest of the ride he talked about the Minutemen. Apparently their lead singer had been killed in a car accident. “I cried when I heard the news,” admitted Coach Boyd, who seemed to care way more about music than basketball.


•  •  •


Later that week, on my sixteenth birthday, my mom dropped me off for a job interview at K-Mart.


“Tell them you can start today,” she said.


The guy who did the hiring went to our parish. My mom said I was lucky to have these kinds of connections. After I nailed the interview, they gave me a red smock and sent me to the checkout aisles. The woman I shadowed on the register kept looking at me funny. I thought it was because I was having trouble counting back change, but then she said, “Are you Dustin Tully’s little brother?”


“No.”


“You look like a kid who works here.”


Pretty soon Tully strolled past the registers, pushing an empty hand truck. He didn’t even blink when he saw me.


“You got something in your teeth, Higginbottom.”


“Stop calling me that.”


“Don’t let them fuck you on your breaks,” he said, leaning in close. I could smell beer on his breath. “Take your second break consecutively with your lunch, so you get forty-five minutes. They’ll tell you not to, but you can do it.”


A couple hours later, on my way to the employee lounge, I saw him standing in Electronics, leaning on his hand truck and watching TV. “How do you like it so far?” he said, following me. “Do you want to kill yourself yet?”


We passed the Layaway counter. The girl working it, Jessica Ortiz, had gone to my parish school. She was speaking Spanish to a guy who wanted to buy a kid’s bike. She handed him the slip and took the bike, which would remain behind the counter, in Layaway limbo, until he finished paying his installments. It was an insane way to do business. In junior high, Jessica always sprayed her bangs into an adamantine bubble, but now she had her hair pulled back in a slick ponytail. She had beautiful brown eyes and I used to spend a lot of time not masturbating to her.


“Jessica!” said Tully.


“Fuck off,” she said, and then looked at me. “Hey, Pat.”


“Do you know this guy?” said Tully.


“Is this your first day?” she asked.


“Yeah. I’m on the registers.”


“Have you two dated or something?” asked Tully, as I stood there, blushing like Galahad.


“No,” she said.


“Did he break cherry on your cherry?”


“I broke it on your mother’s dick, you fucking homo.”


“Jessica, I think we need to have an adult conversation about the integrity of your hymen.”


“Do you have any weed?” she said.


“Meet me on the loading dock in ten minutes.”


I went to the lounge, where a television was the only source of light. Two middle-aged women sat at a table, sharing an ashtray and watching the evening news. The lock on the employee bathroom didn’t work, so you had to hang a sign on the doorknob that read, “Occupied/Ocupado.” Later, at the register, as I waited for a price check, a strobe light flashed and bells started ringing. At first I thought it was some epic Blue Light Special, but it turned out to be the fire alarm. The whole store evacuated. As the fire trucks arrived, I looked across the parking lot and saw Tully wheeling Jessica around on his hand truck.


•  •  •


Coach Boyd usually ended practice with an inspirational quote. He liked Buddha, Lao Tzu, Saint Francis, all the barefoot mysticism of yore. The day before our first game, he switched things up a little and handed us each an old paperback copy of The Call of the Wild. He wanted us to read it by the end of the summer and write an essay about what it meant to us.


“I read that in fourth grade,” said Overton. “It’s about overcoming adversity.”


“Okay. Maybe you guys are ready for something a little more . . .” Coach Boyd folded his arms and took a deep breath. “I don’t think the administration will be too happy about this, but have any of you heard of a book called On the Road?”


“I’ve read that,” said Tully.


“No, you haven’t,” said Coach Boyd.


“I’m serious. I love that book. I love its beauty.”


“You’ve actually read Jack Kerouac?”


“Who?”


Coach Boyd turned to the rest of us. “I’ll give you guys a choice. You can read The Call of the Wild or On the Road, which you can probably get at the library. Actually, you can read any book that seems interesting to you. And don’t worry about the essay. Just read something, okay? That’s your assignment.”


•  •  •


St. Polycarp had a van that could safely seat nine people, and the next day Coach Boyd used it to drive all thirteen of us to Bishop Osorio High School in Watts. We tightroped up the 110, avoiding the hood for as long as possible, but eventually we had to get off and make our way to Central Avenue. There was no shade anywhere. A phosphorescent haze hung over the streets, making the sky feel like a wall. We passed an abandoned shopping center. All the windows were boarded up and in the middle of the parking lot there was a burned-out Fotomat. We stopped at a light and a few black kids our age were standing on the corner in front of a liquor store. They didn’t notice us until Overton opened a window and screamed:


“Nigger!”


This must’ve been planned in advance, because Overton and the other black guys on our team immediately ducked down, leaving the black guys on the corner staring at a van full of white supremacists. We all ducked, except Tully.


“I remember that kid,” he said. “He played at Osorio last year.”


“Don’t point at them!” said Coach Boyd, hunching over the steering wheel. Overton was laughing his ass off.


“Hey, man!” said Tully, waving. “Remember me?”


I heard obscenities coming from the corner. A soda can hit the window.


“Come on, baby, Come on, baby . . .” Coach Boyd was trying to will the light to change. I kept my head down until we started moving.


Everyone on Bishop Osorio was black, except for one Samoan. I felt buoyed walking into their gym with our black guys, who, in turn, seemed embarrassed to be on a team that was predominantly white. In the layup lines, Overton and Weaver only talked to each other. The Big Wallys rebounded in deferential silence. It was about ninety degrees in the gym. Our mesh jerseys were soaked and we spent most of our time wiping dust from the bottom of our shoes. Before the tip, Coach Boyd gathered us together and we put our hands in a stack.


“Play the man!”


Early in the first half, I crossed over Bishop Osorio’s point guard and all his teammates laughed at him. It didn’t happen again, and for the rest of the game it was hell just bringing the ball up the court. The whole summer would go like that: flashes of glory overshadowed by long stretches of competence. In this game, Tully actually played hard, or harder than usual; every time he got a rebound, he’d swing his elbows and yell, “Get the fuck off me!” Whenever possible I got the ball to Weaver, who had his little baseline floater going all game. We lost by ten, but played better than I expected. I never came out of the game.


“I’m really proud of you guys,” said Coach Boyd.


When we got back to Long Beach, he pulled into a Jack in the Box and announced that he was treating us to milkshakes. In the drive-through, he realized he didn’t have enough money. “Keep making them,” he told the guy at the window. “I’ll be right back.” He drove across the street to a bank. For a while we all watched as he hunched over the ATM, pushing buttons. Then he tried to go inside, but the bank was closed. He pressed his face against the glass door, trying to see if there was anyone still inside. After a while he came back out and got in the van, but instead of going to Jack in the Box, we drove back to St. Polycarp in silence.


•  •  •


K-Mart paid in cash. On Fridays, I went to the cashier window, showed my ID, and they handed me an envelope with three twenties, a ten, a five, two quarters, a dime, and three pennies. My mom took her royal fifth for groceries and tuition, and I set aside the rest for getting my braces off. I was ruled by vanity. Our neighbors across the street had a pool, and before work I would sneak into their backyard, get down on my stomach, and dip my face in the water. The chlorine, I had discovered, dried out my acne, making it seem less rosy and bulbous. On my breaks I walked by Layaway, hoping to find Jessica, alone, but Tully always seemed to be there, leaning on his hand truck. One afternoon they walked by the employee lounge and saw me reading The Call of the Wild.


“Don’t take your breaks in here,” said Tully. “It’s a graveyard.”


“One of the greeters slit his wrists in the bathroom,” said Jessica. “Security had to smash the lock to get him out of there.”


“Where am I supposed to go?”


I followed them out to the loading dock. There were some plastic chairs set up behind a stack of pallets. “You can read your little doggy book out here,” said Tully, patting me on the head, and they walked away.
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