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FOR MY BROTHERS





There are things way worse than death.

—LSU sorority girl overheard on bid day





[image: halftitle]





One



If you ignore what I have to say, it really won’t surprise me. I’ve come to find that most people ignore the dead. If you do choose to hear me, listen closely, because what I have to tell you is a story of unholy proportions. Hopefully, if I can make you hear what I am supposed to tell you, I can finally break the ties that bind me to the secret letter society of Gamma Chi.

But before we get started, let me tell you about myself. My name is Conrad Avery Sutton III, and I am dead at age nineteen. When I was alive, I won’t lie, I had it pretty good—the Porsche, the pretty girls, and a trust fund full of oil money. When I started as a freshman at Louisiana State University there was no question that I would rush. My daddy had been a Gamma Chi as well as his daddy and all the men in the Sutton clan. Well, there was one exception, my cousin Barrow, who got blackballed and now he’s got one of those rainbow stickers on the back of his truck. God, my daddy and uncle were so embarrassed; they still don’t talk about it.

I went through Rush and I of course got a bid. I’ll admit I thought I was the shit with my navy jersey and gold letters. Next to my Porsche, those letters got me laid more times than I can remember. Of course it was all fun and games in the beginning—one endless keg of cold beer and blunts on command. But this mixture of chronic booze and blood oaths turned into a bitter, stinking mess.

Busted lips and broken beer bottles were all part of my pledge training. I was cocky, and the brothers saw fit to divest me of this character flaw. So I scrubbed urinals with a toothbrush to the beat of someone punching my kidneys. I served meals to my brethren walking only on my bloody knees. And when a spit cup was not readily available for an active brother, I learned to offer my hand as a spittoon. I even learned the fine art of acting. I was given the starring role in Gamma Chi’s video reenactment of the “Wasabi-up-the-Nose” scene from Jackass: The Movie. I never could smell right after that.

By the end of my first semester, I had learned to be a good pledge. I could recite all fifteen hundred words of the pledge creed—backward even. And for the amusement of the active chapter, I was asked to perform this dyslexic feat for their dinnertime entertainment. It’s amazing how a knuckle upside the head can force you to learn even the most boring crap.

So I find it almost poetic that this bright April morning, the brothers will dedicate their new library and scholarship fund to me. The Conrad Avery Sutton III Memorial Library is a beautiful addition to the big old Gamma Chi house. My new library is full of polished woods, brass lights, and leather-bound books. Daddy went all out for his dead son. It was his way of dealing with my death. He worked while others cried. It obviously paid off; the construction crew completed the job in less than two months. And that’s no small task, considering how rainy South Louisiana gets in the early spring.

You know, it’s weird being dead. You’re everywhere but nowhere all at once. You can sort of hear people talk before they speak, but you can’t speak yourself. Or at least, you can’t make people hear you when you speak. On rare occasions some folks have actually heard me. But most people are too busy with their own thoughts to pay any attention to mine. There is, however, one perk to being dead: The living are like open books that you can read without turning the pages of a conversation. Only thing is, most of the books in this stupid old house are full of blank pages and cheap porno. So I guess it’s really not as cool as it sounds.

I mostly find myself following around Ryan Hutchins. He lives on the third floor and he’s the biggest coke-snorting asshole you’ll ever meet—and I’m not just saying that because he killed me.

When he’s not busy killing innocent people like myself, he’s beating his beautiful girlfriend, Maggie Meadows. He knocks her around quite a bit, and the saddest thing is that she never really fights back. I rage and scream something horrible when he does this to her, but Ryan is deaf, dumb, and blind to me and I can’t do anything to save poor Maggie.

These are the things that you should know about Ryan Hutchins—not that he teaches poor kids to swim at the Y or that he donates blood every month because he’s got that universal blood type. No, the real truth is what you need to know about him. That’s because to everyone at LSU—and I mean everyone—Ryan’s this big, bright, rising star. But truth be told, he’s really the darkest black hole you’ll ever meet, and nobody seems to realize this. Which profoundly annoys me, considering the psycho pretty much murdered me in cold blood. Of course, Maggie Meadows knows Ryan’s a complete head-case, but she’ll never tell anyone. She’s too ashamed or in love or scared or I don’t know what to ever tell.

Speaking of Maggie, her bruises are covered with makeup today and she stands there with her pretty blond hair in my library, greeting alumni as the sweetheart of Gamma Chi. Ryan stands by her side looking so sad and full of compassion that it makes me sick. You would have thought his best hunting dog got run over by a truck.

“He was a great guy.” Ryan keeps nodding and shaking off tears.

It’s the same morbid song I heard at my funeral, and everyone’s singing the second verse here today:

“His parents are devastated.”

“They had to check his mamma into one of those Charter hospitals.”

“His dad sure didn’t waste any time building this place.”

“Or money.”

“He was a cool guy. He let me borrow his Wilco CD.”

“Kimbrough found the body.”

“What did it look like?”

“He won’t talk about it.”

“Conrad was a real Gamma Chi.”

This grief-fest has me ticking like a time bomb. I want to go off and punch someone. However, I can’t: I’m no longer the owner of a pair of fists and that makes it kind of hard to hit anything.

But something weird is in the air today. Maybe it’s the fact that everybody’s gathered here concentrating on my memory, but for some reason, I feel almost alive again in this library.

I wonder if I could muster up the energy to do a real haunting on these bastards. You know, like spell out “Ryan killed me!” in blood on the walls or something real Poltergeist-like. But, no, I’ve actually tried that before and I just can’t seem to get it to work.

“What you doing in here, boy?” Miss Etta, Gamma Chi’s house cook, looks up at me as she lays out her buffet spread.

“You can see me?”

“Get on back to heaven! You dead now—shoo!” She flings her long crooked hand at me. “Go and be with the Lord now.”

Everyone glances at crazy Miss Etta and dismisses our conversation as her obvious senility. I follow Miss Etta back to the kitchen as she hobbles away from me.

“Hey, wait a second, Miss Etta.”

“I don’t talk to the dead.” She shakes her head. “You need to go back to heaven ’fore you upset folks.”

“Hey, I can’t go back.” I point to the library. “Something’s keeping me here.”

“That’s your problem. Let me alone now.” She opens the big stainless steel fridge and pulls out a vat of Swedish meatballs.

“But Ryan killed me!”

“Listen, boy, you think that’s going to make a difference if I march in there and tell them white folk that?” She shakes her spatula at me. “I know he killed you and I know he be beating on that pretty girl in there too. But ain’t nobody going to listen to me.” She scoops brown gravy and lumps into a serving dish and lights a Sterno can underneath it. “Now get out this house and go back to heaven.”

For some weird reason, those words alone build up this pressure around me and push me out of the house. I find myself outside looking through the windows of my wood-paneled library as Ryan stands at the podium.

“Conrad was not only an outstanding scholar and pledge, but most importantly he was our friend and our brother.” Ryan sticks out his bottom lip and slowly nods his head.

There goes Mamma boohooing again, and Daddy just sits there not knowing what to do with his hands. And here comes Miss Etta with the meatballs. She sneers at Ryan, but nobody seems to care. She’s right; nobody would believe her.

“It is a great honor”—Ryan holds his mighty gavel in his right hand—“that I, on behalf of the men of Gamma Chi, dedicate this library and scholarship fund to the memory of Conrad Avery Sutton, the third.” Ryan pounds the table with his gavel like he used to do my face on so many an occasion.

It’s the same gavel that I heard rap the night I swore an oath to this brotherhood of lying bastards. It was my pledging ceremony—the night that Gamma Chi’s first secrets were revealed to my pledge brothers and me. We were bound, blindfolded, herded, and punched into the back of a flatbed and driven out to the woods. They unloaded us like sacks of rocks into the dirt.

“Get your sorry asses up!” an active slurred at us. I felt someone’s Red Wing boot kick me in the side and then the heel fell swift on my back. The force pushed my face into the cold earth. I was such a chicken shit that I was too afraid to spit, so I just swallowed the blood and dirt.

“Sutton! He said get up!” some weasel-ass active yelled.

I struggled and writhed against the rope and finally stood upright. Once we were all standing, they filed us into rows.

The brotherhood swarmed around us and shouted, “Worthyworthyworthy! Worthy!”

Then it was silent except for the crackle of a few twigs underfoot. A match scratched and I could smell the gasoline and sulfur and then an all-encompassing red glow filled the blackness.

“Remove their blindfolds.”

“Hold still,” an active growled in my ear, and the black rag was jerked from my head.

I squinted. The fire was too bright and too hot and I was too close. My eyebrows were nearly seared off by a twelve-foot burning cross.

“Behold! The Fiery Cross of Gamma Chi!” Ryan barked from behind a velvet-covered card table as he read from what looked like a hymnal. “The omen revealed first to the mighty Emperor of Rome before battle is now revealed to only the Worthy.” Ryan was all decked out in a black devil-worshiper-looking robe and hood. There was a large gold cross on his chest.

“Neophytes!” he sang like some psycho TV minister. “The men of Gamma Chi ask if you are worthy. Are you worthy?”

At least a hundred hooded Gamma Chis swarmed and hollered, “Worthyworthyworthyworthyworthy!”

“Before we proceed”—Ryan hesitated as he turned the page—“I, the worthy Chalice Keeper, charge you, the pledges of Gamma Chi, to take a solemn blood oath before our Father, the Lord Almighty, and the Holy Brotherhood of Gamma Chi, that from this moment forward you will never speak or transcribe the sacred rites that you are about to witness.”

The flaming cross was beginning to die down and the smoke made me sneeze, which caused Ryan to lose his place. He glared at me, and then fumbled to the next paragraph. “Please respond nay if you are willing to betray the sacred, or if you are worthy, repeat after me: This blood that I spill is my own.”

Everyone repeated all sing-songy and I felt a sharp sting at the base of my neck and the drag of skin opening up. The actives stood behind each one of us cutting a small cross into the backs of our skulls with a buck knife. The blood ran down my neck and soaked crimson into the white Lacoste shirt that Ashley, my ex-girlfriend, had given me for my eighteenth birthday.

“And with this blood”—Ryan stumbled over the doctrine while we followed in a choppy unison—“I am washed free of my sins and will sin no more. I will seek to be Worthy, and I pledge before God never to betray the favor of the Worthy, and if I do break this covenant, may I walk in the Valley of the Shadow of Death with no one to call me brother.”

Ryan rapped the gavel on a block of wood and the active chapter snapped its fingers in approval. That snapping now disintegrates into the steady claps of applause that are now filling my newly dedicated library.

Ryan takes a seat near the podium with his halo on so tight that I wish it were a noose. He smiles at my parents as one of the new pledges presents them with this cheesy wood and brass plaque with my picture laminated on it. Mamma runs her hand over my picture; she cries for this boy with crazy black hair and a smart mouth.

Anyway, everyone stands and consoles one another over their grievous loss. And then they all form a line at Miss Etta’s buffet. But not Ryan; he makes a beeline for the door. I follow him outside to the porch of this white-columned prison where Maggie’s standing by herself, staring up at the swaying oak trees.

“What are you doing out here?” Ryan forces a smile.

“Nothing, just getting some fresh air.” Maggie folds her arms and rubs her bruised triceps. Ryan lights a cigarette and exhales the smoke through his nose. Maggie coughs as he puts his arm around her waist.

“It’s sad, isn’t it?” Maggie cuddles up to him.

“Yeah.” Ryan rests his smoke in the corner of his mouth. “Did you see his mom in there?”

“I know. Total basket case. I felt so sorry for her.” Maggie tucks a piece of her hair behind her ear and looks back up at the trees.

“What would you do if that happened to me?” Ryan whispers.

“Don’t talk like that.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want to think about it.”

He hugs her. “You’d date someone else, wouldn’t you?”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“But if it did…” He tokes on his cigarette.

“You killed me,” I spit in his ear.

“What?” He looks around. “Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Maggie steps out of his arms and faces him.

“I don’t know.” He moves her out of the way and peers at the trees to see if someone’s hiding behind one. “Never mind. I thought I heard someone.”

He clenches his sweaty palms into fists.

“Are you worthy, Ryan?”

“Shut up!” he yells out at nothing.

Maggie hides behind a column. “Ryan, are you okay?”

He throws down his cigarette and loosens his tie.

“I need a drink.”

“Worthy, worthy, worthy, Ryan.”








Two



Use a toothpick, baby.” Miss Etta slaps a rushee’s hand as he tries to snag a piece of cheese off her buffet table. “Your mamma raised you better than that, I know.”

The freshman immediately grabs a frilly toothpick, holds it up for Miss Etta’s approval, and then begins jabbing at the buffet.

It’s been almost three months since the dedication of my library, eight months since my death, and Gamma Chi hasn’t really missed a beat. It’s now mid-August and time for a new set of victims. It’s Rush. It’s also hotter than two rats screwing in a wool sock. Baton Rouge is just one big sweat stain this time of the year. But it’s kind of pretty in a primordial sort of way with its mossy oaks and palmettos.

The LSU campus is particularly nice to look at. It’s all tropical plants and arched stucco walkways, surrounded by these enormous fraternity and sorority houses. They’re southern mansions, really—white columns, Confederate flags, a broken window or two, and the occasional BMW. Gamma Chi’s house is the biggest on the row. It’s this three-story red brick job with white columns bigger than Dallas, and with oak trees even bigger. Most of the rushees are making their way up to the house now. They’re all wide-eyed and intimidated. I remember how it felt. You feel very small standing in front of that big old house. Meanwhile, all these actives, in their Sunday best, look like grown men, while you, who are fresh out of high school, feel like you just hit puberty. You want to be cool like them. You want to be a man.

As I look out from my library at the rushees standing in the yard waiting for their next Rush party to begin, there’s one rushee who catches my attention. His name is Tucker Graham, and he’s a big guy, about six-ten, three hundred and something, with bright red hair. I can tell by the look in his eyes that he wants this. He wants all the keg parties, all the sorority girls dropping their panties for a Gamma Chi jersey. Even though most of these rushees have this same look, there’s something different about Tucker. When all the other freshmen are huddled together, Tucker stands alone. And the weird thing is that he seems comfortable doing this.

“Dude, go away. Go pledge Sigma Chi or KA or Deke!” I yell at him.

Tucker stops in his tracks, looks around, and wipes the sweat from his forehead. I think he hears me. He pulls out his Rush map from his back pocket and opens it.

“Listen to me. Go away!”

“Gamma Chi. First party,” he reads while moving his lips. He looks up, smiles, and continues up to the house. Like I said, it’s easy to ignore the dead.

Tucker isn’t what you’d call a “face-man.” He’s not one of these hotshots who would steal your girl or screw your little sister, but he’ll be a top rushee anyway. He’s a good old boy, the ultimate drinking buddy. And aside from his size, he’s the standard of mediocrity next to which all big men on campus can shine. He also looks like he can fight like a pit bull, and I bet you he can hold his liquor pretty good.

“Hey, big guy,” Ryan Hutchins greets Tucker at the front steps of the Gamma Chi house. You can’t help but notice Ryan’s teeth; they’re unnaturally white and straight. I think his daddy must be an orthodontist. He’s vainer than a girl too, works out all the time; he even sits in a tanning bed. Ryan’s main goal in life is to be one of those models in a Ralph Lauren Polo ad—all athletic, Anglo, and rich.

“Hi.” Tucker lumbers over to Ryan and shakes his hand. You can tell Tucker is thinking real hard about how to shake hands. A bad handshake is the kiss of death during Rush.

“I’m Tucker Graham.”

“Ryan Hutchins, President.” Ryan flashes a fluorescent smile. “We’ve heard a lot of good things about you, Tucker. You’re from Vidalia, right?”

“Yeah. Vidalia.”

“Come on inside and let’s get you a name tag and get you around.”

They enter the foyer of the house. Everything is sparkling clean; the woodwork is sugar white and ornately detailed like the icing on a wedding cake, and big houseplants, stolen from the parking lot of the Wal-Mart, are everywhere. The grand stairway—the one that I allegedly fell down drunk—is all carpeted with brand-new blue carpet. There’s still the faint smell of stale keg beer and dirty old socks, though.

“Man, nice house.”

“Yeah, we’re pretty proud of it.” Ryan’s voice bounces around the high ceilings as he looks around. “Part of it burned down in 1979, so our alumni saw that as a chance to rebuild it a little bigger, a little better.”

“I bet y’all have thrown down in this place.” Images of wet T-shirt contests and floating kegs dance in Tucker’s head.

“Hey, we weren’t named the most partying fraternity by Playboy for nothing.” Ryan scribbles Tucker’s name on one of those Hello-my-name-is stickers and slaps it on Tucker’s chest.

“Whoa, are you serious?” Tucker’s mouth drops to the floor.

“You know somebody has to be the best. That’s my motto.”

They both laugh—Tucker out of obligation, and Ryan because he actually thinks he made a funny. Ryan leads Tucker into the chapter room to meet his inner circle.

The rest of the week is one continuous handshake for Tucker. He meets and greets all the top dogs of Gamma Chi, and come bid night, he’s going suicide Gamma Chi.

 

Bid night, the night of ten thousand drunken lays, the night you become a man, or at least a pledge, which is one step closer to being a man than you were a week ago. And Tucker is ready. He stands in a massive line at the Student Union to pick up his bid, shifting from one leg to the other like he has to piss or something.

Some ticky little guy standing in front of Tucker turns around and introduces himself with a blistering enthusiasm, “Hey dude, I’m Randall. And I am pledging Deke!”

“Cool.” Tucker smiles.

“So what are you pledging?”

“Gamma Chi.” Tucker smiles even bigger.

“They’re the best! Congratulations, man!” Randall puts his hand up for a high five.

Tucker slaps Randall’s hand and they bump fists. And while this one moment between relative strangers would seem like nothing, it’s not. It’s a major turning point in the fate of Tucker Graham. See, poor Randall’s envy has just confirmed Tucker’s biggest dream—the dream that there’s a house full of honest-to-God brothers waiting for him with a pledge jersey and a keg truck. Randall’s admiration will be the evidence that Tucker will hold on to when things go bad later on in the semester. This one stupid compliment will be compounded with hundreds of others from parents and girls and even some teachers. These kind words will keep Tucker Graham believing—believing in a future full of beer and easy shags. However, the cold, stark reality is that Gamma Chi pledgeship means getting the shit kicked out of you on a daily basis. This crooked math is what will keep Tucker and all his pledge brothers from quitting. It’s a simple equation, actually: you pay money to Gamma Chi so they will beat you senseless. Oh, yeah, and you get to wait on them hand and foot.

But when you’re eighteen and alive and never going to die, you don’t know enough calculus to figure this out. So you pledge and you believe what you need to believe and everything usually adds up somehow when you get initiated.

Tucker finally gets up to the front of the line. The Greek Council guy flips through this computer list, highlights Tucker’s name, and hands him a bid.

It ever so proudly reads:


The men of Gamma Chi cordially extend

Rushee Tucker J. Graham a bid for pledgeship.



“Yes!” Tucker throws his fist in the air. He runs out of the Union, down fraternity row with all the other newly minted pledges.

Through the parade grounds and under the big oaks, past the Deke house, past the Kappa Sig house, past KA, past Theta Xi, and past Sigma Chi, Tucker Graham runs until his sides feel like they will bust. But he keeps on running to that big red brick house at the end of the row.

Tucker finds the front lawn of the Gamma Chi house transformed with floodlights, mud pits, hay bales, and keg trucks. He dives right in. Some active, a blond soccer player with cornrows, greets him with a high five. Tucker slaps his hand off. He then spots his new best friend, Ryan Hutchins, and lunges at him. He wrestles Ryan to the ground. And then stands up all muddy, shaking his stupid fist and shouting, “Woohoo! Gamma Chi!”

Then bam!

Tucker’s face is in the mud and Ryan is on top.

Ryan tries to rip the shirt off Tucker, but Tucker throws him, and the two wrestle standing up. A couple of actives jump in when they see that Tucker is getting the best of their leader. It takes five actives to take Tucker down. Three of them to hold him and the other two to tear his shirt off. Tucker snakes around, causing the drunken brethren to slip and fall in the muck. He stands up huffing and puffing, covered in Indian burns and mud.

Ryan puts his arm around Tucker’s neck and hands him a blue and gold jersey.

“You’re going to be fucking Gamma Chi, man!”

Tucker wipes the blood dripping from his eyebrow with the shirt and puts it over his head. Ryan grabs Tucker by the neck of his shirt and forces him under the tap of the keg truck. Ryan opens the tap and Tucker Graham drinks from it like a newborn calf sucking on a teat.

“Come on, champion, drink up.”

The beer floods out of his mouth and he tries to get out from under the tap, but Ryan jerks his head back into place.

“You ain’t full yet, champion.”

Tucker’s face swells red and the beer rushes out his nose. He pulls back gasping for air. Ryan pushes him back under the tap, but Tucker with all his heavy-weightiness throws Ryan to the ground. Cold beer and puke spew from Tucker Graham like a fire hose.

Ryan laughs as if this is the funniest damn thing he has ever seen. Tucker stands up, holding on to the beer truck and then he pukes some more. Ryan lights a cigarette and takes a drag. “Are you done yet?”

Tucker nods his head yes and coughs.

“Naw, I don’t think you’re done yet.” Ryan grabs him by the collar and pulls him back to the truck.

Tucker pulls away. “No, man! No more!”

“Come on, don’t be such a pussy! Just one more time. Come on.” Ryan smiles.

“I can’t do it again, bruh.” He shakes his head; his eyes are already glazed.

“Look Tucker, it’s my job tonight to get you wasted and then to get you laid. So I’d be seriously letting you down if I didn’t put you back under that truck.” Ryan puts his arm back around Tucker. “And I don’t want to let my new little brother down.”

“Just one more time?” He wipes the slobber from his chin.

“Just one more time”—Ryan tokes on his cigarette—“and then I’ll set you up with”—Ryan exhales—“one of the sweetest lays you have ever had, just right up those stairs.”

He ashes on Tucker’s arm.

“Ouch!”

“Sorry about that, bud,” Ryan chuckles.

It takes just a few more backslaps from Ryan and Tucker finds himself back under that keg. Except this time he’s got quite an audience: all his new pledge brothers, all these cute sorority girls, as well as the entire active chapter. All eyes are on Tucker Graham as the crowd chants, “Drink-a-beer! Drink-a-beer! Drink-a-beer! Drink-a-beer! If you can’t drink a beer like a Gamma Chi can, then what the hell are you doing with a beer in your hand!”

I must admit Tucker impresses us all. He sits under that tap and Milwaukee’s Best flows straight from that keg into his stomach. Not one drop is spilt in vain. Everyone is in awe of this superhuman display of mind over gag reflex. After a minute or so, Tucker stands up and tips the lever. A tiny drop lingers and then falls from the tap. The crowd cheers with amazement. The keg is empty.

Ryan throws down his smoke, picks up Tucker’s arm, and raises it over his head.

“Gamma Chi!” Ryan roars.

The drunken mob chimes in. Tucker is smiling like he just swallowed a canary, not half a keg. And as sad as this may sound, I do believe this may be Tucker Graham’s proudest moment.

Now, Ryan keeps his promise and Tucker ends his bid night on the third floor of the Gamma Chi house with this French Quarter hooker named Cherie-Elise—the same hooker I got with my bid night. I didn’t do her, though. I was too scared. So I acted like I passed out. That way, she still got paid. And just for the record, that’s about as close to a good deed as I probably ever came when I was alive, but I figure it’s got to have counted for something.

Cherie-Elise has got these watermelon-size tits, and she sort of looks like an older, rougher-tougher version of Cindy Crawford, except with bigger hair; she’s even got that little mole thing going on. They only pay her two hundred bucks a lay—which for someone like Cherie-Elise, with her freak show titties and all, I don’t see why she doesn’t charge more. But she and her friends Kanday, Cherry-Pop, and Coco service the entire Gamma Chi house every bid night. It’s like a tradition or something, and if you want to get down to the real nitty gritty, it’s also why Gamma Chi charges a four-hundred-dollar pledging fee. I guess you could call it a college experiment in pimp daddy economics.

“So, you next?” Cherie-Elise sits in the middle of this ratty old single bed with nothing on but a stolen Xi Omega jersey—cut off just at her tits—bright yellow thong panties, and red high heels.

“Yeah.” Tucker holds on to the doorframe as his eyes and head are pulled by the sheer gravitational force of Cherie’s gigantic knockers.

“Okay, shuga, come on in and shut da’doh.”

“Huh?” His eyes roll back in his head. He catches himself on the doorframe and starts unbuttoning his pants. He staggers over to the bed, but the pants around his ankles are in complete confederacy against him; he falls flat on his face.

“Shuga, you okay?”

“Goddamn pants!” Tucker wrestles against his slacks, but for whatever drunken reason, he can’t get them off. So he pulls them back up and stands.

“Come on, shuga, I ain’t got ah fuckin’ night.”

But now, not only are his pants working against him, so is the earth itself as it spins faster on its axis. He falls on top of Cherie-Elise and passes out.

“Aw, shit!” Cherie-Elise struggles to push his heavy ass off of her. Tucker’s body lands in a thud on the floor. And you know what? I don’t think the bastard’s breathing. Piss puddles up all around him, and having died myself, I do believe he’s given up the ghost, kicked the bucket, and bought the farm. But I don’t see his spirit anywhere around here.

So I reach down to check his pulse, and damned if I don’t fall in. Everything is black as pitch in here and all I can hear is what sounds like a swarm of bees. I’d try to get out, but there’s no direction to move in.

I’m stuck inside this meat cage!

All of a sudden there is light. But it’s not Jesus or nothing; it’s just the light hanging from the ceiling. I focus on these long legs that stretch all the way up to this head full of wild hair, fat red lips, a big black mole, and bright green gum.

“Sorry, I got ta go.” Cherie-Elise smacks her gum as she slings on her street clothes. “Little Miss Rumpshaka’s got betta tangs ta do with h’self dan to clean up yo’ sick-shit.”

“Please! Get me to a hos-urggff!!” Vomit wells up and forces itself out of my nose and mouth.

“Here’s da’ phone, babe. Call dim y’self.” She drops the receiver on my head and I see the glimmer of her ankle bracelet disappear behind a slamming door.

I try to force these fingers to punch out 9-1-1, but Tucker’s body falls back into a coma before I can jump-start his flooded brain. As consciousness is extinguished, I float back up to the ceiling and stay the hell away from Tucker’s body.








Three



The Sunday sun comes up all pink and mean, hollering at everybody in the frat house. The morning rays stick in Tucker Graham’s eyes like needles from a heart-crossed lie. That son of a bitch is lucky he’s not dead, but right now he wishes he were. He’s covered in puke and piss, and now he’s alive and awake and hating it. We’re talking major alcohol poisoning, an alcohol-induced coma, and lucky for him—“Urgffhhh!”—or maybe not so lucky, he’s woken up, boggling all over the place.

I tell you, I would be pissed off if I hadn’t gotten out of his body when I did. I hate hangovers. I’d rather be dead.

Besides, this possession thing ain’t for me. I guess the best way to describe it is it’s like sitting on a public toilet seat or something. It’s not like your toilet at home where you’d like to be, but somebody else’s. And using it makes you feel sort of dirty, like some kind of herpes or crab might jump on you if you stay too long. It’s just not a good feeling. Besides, I haven’t met God yet, but I don’t think he’d look too kindly on me being a body snatcher. If He sends people to hell for something, I’d think that would be a pretty good reason. And now that I’m dead, I’ve got to start considering that sort of thing.

I’ve nursed enough hangovers in my day and watching Tucker boggle one more time isn’t going to help him or me, so I leave. I go to Ryan’s room.

In the red glow of Ryan’s clock radio, Maggie very quietly tiptoes around his room naked, looking for her clothes. Being a sorority girl and all, she’s not supposed to sleep over in the house. So she sneaks out the back before any of her sorority sisters, who also spent the night, can catch her and turn her in to her sorority’s standards committee.

She sprints to her car, a black VW Beetle with plates that read MAGPIE. She gets into her black gumball of a car and looks in the rearview mirror. She wipes the sleep and makeup away from her eyes. She starts the car; Dave Matthews’s “Crash Into Me” blares over her speakers, and she starts to cry. She’s tired of that damn old song, tired of being the sweetheart of Gamma Chi, tired of the rules, and tired of the bruises that nobody sees.

She shuts the radio off and drives around the Campus Lake sobbing. Looking up at the big houses that line it, she wishes she could fast forward her life to where she was away from Ryan, and married to a rich husband, living happily ever after up in one of those big homes. Then as she turns the corner around the lake, she looks out over it and wonders what it would be like to just keep that wheel turning right into the smoky water. But she’s much stronger than that, and like a good girl, she follows the road to Chimes Street, just outside the main campus gates, and drives to Louie’s Twenty-Four-Hour Cafe for some breakfast.

Maggie pulls up to Louie’s. She wipes her face with a Kleenex and lets out a sigh of relief; the place is empty. She hasn’t eaten anything but an apple in two days, and for some reason, she has a mighty appetite this early morning. So she puts on her happy face and goes inside.

“Hi, come on in.” A purple-headed, dog-collared waitress opens the door for Maggie.

Maggie’s eyes dart all over the diner, and she tries very hard to smile approvingly at all the waitstaff’s tattoos and piercings. The purple-headed waitress brings Maggie a menu and a glass of ice water.

“How about some coffee, ma’am?” Purplehead asks with a surprising niceness. Purplehead is actually quite a friendly girl, and she smells sweet and earthy. I think it’s that stuff most of the freakers on Chimes Street wear, patchouli.

“I would love a cup of coffee.” Maggie opens the menu and smiles. “And I already know what I want…if that’s okay?”

“Sure, shoot.” Purplehead pulls a pencil from behind her steel-studded ear.

“I want a three-egg ‘Mitchell’ omelet, with a side of hash browns and a strawberry-banana smoothie, and a small stack of banana pecan pancakes, and can I have some whip cream on that? And some bacon too.” Maggie folds her menu and hands it to Purplehead.

“Okay, I’ll have that right out.”

“Thank you.” Maggie smiles, and then takes a sip of water. She looks around and catches eyes with a mohawked busboy. He sticks his pierced tongue out at her and then shoots her a peace sign and a grin. She just waves like a sorority girl and politely looks away.

You know, even though these people are a bunch of Chimes Street freaks, Maggie feels at home here. I guess she has more in common with them than you would think. I mean, Maggie’s got just as many bruises and mutilations as they do. She just wears hers where nobody can see them. In fact, she’s a little envious of their freedom to be so public about their pain.

Maggie’s food arrives and, rightly so, all her attention is now focused on her omelet, hash browns, pancakes, and bacon. If there’s one thing I miss about my life, it would have to be Louie’s hash browns. If there is a heaven, I would imagine that’s what it would smell like—all warm potatoes, red pepper, garlic, and butter. But at least I can say that I didn’t die before I got my fill of “Mitchell” omelets. They’re so damn good. They’re this huge glob of melted cheddar cheese, running over mountains of hash browns, mushrooms, and Cajun sausage. This is all rolled up into this monster egg burrito thing. You wash it down with their strawberry-banana smoothie.

God, I wish I was alive right now.

Anyway, halfway into her meal, Maggie’s cell phone starts screaming from her purse. She looks at her watch. It’s six-thirty in the morning. It’s got to be Ryan. She hurriedly swallows her hash browns and fumbles through her purse for her phone.

“Hello?” Maggie sings.

“Hey Magpie, where are you?”

“Louie’s,” Maggie half apologizes and half smiles.

“Louie’s? What are you doing at Louie’s?”

“Eating breakfast. I’m starving, sweetie.”

“Really…Who with?”

“I’m by myself, Ryan.”

“Oh…”

“Ryan, I’m all alone.” Maggie tucks her blond hair behind her left ear. “I was on my way home and all of a sudden got really hungry. I’ll bring you some if you want.”

“Naw, no Louie’s for me, too many carbs.”

“I just got a fruit plate and some egg whites.” She tucks her hair behind her other ear. “Why are you acting like this?”

“I’m not acting any way. Just call me when you get home.”

“Okay.” Maggie looks down at her watch.

“Hey.”

“What?” Maggie bites her bottom lip.

“I love you.”

“I love you too. Bye.”

Maggie folds up her phone and rubs her cheek.

Purplehead comes by and fills up Maggie’s coffee mug.

“Can I get you anything else, ma’am?”

“Sure, I’ll have another stack of pancakes.” Maggie makes a tight-lipped smile and tears well up in those pretty green eyes.

 

Now Maggie has really pissed Ryan off. Imagine the nerve of that uppity bitch getting breakfast without asking his permission. Ryan gets out of bed and, despite his hangover, starts his daily two hundred sit-ups.

“One,” Ryan growls.

His overly worked-out body folds up and down.

“Two.”

His mind is flooded with black and blue images of knocking Maggie around and teaching her that lesson that she is just too dumb to learn.

“Three.”

That reminds him of another dumbass: me. And how I refused to learn my lesson.

“Four.”

And how good it felt to knock the ever-living shit out of me when I pissed him off.

“Five!” He grunts and starts folding even faster.

Ryan gets a real rush remembering that night, the night just before my initiation.

“Six!”

He had stood above me in this very room, counting out my push-ups.

“Seven!”

I was struggling because I had been force-fed a half-pint of Everclear and my arms felt like spaghetti.

“Eight!”

My racing heart pumped poisoned blood.

“Nine!”

But like a good pledge, I fought my way back up and shook back down.

“Ten!”

Finally, I collapsed on myself and just lay there.

“Get the fuck up!” Ryan raged. He kicked me hard in the ribs. To say the least, that woke my ass back up and I pushed myself back off the ground.

“Eleven!”

I lowered back down, my arms trembling, my head reeling. I fell to the floor and just cried like a little girl. Where was everybody? Why had they left me with Ryan? I was just one night from my initiation, one night away from being an active Gamma Chi, and just one more night away from never being hazed again.

Ryan leaned down in my face.

“You got a long way to go before tomorrow night, boy! Before I call your sorry ass brother.”

I just lay there trying hard to suck it up. I didn’t want him to see me cry, but I was hurting bad, hurting real bad.

“Get up!” Ryan grabbed me up off the ground. I was crying so hard I was shaking.

You know, the weirdest thing is what was going through my mind at that moment. All I could think about was Sunday school. Yeah, Sunday school when I was a kid, and how my favorite Bible story had always been David and Goliath. And how I played with these Popsicle-stick puppets over and over with David always killing Goliath. But if God favored the Davids of the world, then why the hell was I getting this incredible ass whupping from this frat boy-cum-Goliath? That’s when the peace came over me. My crying stopped and so did my pain.

It was like God was telling me to kick his Philistine ass.

So I turned around with all I had and throat-punched Ryan. He gasped for a little bit and then looked up at me in a way that almost seemed sad, like I was the one who was abusing him. I don’t know how to describe it, really. But it just wasn’t the kind of look a normal person gives when you’re in a fight. So I ran out of his room, down the third-floor hallway, and for the stairs. I made it all the way down to the top of the main stairway before he caught me.

I turned around and clocked him in the jaw.

And that’s when Ryan’s psychotic blue eyes ignited.

Boom!

I was thrown down that grand old stairway. I tumbled hard and fast—first breaking my collarbone and then about halfway down my neck snapped clean in two. Pain—unrighteous, unholy, electric pain—shot clear through from my toes out of my skull. I just lay there at the bottom of the stairs. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. It only took a couple of minutes.

And I was dead.

Now dying isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. For me at least, I didn’t meet any angels or loved ones from the great beyond. There was no white light shining bright or any of that crap. Just a jolt, a shift really, out of the real world and into nothing. Next to my pledgeship, being dead is about the most disappointing thing to ever happen to me. Without a body, a spirit is pretty useless. To most people, you’re just a bunch of whispers and creepy feelings in the air. And speaking of whispers, I hear someone calling my name right now, wheezing like some kind of asthma attack.

“Con-rad (wheeze), Con-rad (wheeze), Con-rad!”
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