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ABOUT THE BOOK

Cleveland, Ohio, 2003. A young man is just a college freshman when he meets Emily. They share a passion for Edward Albee and ecstasy and fall hard and fast in love. But soon Emily has to move home to Elba, New York, and he flunks out of school and joins the army. Desperate to keep their relationship alive, they marry before he ships out to Iraq. But as an army medic, he is unprepared for the grisly reality that awaits him. His fellow soldiers smoke; they huff computer duster; they take painkillers; they watch porn. And many of them die. He and Emily try to make their long-distance marriage work, but when he returns from Iraq, his PTSD is profound, and the drugs on the street have changed. The opioid crisis is beginning to swallow up the Midwest. Soon he is hooked on heroin, and so is Emily. They attempt a normal life, but with their money drying up, he turns to the one thing he thinks he could be really good at – robbing banks.

Hammered out on a prison typewriter, Cherry marks the arrival of a raw, bleakly hilarious, and surprisingly poignant voice straight from the dark heart of America.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Nico Walker is originally from Cleveland. He served as a medic on more than 250 missions in Iraq. Currently he has two more years to serve of an eleven-year sentence for bank robbery. Cherry is his debut novel.




[image: Title page for Cherry]




Such use these times have got, that none must beg, but those that have young limbs to lavish fast.

—THOMAS NASHE, SUMMER’S LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT

And it feels like the whole wide world is raining down on you.

—TOBY KEITH, “COURTESY OF THE RED, WHITE AND BLUE”




PROLOGUE

EMILY’S GONE TO take a shower. The room’s half-dark and I’m getting dressed, looking for a shirt with no blood on it, not having any luck. The pants are fucked too—cigarette burns in the crotches. All heroin chic, like I were famous already.

I go downstairs. Livinia pissed in the living room. There’s a lake of piss. I say, “Livinia, goddamn,” yet low enough that she won’t hear me. She’s a good dog; just we’ve been some fucks about house-training her.

I get the paper towels and a bottle of spray. There’s a pack of Pall Malls on the kitchen counter. I shake one loose and light it on the stove. I check the rigs in the cupboard. The rigs in the cupboard are all blood-used and crooked, like instruments of torture. And there are two lengths of nylon in the cupboard, and a box of Q-tips and a digital scale, two spoons with old cottons in them. The needles on the rigs are dull, but they’ll have to do. Emily has to be at school by ten, and it’ll be a close-run thing. There won’t be time to buy new rigs till afterward. It’s twenty to nine but I think we’ll make it. Black should be on time today, and he’ll have something for us, so I’m not worried. I soak the piss up with the paper towels. I wipe the spot down with disinfectant, throw the used paper towels away.

Black pulls up in the driveway, and I let him in the side door. He hands me a .45 caliber pistol wrapped in a blue rag; and I say, “Let me hold another gram.”

He says okay. “This’ll make it seven twenty,” he says.

“No problem.”

I get the scale for him, and he sets to weighing out a gram. I say, “It was three light yesterday.”

He knows. But he doesn’t say anything. That’s how they do it: they short you, they know they shorted you, and then they act like you’re the one who’s fucked up.

“Remember I called you about it?”

He remembers. But he’s got to make things stupid because he’s a dope boy.

I say, “C’mon. Don’t be fucked up. You said I owe you money for it like it was right. And it isn’t like I’m not gonna have you together real soon.”

He says okay.

I go to the stairs and call up to Emily. “Hey, sweetheart. Black’s here. Come down and do some of this dope with me.”

She says she’ll be down in a second.

I split the heroin up and set out some clean spoons: one for me, one for my best girl. I fill a glass with water and draw some out with a rig. I press the water out hard to break up any blood clots in the needle. I draw some more water out and add the water to the spoon. I hear Emily on the stairs, and I stir the heroin up with the water and go over to the stove. Emily says hi to Black. Black says hi. I say to Emily, “That’s you over there on the counter.”

She says, “Thank you, baby.”

I turn the burner on low and cook the shot on the flame till the shot starts to hiss a little; then I take it off. Emily’s rolled up a bit of cotton for me. She knows I’m in a hurry. Her hair is still wet. I take the cotton and drop it into the spoon. The cotton turns dark and swells. I draw the shot through the cotton and flick the air out of the rig. What’s left in the rig looks pretty dark.

She says, “Are you doing all yours right now?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Are you sure that’s wise, baby?”

“It’ll be alright. If I can’t get more real soon then I don’t see as it’ll matter.”

It hurts a little extra when the needle’s dull like this. It can make it hard to hit a vein. But I hit a vein no problem, and this is a good omen. It’s going to be a lucky day.

I shoot it.

The taste comes on first; then the rush starts. And it’s all about right, the warmth bleeding down through me. Till the taste comes on stronger than usual, so strong it’s sickening. And I figure it out: how I was always dead, my ears ringing.

I’M ON THE kitchen floor and my balls are cold.

Emily’s over me: “Come on.”

I lift my head. I look at Emily. I look at Black. Black is backed against the counter. I want to laugh in his face, but I can’t.

Emily’s hands are cold. “Talk to me!”

My pants are undone and there are ice cubes in my underwear.

“Did you put ice cubes in my underwear?”

“I thought you were going to die,” she says.

“The day’s still young.”

And I see she’s about to cry. I say, “I’m sorry. I was only kidding. It was good of you to do that. There’s no reason for you to be embarrassed. You did a good job.”

“You fucking piece of shit!”

“Goddamn, lady. What do you want from me?”

I get up off the floor and I go to the sink and start digging the ice cubes out of my underwear. My cock can be seen; it’s cold, not making a good show of it.

“If I’d have known this was gonna happen I’d have cut my pubic hair.”

Black exits the kitchen.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Do yours, babe. We’re gonna have to get you to school and it’s almost nine.”

I pick the ice trays up from off the floor. There are three different kinds of ice trays: green, blue, and white. I fill them all up in the sink and put them back in the freezer.

I FEEL BAD about the dog sometimes. We had said, We’ll get a dog and we won’t be dope fiends anymore. So we got the dog. But we stayed dope fiends. And now we’re dope fiends with a dog.

BLACK IS IN the living room. I draw a picture for him: “This is Lancashire, this is Hampshire, this is Coventry. I’ll park here, up past the stop sign, up past where it’s one-way. You pick me up and take me over to Lancashire. Stop a couple buildings back from the corner and let me out. Then drive to the parking lot behind this storefront. Wait for me there. I’ll be in and out real quick and I’ll come around through here. Then all you’ll have to do is drive me up to where I parked and let me out and that’ll be that. We’ll meet back here, split the money up, yada yada yada. Sounds good?”

“Yeah. Sounds good.”

“So you’re up for it then?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright. Just give me a second and we’ll go. Emily has to teach a class at ten.”

She’s in the kitchen, feeling better now.

I say, “I’m heading out. I’ll be back in a minute.”

She says, “Be careful.”

I say I’ll be careful.

WE LIVE ON a street of red and white houses, where we don’t belong, Emily and I. But we’re happy enough, though we’re often sad because we feel like we’re losing everything.

Sometimes she gets to carrying on real loud and screaming at me about shit like I can help it; and I have to say to her, “What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you fucking crazy? Why are you making all this noise like you’re being murdered? Are you being murdered? Am I murdering you? The neighbors will think I’m murdering you. And they’ll call the fucking police. And the police’ll come over here, and they’ll see me, and they’ll say, ‘This guy looks like the one’s been doing all these fucking robberies.’ And then I’ll go to fucking prison, and you’ll feel terrible.”

And sometimes she says she’s sorry. Or sometimes she doesn’t say anything. Or sometimes she punches me in the neck. And I’ll say, “Ah, shit! Baby, why’d you punch me in the neck?”

And she’ll run upstairs and lock herself in the bathroom and not come out for hours while I’m downstairs crying my eyes out over her. I love her so much it feels like dying every time she does that. She’s a beauty and I tell her so all the time. I think she’d do anything for me.

I GET IN the car and back out into the street. I’m behind Black at the light. I don’t especially like Black because he’s always on some bullshit. Still he’s alright as far as dope boys go. All his brothers are in jail.

The arrow’s green and Black makes a left. I follow him and pass him going up Cedar. The morning is overcast, but it’s bright nonetheless—a bright overcast morning! In just-spring! And maybe it will stay this way forever. It would be nice, but it’s a childish thing to wish for.

I go past South Taylor, past the pharmacy, past the abandoned KFC, past the Wendy’s, past the high school, past the movies, past Lee Road, another pharmacy, more houses, and I’m twenty-five years old and I don’t understand what it is that people do. It’s as if all this were built on nothing, and nothing were holding this together. And then I hear people talk, and that just makes things worse.

I didn’t make the light at Meadowbrook. I turn right at Coventry and follow it down to Hampshire and turn left. Here the street signs are painted to look like they’ve been tie-dyed. I used to live here before they did that. Then I couldn’t anymore. It was like finding out you’d had some shit on your face the whole time you’d been talking.

I go up Hampshire where it’s one-way and the brick apartment buildings on either side. Some of the apartments have balconies. And the trees are nice. I don’t understand them either but I like them. I think I’d like them all. It’d have to be a pretty fucked-up tree in order for me not to like it.

The lane is two-ways with houses on either side after the stop. Some of the houses are duplexes, some are single-family homes, and they all look nice, and there are more trees, and bigger ones. I turn around in the street and park at the curb. Black pulls up and I get into his car. He cuts over and turns left onto Lancashire. He drives down and stops a little ways back from the corner. There is nothing more left to do now.

SOMEWHERE ALONG THE way I got into this, and it’s become a habit with me. One thing leads to another, leads to another. Things get better, they get worse. Then one day you’re all the way thrown out, before you ever knew it was that serious. And you might be crazy, and you might have a gun, but even then it’s usually no big deal.

I have the door open and the car chimes. “I’ll be quick, so you might as well start now. You know where you’re going, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Just make the first left three times and you can’t go wrong.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you sure you want to do this? Because you don’t look like you do. It isn’t too late to change your mind.”

“I’m good.”

“Okay. I’ll meet you in the parking lot in about two minutes, give or take. Please be there.”

He says, “I got this.”

“Too easy, right?”

“Too easy.”

I’M ON THE sidewalk. I’m an Indians hat and a red scarf. I’m a blue hoodie and a white button-down shirt, some jeans, white Adidas, nothing out of the ordinary. The gun is in my waist. I pull the scarf up before I go by the ATMs, and the scarf covers the lower half of my face. It’s a little late for it to do any good; I’ve been at this awhile now, and it’s no secret what my face looks like. And here’s a guy walking out and I’m at the door going in and I’m not worried. I’m through the door, and I have the gun out so everybody can see: “NO ALARMS. I’M A WANTED MAN. THEY’LL KILL ME.”

I’m only kidding around. And I think everybody knows as much. But this is nevertheless a holdup, and I’ll need some money before I’ll leave.

I walk to the counter, with the gun down now so it’s pointed at the floor. There’s no sense in making a big deal out of this. One thing about holding up banks is you’re mostly robbing women, so you don’t ever want to be rude. About 80% of the time, so long as you’re not rude, the women don’t mind when you hold up the bank; probably it breaks up the monotony for them. Of course there are exceptions; about 20% have a bad outlook. Like there was one lady, looked like Janet Reno, wouldn’t come off a cent more than $1800; she’d have seen everybody dead before she’d have come off another cent. She actually thought the bank was right. But this was a fanatic. Usually the tellers are pretty cool: you give them a note or tell them you’re there to do a robbery, and they go in the cash drawers and lay the money on the counter, and you take it and you leave and that’s all there is to it. Really it’s very civilized. It’s like a quiet joke you’ve shared with them. I say joke because in my case I don’t imagine there was ever one to believe I’d do anything serious if push came to shove, though I do make it a point to try and at least look a little deranged because I don’t want anyone getting in trouble on account of me. I have a lot of sadness in the face to make up for, so I have to make faces like I’m crazy or else people will think I’m a pussy. The risk you run is that sometimes people think you’re a crazy pussy. But I have to do what I can; otherwise her manager might say to her, “Why’d you give that pussy the money? You’re fired!” And she goes home and tells the kids there isn’t going to be any Christmas.

It doesn’t matter. Here is a teller. I say to her, “It’s nothing personal.”

And do you know we recognize each other! There was another robbery, on the West Side, Lakewood, maybe a month ago (the days run together). I robbed the other teller, but she was there too. It was funny how it happened. The other teller laid $1400 on the counter and said it was all she had. I remember the lie in her voice and thinking, This poor woman thinks I’m retarded. But then what did I care? She was pretty and it wasn’t like I wanted everything, I only ever wanted what was enough for now.

So now I’m robbing this teller and we’ve recognized each other and it isn’t a big deal. I don’t think she’s against me. I think maybe we’re the same age. She’s pale as I am. And her hair is dark. Her eyes are blue with flecks of gold in them, and I could be in love with her if things had been different. And then maybe we are somewhere.

I say, “I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay.”

“What’s your name?”

“Vanessa.”

“I’m sorry, Vanessa.”

“What’s your name?”

“You’re funny, Vanessa.”

She empties out the cash drawers quickly, which is good as I’m not trying to hang out—there’s a police station not a quarter mile from here. I take the stacks of money off the counter and shove them into my pockets. It looked alright: it doesn’t matter, it isn’t ever very much. It’s like smash and grab, like hit and run: the important thing is to get away.

The important thing is to run fast.

I slam through the doors going out and round the corner, go past the ATMs. But I don’t run back up the street; I turn and run behind the bank, past the dumpster, past the place where I used to live upstairs, then down the steps in back of the almost vegetarian restaurant, to the chain-link fence. And the parking lot is there, but I don’t see Black. And I’m not at all surprised as this is typical fucking dope boy behavior.

The important thing is don’t run.

My car is a block away and I think I can make it. So this isn’t the end of the world. The parking lot’s three sides where it’s walls and the walls full of windows looking down on me. I take my hat off and put the gun in my hat. The gun’s heavy on account of it’s full of bullets. It’s full of bullets because I can’t imagine it being anything else. It’s really too heavy to go carrying in a hat, but this arrangement will have to work as I have a ways to go and I don’t want the gun trying to depants me in the getaway.

I walk down more steps that go into the parking lot, carrying my hat, with the gun in my hat, with my hat in my left hand. There’s no one else in the parking lot when I cross it. The gun in my hat still isn’t well hidden. I take my scarf off while I’m walking and I ball it up some and place it on top of the gun in my hat and it’s a little better. Still there’s the money sticking out of my pockets; I’ll need to be careful that none falls out. I go left when I get to the sidewalk, and I’m walking up Hampshire. They’ll be coming up Mayfield, and if they catch me I’m fucked.

Sometimes I wonder if youth wasn’t wasted on me. It’s not that I’m dumb to the beauty of things. I take all the beautiful things to heart, and they fuck my heart till I about die from it. So it isn’t that. It’s just that something in me’s always drawn me away, and it’s the singular part of me, and I can’t explain it.

There’s nobody out here except me and one other guy; he’s on the same sidewalk as I am, coming toward me from the other end of the block. We will meet eventually. I see he’s dressed like an old-timer, and that’s good: if he’s old then I doubt he gives a fuck about what I’m up to. The important thing is don’t act like you robbed a bank.

Act like you have places to go and people to see.

Act like you love the police.

Act like you never did drugs.

Act like you love America so much it’s retarded.

But don’t act like you robbed a bank.

And don’t run.

The important thing is don’t run.

The sirens coming up Mayfield now, and the grass is like a teenage girl. And the stoops!—the stoops are fucking wondrous! There’s a fuckload of starlings gone to war over a big wet juicy bag of garbage—look at them go! The big swinging dick starling’s got all the other starlings scared. He’ll be the one who gets the choicest garbage!

This is the beauty of things fucking my heart. I wish I could lie down in the grass and chill for a while, but of course this is impossible, the gun in my hat could be a little obvious, the money sticking out of all my pockets too. And the sirens telling everyone I’m a fucking scumbag. I bet they hope I’ll try something so they can drink my blood and tell their women about it.

I say good morning to the old-timer. He says good morning. And if he suspects me of wrongdoing, he is good enough not to mention it. We go about our business.

I’m three quarters there now.

So maybe I get away.

And here come the sirens.

Here come their fucking gangsters.

The sirens screaming now, now turning.

And I feel peaceful.



PART ONE

WHEN LIFE WAS JUST BEGINNING, I SAW YOU

You don’t know how afraid I was you’d go away and leave me. And now I’ll tell you what happened at the zoo.

—EDWARD ALBEE, THE ZOO STORY




CHAPTER ONE

EMILY USED TO wear a white ribbon around her throat and talk in breaths and murmurs, being nice, as she was, in a way so as you didn’t know if she were a slut or just real down-to-earth. And from the start I was dying to find out, but I thought I had a girlfriend and I was shy.

We were 18. We met at school. She worried about money and I smoked $7 worth of cigarettes every day. She said she liked my sweater, said that’s what she had noticed first, why she had wanted to talk to me. A grey cardigan—wool, three buttons, from the Gap—she called it an old sad bastard sweater. Which was fine.

She liked Modest Mouse and she played Night on the Sun for me. She had me read two plays by Edward Albee. I thought Albee was a kinky fucker. And I wondered about her. Her eyes—green—were bright, merciful, sometimes given to melancholy, not entirely guileless. And I’d listen to her tell me about the abandoned factories and the cemetery where she’d grown up, the places where she’d skinned her knees. And her voice took me over.

This is how you find the one to break your heart.

IN THOSE DAYS I didn’t know anything, I was going through a blotters phase, and Madison Kowalski thought I was a bitch. I did it to myself, but she was still a cunt for it since she was supposed to be my girl. And she gave head to Mark Fuller in the Woodmere Olive Garden parking lot. It fucked me up when I found out, but I forgave her.

“Because I love you,” I said.

“I love you as well,” she said.

Mark Fuller was good at lacrosse, that’s what he was known for. And he had hair highlights. Maybe I should have had hair highlights too, but I didn’t. And there were other girls who wanted to be with Mark Fuller, so he could afford to force Madison Kowalski’s head down on his dick till she choked on it. That’s why she said to me, “I appreciate that you don’t force my head down.”

And it fucked me up when I thought about it, but I thought about it anyway. I often fucked myself up thinking, like how I used to think you were always supposed to be in love with the girl. I’d got a lot of bad advice. It was 2003. All indications were that things were coming to an end.

MADISON HAD GONE out of town for school, gone to New Jersey, to Rutgers. I didn’t know why she had chosen the school she had; I didn’t follow schools. But she was smart or she had got good grades anyway. With me it was different. I stayed on in the suburbs east of Cleveland, Ohio, where I had lived since I was 10. I was attending one of the local universities, the one with the Jesuits and a lot of kids who were fucks, a good school. I shouldn’t have been there. Just my folks had enough money so that it was expected. It wasn’t like we were especially fancy people or I was a legacy or whatever you’re guessing at, more like with them it was one of those vicarious sorts of things that can set a kid up for failure, how they were saying they’d have liked to have gone to college and fucked around reading about Sir Francis Bacon and all that shit so why wasn’t I happy? I didn’t know. All I’d figured was the world was wrong and I was in it. So I went to school because people’d said go to school. Which was a mistake. Still you don’t ever get to choose.

I sold drugs but it wasn’t like I was bad or anything. I wasn’t bothering anybody; I didn’t even eat meat. I had a job at the shoe store. Another mistake I made. No interest whatsoever in shoes. I was marked for failure. But allow that I had tried. I went to work most days, in the afternoons, when I could have been doing better things, such as anything (we are talking $6 an hour). I had a well-cultivated sense of shame, what kept me going; didn’t ever call in sick.

I went to classes in the mornings, sometimes missed classes. It was my shame again; my shame would keep me out of classes sometimes. I didn’t ever miss English though. Emily was in my English class. The class was shit, but I always went because Emily’d be there. And we’d sit next to one another; that’s how we first got to talking.

She was from Elba, New York, which was the same lake as Cleveland, the same kind of town, only a little shittier. She was impressed that I had a job at the shoe store, impressed that I sold drugs. She said she’d been educated by nuns and hadn’t ever gone to school with boys. She made it seem as if she knew nothing of boys to speak of. Turned out this wasn’t so much true, but it’s whatever. She was good and I liked her. I liked her better than I liked Madison Kowalski. But I was still fucked up about Madison. I even showed Emily a picture of her.

“That’s Madison,” I said.

She said, “She’s so pretty.”

Madison was pretty.

THERE ARE COUNTLESS women in the world. At times it’s more than I can bear to think about: that there should be so many and they all start out the way they do, with all the brightness and their own invisible worlds and secret languages and what else they have, and that we ruin everything. And I have been mangled by vicious killers in my time, but I haven’t ever doubted it was only that someone had killed them first. Someone like me.

I don’t want to tell lies, not any more than I have to anyway. The first thing I ever thought of Emily was I’d like to fuck that girl. So I was shit. But it was a matter of fate, or something to that effect, what would bring us together, regardless if I ever deserved her. And if my life got fucked it wasn’t her fault. I should say that now.


CHAPTER TWO

I TOOK THE Greyhound to go see Madison at Rutgers. She was staying in the dorms and her bed was small for two people, so it was uncomfortable. But at least her roommate had gone home for the weekend. Madison didn’t like her roommate. She said she was snotty. I asked why her roommate had gone home. She said the girl’s grandmother had died. I said that was too bad. She said, “Screw her.”

I was to stay two nights. Madison took me to parties. But it was more like I followed her to parties. We went out with all her new girlfriends from the dorm. All the girls were best friends already. They clattered out into the night. They shouted at cars. Madison shouted at all the cars.

The parties were shit. The kids didn’t do drugs; they just drank beer. Random dudes knew Madison. She had been at Rutgers only a month and they knew her. It was on account of Madison could dance like a real bad-assed slut. That was one thing about her, and that was fine and whatever, just it got a little awkward when you were the one who was there at the party with the girl who was on top of the bar, fucking a spirit. It got so you were at a loss for things to do in the meantime.

We had come to a frat house, to a basement done out in plywood, some kind of beer-pong sex dungeon, everything dismal as murder. They were playing a song that was popular then. It was a song about making all the females crawl on the floor and jizzing on the females and stuff. Madison couldn’t help herself. I lost her somewhere. I went and stood off to the side of the room to wait for this to be over.

All I had was a pitcher of Natural Ice, but it was cold and I was low enough on money so that it tasted really good. Then Jessie came by. Jessie was one of Madison’s girlfriends from the dorm. I will remember Jessie: Jessie had amazing tits and she was nice to me. She looked at me all sad for a second; and then she said, “Bad news, kid. Madison’s playing you.”

THE MORNING I was supposed to go back to Cleveland we didn’t have any condoms, and Madison was big on using them even though she was on the pill. I don’t know what her problem was. I said to her, “We don’t really need stupid fucking condoms, do we?”

She said we did. She said there was a machine in the bathroom. That was good since all I had was change. But it was a girls’ dorm, so it was a girls’ bathroom.

I said, “Can’t you get it?”

She said, “Go get it.”

I was half-dressed and I found the machine, but it was all sold out except for some shit called Black Velvets. I just wanted to get out of the girls’ bathroom so I bought one of those and I went back to Madison’s little bed, where we started up again.

It was time to put on the condom.

The condom was black as licorice jelly beans. My thighs were pale. The condom was made out of the same stuff they use to make galoshes. It looked like I had a fake dick on.

I didn’t care if I fucked her or not. I was tired of fucking her. It was always a big production: she needed condoms, mix CDs, an overnight bag. One time I had gone over to her house; she’d said she was going to blow me, and she did, but she made me eat a bag of popcorn and watch an entire baseball game first.

This can’t be love, I thought.

I ate her out for the last time.

I rode the bus back to Cleveland, starving.


CHAPTER THREE

THE SHOE STORE was at the end of Promenade 3, next to the Dillard’s. My boss was giving me a hard time because I’d worn flip-flops.

“This is a shoe store,” he said.

I knew he knew I was on acid.

Then Johnny Carson walked in. He said, “Kid, I need your help.”

He needed a pair of white tennis shoes.

“All white. And none of the jazzy designs on them either. Nine and a half wide. I have a wide foot.”

I said I’d do what I could. “But most all the shoes have the jazzy designs on them nowadays.”

He said he understood.

“Just do the best you can,” he said.

It took two hours but I came through for him. I’d had trouble reading the boxes. That, and I wasn’t any good at colors. I kept grabbing my crotch real fast because I thought I’d pissed myself.

I sensed an uneasiness in this customer.

I wanted to tell him everything.

I wanted to be clean.

By the time it was over it had been an ordeal. There were shoe boxes everywhere. Tissue paper was everywhere. The remnants of despair and hesitation. He had almost walked away, not once, not twice, but I had begged him not to go: “I understand perfectly,” I’d said. “I am like you.”

Now he was glad he’d stayed. He had the shoes he’d wanted, or something close to them. He was more complete. He said to me, “Let me tell you something, kid …. You’re going places …. You stuck to the sale …. You’re going places.”

When work was over I took the 32X, and got off at South Belvoir and walked. It had been a warm day. Now the sun was setting. I saw the shadows of the birds in the hedges. I guessed sparrows. Lights were coming on in the houses, and I was slithering in the post-peak euphoria. I had a Rubella song in my head, one of the William Whales, “The Great Pink Hope.” I said to myself I’d sing a little.

I did. I sang:

Said I could disappoint you with a smile

Found out that’s true

After swimming forty miles

Yer ghost is my biggest fear

I’ve heard that it’s nice in Greenland this time of year

I ran in—to an electric eeeel

Tried to teach me—about a scarlet wheeel

I was going along like that, while to the right of me the sky burned down. And I felt something. My heart was pressurized. I wanted desperately to be nice to someone.

I called Madison.

I said, “I miss you. What are you doing?”

She said, “Oh, gross. You sound fucked up.”

“I actually am not.”

“Then why do you sound like that?”

“It’s just cuz I miss you so much.”

“What do you want?”

“I want to talk to you.”

“I can’t talk right now.”

“Why not?”

“I have to go.”

“Don’t.”

“Goodbye.”

“Wait?”

“What?”

“… I’m scared.”

She hung up.

I’d made it to Fairmount. I went into Russo’s to buy some more cigarettes, and I ran into some Shaker kids I knew. They gave me Xanax. I had some ecstasies on me so I passed a couple out and took one. Outside it was dark. The Shaker kids said they were going to a party at this girl Maggie’s house. I went with them. It wasn’t far. The house was on Inverness. A brick house. We walked up the driveway around the back and through a garden gate, and I saw Emily. She was standing under a trellis strung with lights, wearing a white summer dress. And she was laughing.

She said, “Is that you?”

I said it was.

“You know these people?”

“Kind of.”

She said, “Small world, huh?”

“Yeah. So do you know Maggie, or?”

“Holy shit! Your pupils are huge.”

“I’m on ecstasy.”

“How is it?”

“It’s pretty good. I’m sorry I don’t have any more, I’d give you some.”

She said that was okay. “I already turned some down. This weird guy offered me some. He said I should pop the ecstasy in my butt. Those were his exact words. Pop it in my butt.”

“Who was it? I’m gonna knock him down.”

“Don’t. He was just lonely. It could have happened to anyone.”

“It’s kind of fucking disrespectful.”

“That’s just how some boys talk.”

“Who is this motherfucker?”

“I don’t know. He’s not here anymore. Please don’t worry about it. I thought it was funny. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I’m sorry. It’s just that that shit ain’t fuckin right, you know? This motherfucker talking to you like that.”

She took both my hands. “Forget it.”

I said, “I’m really glad you’re here.”

“Why’s that?” she said.

“Cuz I like you a lot.”

“Shut up.”

“No, I really do.”

“Hmmm.”

“What?”

“I was just thinking.”

“… Yeah?”

“I was just thinking … that you’re shady.”

WE WALKED BACK together, Emily and I, all the way along the tree lawns and with the headlights going by us. Neither one of us was wearing shoes. She hadn’t worn shoes to the party and I was carrying my flip-flops because I wanted her to think I was nice.

“You don’t have to do that,” she said.

I said, “I feel like I do.”

“Look at you,” she said. “You are shady, aren’t you?”

“You’ve got me all wrong.”

We went like that. And we came to the room where we kissed for the first time. Where she looked away and said, “Do whatever you want, man.”

WE WERE AWAKE in the morning. I had to be at work in two hours. Then the shoe store called and said I was fired. I said I understood and I hung up and went back to bed. I said to Emily, “There’s been a change of plans. I just got fired.”

She said, “Oh, fuck. I’m so sorry.”

“No, it’s alright,” I said. “It’s a good thing. Now I don’t have to go to work.”

“Was that the revisionist fat man you told me about?”

“It was his mother.”

“Your boss had his mother fire you?”

“Yeah.”

“What a fucking pussy!”

“Right? I told you he was no good, didn’t I?”

“What are you going to do?”

“I dunno. But I’ll think of something …. Hey.”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for taking my side on this whole me-getting-fired thing. You’re a really nice lady.”

She smiled.

I said, “I think I adore you.”

“Stop it. Did you see my bra?”

She bent over and felt around under the bed; and I was thinking, No one’s ever had a better one of those.

I reached for her hips. “You’re fucking beautiful.”

“Hmm … fuck! Where did it go?”

“You don’t need it.”

“Yes I do. It’s my best one.”

“You’re an angel.”

“Help me find it.”

“No. I won’t. I’m sorry.”

“Fuck you.”

“… You’re killing me.”

“Goddamnit.”

“Come back …. Please. I’m fucking serious.”

“Oh yeah?”

She was gushing.


CHAPTER FOUR

YOU’LL HAVE FRIENDS. Usually it’s nothing. James Lightfoot was alright though. He’d remember your birthday, didn’t ever start shit. Strictly a pacifist. He had a lazy eye and half a heart. Born that way. Wore his hair long. Brown hair. Lived at his mom’s house. It had been a while since his mom had lived at his mom’s house; still it was done up like a family place. There were pictures on the wall, showed James growing up, year in and year out. School pictures. And the one eye, all the way back, fucking him up.

Tuesday he drove me to the bank. He’d just bought a $300 GTI. Faded blue. I could have walked to the bank, but I thought well of James Lightfoot and I thought well of his GTI so I went for a ride with him. The sun was shining on us that day: we had burned a peach White Owl with Train Wreck in it, and so we were high as fuck. Roy was with us. Roy painted houses but he wasn’t working that day. He was riding in the front seat. Roy was tall. Black hair. I was riding in the back. James Lightfoot had a noise rock album going on the stereo; it was like TV static set to blast beats; I thought it wasn’t possible that he could actually like the album. I thought maybe he was being full of shit about it, but it was his car.

James Lightfoot was yelling at Roy. Roy’s cousin Joe had been saying he would join the Marines. And James Lightfoot didn’t want Joe to join the Marines. But Roy was more or less okay with it and James was yelling at Roy about this now. Earlier he had said that Roy needed to talk Joe out of joining the Marines.

“IT IS THE OBLIGATION OF YOUR LOVE,” he had said. “YOUR LOVE FOR YOUR COUSIN, WHOM WE ALL LOVE SO MUCH.”

And now he was yelling at him again about this shit with Joe and the Marines and I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but I saw James waving his arm around and I couldn’t help noticing that he looked helpless and that probably no one would ever listen to him as long as he lived.

I had received a letter earlier that afternoon. The bank said I owed them money. It was a mistake. I was going to sort it out. James Lightfoot parked the car and Roy got out and put the seat forward so I could get out and I went into the bank and waited in line. I hadn’t thought about how much I smelled like Train Wreck. One of my shoes was coming apart, and I looked like my life was more fucked than it really was. But I was in earnest. I had a receipt and that was as good as the truth. I had their letter with me and I had the receipt and I was going to have the mistake sorted out. This wasn’t gonna be a problem.

I said to the lady behind the counter, “You guys sent me this overdraft notice but it isn’t right. I paid this off already.”

I showed her the receipt. The receipt was from the other day. I hadn’t taken any money out since then. She typed me into her computer.

“This is a new overdraft,” she said.

“But that’s impossible. I haven’t made a withdrawal since the last deposit. I put a hundred and sixty dollars in.”

“That deposit brought your account up to ten dollars’ credit, but there was an additional overdraft charge against your account that put you back into the negative.”

“How could you charge me another overdraft fee after I’d paid it off?”

“The deposit didn’t clear in time.”

“I paid it in cash. Right here.”

“It didn’t clear, sir.”

“It was fucking cash.”

“It. Didn’t. Clear.”

I went outside and the car was on fire. Smoke was pouring out from under the hood. James and Roy were watching it go. I walked over to where they were, and I stood beside them.

I said to James, “I’m sorry about your car.”

He asked me if I’d got my money back.

I said I hadn’t.

We took what we could from the car: the tags, the CDs, what stereo equipment we could carry. We started walking to James’s mom’s house. Roy had some Train Wreck and he packed it in a bowl and passed it to James.

We said nothing.

We hit the Train Wreck and we felt like we were winning again.

EMILY KEPT LEAVING her hair ties in my bed and I would give them back to her. One thing about Emily was her parents had divorced when she was 13. She was always saying how she thought love didn’t really exist, how it was just pheromones playing tricks on people and I was probably a dog and a liar. She told me about how she’d been the first one in her family to find out about her dad’s affair; she’d been eavesdropping on the phone. I asked her why she’d been eavesdropping in the first place.

She said, “You’re being a fucking jerk.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I mean, that must have been awful.”

“I confronted him about it, and he tried to buy me off. He said he would send me to volleyball camp if I promised not to tell my mom.”

“Goddamn.”

“I wanted to go to volleyball camp,” she said.

“What did you do?”

“I told my mom.”

“Did you ever get to go to volleyball camp?”

“No.”

She had a habit of disappearing. Sometimes I’d go looking for her. It wasn’t always easy; she might be hard to find. I’d found her under a grate in the sidewalk before. I asked her how she’d got down there. She said she didn’t know.

“Let’s go for a walk,” I said.

She said she’d have to think about it.

“Whatcha doin down there anyway?” I asked.

“Studyin.”

“You been down there very long?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Are you hungry?”

She held something up to the light.

“I brought a little bag of Cheerios,” she said.

“What’ll you do if it rains?”

“Drown, I guess.”

And then there was Rollerblades. She was hanging out with him more than I’d have liked. So I said to her, “Why’s that fucking asshole always got those stupid Rollerblades on?”

And she said that I was the fucking asshole, that they were just friends and they’d never done anything.

“He’s so respectful,” she said.

I said, “You don’t actually believe that shit, do you? God knows what he’s got planned.”

“What about your girlfriend?”

She could be vicious like that.

MADISON FOUND ONE of Emily’s hair ties over Thanksgiving. But she didn’t make a big deal out of it because there was everything and we both knew that. So we were fine.

You couldn’t hurt Madison.

She wasn’t the type.

She was cold-blooded.

Really she was a murderer.

But then for all her being a murderer she could be lovely. Like I remembered a day the past April when I’d been on a headful of acid and she’d been fucking around on a trampoline. How it had been to see her like that, her light blue shirt spinning tracers in the air. Her laughter panning in the treetops. How it had made me cry. But she wasn’t the hill I was meant to die on.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is a work of fiction.

These things didn’t ever happen.

These people didn’t ever exist.
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