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				[image: T]hen Ambassador Dengue Fever told me that Billy wasn’t dead after all but half alive and back in town, skulking through the Transit System’s blackened veins feral and broken and scrawling weird mambo-jahambo on the walls with chalk—chalk! as if spraypaint never existed—I pretty much just shrugged a whatever shrug and kept on selling hydroponic sinsemilla to stainless steel refrigerator owners living in neighborhoods that had just been invented, and hoping Karen would let me back in the apartment soon, me being her son and all, even if I had been expelled from fucking Whoopty Whoo Ivy League We’s A Comin’ Academy on account of some Upper Eastside whiteboys’ inability to keep my botanical enterprises, of which they were the major beneficiaries, on the low.

				Dengue was blind as Lady Justice, and so fat now that his eyes wouldn’t have done him much good anyway, obscured by slabs of blubber when he laughed or even spoke. He dressed like an African tribal chief in a Hollywood movie, or a hip-hop backup dancer circa 1989: voluminous kente-cloth, chestload of polished wooden beads, an ankh-handled staff that had evolved from prop to crutch. The nation-state for which he served was a graffiti crew called the Immortal Five, the name long smudged with irony: Amuse murdered, Sabor dead by his own hand, Cloud 9 incarcerated, Dengue having fallen asleep one night with perfect vision and awakened from a nightmare permanently sightless, and my father, Billy—Rage—Billy Rage—a fugitive, missing in action, last seen sixteen years ago, last heard from almost twelve and incoherent even then.

				“I don’t want to hear another rumor,” I told the Ambassador from my bed, his couch. “Matter of fact, I’m not sure I wanna hear shit about Billy even if it’s true.”

				“Jus’ cool, bredren. That yuh father yuh chat ’bout, yunno.” Dengue’s from the Patterson Projects in the Bronx, but for serious matters, he tends to favor the brimstone gravity of Rasta-speak.

				“Tell him that,” I said.

				Dengue reached into a kitchen cabinet, wrapped his palm around a small bottle and twisted the cap between his thumb and finger. An orange spurt of hot sauce roped into the pan and sizzled. Only when the Ambassador cooked did a decade’s worth of model-glue fumes dissipate, or seem to. I’d never been able to unravel whether his dependence on the braincell-popping odor was the by-product or the genesis of his obsession with constructing “Battle Alphabets,” huge, three-dimensional versions of the spike-tailed guerrilla letterforms he’d once painted on subway trains. He built them from industrial plastics, scrap metal, wood. Whatever people brought him, for Dengue never ventured outside his apartment.

				Tiny tubes lay everywhere, squeezed flat. I’d seen him rub the toxic adhesive into the arm of his chair before sitting, bend laboriously forward and apply it to the rug between his house shoes. The crib was only five hundred square feet, a rent-controlled fourth-floor walkup in the East Village that Dengue had occupied since New York was America’s War Zone and real estate was priced accordingly. Four hundred and change, if you subtracted the space occupied by squadrons of armored letters, many mounted atop remote-control cars to form a mobile infantry.

				I’d been crashing with the Ambassador for three days. I sat as close as possible to the window at all times, scattered Village Voice pages atop the carpet before going to sleep. My headache was constant. The fact that Dengue’s mind still worked at all was staggering.

				I hadn’t knocked on his door until my second banished month, after two full four-day rotations through the homes of every other hospitable person I knew. I was being very careful to maintain most-favored-houseguest status with them all, because there was no telling how much longer I’d have to do this. With all the money I’d blown treating my hosts and hostesses to breakfasts and flowers and weed I could have rented my own place, but no landlord who hasn’t been sniffing glue himself hands the keys over to an eighteen-year-old with no documented income, regardless of how much cake the kid flashes. Not even if he’s Banana Republiced up, pants fitting right and everything.

				Plus, I still expected Karen to stop tripping.

				Dengue divided the skillet’s browned contents between two plates, seventy-thirty. “Faith,” he said. “Yuh mus’ try an’ feel it, Dondi. The universe vibratin’ different, seen? Big tings ah gwan.”

				“Remember a few years back,” I asked, “when that one kid was all over the graffiti chatrooms, swearing he saw a new Rage piece on the Staten Island Garbage Barge?”

				Billy and Amuse had hit the boat, famously, in ’85, during the day it was docked off Manhattan for maintenance—some freak once-a-year shit they’d researched and timed out. The pieces ran for months, and the Post even published a photo, making my old man and his partner the uppest dudes of the year. A fat new jewel in the crowns they already wore.

				When the rumor surfaced, I hopped a ferry over to New York’s forgotten borough and watched the barge slide by, stacked high with filth New York was running out of places to pile. The sides were blank. I hadn’t believed the story to begin with. If Billy had bombed the vessel—if Billy were still Billy—he’d have put Amuse’s name up too, honored his dead.

				If Billy were still Billy. That was back when I still acted like I knew him. Felt like I knew him, I should say, the way little kids feel like they know the swashbuckling righteous-crusader assholes we cram down their throats the minute Goodnight Moon gets boring. Stand Billy between Sherwood Forest’s Prince of Thieves and Gotham’s Masked Avenger—neither one a family man, I might add—and the luster paints itself on with an elephant brush. Your boy here led grade-school Brooklyn in somber nods for six years running. He had no choice, I’d tell myself, pumping my chin at some irregularity in the pavement. He had to leave. Good old head-not-the-heart Dondi, thinking his way free of the pain. I kept that up until autumn 2000, when Karen started letting pigeons shit the monument, at which point the secret door to a whole new magical kingdom of fuckeduppedness swung open like, “bring your ass in here, young man, we’ve been expecting you.” But later for that.

				The Ambassador fell into his recliner, plate in hand. “Dis nah di same,” he said, and shoveled a mound of plantain, potato, egg and pork into his mouth.

				“I know this dude,” he elaborated, un-Rastafarianed by the swine. “And he knows Rage.”

				“Let me guess. Some dirty white bum was spotted wandering around a train yard, mumbling to himself. Quick, call Fever, must be Billy Rage. Never mind the fact that painting subway cars in 2005 makes your source delusional to start with. Like the buff doesn’t exist? Like anybody’s gonna see his piece except a couple work bums and maybe a guard?”

				“You too young to understand nostalgia, D.”

				“Yeah, right. I spent my childhood surrounded by grown-ass men who still call themselves Donk 202 and Blaze One and shit, trading train flicks in Karen’s—oh, I’m sorry, Wren 209’s—living room and arguing about who kinged the 2s in ’76 and who rocked the Flying Eyeball character first, Kid Panama or Seen. I know more about nostalgia than anybody my age should, man.” I took a final bite, and dropped my fork. “That was delicious, by the way.”

				“When you lose one sense—”

				“The rest get sharper?”

				“—you eat all the bloodclaat time. You want to hear what Sambo said, or not?”

				“You know somebody called Sambo?”

				“Sambo CFC. Crazy Fresh Crew. Old-school Queens cat.”

				“I don’t even know what race to hope he is.”

				“It means ‘curly-haired’ in Spanish. Creo que homey es peruano.”

				“That’s fuckin’ muy ignorante. Nobody beat him down for writing that?”

				“It’s just a name. You finished being indignant?”

				I nodded. Like he could see me. Maybe he heard it, or felt the displaced air.

				“Sambo was at the Coney Island Yard, our old homebase. He saw a dude in the tunnel wearing one of those Mexican blanket things. You know, Eastwood keeps the sawed-off tucked underneath in all those Sergio Leone joints?”

				“A serape.”

				The Ambassador snapped his fingers. “Serape.”

				“They cost ten bucks at army surplus, Dengue. You don’t have to go to Mexico to get one.” He and Billy had said their goodbyes at the Southern border. All these years later, the slightest whiff of nacho cheese stoked Fever’s optimism.

				“Sambo said it took this guy an hour to walk the last fifty feet to the yard, because the whole time, he was writing on the walls. Nobody just walks the tunnels. You got the third rail, live trains, no light—you could get killed. Sambo called out to him, and dude turned and ran.”

				“Unless the walls said Rage Rage Rage or Fuck You Bracken, I’m emphatically unconvinced.”

				“There’s a book in here called Ritual and Religion of South America or something like that. Big hardcover I boosted from The Strand. You see it?”

				I found the tome steadying the base of a three-foot wildstyle Z, barbed arrows and chunky mechanical bits pinwheeling from it. Z is one of Dengue’s favorites. He believes a letter’s power is a function of its angles, the more and the sharper the better. Get him going on letter theory and you better clear your day. He’ll take it back to Egyptian hieroglyphs, the ancient Hebrews’ Unspeakable True Name of God with its mystery vowels, the science by which Franciscan monks illuminated the opening letters of each chapter in their hand-scribed Bibles. You thought Taki 183 and Julio 204 were old school, forget about it.

				I freed the book. It was enormous. Graffiti writers can steal anything. Now the art supply and hardware stores lock all the paint inside glass cabinets and make you show ID, but racking was a way of life during the train era, the first thing you learned how to do. Some guys built reps just for “inventing” cans. It’s ridiculous how much I know about this old man shit, I realize, believe me. Kid Panama painted the Flying Eyeball first, by the way, in case you were dying of curiosity.

				Dengue finished eating and slid his utensils neatly to one side of the plate, as if a waiter were going to come and clear our dishes. “There’s a flick in there of these juju priests down in the rainforests who cover everything in symbols to ward off evil. They use all kinds of shit. Blood, vegetable inks, chalk.”

				I flipped until I found it. Three wizened, bark-brown men, eyes clear and deep in their skulls, mouths slack where teeth had been, standing before a thatched hut in the jungle, staring at the camera, every inch of their bodies painted in arcane patterns, symbols, slash marks, the dyes dripping down their chests and thighs. The hut, the ground, even the trees were covered. It reminded me of that Keith Haring self-portrait, where he’s standing naked on a bed screaming, his body and the room done up in black-and-white designs. Except that these men were not posing. They looked defiant and serene, like people waiting for a storm.

				Don’t ever mention Haring to a graffiti writer, by the way, or Basquiat either. Not unless you’re ready for a tutorial about how those guys were chumps, never hit trains, didn’t hang out at the Writers’ Bench on 149th and Grand Concourse, only painted where it was safe, fronted like they were real heads and made millions while the real heads are real broke heads, some of them with real broke heads.

				Dengue listened to me eye the picture. “The whole tunnel looked like that,” he said. “All the way across the ceiling, in some places. Chalk and red latex house paint with mashed-up berries in it, those poisonous ones that grow in the park. Sambo walked through two stations, and it was still going when he turned around.” Dengue’s hand darted from his lap to the windowsill, and closed around the neck of a Wray & Nephew bottle he kept there.

				“I sent some kids out last night for a look,” he said, swigging the last of his overproof Jamaican rum. “This stuff is in tunnels all over the city. Somebody’s putting in work.”

				“The letter Billy sent from the Amazon was years and years ago, Dengue. And it was gibberish. He said they were teaching him to talk to trees.”

				The Ambassador wedged the empty bottle between the overstuffed pillows of his thighs and leaned forward.

				“Kilroy Dondi Vance. Listen to your uncle for once in your life. Billy’s here. Mi nah overstand wha’ condition di bredda in, but I-an’-I cyan feel him.”

				I torqued myself off of the couch, started to duffel up my clothes. “Yeah, great. I’m leaving a sack of weed on the coffeetable. Catch you later.”

				“Yuh feel ’im too, K.D. Yuh jus’ doan reca’nize it, cuz yuh nah remember wha’ Billy’s presence feel like, seen?”

				“Whatever, Dengue. May the force be with you.”

				By the time the door shuddered into its locks I was down the first flight of stairs, phone drawn, scrolling through names for somebody to crash with next. Sometimes you feel like a nut and sometimes you don’t, to quote a candy bar commercial I never saw but Karen grew up loving.

				The Ambassador was spot-on correctamundo, of course, but you probably guessed that. Why else would I start the story here, right?
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				[image: ]reeloading is exhausting. All conversation, no alone-time, and for the only child of a single mother like your boy here, solitude is the base of the mental health food pyramid, the grain-and-bread group of not losing my shit rather than the occasional, Chili Cheese Frito-esque indulgence some people seem to find it. When I do get some quiet, it’s in the dead-sober middle of the day, when regular citizens are out getting paid or educated, and I fritter it away shaking my fool head at the parade of unsound ideas and irresponsible people I’ve spent my life in thrall to—a great word, thrall; sounds like a monster’s gullet—while normal kids were busy soaking up all types of valuable knowledge from their square-ass parents.

				I speak mainly of the Uptown Girl (Billy Joel, whaddup?), my girlfriend until some twelve hours after the expulsion. But also the general cast, or caste, of Whoopty Whoo Ivy League We’s A Comin’ Academy. I’m pretty sure none of my classmates’ mothers would’ve considered a son who sells narcotics a dream come true, any more than they themselves would have concluded that bopping around town holding the ripcord to an incarceration parachute was a reasonable way to earn a little cash—since, unlike your boy here, none of them needed to turn his classmates into customers so he could call his jealousy disdain.

				The last thing I want to sound like is one of those black conservative TV pundits they’re always trotting out to declare that racism hasn’t existed since 1965 and the black community’s in tatters because of unwed mothers and rap music. Or a character from an early John Singleton flick, back when he gave an earnest fuck and wrote the same “it takes a man to raise a man” speech into every script. Or a whiny little punk. I haven’t sidestepped all the other hood clichés just to blame my problems on skewed values in the home, or a dearth of positive male role models. But the fucking path to success can be a little hard to discern when you’re walking around bent over double, dragging a cauldron bubbling with a four-part blend of molten anger—for those keeping score at home, that’s anger at Billy, anger at Karen, anger at not knowing how angry I should be, and anger at my inability to claim my anger—plus a full fondue set to spoon it up with.

				The assiduous consumption of Cannabis sativa has proved useful in reducing the flame. Where there’s smoke, there’s no fire: I figured that out a hell of a lot earlier than perhaps I should have. If stress had sent Karen foraging for Häagen-Dazs, I’d probably be wearing a fat-suit right now. Instead, I’ve got the lungs of a coal miner. Fuck it. Everybody self-medicates. Or maybe it’s just me. How should I know? Who am I, Auguste Comte (1798–1857), the father of sociology?

				It was Saturday afternoon, and I couldn’t think of a single person I could bear to kick it with. Tomorrow I was scheduled to housesit for Nick Fizz, one of Karen’s homeboys from the High School of Art and Design, a real graffiti hotbed back in the early eighties that had funneled a lot of kids right into the shortlived gallery scene. Karen had gotten a trip to London out of her fine arts career, and sold one canvas, for enough money to cover her inaugural semester at City College. It was a big aerosol portrait of this old-school rapper named Melle Mel, and she’d be the first to tell you that it was hideous and is almost certainly locked away in a storage unit now, regardless of the coked-up pricetag.

				Fizz, meanwhile, was the exception to the rule, a graff success story. He’d been smart enough to sidestep the crack epidemic that turned forty percent of New York’s writers into dealers and another forty into fiends in the mid-eighties, had sufficient foresight or small enough cojones to retire from trains before the buff started decimating the best lines in 1986, forcing everybody to crowd onto the Js, Ms, Bs and Ls like emergency rafts and then killing the scene entirely, eternally, by ’89. Weird that all these so-called hip-hop heads consider ’89 the heart of the “golden era,” when it was also the year graffiti died.

				Anyway, Fizz decided it was graphic design he loved, not vandalism, and started an ad agency. Now he’s right back on the trains, all-city via the cheesy banners lining the insides of every car—saturation-bombing at its most annoying, except that instead of some teenager’s messy mop-tag repeated and repeated and repeated, it’s “Now You Can Have Beautiful Clear Skin! Visit Dr. Jonathan Zizmor M.D.! As Seen On TV!”

				Fizz’s crib was bright and spacious, decorated with the kind of pink-fur-Kangol flair only a gay Puerto Rican b-boy can pull off. Better yet, Fizz lived on 108th and Broadway, half a block from the best Dominican restaurant in the city, La Rosita, which I discovered through this older chick from Whoopty Whoo Ivy League We’s A Comin’ Academy who was my Peer Mentor when I started there in ninth grade and who actually took the concept seriously and schooled me on which teachers to avoid like the zombie death plague and which like the common cold, what culinary options the neighborhood afforded, how to restrain myself from smacking the tonsils out of some ignorant rich kid at least twice a day, that sort of thing.

				She was the only black girl in her class, which is why the administration hooked us up, although in her case the struggle was not attending Manhattan’s third-most prestigious prep school under the auspices of the coveted What the Hell, Let’s Give a Clever Young Colored Boy a Chance to Transcend His Race Scholarship like me, but being the daughter of Tom Petty’s attorney, caked up to her clavicles and yet still presumed a welfare case. She graduated and went on to major in art history at Columbia, and until I got a girlfriend the big-sister/little-brother thing endured and I’d cross town and eat lunch with her sometimes, always at La Rosita. I can’t explain why a simple plate of yellow rice and red beans and a side of yucca con ajo should be so much better there than at the other three hundred spots just like it, but there you go. So I could hardly wait to get to Fizz’s spot and breathe air and eat good and sleep in a bed and jerk off in peace.

				Fuck it, I thought, why wait for tomorrow when you can have tomorrow today. I hopped the 2 Express to Dumbo, which is this stupid yuppie acronym meaning Down Under Manhattan Bridge Overpass, like hardy-har, we live in a flying elephant, and made my way to this one particular building I discovered a little more than a year ago.

				I’m not going to say exactly where it’s located, although I guess you could figure it out by process of elimination if you spent long enough in the neighborhood—which was not a neighborhood at all a few years back, just a wedged-in ghost town of moldering factories and deserted cobblestone alleys. I haven’t bothered to find out what the building was before they gutted and condominiumized it. If I were a different type of kid I’d have visited some windowless city planning office, claimed I was doing a school project and gone down to the basement and unrolled a set of decomposing blueprints beneath a flickering yellow lamp and had some kind of revelation.

				Your boy here, I figured out as much as I needed to know and then left it alone. I’m crap at science to begin with, so if there’s some monumental discovery about wormholes and the rending of space-time to be made, I’m not gonna be the guy who makes it. Nor am I foolish enough to run my mouth and blow my own spot, end up getting my foot run over by Stephen Hawking’s wheelchair or some shit.

				Sorry, I don’t mean to be mysterious. The deal is this: if you enter the stairwell of this building at lobby level and walk all fourteen flights of stairs—which nobody would, since there’s a very nice elevator tricked out with mirrors and wood paneling and it always seems to be idling right there, doors open no less—you emerge on the top floor having traveled exactly twenty-four hours into the future.

				And no, smart guy, you can’t walk down and go back. That would be hot, obviously. You could make a fortune, like the dude in Back to the Future Part II. It was the first thing I tried.

				I’m going to say this once and then I promise I won’t come back to it, or even address the reader in the second person anymore, which I can see getting annoying very quickly, seeing as most people want to lose themselves in stories, not open a book and have a finger pointing at them all the time, unless it’s a pop-up book. If you’re already frowning and thinking I’m an unreliable narrator, or going “oh goody, I love magical realism,” then you should cut your losses and go read Tuesdays with Morrie, before I get to the really wild shit later on. Skepticism is an admirable trait, but so is asking yourself if you’re really such a fucking Master of the Universe that things might not be happening beneath the surface of your world right now without you knowing. Or even in midair when your back’s turned. I mean, hell, they didn’t discover the duckbilled platypus until 1896, and then everybody thought it was a hoax because mammals aren’t supposed to lay eggs, you feel me?

				I’ve thought about it a lot, and as far as I can tell, there’s very little to be gained by jumping one day forward. It seems like there should be, but really you’re behind. You missed work, school, you don’t know if the Yankees won. Also, whenever I get my H. G. Wells on, I step into the future with a queasy stomach, spangly vision, a general desire to curl up and die that lasts an hour, maybe two. It didn’t happen the first time, before I knew what I was doing, so possibly it’s not travel sickness but some psychological aversion to flouting cosmic law, giving physics the finger.

				The whole thing reminds me of this game I used to play with my boy Cedric in sixth grade, where we’d invent these doofus superheroes. Like, The Salamanderer, who has the regenerative powers of an amphibian: if you cut off his arm, it grows back, weaker and smaller, in about six weeks. Or Diner Man, who’s totally invincible, but only in diners, and spends all his time trying to convince supervillains to grab some pie. Or this dude we never got around to naming, whose power was that he could fly six inches off the ground. We used to convulse on the floor of my bedroom, laughing at this stuff. It wasn’t until recently that I realized it was a metaphor for something. And only as I write this does it occur to me that Graffito The Elusive should have been on the team: will go to any extreme to save the innocent, unless they’re his relatives.

				The reason I didn’t take the elevator up to fifteen to begin with is that I figured the stairwell in this yupster breeding tube would be as good a place as any to pinch a bowl out of my customer’s bag and get zooted. You can’t risk smoking on the street these days, not if you’re young and brown—Karen’s genes are the dominant ones, at least in my complexion—and especially not with a messenger bag full of seventy-dollar eighth-ounces of bomb O.G. Kush in miniature mason jars slung across your chest. Plus, unlike most people my age, I only smoke from glass pipes. To me, blunts are disgusting. You can’t even taste the weed. That might be the point if you’re smoking bullshit from the local herbgate, but to roll Cannabis Cup–caliber marijuana in some filthy, stale Dutch Masters cigar and then seal it with your own rank slobber is an insult to everybody who took the time to plant, grow, dry, smuggle and distribute it.

				I’m also unusual in that I like to exercise when I’m high. Pretty much only when I’m high, actually. It motivates me or something, I don’t know. Fourteen flights sounded like fun. So I blazed, climbed, slammed open the stairwell door all out of breath, and gave a discreet little rappety-rap on the door of Penthouse A.

				People think weedheads are spacey and laid-back, but not when they’re waiting for their nuggets and worried that the delivery service isn’t going to come through. Which they seem to be every time, even if I’ve been providing quality service for a year. So right away, it struck me as odd that this guy—his name was Patrick; he was a stockbroker or a financial analyst or a hedge fund manager or something, one of those money jobs where my eyes glaze over as soon as I hear the first syllable out of the person’s mouth, and unlike most custies he’d never invited me to smoke with him, which was why I’d thought to take preemptive measures—would leave me standing in the hallway for so long.

				I knocked harder. Maybe he was tore up already, and I was bringing by the reinforcements. Another few seconds ticked away, and then from deep inside the condo came the irritated bray of a man who’s sitting around in his underwear, or worse, and has no designs on being disturbed.

				“What? Who is it?”

				“Hey,” I called. “It’s Mike, from Organic Produce Delivery?”

				The door swung wide and Patrick faced me, hands pocketed in some raggedy and no doubt hastily donned sweatpants. I’d only seen him in his just-clocked-out gear before: necktie balled up in the pocket of his suit, bottled beer in hand, top two dress shirt buttons undone, white T underneath—I Hate My Job, by Calvin Klein. Seeing Patrick like this, I felt a little pang of sympathy. He looked like he’d worked out in college, and didn’t have the time to anymore.

				“You kidding me? You guys were supposed to be here yesterday.”

				Now, I’m high as shit here, keep in mind. As a matter of fact, from here on out, assume that unless otherwise specified, I’m probably high as shit. But in a charming, articulate way. Naturally, I assumed Patrick the square-ass stockbroker was trading in hyperbole, so I flipped open my cell phone and confirmed that yes, okay, I was running fifteen minutes behind, whatever, old Pat’s more of a dick than I thought.

				“Sorry, man,” I said. “Train was running weird.” Standard New Yorker excuse, totally unverifiable.

				Patrick crossed his arms over his chest. “You fucking with me?”

				That right there should have given me pause. The only time a stumpy white twenty-nine-year-old Wall Street Journal–reading spaz like Patrick will act even the slightest bit aggro toward a six-foot mocha teenager is when there’s a formal hierarchy in place to back him. He’d have no problem loud-talking a waiter or cursing out the mailroom guy at work, but he won’t say shit if he gets jostled on the subway, you know what I mean? The power structure that’s had his back throughout his life isn’t enough. He’s gotta see it practically in writing.

				I adjusted the strap of my bag, and spread my legs a little. “Why?” I said. “Do people fuck with you a lot, Patrick?”

				He leaned forward without uncrossing his arms, and addressed me in the tone and speed of voice a junior high school teacher might use with her thickest student, about a week before giving up forever and applying to business school.

				“Buddy. It’s Tuesday. I called for a delivery on Monday.”

				“Well, then,” I said, “one of us is crazy.”

				I looked at my phone again, and goddamn if it wasn’t the next day, and I wasn’t twenty-four hours and fifteen minutes late. I had eight missed calls, too. Three from my boss, five from Karen.

				Whatever was happening, I wasn’t going to recruit Patrick to help me figure it out. “Wow,” I said, “I’m really sorry—I guess my phone is on the fritz. I just got the message an hour ago.” I ran a hand over my dome. “You still need?”

				Patrick stared a second, then nodded. “Yeah, sure. Come in.”

				I sold him his weed, and Patrick flipped the script and offered me a rip from the glass bong he kept on his coffeetable. Swear to God, if I ever get to be his age and pot paraphernalia is occupying a place of honor in my living room, punch me in the throat.

				I had no desire to get further stoned, but there was the matter of precedent to consider, so I obliged. Ben Franklin or Hitler or somebody once said something to the effect of “if you want a man to like you, don’t do him a favor, ask him to do you one.” And by the same token, I guess being a deranged, incompetent asshole had endeared me to Patrick.

				I thanked him, hustled down the stairs, and checked my phone in the lobby. Still Tuesday. I turned around and started trudging back up, holding the cell in front of me like a compass. I’ll say it again: fourteen flights is a lot of stairs. The moment I stepped across the top floor’s threshold, my digital display flipped from Tuesday, 5:50 PM to Wednesday, 5:50 PM, and I threw up on Patrick’s doormat.

				Karen was livid when I got home. She’d called the hospitals, the morgue, even the police—and in our family, you don’t involve the cops in anything, for anything. Before I got to Whoopty Whoo Ivy League We’s A Comin’ Academy and started kicking it with rich kids, I never even realized you could call the police, unless you were calling them on somebody.

				There weren’t a lot of plausible places I could have disappeared to for forty-eight hours without answering my phone, and me and Karen were on decent terms then—as close to trusting one another as we’d been since the cataclysmic autumn of 2000, when we’d sort of crossed paths on the road to adulthood, traveling in opposite directions with knives to our backs. If we had put that year behind us, it was by centimeters. Karen still kept her hospital bracelet on her nightstand. I never unlocked the door of our apartment without steeling myself to find my mother gone, and a neighbor I barely knew waiting for me in the living room.

				So I told her the truth, which she did not for one second believe. I asked her when I’d ever lied, and offered to take her to the building right then and prove it, and Karen sucked her teeth and said she couldn’t force me to tell her where I’d been, but if I was going to start pulling vanishing acts and talking crazy like my father, then I could go sleep on Dengue’s floor like he had, or take my weak shit to 79th and Madison and see what kind of reception I got from the Uptown Girl’s legendary parents, and was that clear?

				It was. I went to my room, passed out, never brought it up again. That didn’t stop Karen from treating me for the next month like the guy in the zombie movie who says he hasn’t been infected, but he’s lying. As if I might turn into Billy at any second, and she was going to pump me full of buckshot at the first clear sign.

				That was a year ago. I hadn’t come back to this building until Karen tossed me, but since then? Shit, I’d hoofed the stairs seven or eight times, skipped ten percent of my days. Gained nothing, and learned less. Wherever you go, there you are. It was an addiction without a high, just one more stupid thing I watched myself do again and again. You ever fast-forward through a movie, trying to skip past the boring parts or find some tits, and all of a sudden the credits are flying up the screen and you’re like damn, I played myself?

				I banked past the elevator, flung open the stairwell door and started climbing. Maybe Karen was right, and I was turning into Billy. I wondered how I’d know. My actual memories don’t amount to much, and they’ve been beat-matched and blended with everybody else’s so many times that I’ve lost track of what’s lived and what’s received.

				I only knew the dude for two years and change, and even before he left, Billy was a man of absences, the type of guy whose attention was thrilling because you could never take it for granted. I remember the glee I felt when he came home and scooped me up and airplaned me around the room, and the tantrums I threw every time he bounced. Or maybe I don’t remember those things at all. I was about to say something regarding a sense of grim determination about him, a kind of permanent, distant fury, a perpetual thousand-yard-stare, but those are all ridiculous things for a toddler to notice unless he was born on leap year day, and I was not.

				July 1, 1987, baby. 8:09 P.M. Seven pounds and eight ounces of funkadelic soul. A Cancer, and don’t think I don’t know it. No fault of your boy’s, but the night I was born was also the night everything started falling to shit. Karen’s maternal fam is Trini, and apparently her grandma, rest in peace, had spent months cautioning the happy couple (not for long) against speaking the baby’s name out loud when he was born, or remarking on his being cute or perfect or anything like that. Your first comments were supposed to be negative and misleading, what an ugly girl, because otherwise the various spirits would get jealous and have your 411 to boot and bam, start fucking with you. Maybe Rage and Wren should have taken that to heart. My mother’s certainly mused on it a few times in the years since, joint in hand usually.

				Three hours into my earthly existence, Billy went bombing, because that’s what a fiend does. Triumph and tragedy are met identically. Boredom too. Something happens, or nothing happens, and you need a fix.

				He kissed us both, left me snoozing the snooze of the innocent on my mother’s chest, swung a backpack containing spraycans, a sketchbook, and some just-in-case bolt-cutters over his shoulder—yup, he brought it to the hospital; that was Billy’s version of a maternity bag—and bullshitted his way past his parents and Karen’s mom. He scooped Amuse, his ace, the Immortal Five’s only other whiteboy, half-Jewish just like Billy, from the hospital lobby. The two of them rode the iron horse out to the Coney Island Yard, the city’s biggest, and met up with Dengue, Cloud 9, and Sabor, the three of whom popped out from behind a work shed to surprise Billy with champagne, cigars, good wishes, and ten tabs of Donald Duck acid, two hits to a man. Billy took one. Faint stirrings of parental responsibility, perhaps. Amuse had three.

				I was gonna do this as a footnote, but I think it’s disrespectful to make a motherfucker rove his eyes all the way down to the bottom of the page and up again—plus, if the words matter, print them in a font I can read, you know? It occurs to me that a lot of people peeping this might already be like “Fuck that narcissistic, no-account asshole. Fuck him in his neck.” I’m not disagreeing. But: I didn’t say Billy had to bullshit his way past Karen, did I? Naw. The Train Queen of Fort Greene was like “Have fun, kill it, I love you so much, save some of the Baby Blue Krylon.” Don’t cry for Wren 209. At least, not yet. And also: the last twenty times somebody in your life gave birth, you found out about it by opening your inbox, right? Mother and child are resting comfortably, vital stats, kid’s name (pretentious), one to three flicks?

				Well, this was ’87. What you call a mass email, my parents called hitting trains.

				The Immortal Five unpacked their special-occasion stashes, out-of-production colors you had to trade for or hoard (or, if you were Cloud 9, spend a day boosting from dustcovered hardware stores in Virginia): Krylon Hot Raspberry and Aqua Turquoise and Icy Grape, Federal Safety Green and Sandalwood Tan Rustoleum, Bermuda Blue Red Devil. The lysergic diethylamide dissolved on tongues and swirled into bloodstreams, chased by the bubbly and then a couple six-packs of Bud tall-boys. Few sticks of weed to keep things copacetic. Toasts every few minutes, to me and Wren and fatherhood and family, as the squad lined up and commenced to bomb the living hell out of a lucky F train.

				Billy rocked a wildstyle window-down whole car, KILROY DONDI VANCE, with the Cheech Wizard holding a bassinet next to the K, and then for dessert he caught a top-to-bottom: IT’S A BOY in silver blockbuster letters, with CAN’T BELIEVE IT—I’M A DAD! and 7 LBS 8 OZ and I LOVE YOU KAREN in True Blue script. Cloud and Dengue split the next car down and put up WREN 209 and HOT MAMA. Sabor, short on paint, helped with the fills, then bailed Amuse out on the IMMORTAL 5 ALIVE car he’d started before the tabs hit him full-on and he decided, googly-eyed, to sit down for a while and watch. On that much acid, the smallest sounds became a symphony; your senses were fizzing over, flowing into one another, and all you could do was breathe everything in. Especially since (who knew?) the rhythm of your own personal inhalation turned out to be the ordering principle of the entire universe.

				Two tabs, though, was a time-tested burner-painting dosage, and for the next couple of hours the pssht and clicka-clacka of paintcans sufficed for conversation as Billy, Sabor, Dengue and Cloud got down. Amuse had the crew camera, and the few flicks that aren’t of his thumbs—not on some oops shit, but because homeboy developed a profound interest in the delicate ovaline swirls of his fingerprints that night, and spent most of the roll trying to do them justice—provide excellent evidence in support of the argument that the Immortal Five, whether at the top of their collective game or fried out of their collective brain, were some of the illest motherfuckers in the history of the movement.

				Naturally, there are any number of qualitative criteria by which to evaluate graff—how crisp are the cuts? how architecturally sound and imaginative the letterforms? how hot the color combos? does the shit flow?—but I don’t give a fuck about all that. You either connect with art or you don’t, right? Who cares why Nas is nicer than Jay-Z, or even why he’s nice at all? He just is, so fucking enjoy it.

				I once said as much to this woman who taught tenth grade art history at Whoopty Whoo Ivy League We’s A Comin’ Academy, accused her mid-slideshow of robbing me of my ability to dig art. She told me I’d dig it more if I knew why I was digging it, and I said that implied there was one proper way to dig something, or that hers was better than mine. I brought up this interview with Branford Marsalis I’d just seen on PBS, where the host says all this smart-sounding crap about why Branford’s last album was a trio recording instead of the usual quartet, and Branford nods and nods, smirk plastered across his mug, then says “actually, what happened is that Kenny missed his plane,” and next thing I knew me and Ms. Art Appreciation were discussing the metaphor of the cave in Plato’s Republic, me claiming I’d read it even though I hadn’t rather than letting her slay me with the bullshit trick of citing something the other person doesn’t know to win the argument. We went back and forth until the bell rang, and the upshot of it all was that I got an A for the course without doing diddly-squat to earn one, so in the end she recognized game and is okay in my book.

				Four, five in the morning is every writer’s favorite time. The city’s as quiet as your apartment right after the refrigerator cycles down. Nobody’s alive except you and your boys and your recently completed joints, voluptuous and razor-sharp, vibrating and bulging with the struggle of containing their own energy. You’re backstage grinning at the newest-freshest, knowing that soon you’ll be home asleep and the burners will roll out on their maiden voyage. Civilians will try to read the words and get lost in the style, while your name pops off the lips of those who know. The heightened alertness of the mission has smoothed itself down to a glossy pride, and you’re enjoying your last few minutes with an oblivion-bound creation you’re never gonna see up-close again. Maybe you’re doing some touch-ups or taking a few tags on the insides, or passing a final roach. For sure, you’re talking late night trash, trading lies and war stories, or else an early morning spasm of sincerity has gripped the crew, and love and loss and life and death are on the table.

				I don’t know which it was. Dengue retains only flashes of that night. What Billy told Karen doesn’t help—it’s mystical, confused, impressionistic. There’s nothing in his letters. And Cloud got an extra year tacked onto his grand larceny bid for the beating he threw a fellow inmate who asked him what really went down, legends aside.

				This much is indisputable: if anybody had a bigger hard-on for graffiti than the writers, it was the NYPD’s Vandal Squad. They were almost like writers themselves. They stayed up on who was hot, read wildstyles the average person could never decipher. They took train flicks, even brought cans to the yards and crossed out people they particularly hated. They wanted fame as bad as any new-jack thirteen-year-old, and they got it. Everybody knew Curly and Ferrari from Queens, Ski and Hickey from the Bronx, Tom and Jerry from Manhattan. Writers made reps by putting in work, inventing style, hitting five hundred cars in six months, splashing color through the city’s hardened arteries. For cops, it was busting heads and taking down prize bucks.

				Most times you got popped, it happened after the fact. The police sat in their car, watched you sneak in and out of the yard. They caught up with you later, at a bar or in front of your building, tapped you on the shoulder just when you thought you’d gotten away with it but before you’d scrubbed the paint off your hands. They knew better than to match speed and wits with kids who, if they didn’t outrun you and vanish through some escape-hatch you and your partner never even knew about, might very well turn around and knock your fat twelve-sandwich-eating ass the fuck out. A lot of distinctions blurred in the yards; a badge didn’t shine as bright there. The boys in blue only invaded in pursuit of big game, and always in big numbers.

				And so it is written that on July 2, 1987, at approximately the asscrack of dawn, fifteen po-pos rode down on the Immortal Five, with Officer Anastacio Bracken, the biggest asshole in the history of cops and robbers, leading the charge.

				Surprise, niggers.

				Due diligence is never getting so fucked up that you can’t run. It’s never entering a yard without having an emergency route mapped, plus a backup and a place to hide. Coney Isle was the I5’s living room; all that was second nature, even on a double-dose of Donald Duck, and they played it by the books.

				Billy heard the footfalls first, lots of them, pigs on the creep but coming fast. He shouted a warning, grabbed Amuse by the armpits, hoisted him onto his Pumas. A heartbeat later, the Immortal Five was in the wind. Billy and Amuse sprinted north, toward a ladder leading to a street grate a hundred yards inside a tunnel. Sabor and Dengue ran south, weaving between rows of trains, doubling back toward the entrance the cops had used and knowing that if it was blocked they could hide behind the work shed, or lay low underneath a car. Cloud 9, who loved paint as much as any writer dead or alive, wasted thirty seconds dumping cans into a pair of paper shopping bags, then shimmied up the side of a car and hauled ass eastward, leaping from the roof of one train to the next.

				All good ideas, but not tonight. When Billy reached the ladder, he looked up and saw two cops smiling down at him, hands hipped, hello sweetheart. Sabor and Dengue couldn’t get clear either; the Vandal Squad was everywhere. They had to reverse course, head for the street grate themselves. Bracken went after Cloud, the two of them racing across the cars—Bracken knowing exactly who was in front of him and chugging along with a stiffy, no doubt, at the sight of Cloud’s skinny black ass.

				A gunshot pinged against metal, and everybody froze—even the cops, according to Fever. Bracken had actually squeezed off at Cloud, tried to pop him in the back. No fair, no fair, no fair. Rules of the game were they could beat you silly when they caught you, but to draw a gun was crazy. Everybody kinda-sorta knew Bracken was a little nuts, but no one appreciated the extent until that night.

				The Immortal Five were among those with a claim to stake about making him that way. Bracken had arrested Amuse back in ’79—no big deal from a legal standpoint, since Amuse was a minor, plus lucky enough to get bagged taking street tags. Tons of guys were active then, so a dorky fourteen-year-old Heeb with one spraycan in his possession meant nothing to Bracken. He never suspected Amuse had been ripping up the 2s and 5s for eighteen months—didn’t even ask what he wrote, just smacked him around and brought him in. Pop goes the cherry.

				Amuse never forgot his first time. He was a real late-breaker on the puberty tip, thickly bespectacled and kind of soft, having been under Cloud 9’s considerable protection from jump. Amuse and Billy were junior crew members back then, high school classmates of Cloud’s little brother Finster. Too talented to leave off the team, but not yet ready for Cloud, Dengue and Sabor to party with after an evening’s bombing was complete.

				Nobody had ever laid hands on Amuse before, probably, but more to the point was that Bracken had disrespected him by not knowing who he was. I also suspect that getting arrested was a badge of honor—some quintessential whiteboy shit, right there—and Amuse didn’t want to let it go when the city cut him loose eight hours later, so he declared jihad on his arresting officer.

				Going after the cops who were coming after you was a graff hobby, pen versus the sword and whatnot. You dedicated pieces to them on the catch-me-if-you-can tip, dissed them on the insides—OFFICER BRACKEN AMUSE FUCKED YOUR WIFE. EAT A DICK UP AND HICCUP ANASTACIO—brilliant, witty commentary like that. Amuse took it a giant step further, off the trains and into Bracken’s neighborhood: covered Bay Ridge with BRACKEN RAPES BABIES and the like. A year later, crazy angel-dusted Drum One caught Bracken asleep in his patrol car outside the Ghost Yard with the window down, woke him up and knocked him out. Robbed him for good measure, in one of the most celebrated incidents in aerosol history. The taunts became BRACKEN GOT HIS ASS KICKED and DEAR BRACKEN, WHERE’S YOUR BADGE? LOVE, AMUSE, and dude got upgraded from just another dickhead member of the Pork Patrol
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