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TRACK 1:
 THE END OF THE WORLD AS I KNEW IT

















BALTIMORE





That day down by the stream, I wanted to kill myself. Dead. Gone. Finished. And I would have done it, too, but the girl in the water stopped me.


With me I had the old .45 and a joint—everything I really needed, except a reason to go on living. My pop made a joke once, telling me never to take the old .45 out of his underwear drawer unless it was for a good reason. I had me a damn good one.


When you get the idea of killing yourself into your head, you can’t think of a better reason to do anything else. The crazy idea sits there in the middle of your mind, like a big truck parked on some train tracks, and after a while the idea begins to seem less crazy and eventually even makes a bit of sense. Making yourself dead is a good reason to get up in the morning, if only so you don’t ever have to get up again. Me, I did not want to get up one more morning without Violet.



The morning I got up to die was the prettiest day we’d had in months. I pulled on some sweats and this ratty Nirvana T-shirt I wore the night before and walked to Pop’s old room to get the .45, which was heavier than I remembered. On the way, I checked on my nephew—my slut sister’s baby—and made sure he was sleeping peaceful. Leaving the house, I took the change off the kitchen table like I was just running an errand down to the deli—maybe for bread or a slushie—like I’d be back.


I sat on the stoop for a few minutes, like everybody in Woodberry does, all of us nobodies sitting around on their flat concrete porches not doing anything. Our line of row houses goes all the way to the end of the block, and there ain’t one of them looks livable—but then you turn around and see you’ve been living in one.


After a few minutes, Billie from next door walked out onto her stoop, cigarette dangling from one lip, her momma’s baby drooped over one skinny arm. Billie was twelve years old but well on her way to being like my sister, who had a baby of her very own to dangle.


“Hey, Jo-Jo,” Billie said between puffs. “What’s up?”


“I’m gonna go blow my brains out,” I said.


“Good luck with that,” Billie said.


“Later, then,” I said, and got up. I walked down Morton Avenue. I had spent seventeen years walking up and down that hill, and would probably have spent the next seventeen doing the same. That morning it took me only thirty seconds to reach the corner one last time. A whole life hiked in thirty seconds. If that’s not a good enough reason to do yourself in, nothing is.


At the end of the block ran Druid Park Drive, a busier street, and I stood and waited as early traffic buzzed by before hustling across the road into the gravel parking lot of the old mattress warehouse across the street. I took one last look behind me at my neighborhood. A few houses up, Fat Emily stood in droopy stockings, unrolling a bleached old American flag above her front railing. In the street, Ray Hodges worked on his car, which bled a trickle of oil. Every time he gunned the engine, I smelled the gas in the air, the heat. Oil flowed all the way down the hill, pooling at my feet around a stuffed rabbit that had been ground into the roadside gutter. I’d had enough of all this, forever.


I slipped into the thick brush by the side of the parking lot and stumbled down a ravine to a stream where water bubbled over jagged rocks and broken liquor bottles. That was all it took, a few steps down into stubborn tangles of weeds and thick bushes, and everything changed. Deep forest green replaced concrete gray and asphalt black. Around me, trees seemed to tremble with bug noise. The hot asphalt stink was gone, leaving a heavy green nature smell, which was the only way I could describe it since I didn’t know one jagged, curvy, three-leafed, spotted whatever from another. All I knew was that I liked it down there, and I think it was because the place felt alive.


I sat down by the edge of the water, not much caring about getting mud on my sweats or the way my high-tops just sort of sank into the cold water and soaked it up. The stream bubbled along its muddy bank and through an arched concrete tunnel under the roadway into darkness. Trees overhead formed a roof of branches and sunlight; the cars roaring past above sounded like one big breath of wind when I closed my eyes. This was where people would find me, if anyone even bothered to look.


I tried to think about things I would miss. There were a few: like the day soon when Pop got out of the hospital and would or would not be normal again, and maybe we’d go see an Orioles game like he’d been telling me we’d do for years, or that day in the future when the baby got old enough to say my name without any coaxing or my stupid sister, Carrie, butting in to say it for him. Or even just the everyday shits-and-giggles with my friends at school, even though most of the kids at school hated my ass and wanted to bash my jaw against a gutter. One of them had actually told me that, the same kid who always called me Snowflake.


A guy shouldn’t have to work so hard to miss things.


But after a while, like always, the rest of the world just floated away, and I ended up thinking about Violet. I thought about her shot dead in front of her house on the east side, lying on the front steps, one arm stretched out toward the door like she’d been in the middle of delivering mail. The kid who done it got away, of course. People said he and Violet got in some fight before it happened—about me, no big surprise. The thing was, I was white and Violet was black. Most people don’t care about that stuff anymore, but some people still do. I’d been beaten up for it before, but never Violet—she was a flower, and nobody stomps a flower on purpose. They just shoot them, I guess.


When I’d had enough of thinking, I took the .45 out of my pocket. I had to strain my wrist muscle just to keep the damn thing up. I had been sweating, nervous, shitting-my-pants nervous. But a weird thing happened when I held up that chunk of metal in my hand. It calmed me down.


I wanted to see Violet again so bad. But I didn’t believe in God, so no heaven neither, which means I wasn’t expecting to find Violet in some beautiful afterlife where we wouldn’t be what we really were, just two poor, loser kids with no one but each other. I was dumb, but not that dumb.


After checking the clip, I looked up at that pretty tree roof where the light came in, and then down at the moving water, and that’s when I saw the girl.


The first thing I noticed was how she was real good-looking, like one of those girls at school, the ones who don’t talk to you, who don’t talk to anyone. She was under the shallow water, her hair floating up in a million dark curls like tiny little pencil scribbles. Under the water the girl’s skin looked a creepy gray color. That was all I noticed at first: this pale chick, her face ringed by a halo of swamp crud and litter.


Like the idiot I am, I didn’t realize right away that she was dead.


When I did, I barfed in the bushes. Then I leaned against a tree and coughed the puke flavor out of my mouth, because I didn’t want to kill myself and have that taste in my mouth for all eternity. Around me the spring air hung ripe with that smell of green. My legs were wobbly, so I picked my way through the brush and took a seat on a busted log by the side of the stream. I sat there and waited, for her to blink, maybe.


The girl in the water looked Hawaiian, or kind of Asian, and she was beautiful all right—“cute as a button,” Violet’s Grandma Rafferty might have said—with round, almost chubby cheekbones that gave her a sort of babyish face. Her lips were deep black under the cold water, and were the kind of lips you imagine put those lip prints in dirty greeting cards. She was naked, too, which made the whole scene even sadder, and I did my best to look away, because that’s not how I wanted to see any girl naked. Looking at a girl like that was just about the worst thing a guy could do. I saw her legs out of the corner of my eye, bumping into rocks in the weak current. Hand shaking, I lit up and tried to concentrate on the last joint I’d ever smoke, which, I could tell right away, was not worth the price I paid for it. One more disappointment.


I still held the .45 in one hand—but damn it, that girl! She had to go and ruin everything being all naked and dead. All I wanted was to end my life alone.


Angry—at what, I wasn’t sure—I threw the burning butt into the water and then stood up and sloshed into the stream, making clouds of brown sludge burp up from the bottom and swirl around the girl’s dark curls. But even in all that mixing brown her cute, sleeping face glowed gray under the water, like a coin in a dirty puddle. I looked down at that dead girl and thought about Violet, wondering what to do. I was only seventeen and I had seen two dead girls in my life, and two dead girls is two girls dead too many.


I squatted there in the cool water, my head all hazy, wanting the girl to be alive again more than anything. I had felt the same thing that day I looked down on Violet in her polished casket. I’d wanted to reach out and touch her perfect face and maybe bring her back to life if I could, as if we were both growing up in a world where that sort of thing happened. I wanted to bring back my reason for living.


So I touched the dead girl.


I bent down and leaned over, reaching out a finger to feel her forehead as if I were testing her for a fever, something my mom used to do to me when I was a kid. But this girl wasn’t warm, she was cold. She could have been made out of ice.


That’s when her eyes opened.


Before I knew it, I had stumbled backward and fallen on my ass in the middle of that bubbly brown stream. “Jesus,” I said, and I just stared.


The girl sat up in the murky water, and I watched, stoned, as she moved to wring out her hair only to bust out laughing once she realized it wasn’t even wet.


She wasn’t even wet.


“Hey,” she said, with a breath like the wispy fog that comes off ice cubes, “if you’re going to stare at me, you could at least give me something to wear.”











MAX





Right about then I wondered if the pot I’d been smoking might have been laced with something, something that made dead girls seem alive again…but even I hadn’t heard of a drug that could do that.


And this chick was alive—alive enough to slosh over on hands and knees and grab my ears in her bone-white fingers and kiss me, right on the lips. I closed my eyes, smelling her smell, which was nothing but the stink of all that warmed-over mud and moss, and I tried to enjoy it. I hadn’t kissed anyone since Violet, just like I had never kissed anyone before Violet. There I was, ending my life with a clumsy kiss, just like I had started it that afternoon when I first met Violet in Sherwood Gardens.


So I told myself I was kissing my dead girlfriend, but I knew I wasn’t, even with my eyes closed and my brain playing pretend. This kiss was real different. The girl was ice-cold and smooth as a chilled beer bottle.


“Thank you,” whispered the girl. Her hug was strong, and she kept on talking. “The smells. They’re so damn bad, but are so, so good! I can taste them in the air. So strong I can taste it, the air!” Then she got real quiet again. “The wind, I always forget how much I love the wind.”


Even worse, when I opened my eyes again to find her nose an inch from mine, I saw the chick wasn’t gray from death, or from some weirdness of the light underwater—she was black-and-white, like old-movie black-and-white, with weird shades of gray thrown in. Black-and-white, black-and-white—the words moved through my mind, and I didn’t know what they meant, but they scared me shitless. So I kicked her off me, hard.


“I want to eat, something with taste, something chocolate,” the girl was in the middle of saying when my kick cut her off. Grunting, she keeled over sideways with a splash.


She fell with one leg cocked up, still naked, and giving me a perfect view of female things I shouldn’t have seen but that I still sneaked a peek at. The instant I looked, I felt bad about it.


“Asshole,” said the girl. Her voice was really high-pitched, like some kind of Christmas elf. Nothing about her so far seemed too real.


This girl wasn’t my problem. So I didn’t move, not when the girl got up, and not when she staggered out of the stream and up the slope toward the road. Only when she got to the top of the ravine did I go after her, as she pushed through the brush that opened up to Druid Park Drive and morning traffic. Snapping out of it, I ran up the muddy hill and caught one of her wrists before she could escape through the bushes. She spun around and began shouting right in my face.


“You want me to break your nose?” she said.


“You want me to break yours?” I asked, and it was a weird thing to say because I would have never in a million years hit a girl.


“I will,” she said.


“So will I?” I said back.


Then she flinched, and I moved to cover my nose, and in that instant she kneed me right in the nuts. I went down cussing, the air rushing out of my lungs.


Doubled over, I watched her stand in the softly lit gap between two big bushes. Behind her I could see uphill to the sidewalk of Morton Avenue, and I could hear the rackety clink of a semi bumping through a stoplight. She stood out all weird against the different colors of the street, her black-and-white body sort of like an unfinished part of a big painting. A minute ago she’d been dead in the stream, moving only because the water moved, but now she was up on two legs and about to go scampering through my neighborhood buck-naked.


“Stop,” I wheezed.


She turned, but I couldn’t see her face in the sunlight glittering through the leaves. “What do you want, mama?” the girl said.


Who was she? What was she? I was not a smart kid. I had been flunking out of one of worst damn high schools in Baltimore for two years. I lived on a block where reading a book meant starting the crossword puzzle in TV Guide and not even finishing the thing. I was stupid, but even stupid people know magic when they see it.


“Stop,” I said again.


The girl looked at me all funny. “Don’t you know who I am?”


I couldn’t tell if she was joking or not. “Sorry, no,” I said, getting to my feet, balls aching. “Should I?”


“Oh, right,” she said, realizing she didn’t make any damn sense. “You wouldn’t know.”


“You’re naked,” I said, trying to get the conversation back on track.


“Congratulations,” she said. “You’re a fucking genius.”


I liked her attitude, but was sort of afraid of it, too. Shivering, she crossed her arms over her boobs and hugged her body, making her tiny dark curls shake. She was short and wide, a little soft, with impressive girly muscles on her arms and a pair of matching tattoos on each shoulder—fists with lightning bolts clamped in them. Her facial features were just sharp black lines. Every time she talked, it was like watching a cartoon moving in a kid’s flip book.


“Are you cold?” I asked as she shivered.


“No, I’m not cold,” she said. “I’m hungry. I’m so hungry I could eat your face.”


I took a step closer. “You go out there all naked and black-and-white and shit, then the whole block will freak out.”


“Then give me your pants,” she said back to me, like it was no big thing.


“No,” I said. “Find your own pants.”


“Your shirt, then,” and she took a step toward me, reaching out. “I forgot how bright the color gets,” she said, her voice dreamy. “Give me your nice blue shirt, bunny. I even love the word blue. I could say it all day long. Blue, blue, blue.” She was acting like my sister’s baby when he saw something he wanted, sort of hypnotized.


“I’m not giving you my shirt,” I said.


Even as I said no, she touched me, running her hands along the front of my T-shirt. One of her fingers slipped and touched my belly, so cold, and an ice-cream-headache feeling rushed through my whole body.


“What were you doing down there?” I asked. Her hands stayed on my waist.


“I’ll tell you if you give me your pants,” she said.


“Maybe,” I said, starting to cave.


The girl’s eyes grew wide. They were more like perfectly round black holes than eyes. “What about you?” she asked. “What were you doing down there?” Her gaze shifted down into the dark pocket of trees.


I didn’t answer right away, trying to remember exactly what I had been doing, fighting through the fog in my brain.


The girl looked down at the .45 hanging in my hand. I’d completely forgotten about it dangling there in a grip so tight it ached, and it took me a few seconds to unclench my fingers and let the muscles loose. “Suicide?” asked the girl, shaking her head, maybe even a bit pissed. I didn’t say nothing.


“Death is overrated, moron,” she said, leaning over to grab my wrist. Then she moved my hand with the .45 in it—and I let her—and pushed it into my sweatpants pocket until the gun was out of sight. “Now quit fooling around. We have important things to do.”


There was a lot to be scared about with this chick. What scared me most was that I didn’t know if she had some kind of sway over me, or if I had wanted to put the gun away all along and she had given me a good reason to actually do it.


“Like what do we have to do?” I asked.


“Food-like,” she said. “I’m hungry. Do you still have slushies on Earth?”


When I answered, “What flavor?” I knew that she had for sure gained some weird puppet master hold over me, and she didn’t even need any magic to do it.


“Who are you?” I heard myself ask.


“My name is Max,” she said.


“What are you?” I asked.


“I’m a musician,” she said. “Now give me your clothes.”


 


Probably ninety seconds later I stood in the middle of traffic getting honked at by a Mercedes with windows so black you couldn’t even see the guy behind the wheel. I was out of my head, straddling the white line with cars brushing by on either side. It was already hot out, and I could feel the sweat sliding down my cheeks. I was used to sweating, sure, but not like that, not because my heart was beating fast, not because I was shaking. I felt like I had run a marathon, yet I hadn’t done anything but have a conversation with a dead girl.


The girl, Max, had almost gotten me naked. I was halfway out of my T-shirt when I realized what I was doing and pulled my clothes back on. She’d showed up naked, which meant she could wear nude as long as she needed. Besides, she was acting like a real nutcase, which made me want to act less like a gentleman than I probably would have if I found some other, more polite naked black-and-white zombie girl in the bottom of a stream.


My brain moved me across the street toward the deli at the corner of Morton and Druid Park Drive because it didn’t know what else to do with me. I glanced over my shoulder and looked hard into the bushes but couldn’t spot her. Not even a shaking branch or a splotch of gray. Had she really been there? Was she really dead? Did she really want a slushie? There were too many questions. If I had stopped and thought about any of them for even a second, I probably would have gone crazy—that or stepped in front of a car. So I went to get a slushie. That seemed easy enough. I had done it before. I knew how to do it. I couldn’t screw it up too bad.


“Hey, Doris,” I said, stepping inside the deli. I remembered to grab the door before it could slam and make the little bells ring too loud.


“Morning, hon,” Doris said, and didn’t even look up. She was busy squishing sausage on the stove, her small head just barely reaching the stove top. Grease popped and fizzled.


The Radar Deli was all about Elvis and America. It was littered with cardboard cutouts of the King from all different stages of his career. Jumpsuit Elvis, Blue Suede Shoes Elvis, Black Leather Elvis, even Jailhouse Rock Elvis—all stood around the small room like oversize paper dolls. There was a counter with five padded stools on the right. A couple of old freezers stood against the wall on the left, below a large American flag that was tacked to the cracked plaster.


The place was mostly empty when I walked in. An old dude—Ron the furnace-installer guy—sat at one of the small tables in back reading a newspaper. He swirled the last of his coffee in the bottom of a Styrofoam cup. He gave me this look when I came in. It was the usual “Get a job, fool” look that all the dirty old dudes around here seemed to give us teenagers. What did he know? He had his head plugged up a furnace all day.


I still had the money I took from the kitchen table back home, and I counted through it. Doris waited, annoyed, one hand on her hip, sausage squasher in the other.


“What can I get you, hon?” she said, knowing full well I wasn’t done counting.


“How much are them slushies?” I said.


“For breakfast, hon?” she asked, hand still on her hip.


“Sure,” I said. Then I put down a handful of change that would have pissed off any waitress. Doris sighed and adjusted her glasses so she could count the coins. Her wrinkly little face looked straight off one of those munchkins from The Wizard of Oz, if it were in a retirement home, maybe.


“What flavor?” she said, sliding the change off the counter.


This was a question I had asked the girl but had forgotten the answer to. Maybe I just put it out of my mind, thinking it was too weird to have even asked the question in the first place. So I stood at that sticky deli counter wondering what flavor a girl like that would want, which was like puzzling over some messed-up math problem that you knew had no answer.


I was so twisted up by the choice of Blue or Cherry that I hardly heard the door chime.


But I heard it real clear when Ron the furnace-installer guy said, “Holy Jesus.” Behind the counter, Doris dropped what she was carrying, a spoon or a spatula or whatever, and it crashed to the floor. Then she started praying under her breath.


The girl—Max—filled most of the doorway with her naked body and didn’t give a damn about it. I must have been in shock because I just stood there watching as she checked the place out real patiently, like she was reading prices at the supermarket and trying to make a choice. In the gray, smoky light of the deli she looked less black-and-white than before, but even an idiot could see that she wasn’t normal, wasn’t right.


She smiled at me, and I recognized that kind of smile—Violet used to flash it all the time, when she followed me when I told her not to, or when she ate what was mine when I told her not to, or when she put her clothes back on when I wasn’t done looking at her, touching her, holding her. It was a kiss-off smile. It was someone playfully giving you the finger as they’re smiling and saying, “I told you so,” at the same time.


“I said I was hungry,” Max said. “I said to hurry.”


“I’m getting you a slushie,” I said. I said it quietly, mostly because my voice shook when it came out. “You want Cherry or Blue?”


“Blue’s a color,” Max said. “What’s it taste like?”


“I don’t know,” I said.


Even as she talked, her eyes darted around the room—the gleaming counter, the American flag, the Elvises—stopping on something I couldn’t see because it was behind me. Before I could turn, she moved—fast, like an animal—and she scared Ron so bad he skidded back in his chair, losing his Orioles cap. Max yanked open the door of the freezer and just began grabbing food right off the shelves like she’d paid for an all-you-can-eat buffet and was getting her money’s worth.


She scarfed pieces of cake I know for a fact had been in there for months, and then started opening soda cans and chugging the stuff. But none of it seemed to be what she wanted. Doris, Ron, and I watched like dummies as Max came over and grabbed the jug of red slushie syrup, tipped it back, and took it in the face, mouth wide open.


That’s when old Doris started screaming.


That was it. I grabbed Max around the waist and pulled her away from the counter, making her drop that slushie jug. Syrup splattered everywhere. Max was laughing and laughing, her face sticky with red sugar. She looked like a vampire that had hit the mother lode.


Doris, poor Doris, was coming after us now carrying one of those cardboard Elvis standees and swinging it like a weapon. I almost started laughing too.


Max was deadweight, probably because she wasn’t helping, and we hit the floor by the bar stools, her on top of me. I wiggled out just in time to get Elvis’s big-ass cardboard pompadour in my left eye.


“Damn!” I yelled.


I looked down at Max with my one good eye, and she was still naked—like that would have changed in thirty seconds. I didn’t know what to do. We couldn’t go out in the street with nothing on and get chased around by an old lady with a two-dimensional life-size Elvis.


As Doris charged at me, I hopped on one of the stools and ripped that American flag right off the wall. I think Doris would have been more offended if she had the time, but she kept right on with that standee, stabbing at me like I was a mouse and her Elvis a broom—once in the neck, once in the chest, an upturned collar in the ear.


Then I did something I would never do again. I climbed down off that stool and grabbed Max by her curly hair, and then I pulled her to her feet, and that, let me tell you, made that dead chick scream Almighty. Wrapping her in the flag, I shoved her out the door to the sidewalk and slammed the door behind us.


Nobody followed. That was for sure.


 


“Just calm the hell down.”


I pushed Max out into the street and into an alley, a long strip of concrete with small redbrick garages on either side. I was pissed off, really pissed, and I shoved her hard, mostly because she didn’t seem to feel it or care. She curled the flag around her like a kid wrapped in a warm towel. When we turned the corner into the alley, I walked up to the closest trash cans and kicked them over—all five, one after another, sending them smashing against one of the wooden garage doors. The alley was empty except for a gray-and-white cat scraping at a hamburger wrapper that was stuck to a spot of dried bubble gum. She took off when I got all crazy on the trash cans.


Max spread her arms out wide, holding on to the flag. She looked like a naked superhero. I thought about trying to make her stop, to make her put her arms down and cover herself up, but I already knew better. There was nothing I could do. Everything felt like a dream—a long, bad, and never-ending dream that sucked.


It was so hot out. The air felt heavy, more like water. Sun in my eyes, I leaned up against one of the garages and sat down on the ground. It felt good to get off my feet.


“Do you smell that?” she asked, spinning around barefoot on the glass-covered concrete, not feeling a thing.


“I smell roadkill, maybe,” I said angrily, because I did. I felt like screaming. My muscles were tired, even my mind felt tired. Is the brain a muscle? I didn’t know, but it felt stretched and pulled and all worn-out.


“It’s a fresh smell, an alive smell,” she said. “And it makes me want a cigarette real bad-like. I’m going to find a cigarette and smoke it so I can actually taste the tobacco. You want one too?” She used a corner of the flag to wipe all that red syrup from her face.


“Sure,” I said. “Get me a cigarette, whatever.”


I pressed my palms into my eyes and felt that good pressure. Something was catching up to me just then, something bad I’d been running from—panic, maybe, horrible reality, maybe—spurting up like a dirty oil well in my insides.


I took a deep breath and then did something stupid, and that was cry. That was what I did when I got so mad I wanted to break something or die. Then I did another stupid thing. I punched myself in the head really damn hard. It hurt so bad that I wanted to start giggling. Violet used to hate it when I did that—she said it was the only thing that turned her off about me, which is why I did it so often after she died—because there was no reason to quit doing it, no one to turn off.


“I can’t do this anymore,” I said to no one. I didn’t mean Max; I meant all of it—Violet’s murder, the gray smog of Baltimore, the shriveled munchkin at the deli, the Elvis in the eyeball, and the crazy chick standing next to me wrapped in a flag. I was done.


I felt a frozen touch on my shoulder. Three fingers, I could feel them right through my shirt. Max. “You don’t have a choice,” she said. “Nobody does.” I don’t know if she knew that I’d lost somebody, but it sure seemed like that’s what she meant.


Violet’s touch, I remembered it so well. Sitting there with my hands over my eyes, I thought back to how we met, how I found her sitting cross-legged on a big brown-and-white-striped blanket beside a wall of tall flowers with thick green stalks and curly purple petals. The whole world had smelled wet, sort of clean, like bagged mulch that had just been thrown. I’d walked over to pick something up for her, a Frisbee she’d tossed for her dog but forgotten about, I think, and when I’d turned to go, she’d touched my shoulder to ask a question.


I remembered and wanted to uncover my eyes and see Violet instead of Max, because that’s the way things should have been. When Violet died, the universe tilted like a table with dishes on it, and everything that had been sitting on top slid off and broke on the floor.


The fingers on my shoulder pushed me roughly. I didn’t respond, but I opened my eyes. Max stood in front of me cocooned in the Stars and Stripes. “What’s your name, bunny?” she asked.


“Jo-Jo,” I said. “Jo-Jo Dyas.”


“Where you from?” she asked.


“Here,” I said. Then I hesitated, sniffing. “Where you from?”


“You don’t want to know,” she said. She took another deep breath, smiling bigger than I’d seen anyone smiling in a while, and then crouched down in front of me so we were eye to eye. I turned away because I was crying. “Fine,” I heard her say. “I’m from Akron. That’s in Ohio.”


She was up close, her colorless face bright in the sunlight. “Are you a ghost?” I asked. I wanted to believe in ghosts just then.


Max grunted and then put her hand on my cheek. “You wish,” she said. Then, running her black-and-white fingers across my skin, she said, “Are you scared of me?”


I closed my eyes. Yes, she scared me. Yes, I wanted to go home and get back in bed. Yes, I wished I could have just blown my brains out all over the weeds and liquor bottles as planned.


But when I opened my eyes and looked at her again, the fear was gone. Max was scared too. I could see it in how the muscles at the corners of her mouth turned down, how she’d gone from touching my hand to squeezing it. I remembered that same look on my sister, Carrie, before she had her kid. There was terror there, even in her effort to stay calm. On Max’s chin was a tiny grass stain. It looked like someone had scratched a piece of plain white paper with a crayon.


Neither of us said anything. I couldn’t be sure, but I think she gripped me so tight because she didn’t want me going anywhere.


“You’re the only person I know,” she said, “and I need your help.”


“With what?” I said, wiping my nose. “You can’t take my pants.”


With that, she smiled and tapped me on the nose, once, twice, three times, saying one word with each tap. “I…tap…need…tap…wheels…tap, mama.” Then she whacked me in the forehead once with the palm of her hand. I didn’t even blink. I was used to getting beat on, having grown up with an older sister who was one serious world-champion wench.


“You mean a car?” I asked, and I wiped my nose with one hand and then cleaned the hand on my pants.


“That’s right, a car, four wheels,” she said. “Immediately.”


I thought about Violet, and how scary it gets when you find yourself all alone. “I’ll help,” I said. “I’ll do it, but not for you. You’ve been a pain in the ass.”


Max stood up and stretched so her tattoos of fists and lightning seemed to ripple, suddenly full of energy. “Perfect,” she said. “So who are you doing it for, then? You doing it for your mama?”


“I’m doing it for Violet,” I said. I wanted it to sound real important. “She would want me to help.”


“Okay!” Max said happily. She turned on one heel and walked off toward the end of the alley where the busy street cut in. She never looked where she was going, just kept walking out into the open, not checking to see if she was about to be flattened in traffic. Crazy chick. That flag swept out behind her body like she was Merlin or something. Her feet crunched over broken beer bottles.


“Don’t you want to know who Violet is?” I called after her.


“I don’t care!” she shouted over a shoulder, her chin resting on the red stripe of Old Glory, curls darkening half of her face. One eye sparkled in a dead-pale socket. “All I want to do is find my friends, get loaded, and play.”


When I heard that, I started to get interested in where all this was headed. For the first time that morning I followed Max down the street out of curiosity and not…fear, I guess. Something big was about to go down, and I wanted to be there when it happened. If I could keep dreaming this dream long enough, maybe I’d never have to wake and face what had happened to my life.


“Where are we going?” I shouted.


“Cemetery,” Max called back.


Or not.













BALTIMORE





My friend Bart had himself a job, which meant he had a car. Thing is, his work and his wheels kind of went together, and not in a good way, neither. Both a job and a car are mostly good for getting chicks, but Bart was the ice-cream man, and Bart drove the ice-cream truck. His biggest fans were of the grade-school variety. So when it came to scoring, Bart usually came up cold.


Bart and I had gone to school together until Bart dropped out to sit around and smoke pot and sometimes break into people’s cars to snatch purses. So when the ice-cream gig fell into his lap, it was like winning some lottery except instead of millions he was swimming in dairy.


Bart’s usual sales route had him heading down Rockrose Avenue around one o’clock. That afternoon, he was right on time, and when his big white truck came swinging around the corner, I was there waiting. We were there waiting.


He slowed down, the truck speaker blasting “Ring Around the Rosie.” His Playboy air freshener twirled from the rearview mirror, twisting and untwisting on its string.


Before Bart could say a thing, I opened the driver’s door and jumped in so he was close enough to hear me when I said, “Hey, buddy, keep on driving now.” But my good old pal wasn’t interested in chatting. His eyes were glued on Max.


She stood out in front of the ice-cream truck, her thick, white legs sticking out from under those fifty stars, her arms crossed over her chest. I half expected her to shout, “Up, up, and away!” and go flying off somewhere.


“Slow down but keep on going,” I said to Bart, real cool, and then waved to Max, who climbed up on the runner of the truck and slid through the open door. She walked behind me into the back, where Bart stored the ice cream in a long freezer. When Bart had customers and set up shop, one part of the truck opened to make a window where he swapped kids’ money for goodies. The inside of the truck was plastered with pictures he’d ripped from porno magazines.


Max stared at the naked girls, mouth hanging open, like she’d been hit over the head with a hammer. “Wow,” she said. A plastic bag dangled from one wrist. It was full of some of my sister’s old clothes that I’d dug out of a closet.


“Put some damn pants on, will you?” I told her, which knocked her out of that upright coma and got her rifling through the bag.


“Morning, Jo,” said Bart, steering around a corner. The truck’s tires squealed against the road.


“Yeah,” I said. “Morning.”


“So, um, what are you into here?” he said to me, jerking his head toward the back of the truck where Max was changing. He smiled out of the right side of his mouth, like always. When he was ten, Bart’s mom had bashed a wine bottle against the guy’s head and left him with a wiggly white scar that messed up the side of his face.


“I don’t know, man,” I said. Was I as clueless as I sounded? It sure felt that way. “We need a ride, man. You help us out?”


“Always,” said Bart, putting on his turn signal. “I’d do anything for a lady. Besides, she’s hot.”


I stared at him. “Man, she’s black-and-white.”


Bart flashed half his teeth under his shredded pair of lips. “Black, white, purple, I don’t give a crap,” he said, gunning the motor. “It’s all the same when you’re south of the border.” I waited for him to tell me he was joking, but he didn’t and just went on being excited to have a naked chick in his truck. It didn’t matter to him that the girl was the color of a day-old newspaper.


I checked on Max and saw her trying to tighten a stained pair of my sister’s shorts. They hung loose on her. Max was a solid girl, but not tons of fun like Carrie, who seemed to think that because you had a baby, you didn’t have to move your ass more than ten feet a day, that it was everyone else’s job to fetch your shit for you. Max pulled one of my sister’s hot-pink short-sleeved shirts down over her head and turned from side to side, modeling for a mirror that wasn’t there. Then she noticed the ice cream in the freezer and dove in headfirst.


I couldn’t believe I was still there, with her, going where?


“Where you need the taxi service?” Bart asked, squealing up to a stop sign.


“Cemetery,” I said, and when he looked at me funny, I shrugged.


“You have got to be kidding.”


“You know which one?” I called to Max.


“Not just any!” shouted Max from inside the freezer. “Try Green Mount! Is that right? Green Mount Cemetery?”


With that, Bart’s squiggly white smile jumped, and he nodded, making his greasy brown hair bounce all around on his head. “Weird thing is I do know Green Mount,” he said. “I also know better than to do other than what a lady tells me. Next stop, the grave, sugar cone.”


We drove east on 41st Street, across the bridge over Highway 83, and kept going deeper into Baltimore City. The roads were almost completely empty. We rumbled alone through every green light. It was a quiet Sunday drive, with Max muttering to herself in back and Bart glancing at her in the rearview mirror every so often, not saying much. We cruised to the music playing real soft over the truck speakers, sounding sort of like rain plinking on the thin metal roof.


My Bonnie lies over the ocean, my Bonnie lies over the sea…


It was kind of depressing sitting in the truck like that, the song playing through the deserted streets, not a soul to be seen. It was a sad song, and it made everything around it seem sad too.


My Bonnie lies over the ocean, so bring back my Bonnie to me…


I hardly ever went downtown. People there were one of two things. They were white folks with too much money, the kind who looked at you like there was some sort of invisible line that separated your whiteness from their whiteness, a line that you were stepping over every time you left your side of town and came over to their side, where everything was nicer, the water clearer, the skies bluer. And then there were black city folks, who didn’t want white trash anywhere near their streets, and whenever we passed through a hood, they spotted us coming a mile away and puffed up with attitude, ready to fight before you even got a chance to park the car.


Violet had been born and raised on the east side, and I had crossed all those invisible lines to be with her. I hadn’t liked downtown before Violet and I met, and after she got killed…well, I liked it even less. The city was a place where good dreams didn’t fly but ended up running down the gutter into the sewers. Welcome to Baltimore.


“Jo-Jo!” Max called from the back of the truck. I flicked the Playboy air freshener to make it spin and then got up and walked to where she leaned against the ice-cream freezer eating a Drumstick. Inside the freezer were five gray tubs of different-flavored ice cream—mint chocolate chip, peach, vanilla, chocolate, pralines and cream—and a collection of Bomb Pops, Push-Ups, Klondike bars, and Drumsticks. Bart may have been a burnout, but at least he was a good ice-cream man, and every neighborhood needs a good ice-cream man.


“What’s up?” I asked.


“There are a few things we need,” she said.


“Like what?” I asked, bracing my arms against the side of the truck as it turned a corner and made the ice-cream buckets jump. “And for what?”


She raised a finger, motioning me to wait. “This is so damn good-like!” she said, taking big hunks off the ice cream with her front choppers. “I was going to say that we need some shovels.”


“Shovels.”


“I’m meeting some friends of mine.”


“What friends?”


“The ones I’m meeting.”


“At the cemetery? With shovels?”


“At a cemetery,” she said. “I’m pretty sure this is the one, but this shit isn’t exactly a science, you know?”


I didn’t.


She gobbled the rest of the Drumstick, sucking down its cone and some stray nuts with a few last bites and a smile. Burping, she looked up like she wanted me to be all happy with her, but then she saw the expression on my face and her dumb-ass smile drooped. “What, don’t you trust me?”


“I don’t know you,” I said, and then I started getting real mad. “If I’m going to help you, I need to know stuff.”


“What stuff-like?”


“Who you are, maybe, and what you’re doing here?”


The word here flew out of my mouth like some half-eaten chunk of food. As soon as I said it, I wished I hadn’t. Max and I looked at each other, silent, rocking to and fro in the back of the truck. I had done it. I had made it clear that I was from “here” and she was from “there,” wherever the hell “there” was. I was afraid to find out. I almost wanted to tell Bart to turn around, speed us back to Woodberry, where we could hit that bong I knew was waiting for us and break out the Play-Station, business as usual.


Max must have read my mind because she scooped a glob of ice cream from the chocolate tub and stuck it in her mouth. “All right,” she said. “We’ll do it like I’m a genie. You get three questions, like three wishes, okay?”


I couldn’t tell if Max was making fun of me or not, but it didn’t matter. An hour before, I’d been sitting in the mud with a gun. Now I was on my way to a cemetery with a dead girl who wanted shovels.


“Okay,” I said. “Why are you here?” Then I thought of something. “Do you even know where here is?”


“Whoever said I was here?” she said. “Maybe you’re there. You ever think about that? You’re the one toting a gun, mama.”


I hadn’t thought of that, and then what she was saying hit me. “Am I dead? Is that what you’re saying?”


She laughed and turned away to root around in the stuff scattered across the cramped ice-cream counter. “I’m just jerking you around,” she said, picking up a bundle of silver scoops that were held together with a green rubber band. She slipped off the rubber band and put it on her wrist. “Listen to me, Jo-Jo. I know what’s going on. This is the city of Baltimore, state of Maryland, God bless America, on good old planet Earth. I’ve done my research, I’m here, and you’re here, so let’s all just move on-like. Okay?”


I looked down and saw my hand gripping the freezer lid handle, my knuckles white. I had almost believed her, almost believed I was dead. Just like I’d wanted for so long. Dead. I trusted people too much, just like Violet had always said.


“You know where you are,” I said, to change the subject. “But why are you here?”


“First of all, I’m here because I need a damn vacation,” she said. “But on the business side of things, we needed to go polish our act someplace where nobody knows who we are.” She shrugged. “And damn it, we’re so big right now that it was pretty tough-like to find a small enough venue. Luckily Baltimore isn’t exactly on the cutting edge. I mean, you guys ever hear of trash cans?”


It didn’t make sense, but I moved on. “Why do you look like that?” I asked. The truck sped up as it tilted down a steep hill.


“Like what?” she said, turning to me, perfect black eye sockets like bullet holes, horror-movie eyes.


“You know,” I said.


“No, I don’t,” she said.


“You’re black-and-white, dude!”


“Oh, that,” she said, and let out a sigh of frustration. “That’s just me.” When she saw my straight face, she didn’t say anything at first and then threw back her hair, putting it in a ponytail and fixing it with the green rubber band off her wrist. “Are you really going to waste one of your questions on that? What are you going to ask me next, why I have two arms and two legs, or two eyes and a nose? That the best you got, Jo-Jo?”


The truck scraped up a driveway from the street. “Let’s finish up,” Max said to me. “Because I can tell we’re getting close-like, and no doubt my boys are pissed.”


She moved toward the front, but I stepped in front of her. “I get one more question,” I said.


“Just one.”


“Yeah.”


“Ask. You know you want to.”


She was right. I was sweating, because I had to know.


I had to know.


“Where are you from?” I said.


The truck turned a sharp corner, but neither of us moved, having found our balance. There was a squeal and a crunch and the wheels hit gravel. The engine died.


Max looked at me square in the face. “I’m from the Afterlife,” she said.


She waited, letting it sink in real good.


“The afterlife?” I said. Sort of sounded like a punch line.


We were in an ice-cream truck. It was supposed to be cold. Cold, nothing. I was dizzy and boiling. “The afterlife,” I said again, but this time not like a question.


“No.” Max shook her head. “You’re thinking of the other one. I’m from the Afterlife. It’s capitalized. People are always messing that up.”


“Heaven?” I asked, hand cold, head hot, space closing in on me.


Max laughed and slipped three of Bart’s ice-cream scoops into the belt loops of her shorts. “Wrong again, bunny. You’re thinking of the place where all good people go when they die, and I hate to break it to you, but there’s no such place.” The metal scoops along her waist rang against each other. “There is a the Afterlife, and a lot of people go there, except most of them aren’t so good.”


She left me there. I watched her climb down out of the truck
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