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  Part One


  Interlude


  The hallway was short — far shorter than I ever remembered it being twenty years ago. There were doors on both sides, a wallpaper of kids’ work, and all sorts of signs, floating — like the hologram cards we used to collect as boys — on a fresh coat of paint. The smell, whose fumes ribboned into my nose, made me feel dizzy. Yet I wondered if there was something else, too. All the schools I’ve been to, even the yeshivas, smelled the same, looked the same, and devolved — if that’s the word — to one generic, all-encompassing point. I guess that makes sense. Kids, after all, are not very unique. They imbue things on a wall, a color, a favorite pen, and somehow make these things better, even if they can’t really use them in the way the rest of the world does. But what’s the rest of the world, anyway?


  I looked at my hands. They were big now, and easily turned the doorknobs that, when I needed to turn them the most, I couldn’t even reach. My legs swept through the hallway like a giant’s broom when, many years ago, I remember trying to outrun bullies, and never being fast enough. And yet, despite all this power, there is an aloneness now, a loss of something far less nameable, that few kids ever know. It’s not like me to think like this. But I guess the last few months just weren’t very good to me. I stood there, looking at the walls, full of my reflection. My lips were still dry. I had spent the whole morning screaming, and my body — shuddering, weak — seemed to know it. Turning around, I saw a broken water fountain spuming liquid and, bending over, cooled myself with drink.


  That day was my first on the job. I was sent to give some kid a talking-to about the importance of school, the value of honesty, and the power — nobility, even — of hard work. I was trained for this in graduate school. Hell, I sipped on this, or at least tried to, in the yeshivas as a boy, in my home, and in the synagogue and the streets, too. I was older now, with a wife and a crumbling desire for kids, and could, it was said, be trusted to “do the right thing.” I had a job, and, with it, a few swallows of respect. But despite all of this, I didn’t even know how I’d begin with this little troublemaker. I mean, it was all bullshit to me, especially the bit about work.


  I wanted to be a photographer, like my dad. But, like my dad, I wasn’t very good. As a kid, I’d be sent into my father’s darkroom and knew, almost from the beginning, that he had no talent. His pictures were full of the expected tropes: leaves growing out of a picture’s wet, unkempt borders, or once-familiar Jews who, now held by camera, wore me out by the third or fourth photo, until I’d force my eyes to wander through some spot of beard — awake, again, at the puzzle — only to turn somewhere else. I suppose, then, my father was no artist. The man simply communicated things, like the health, in centimeters, of a beard, or the shuttering of wrinkles on a face, but not much else. It was different when, as a boy, I’d read the comics in the library, or got an earful of the music older kids would play in their apartments. Eating breakfast, I’d tap my fork against the plate, glide through the net of flowers, and, as the song changed, make my way back to egg-yolk, careful not to trip over any debris — crumbs of bread, perhaps, or some new, misshapen note of music that made me wince. And yet, after a while, the note made sense and my shoulders relaxed. The song would get more complicated. The impulse of flowers recalled. I’d work through another path from another three or four songs, then stare outside, bored when the music stopped. I’d think: if the trees had no leaves now, when was that picture even taken? And why does it still seem glossy days later, when the air is so dry, full with the massiveness of snow? These are the things a boy might think about. And these are the things an adult returns to, not “hard work.” Please. I’ve already tried my hardest. And where am I now, but stepping through the same channels that, years ago, seemed so much wider, so much richer, and flowed more deeply than they flow today?


  I took off my kippah and held it in my hands. It felt strangely cool between my fingers and the velvet, grazed by my thumb, seemed to change color. I’d rub it again and again as I did when I was a child, pushing the fabric left to right to watch it darken. Yet, it was black already, and isn’t black a kind of absolute? I wondered how, then, it could be more than itself? It wasn’t solid, but seemed to shear all light in the crumples of its top. My kippah was delicate, but that didn’t seem to matter. How many times had I dropped it, or squeezed it between my hands simply to watch it uncrumple like a living leaf before my eyes? I saw the lines in the light, brighter than usual, and wondered what to do. After a moment, though, I simply put it into my pocket, and stared at the door where I knew the boy would be. I thought about what I’d say, and why, and whether I had, really had, anything to give. I’d figure something out, I told myself. And since I was trying to whirl out of the events of the past few months, perhaps that’s just what I needed.


  Turning around, I took one last look at the hallway. There were so many doors. I wondered how much was unearthed, every single day, behind every one of them. The lights were dimmer now, turned off by the custodians as the kids shuffled home. I took a deep breath, as if I were about to push a shovel into the dirt, and turned the knob.
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  “Aw — you really think so?”


  “And why the hell not. I mean, look at us,” I said, putting my arm around Jon.


  “I’m just sayin’...” he said, trying to hide his smile.


  “So?”


  “I mean, it’s cool to believe and all…”


  “Well, do you?”


  “I don’t know, man. It’s a really long time.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “It is.”


  “We’re talkin’ years — until we’re pretty much like our parents.”


  “Married. And with kids, too,” I said. “But, if we go through with this, now…”


  “And you’re still so goddamn sure?” Jon asked, almost pulling at his hair, then stopping himself, remembering how it always came out in bunches.


  “Jon,” I said. “I think you worry too much.”


  “Maybe. But you said that we gotta look.”


  “And?”


  Jon glanced at me, his mouth open. I felt strange, kind of like how, as a five year old, I’d throw my foot over a bug, let it hang in the air, and wait. I’d always squash it, regardless, but for a moment, I’d wonder what I was doing. And then, I’d see my father’s hand, outstretched, kind — the only thing that could ever stay me.


  “I meant,” I said, smiling a little, “we’re gonna stick together.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I can see it, Jon. I’m gonna be a painter,” I said, pointing to a drawing I was carrying of a hand, scarred at the palm, “livin’ in the same house, and with a TV show, too.” I paused. “And you?”


  “But, I don’t even know what I’m good at,” he whined as we got to my house.


  “I guess we’re just gonna have to wait and see.” The gate was already open. “But, if you don’t wanna go through with it…”


  I took out my bow and began to string it, then shot a few arrows into a tree-stump. They swam into the bark, and Jon pulled them out, one by one, throwing them back to me.


  “I know real friends stay together,” I said.


  “They do,” Jon said thoughtfully.


  “So, you got nothin’ to worry about, right?”


  “I guess,” he said. “But…”


  “But nothin’,” I said, stringing the bow once more, then panning it, like a camera, almost, until I found another tree to shoot at. It was the first nice day I could recall in a while.


  And yet, is memory, to a child, something to rely upon, or is it better left to pop and bubble, on a tiny flame that rarely lets the foam spill over to some endless cup? It fills, eventually, but with what? He looks in, and when there is no foam — the churning, I guess, of a mind at the end of its first real, adult sigh — he colors it, bubble by bubble, until something like “the past” is stitched together, and altogether altered. But, why now? And why here, sitting at my desk with an orange salt-lamp? It’s been years since I’ve had to think so far back. Perhaps it was a smell? A color? A familiar name? Is any of that even possible now? Those names have gone with the bodegas, the people; the things they belong to are simply not around any longer, and the harder you try to find them, the more they seem to wince back at your approach. I guess it’s like a particle, rebelling against being seen, timed, and measured all at once, for the closer you get to what you’re looking for, the less you know of everything else around it. I wish I could say this, from this point on, is how it all happened, but, as my glow lamp suddenly goes out, hardening the wall, I know better than to make promises.


  “You ready?” I asked.


  “Sure,” he said, his mouth trembling a little.


  “OK,” I squinted. “Be still.”


  And with that, I took a fresh arrow decorated with our initials, cut a slit down my palm, and watched a small dot feed itself with color. Jon, who was too scared to even handle a pen-knife, what with surgeries as a toddler, and nosebleeds as a child, winced a little. Yet he closed his eyes regardless, turned his palms to me, and said, “Go.”


  I made a cut, smaller this time, and as the sensation died, we clasped hands.


  “Now,” I said, “you ain’t have much to worry about.”


  “Hm,” Jon groaned, putting his thumb in his mouth and biting down on it. But he could not bite hard enough, and as Jon let go, he let the tears go with it. And all that I could do, at that point, was put my arm around him, like a blanket, and take him inside, where it was warm, and where I had a freezer full of ice.


  “It’ll be alright, Jon,” I said, opening the door. “This is now forever.”


  “Forever,” he sobbed a little, stepping into the house. “You promise, Artem? Huh?” The voice shred, piping down the hallway in a thin waff.


  I followed him inside, fumbling for a light switch. I didn’t find it, but went into the dark, anyway, tracked by a gulp of light coming into the kitchen.


  I reach over and turn my glow-lamp back on. It is summer, the same city, yet miles away from my old neighborhood. I have my old journals, papers, a few books open, my hands, scars, a face that — if I really look in the mirror, now, instead of harping on a wrinkle, a patch of beard — hasn’t aged that much. This is the sum of those days, the apex of those once-indomitable highs, and the only thing — my hands, hair — that I know, for a fact, is not filled in, or colored by events I only wish had happened. They felt what they felt. They knew only what they were allowed to know. The proofs of skin are abler than pure memory, which gusts and re-collects, pushing an arrow against a boy’s skin, or opening a gate, but always returning to a spot that no one else can quite recall. I see Jon look at me again, but this time, he does not cry. I see trucks, banging through the same streets, but now, they’re not so loud, nor so quick to come. It is, I see, a difference I can’t be held responsible for. No one can. I’ve come to terms with things invisible to them and to everyone I knew. And once I’ve seen enough, I turn off my lamp, my monitor, and get rocked into the kind of empty sleep I was deprived of years ago.
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  “Aw, what you do that for?” yelled Mauricio and, oddly, that’s exactly how I remember him. I don’t mean the yelling, exactly, but the name — Mauricio. It’s strange to hear it now, although it shouldn’t be. I mean, that was his name, after all, but we simply called him Fats. It suited him, for kids are rarely ironic, and mostly dead-on. And yet, I can’t seem to get that name into my head now, no matter how much it was a part of things back then. It’s like living with a wall stain for five, six years; you give it its own corner, a place to color your room, even as you try to think of something else. But then, when you finally wash it aside, it’s like it was never even there in the first place. And although it may sound odd to compare my best friend to a stain, that was how, as they say, the hand was played, once everything — the fights, the slow fissure of common ground — had its way. And yet, that is not how I remember things, either.


  I see Fats get up from my favorite chair, right in the middle of the living room, and walk over to the TV. I see him stop, shake his head, and push a few buttons. After a few more tries, the TV turns on, and he falls back, entranced by the dot that, a few seconds later, reverts back to those glowing outlines as I hit “Off” on the remote.


  “Come on, Fats. It’s my house,” I said. “How are you doin’ whatever you want in my house? I told you to turn it off, man,” I reminded him. “And why are you guys just sittin’ around here, anyway? I mean, why don’t we go out and do somethin’, like we was promised?”


  “Who was promised?”


  “We promised…”


  “But you said…” Fats began, scratching his face.


  “Aw, come on,” I interrupted, gingerly smacking him across the head.


  “No,” Fats yelped, clutching at the Super Nintendo controller a bit more tightly. His mouth was still open, despite the screen going black.


  “Alright,” I said. “It’s gonna be cold soon, and then you’re never gonna want to leave my house. Remember last winter, ya sad fuck? And what then?”


  “Nothin’,” he shrugged. “I guess I’ll be at your house more.”


  “I swear,” I said, shaking my head. “You guys are just scared. I mean, we keep sayin’ we’re gonna go, but never do. I gotta do it alone, now?”


  Fats perked up a little. I could tell he didn’t like that.


  “So, are we goin’, or what?”


  “Can’t,” he said, raising his eyes a little.


  “I mean, you live only two blocks away from him!”


  “Can’t,” he said, more meaningfully this time.


  “Why?”


  “Well, maybe if I go alone —”


  “You? Why can’t we go together and get the bat?”


  “Can’t, can’t, can’t,” he said, looking up at the ceiling and letting out a small moan.


  “I think we should just let him go,” said Frankie.


  “Alright,” I said, “but I wanna know why. I mean, we’re friends, right?” I asked Fats, who threw his head into his lap.


  “Come on,” he said, interrupting with a tiredness I had not expected. “Let me get the bat, OK? And then, we’ll go to the rails.”


  Alright, I thought. At least he was gonna get the bat. I thought we needed protection down there, and I wasn’t going there by myself. Not any more, at least — not after all the strange stuff I was only then discovering, down in the rails. And I thought all this even as a fissure — that imperceptible hair-line between friends — was about to ooze.


  “Artem,” he added. “The bat’s not goin’ nowhere. The rails ain’t goin’ nowhere. I know where everything is. I’m gonna get what we need, real soon, but right now, we’re on break,” he whined, putting his hand into a potato chip bag.


  But I was bored. I looked around the room and saw Fats, motionless. Frankie was on the floor, looking up at the wall, doing nothing in particular. The clicks of the game controller were not only audible now, but visible, too, as they sheared off the room’s lamp-light upon being pressed.


  “At least let’s talk, or somethin’,” I said.


  “Talk?”


  “Yeah, talk. Like, when your dad's got friends over to play cards,” I said. “I mean, what do they do all day, and how’s the shit good enough for ’em, but not for us?”


  “Oh,” Fats said, a little regretfully. I saw he died a second after I asked my question. He was playing Super Mario World: my favorite videogame when I was a child.


  “Well,” he began, “they talk.” He started the level again. “Yeah,” he affirmed. “They talk…”


  “Well, what do they talk about?” I said with disbelief. “I swear, you’re like a…like a…”


  “Retard,” Frankie groaned, turning on his side. “Fats is a fuckin’ retard. And you’re askin’ some hard fuckin’ questions of a retard.”


  “I don’t know,” he said, ignoring Frankie. “I mean, what the hell do old-ass people talk about, anyway? I don’t even remember…”


  “And that’s what I’m gettin’ at,” I said. “I mean, we’re all getting older, right? It’s about time we start actin’ like men. Goin’ out, doing things. And that means talking, too, to be real men, you know, like your dad.”


  “Oh,” he said, trying to connect, in some way, to that last part.


  “Frankie?” I said.


  “Mm?” he piped up from the floor.


  The silence started up again.


  “Hey,” Fats said. “I just noticed somethin’.”


  “Yeah?” I asked.


  “Frankie barely sayin’ a word the whole day.”


  “Except,” I said, smiling, “for that little outburst, of course.”


  “Hm?”


  “Let’s just say I think you’re right, Fats,” I said, homing in on a new target.


  “I am,” he said, almost dropping the controller with some relief. “I am.”


  “Yeah,” I affirmed. “I ain’t never hear you talk. It’s like we don’t even know nothin’ about you.”


  “Come on, Frankie. Talk.”


  “Yeah, Frankie,” I cooed. “Come on. Talk…”


  But Frankie only smiled. The kid, despite being two, maybe three years older than any of us, barely spoke in the while I had known him. It was a shame, to me. I wanted to learn a thing or two from somebody older, but couldn’t. I was awkward. They were awkward as well, but only in the deeper sense of the word. I was strange only on the exterior of things where life, at least to me, didn’t really seem to matter all that much.


  But after a while Frankie, who’d always perk up for just a second when his name was called, wasn’t paying any attention to us at all. I didn’t get why. I mean, we were in that room the entire day now, and my bow was out in the patio, ready for use. It’s sad, but some kids, and some adults too, always need to be doing something tangible, and what’s tangible about swinging a wooden sword all day? After a while, they just sort of lost their disbelief. And that, the more I think of it, is even sadder. How many people are always making plans, stuck to a need for bars, noise, and the extraordinary, where every detail till the next fix is drudgery? So, here they were, miniatures of a type I’d grow to hate. And yet, they were my friends now — Frankie, too. It was not something that would come to matter.


  There were bigger things going on. Frankie, for one, was dealing with a lot. His brother was at war, in a country somewhere in the Middle East, but at least he was bringing home lots of money they said. For a while, it turned out he was worrying over nothing — almost nobody died there — but that didn’t help none. A few years later, he lost his torso in Hanish, and the irony was, he was not even at war — not then, at least. I guess irony didn’t make things easier, for ever since that happened, Frankie was in the strangest mood, making all of these odd, ridiculous comments. And now, he was in another phase: silence that alternated with aggression. But at the same time, there was something else, too. I mean, I wouldn’t have called it intelligence, exactly, but it was a kind of sense, almost. Frankie knew there was something “wrong” in the world, and although he couldn’t ever tell me what that was, exactly, he knew where it was: always in some other place, where danger seemed to always trickle from. It didn’t help that he was paranoid — creative, too. In many ways, that’s worse than simply being paranoid and dumb, because if you’re smart, there’s no end to the elaborate fantasies you can concoct. You see patterns, no matter how wrong, in just about everything, like a religious mind trimming Jesus Christ from a rock formation, until something clicks, like the slide of a coastal shelf. And with Frankie, the slide came with any bit of news on oil, or terrorism, or religion. I’d see him, in his room, ripping down the wallpaper, hurtling himself on the bed, cursing every little thing around him — the last bits of wallpaper, too, which never seemed to come off quite right. It’s not that he understood any of these things. But he understood the words, and freely associated with them, as with an ink-blot, which is, I guess, about as deep as most adults get, anyway. And although I found all of this strange, there were things I didn’t quite understand yet had the instinct for, which, at that age, re-arranged the world into these weird, developing colors that, years later, would coalesce into something realer than any picture I’d ever draw.


  But all of that was far from my mind. I needed to set the clock. As I left my friends, I made sure to keep the door between the two living rooms open. The big grandfather clock was right in the middle of the room, a cheap wood, but gaudy nonetheless. It was meant to be seen. I guess most see a problem with this, but I don’t. Does anyone really walk around, not expecting to be looked at? And yet, unlike makeup, or the flash of jewelry, there was something about this clock that seemed only for me. Perhaps it was in the way the pendulum sewed a perfect semicircle in the air, in the gut of the room, until you could almost see a shape emerge from the phantom wood? The color would still hang there, for a second, before the pendulum swung back, as if it never left in the first place. I’d think of whether other people saw what I saw. Did the pendulum ever leave its place, or was it simply an illusion of particles, conspiring to motion, yet only scooping away at air, pushing it back and forth between some invisible spot? And then there was a thing far deeper, far more interesting than all else. I loved the second-hand’s ticks. And, as if some invisible drops were collecting into the world’s basin, the minute hand would move, too. They were not beats I’d ever miss, and yet, I wouldn’t call it “weight,” either. I simply knew that time was passing, and often thought about what I had been doing the month before, or the year before that. I’d think about what it was like going to school as a second grader: how easy everything was then! I’d think about finding my first knife, or carving my first bow. Those things were mysteries when they first happened, and yet, they still held things to unlock for me. Not that I felt any “fleeting youth”. I simply knew what I knew, and the clock, standing in the middle of the room, would forever wind into this knowledge, and far past it, too, when I’d be gone.


  Gone? It’s not like I thought of disappearing, or anything like that, but there was always this image of that room, the house without me. I didn’t think of the city. I didn’t think of the world. I only thought of what was always there when I’d wake up, the thing I was always certain of — that I’d get downstairs and see the clock there. But what if, one day, it simply wasn’t? Would it keep on beating somewhere else? Or do things stop when the thing stops, shifting its phantom mass to some other part of the brain? It was insistent. It was real. And, above all, it was the biggest thing in the room, almost going to the ceiling — and, of course, that’s the thing that kids understand most. It had to be big, and what could be bigger than the tiny, symmetrical ticks that can be heard anywhere in the house, and kept on going, in a weird way, when you’d take the thing apart to tune it? I’d expect that tick, even if it was impossible. And yet, it always came. My mind was just too used to it to bend to the reality.


  I opened the clock up, winded it for accuracy, checked the bell. I saw the spring wasn’t as tight as it once was. Perhaps, I thought, that’s why it wasn’t as loud? It was getting worn, but I tightened it regardless. It was almost five o’clock, and with it, the bell would gong in a way my friends hadn’t ever heard. I snickered, set the clock back up, and opened the living room door a little wider, so the sound could come in. Fats was busy playing his video game, and Frankie was watching him, making little movements with his arms, jumping up every once in a while to mimic Mario’s movements on the screen. Just then, the clock struck five.


  Fats was on the Air Platform, a big, open world of wheels, pendulums, moving clouds, and, at least to me, was one of the most annoying parts of the game. It was risky to move in any direction for you could easily fall off a cliff, or some gear, or even a huge, mad-looking bullet, until the limits of the TV screen kept you from seeing what might happen miles below a cloud and the odd, reaching blocks of earth. I could hear the grandfather clock strike in the other room. But before the first gong of this number was even extinguished, Fats threw the game controller in the air, he jumped and salivated something out of his mouth, the spittle only intensifying the sheen of the chip-grease he accumulated over three hours of eating. Frankie got up, dazed, and looked for the source of this confusion. I couldn’t hear what was said. In fact, I couldn’t hear much of anything. Fats yelled about something, while Frankie put his hands over his ears and turned to me, calmly moving his lips to a question I didn’t quite get, and for the first time I can remember, I felt a kind of passage. It wasn’t time, exactly. It was locomotive, like something of the pendulum, and yet, something immutable too, harder than the things I’d known. It was as if something had budged in me. I was going somewhere. I was doing something. And yet, today wasn’t any different than any other day. Sound returned, drop by drop. Frankie was breathing, hard, and Fats was still yelling about having to restart the level.


  “Oh, shut up and wipe yer mouth,” I laughed, throwing him a roll of paper towels. “It won’t kill ya to take a little break, you fat shit.” I saw his fingers twitch towards the chip-bag, but then re-consider.


  At least he wasn’t mad.


  And so, I let Mauricio finish the level. It was, oddly, very peaceful to hear. As he ran through the Air Platform, hinging his own body off the filaments of chair, the piano deepened from the TV. It sounded hectic. Mario jumped from tile to tile, turning every once in a while to jerk away from an enemy Koopa, jumping up again, and falling even further, ready to navigate the sky maze once more. Yet where was he going, really? The game, like all Super Mario games, was about saving Princess Toadstool from a dinosaur called Bowser, but go a few minutes into it, and you forget what, exactly, you’re supposed to be doing in the first place. You forget who the little man on the screen is. To a kid, he’s just a bit of color blurring through caves, ghost houses, and open fields. Only on the Air Platform does he seem to be reaching for something higher, jumping through slabs of earth, coasting on bullets, yet hitting a kind of invisible ceiling once he goes too far, stepping, as it were, outside the parameters of design. Do kids ever see this? I recall wasting many hours trying to break through this ceiling, thinking there was something behind it all. And yet, Fats was simply trying to get to the very end, throwing Mario into acrobatics he, himself, could never do, grabbing on to things, running to the smash a piano he’d never learn to play.


  Fats was getting near the end. A bullet flew past him, and he dodged another. A bright coin was ignored. He was hit by an enemy as the controller slipped through his greasy fingers. He laughed harshly as he stomped across the level, dying over and over again, but not caring. All he cared about was the end. Yes, I now think, as I imagine the piano slowing down again. We did things differently. I couldn’t be like this. And he couldn’t be like me. But I still don’t know enough of ends, of what it means to finish things — and is that any better than not knowing how to get to them?


  Fats grabbed the controller, slamming it a few times in joy as he finished the level. That was his way. He looked at me, smiled, and put his head into his lap. For a while, I didn’t hear much, from anybody. The toss of branches, Mauricio’s asthma pulling at my ear — all began to slow, until not even the pendulum could follow. And then, I yawned, and my eyes folded over themselves.


  A few minutes passed. I heard my dad come home, smelling pleasantly of cigars and a shot of whiskey. That was the most he’d ever drink. He came into the room, nodded at us, and hummed to himself as he unpacked a few things. I saw a six-pack of beer, probably for the neighbors. Fats was now waking up as well, smacking his lips with sleep. He smiled at my dad and lowered his gaze to the table, where the beers stood. The smile quickly dissolved. The world shot back into its proper orbit. Fats looked nervous again. It took me back to earlier that morning, when I wanted to go to his house for the first time in months.


  “Fats,” I said.


  “Yeah,” he replied, a little dryly.


  “You alright?”


  “Yeah.” A pause. “I think I wanna go get that bat now.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yeah,” he said, smiling weakly. “I’ll go get the bat.”


  3


  I was awakened by a loud knock. Fats had just gotten here, and Frankie, yawning, nodded to the window. I turned off the TV and walked into the hallway. It was cool but sunny in my neighborhood. The Green Bay Packers won the Super Bowl. Comet Hale was visible, even from Brooklyn, with my little telescope. I was happy that Bill Clinton was president again. It felt like fourth grade had finally hit, and would be fourth grade a while longer. Outside, I smelled something that wasn’t quite snow yet.


  “Oh, you’re home,” Jon said as I opened the door. “I got somethin’ to show you guys,” he said, holding something in his hands.


  Now, Jon was a little guy, and I think the littleness stung him. I mean, we were all little, I guess, but it was different with Jon. Yes, he fell short by a few inches, but there was more to it. Jon was pale, had soft hands, soft arms, and hair that perished at the slightest touch. It all wasn’t very becoming of a boy — especially one as short as he was — so he started wearing big sweaters with hoods, and ribboned his hair in a ponytail. But, he couldn’t use rubber bands; they were too rough, too governing, pulling pieces of his forehead along with tufts of hair. The sweaters were dark, too, which made his paleness even eerier. Yet there was an advantage to this, one that Jon, I’m sure, was aware of. Jon, a sissy, slowly transformed before our eyes into a kind of “rat” — nimble, aggressive, and ready to get into anything, no matter how dangerous, pointless, or stupid. It wasn’t courage, exactly. Jon was simply impulsive, and even more so after we had become blood brothers.


  He seemed to take on the very features of a rat, hitting puberty well before the rest of us, developing a few whiskers above the lip, and getting contacts that irised him into a kind of lukewarm red. The jaw sharpened. The cheekbones began to rise. And then, he let his nails grow, chipped a few teeth in a fight, and, well, the transformation was complete. At his peak (if one could call it that) he’d fish through garbage bins, looking for a broken watch, a rusty pocket-knife, doorknob, or some other treasure. Once he’d find something, he’d show us that very day, introducing it slowly, elaborately, as if peeling a banana one inch at a time, giving the exposed fruit a lick before he’d change his mind, twist the peel back up, lay it down, and walk away, suddenly talking about some grand thing that had nothing to do with doorknobs. After a while, though, he’d change his mind once more, go a bit further, then retract his words until we’d beg (or force) him to open his mouth again, as we knew he would. This is how he was a part of things, yet apart from them, too, orbiting the neighborhood like the collateral around the sun, the things we learned about in school, but most of us couldn’t name. The Rat. Jon. The Rat. And yet, he was always in his proper orbit. Perhaps that was the only thing that was special? Or is it the opposite, somehow? How many people stick to one little road, scooping at a cosmos that only seems to atomize at being touched, then re-collects itself when you look away? But it didn’t matter. For now, it was enough for him to smile with a clenched hand, unable to pronounce a single thing tumbling through my brain, his tail blowing off his body as it faced, but never fell to, its own annihilation.


  I ran after Jon, yelling to see what he was holding. As soon as Jon came into the living room, the guys got up and surrounded him excitedly. Fats was the first one up, grabbing Jon’s fist:


  “Come on,” he said, “Show us what ya got in your hand!”


  “Me?” Jon asked, gingerly hitting his chest with the fist.


  “Yeah, you. Whaddya got?”


  “I mean, it’s no big deal, I don’t think. Just some old shit I found…”


  “Oh yeah,” said Fats, getting up in that big way of his, looking over at Jon’s hand. “Well, where'd you find it?”


  “I got it,” Jon said, puffing up his chest, “off a house.”


  And with that, we
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