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CHAPTER 1

 


 


Jared Macdonald wanted to strangle the tour
guide for being so upbeat, and for wearing four pieces of clothing
with the Wishon University emblem. We get it, he thought. We're in
college. You don't need to wear it like a badge of honor.

"Behind me here is the impressive quad that
keeps the alumni's pocketbooks open," the guide said as he adjusted
his cap. "Right over there on that patch of grass is where George
Thompson wrote his famous poem, 'Soliloquy in June'. Ironically,
rumor has it he wrote the poem in May." The dozen or so onlookers
showed a half-hearted show of respect for the boy, who couldn't
have been a day over 20. Jared wasn't laughing though. He was
looking at his watch impatiently since the tour began fifteen
minutes earlier. It was too hot, the tour was too boring, and he
had just moved into his dorm room twenty minutes earlier.

It was only yesterday that he was sitting at
the drive-in outside of Portland, drinking a beer and smoking a
joint with his buddies. His best friend Jeff was attempting to
contain his emotions of his partner-in-crime moving away, even
though they had been saying goodbye for weeks. Jared had tried to
ease the awkwardness by pointing out that Portland was only a few
hours away and Jeff could visit whenever he wanted. They sat at
Montgomery Creek for three or four hours, bullshiting away their
final hours together. When Jared finally crawled out of Jeff's
Mustang, he realized the life he was so familiar with the last
eighteen years was going to change significantly.

The drive down with his mother wasn't too
bad, until an hour before they hit Wishon city limits and the tears
started. Jared wasn't sure if she had been building them up for the
last few months or if it was a quick womanly show of emotion. He
surprised himself by reassuring her that he was going to be fine,
that he would come home as much as he could, and that he was only a
cell phone call away. That set her off even more, however, and her
head looked like it was going to explode from holding in her
emotions the rest of the drive.

She suddenly became aggressive when she
reminded him to stay away from Cousin Gabe, who was about to be a
senior at Wishon University. Gabe's a troublemaker, she constantly
repeated to him, and he'll only ruin your education if you let
him.

She had a point. Gabe had a knack for getting
Jared into trouble, and had been doing so consistently since they
were toddlers. Jared wouldn't have had it any other way.
Practically his entire childhood highlight reel involved his cousin
in one way or another. Gabe was one of the reasons he settled on
Wishon University. Of course, he never told her that. He knew his
mother was looking out for his best interests, so he thought giving
her a false sense of relief would get him through the last leg of
the move.

Jared always felt sorry for his mother. In
his opinion Julie Macdonald had been dealt a bad hand in life, yet
was always looking patiently for a bright side. Her husband, his
father in sperm only, was an adulterer who dabbled in recreational
drugs and tended to crush her low self-esteem like a soda can. He
could always remember Ryan Macdonald yelling at him and his sister
Chloe, then barking at his wife how it's her fault they had turned
out "as fucked up as they were." His rationale was he worked
twelve-hour days and left her in charge of raising the kids
properly. Little did she know he only worked the normal eight hours
and spent the preceding four fucking the marketing director at his
company. The only way Julie ever realized the truth was when she
came down with Chlamydia and figured out how she received it.

The divorce was pathetic; she didn't want
anything from Ryan but child support. Ryan surprised everyone by
granting her not only support, but the house and the five-year old
Jeep Cherokee. He moved to the other side of town and rarely
called, let alone visited. Finally a few years ago when the kids
were old enough to say so without repercussion they just asked Ryan
to go away altogether.

The campus tour moved along slowly, the
rah-rah guide quipping horrible jokes and the crowd pretending to
be amused. They walked by what seemed like every door on campus,
and Jared was truly awestruck by its beauty. The buildings
themselves looked timeless and traditional, adorned with red brick
facade and Victorian windows. The grounds were well-maintained, the
bushes trimmed properly and the lawns a perfect three inches tall.
A small brook flowed directly through the center of campus, with
trees draping over the water. It gave the creek the scenic, rustic
look Jared remembered from the school postcards and brochures. He
had been on campus for a visit just a few months earlier, but it
was January and looked different, almost dreary. At that time
almost all the students had all gone home for the holiday break and
the place was covered with a thin blanket of snow. Now there were
people everywhere, wandering about in shorts and t-shirts, laughing
and looking forward to the upcoming semester.

When the tour moved past Veres Hall Jared
snapped a mental picture. This was the building that housed the
Journalism and English departments. When he was submitting
applications for college his college counselor insisted he choose a
major because that would decide the best schools to apply to. He
couldn't believe at eighteen he was having to decide the path his
life was going to walk down. He had enjoyed writing and always
gotten fair grades on his English papers, so he thought he'd major
in English with a minor in Journalism. What the hell, he thought,
all I have to do is read books and write. Better than taking
Biology anyway.

The tour lasted a good hour, and when the
group finally dispersed Jared realized he obviously had been in a
haze for the last part, because when he looked up he noticed he was
right in front of his dormitory.

While the campus itself was attractive,
Whitney Hall reminded him of a bomb shelter. It was seven stories
tall and stretched out hundreds of feet, with four large antennas
reaching out towards the sky from the roof. The appearance of his
home for the next year gave Jared a bout of depression, and he
hadn't even met his roommate yet.

Jared entered the building and headed right
to the elevator, whistling lightly and looking around aimlessly.
The lobby was cased in wood paneling, someone's attempt to conceal
the fact that the whole building was one big concrete slab. To his
left was the receptionist desk, with two little blonde co-eds
greeting new tenants and handing out room assignments. He and his
mother had been introduced to them a couple hours earlier. One of
the women seemed to take a liking to Jared, giving him her complete
attention and repeating her name three times. Pam. Pam. Pam. At the
time the situation was awkward, but it was a nice start to his
college career.

The elevator doors opened and Jared was about
to enter when two other men cut in front of him. They were loud and
boorish, something Jared was never in the mood for. Sighing, he
followed them in and pushed the fifth floor button.

He shot a quick glance at his fellow
passengers. One was around his age, a bit shorter, and a good
twenty pounds overweight. The other man was slightly older and
enormous, with six inches on Jared and a thick weightlifter's
build. They both stank of cheap beer and cigarettes. Jared leaned
against the far wall of the elevator and tried to ignore them.

"Fuck, man, this elevator sucks," the short
man said. "I can't believe I have to take this thing every
day."

The big man smacked him in the shoulder.
Hard. "Then take the stairs. It'll help your fat ass."

That set it off, and the two men started
wrestling in the elevator. The short one went directly for the big
man's waist, but when he wrapped himself around it the big man
simply leaned over. They both dropped to the floor, their sheer
weight shaking the lift as it suddenly struggled to ascend.

"Damn it, Brad! You're getting' me all
dirty," the short man wheezed.

Jared had no choice but to stand there and
continue pushing himself into a corner so he wouldn't be involved.
The big man, Brad, slowly got up as the elevator doors opened.

"Get your punk-ass up, Barry," he snorted.
"Your floor."

Brad noticed Jared and stared blankly at him
as Barry struggled to rise. Jared met Brad's eyes for a second,
then glanced down at Barry as he hobbled out of the elevator. Brad
chomped his jaw, imitating Iceman from Top Gun, then started
laughing raucously. Barry glanced back and joined in the laughter,
then they both started walking down the hall to a row of rooms.

Jared had no idea what had just happened, but
was gratified to be alone again. Brad and Barry? Must be
brothers.

As the doors slid closed Jared gazed at the
floor and spotted a small black butt pack. When he picked it up
fragments of a plastic buckle fell onto the linoleum. Jared
realized one of them must have been wearing it and it broke off
during their scuffle. Jared opened the pack, revealing three
tightly wrapped baggies of marijuana, a wood pipe, and a silver
Zippo lighter.

Jared snickered as the doors opened on his
floor. He grabbed the baggies and lighter and shoved them into his
pocket. Then he zipped up the pack and dropped it in the corner of
the elevator. As he walked off onto his floor he turned to watch
the elevator doors shut behind him. Got to be karma, he thought
with a smile.

Jared walked down towards his room, located
at the very end of a long white hallway. He introduced himself to
his neighbors as he moved past their doors. The first room
presented Jerry and Todd, two scrawny kids from Ashland who dressed
in black from top to bottom. Their room reeked of clove cigarettes
and was decorated with random posters of Goth bands and the
occult.

He then met Andrew and Jesse, who were much
more his speed. Andrew was tall and skinny, from Spokane, and was
trying a bit too hard to fit in. He greeted Jared right away, with
a too-strong handshake, offering Jared a beer he had brewed back
home and snuck in. Jesse was an obvious boozer from the get-go. He
had a stomach that hinted he had been drinking long before he had
reached Wishon. He defined rugged-looking, with a full beard and
long red hair tucked into a Seattle Mariners cap.

Jared walked closer to his room and noticed
his door was wide open. He strolled inside to find a small, preppy
looking man unpacking a suitcase. Jared stood in the doorway and
lightly knocked.

The small man looked up. "Hi there," he said
timidly.

Jared offered his hand. "Jared Macdonald. I
take it you're my roommate?"

"Jaime Marcus," he said as he accepted the
greeting. "Nice to meet you."

Jared looked Jaime over. He was a tiny man,
even by extreme standards. He barely reached Jared's neck and
probably didn't weight more than a hundred and thirty pounds
soaking wet. He had on a collared shirt tucked into brown slacks.
His face had a few distinguishable pimples, his blonde hair combed
to the side. He reminded Jared of a tiny Bill Gates, only not as
cool.

"Settling in all right, Jaime?"

"Yeah, I guess," Jaime replied as he went
back to unpacking. "Still figuring out where I'm going to put my
underwear and all that."

Jared went to his side of the room and glared
over his boxes on the bed. "I know the feeling, man."

"Sweetie, ready to get some lunch?" an older
woman asked as she waltzed in. She was suddenly startled when she
noticed Jared at the other side of the room. "Oh, hello."

Jared looked up and waved his hand to
indicate he wasn't a threat. "Hi, I'm Jared. You're Jaime's
mom?"

She relaxed and put up her best smile.
"Hello, Jared. We were wondering if you were going to come back.
Very nice to meet you."

Jaime stopped unpacking and grabbed his keys
off his desk. "We're going to get a bite to eat. Could you do me a
favor and make sure this place is locked up if you leave? I got my
laptop and other expensive stuff here."

Jared let loose a sly smile. "You bet." This
guy is Webster's definition of a dork, he thought.

"Would you like to join us?" Jaime's mother
asked.

"No thank you, Ms. Marcus," Jared said
abruptly. He motioned to his side of the dorm. "I have a lot of
unpacking to do and already ate." Truth be told, he was
starving.

Finally, mother and son were out of the room
and making their way to the elevators. Jared shook his head at the
thought of sharing a meal with them. He walked up to Jaime's desk
to see what he deemed so expensive. School supplies, a Dell
computer, and a few random trinkets was all he could see without
touching the boxes still closed on the desk. He knew Jaime Marcus
for about two minutes but was already annoyed by him.

He looked back at his pile of belongings that
needed to be put away, but all he wanted was a cigarette, a habit
he thought he gave up a few months ago. He stood at the window and
looked at the view of the Wishon University campus. He had his
stuff strewn all over his bed, had seen the campus, met his dorm
mates, determined his roommate was a complete douche, and class
didn't start until after the weekend. Jared had arrived at college
with no idea what to do next.

Just then he reached into his pocket and
pulled out his cell phone. He searched and found the number he was
looking for: Cousin Gabe.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


 


Jared sat at the steps in front of Whitney
Hall, glancing down both sides of the street. He had no idea what
direction Gabe would be coming from and was keeping an eye out for
his truck. People were walking about in little clicks, enjoying the
afternoon sun. Various cars propelled down the road, and Jared
looked in each of them for a glimpse of the cousin he hadn't seen
in six months.

He was ecstatic to see Gabe again. He had
such fond memories of them growing up. Jared saw him quite a bit
when Gabe's family lived in Portland, but when Jared was twelve and
Gabe fifteen his Uncle Bill got a job teaching at Willamette
University down in Salem. They then only saw each other at family
get-togethers; Christmas, Thanksgiving, and one Fourth of July at
the family cabin.

Gabe would always say the two of them were
kismet, almost brothers. He was three years older but that never
factored into their friendship. They always had fun together,
shooing BB guns, playing video games, watching "Skinimax" on cable.
They grew especially close when Jared's parents split, mostly
because Jared would call for support whenever he was irate at his
father. The way Jared saw it, Gabe knew him better than anyone

Gabe moved to Wishon for college a few years
ago, which was even farther away than Salem. They chatted and
texted all the time, but Jared's mother would never allow him visit
for a weekend. Aunt CeeCee always had stories and rumors about
Gabe's college life which basically forbid Jared to do a road trip.
But when Jared started experimenting with pot and booze a couple
years ago he and Gabe had a new hobby to bond over. The would
always sneak out and have a good time after the family parties.

Jared smiled when he thought of the phone
call he had with Gabe not more than twenty minutes earlier. There
was no doubt in his mind that Gabe was stoned beyond belief.

"Yeah?"

"Gabe?" Jared asked, not recognizing the
voice on the other end of the phone.

The voice on the other side didn't reply, and
a thud beckoned into Jared's ear, like a cell phone dropping on the
floor. He heard a murmur in the background and a sound of the phone
being picked back up.

"Yeah?"

"Gabe? That you? It's Jared."

"Jared?"

It was definitely Gabe. "Doesn't your phone
tell you who's calling?"

"Hey, wait a minute," Gabe said, as if he was
suddenly having a revelation. "I totally forgot. Tell me you're in
town."

"Just got here a few hours ago. Took the
tour, unpacking some stuff..."

"You took the fucking tour?" Gabe
interrupted. "Tell me where you are right now. I'm coming to pick
you up."

Jared reminded Gabe that he was staying in
Whitney Hall. Gabe told him to wait outside in ten minutes. Jared
had been waiting for over twenty now.

He looked up and down the street again. He
would recognize Gabe's truck anywhere. A large brown International
Scout finally turned the corner and accelerated down the street
towards him. It was an old truck, late seventies, with the top off
and black roll-cage. Suddenly the truck lurched towards the front
steps and pulled up right in front of Jared, the sound of the rock
band Rush blasting from the stereo. A fit man in his early twenties
sat in the driver's seat, smoking a cigarette and smiling from
ear-to-ear.

Jared made his way to the passenger door and
looked his cousin over. He was wearing tattered shorts, hiking
boots, and Ray-Ban Wayfarer sunglasses. He didn't have a shirt on,
and ashes from his cigarette were falling onto his chest.

"No beer-belly yet," Jared pointed out.

"I’m working on it," Gabe mumbled through the
cigarette that was still in his lips. He shook Jared's hand and
smiled the way Gabe did - like a scoundrel. "Get the fuck in here,
you asshole."

Jared hopped in the truck and gave Gabe a
hug. "Been too long," Gabe said with sentiment. He put the truck in
gear and they sped off down the road.

"Still smoking, huh?"

Gabe looked back at him. "I swear I'll stop,
Mom." He reached under his seat and pulled out a pack of Camels,
dropping them on Jared's lap.

Jared handed them back. "No thanks. I quit.
Made my clothes stink."

They rode in silence for a few seconds as
they passed by Wishon Arena before Jared broke the silence. "Still
listening to Rush, Gabe? Don't you get sick of hearing the same
songs over and over?"

"Don't ever poke fun of a man's music when
you're in his car, man," Gabe said sarcastically. He turned down
the radio and pulled down a side street. The road was a vision of
suburban poetry, with oak trees arching over the pavement, little
cottages lined up into the distance, perfectly mowed lawns and
bushes rolling up to wooden porches.

"You don't live around here, do you?" Jared
asked.

Gabe shook his head and smiled. "I wish. This
is where a lot of the professors and fancy students live. Our
kind," he said as he waved his finger and Jared and himself," we
usually stay on the other side of Westhill Drive. This is just a
shortcut to get across."

"So where exactly are you taking me,
anyway?"

Gabe glanced over and gave Jared a wink. "I
thought we'd go back to my place, baby," he said seductively.

They chatted for a few minutes about the
move, the dorms, and finally about Jaime. Gabe laughed heartily
hearing Jared's five-minute tirade of the two minutes he spent with
his new roommate.

"My roommate was really cool," Gabe said as
they stopped at a red light. "You'll meet him later. Good guy. You
been downtown yet? Lots of fun bars, man."

Jared smacked him in the shoulder. "You skid.
You know I'm only eighteen."

Gabe laughed. "No worries. My buddy Corsi
works at one of the pubs and can sneak you in without a
problem."

"Really?"

"Might even give you a few free drinks. You
look like you'll want a daiquiri or something with that
haircut."

The truck pulled into a dirt alley between
two rows of houses. On either side were large wooden fences, and
Gabe stopped the truck in front of a gate. He walked and fumbled
with the lock for a few seconds, the rolled back the wooden door to
expose a large empty carport that ran behind a sizeable
backyard.

Gabe parked the truck while Jared hopped out
and looked around. The yard was spacious and sparse, with only two
large trees in the far corner and a very patchy lawn, with almost
as much dirt as grass. A couple of cheap lounge chairs sat in the
middle of the grass with a table separating them. Two empty beer
bottles lied on the ground in front. Beyond the yard was a modest
single-story home with a faded yellow trim.

Jared followed Gabe up the steps and into the
house. The door led to a kitchen in a state of disarray. It was
fairly small, with a refrigerator and oven on one side and the sink
and counter on the other. The cupboard doors were gone, exposing a
mismatched set of glasses, plates, and plastic souvenir cups. The
sink was heaving over with dirty dishes and beer cans.

They walked through the kitchen and into the
living room. The room was dark and large, with two tattered couches
on either side of a bay window. A massive oak coffee table sat in
the middle. The window faced the front yard but the shades were
drawn so Jared had no idea what it looked like. On the other side
of the room sat an entertainment center, complete with stereo
components and a massive flat-screen television.

A small, skinny man of twenty or so sat on
the floor in front of the television playing Xbox, squinting
through wire-rim glasses at the screen and talking into a headset.
He had long blonde hair wrapped in a ponytail and was wearing a
tye-dye Grateful Dead t-shirt. He frowned when he saw who was
interrupting his game.

"Thought you were Alex," he muttered as he
returned to his game. He was nondescript except for the voice,
which was extremely low for such a small man.

 


Gabe and Jared plopped down on the couch.
"Brain?" Gabe asked with a tone of annoyance in his voice.

"Yeah?" Brain replied without turning
around.

"You hear from Alex?"

The man shook his head. "I thought he was
just going to come over."

"This piece of crap is Brain," Gabe blurted
out as he waved his hand at the back of the man's head. "Brain,
meet my cousin, Jared."

"Hey howdy," Brain said as he continued with
his game.

"Don't you have a home?" Gabe asked casually
as he reached for the coffee table, dragging it over to him. He
reached under pulled out a cigar box from the cabinet
underneath.

"No TV at my house," Brain said as he
motioned sideways with his character. He was reacting to the game
like he was the soldier shooting commies.

Gabe opened the cigar box and pulled out a
pack of orange rolling papers and a large zip-lock bag full of
bright-green marijuana. "You still smoke this, right?"

"Oh yeah," Jared nodded as he watched Gabe
roll. "It's been, like twelve hours. Starting to get the shakes,
man."

Brian jolted his head at the mention of pot
smoking and paused his game. He slid over the carpet on his butt,
using his hands as paddles. "What we got here?"

"Oh, hello there," Gabe joked. "Nice to see a
face instead of the back of your fucking head. You know you can't
pause a game when you're in the middle of fighting twelve-year old
kids online, right?"

"They can wait."

Gabe finished rolling the joint, sparked it
and passed it around. When it got to Jared he smiled at Gabe, who
exhaled his smoke into his cousin's face and winked.

They finished the joint with little
conversation, but it came out afterwards with Brain usurping the
attention. Jared couldn't get over this guy's way of thinking.
Brain was sitting there talking about stocks and IPO's, all the
while stoned out of his gorge and dressed to the hilt in dirty
hippie garb. For some reason Brain fascinated him.

The three of them decided to have a cigarette
on the front porch. Gabe got a sudden hankering for some beer and
ran off to the liquor store, leaving Jared alone with Brain. They
sat there in silence until Jared thought he'd cut the tension by
asking what Brain's major was.

"Business Management," Brain said through a
drag of his smoke.

Jared was dumbfounded. Agriculture, sure.
Environmental Studies, most likely. Never in a million years did he
expect those two words to come out of Brain's mouth. Jared inquired
more, and Brain enlightened him about the structure of the economy
and which companies were going to make their mark in the tech space
next year. After five minutes it was apparent to Jared that Brain
defined the term, “don't judge a book by its cover.” Then there was
his husky voice paired with this 5'8, miniscule body.

Jared walked off the porch and stood on the
front lawn to greet Gabe when he returned. He was finally getting
tired of Brain's chatter. He looked down at the rows of shoddy
looking houses. It was obvious the street was made for a student
clientele, or possibly white trash. Some homes didn't have lawns,
only dirt and rocks and weeds. Some cars parked on the street
looked like they hadn't moved in years, including an old Dodge Dart
that was parked in front of Gabe's house.

Peering into the distance Jared could make
out the faint silhouette of Gabe walking down the sidewalk to the
house, a few hundred yards away, a case of beer under his arm.
Suddenly a large black pickup truck screamed around the corner.
Whoever was driving suddenly lurched the vehicle towards Gabe,
bumping the left tires over the curb. This startled Gabe, who
jumped off the sidewalk and onto a patchy lawn, the box of beer
flying over his head.

The truck swung back onto the street and
accelerated towards Jared. A little squirrel was sitting in the
middle of the road casually eating something that had fallen off
the draping tree above him. The driver quickly positioned the truck
directly in line with the rodent.

"That asshole," Brain said as he stepped up
next to Jared to watch the show.

The truck sped up, barreling in on the
squirrel, who suddenly looked up and bolted off the road to the
sidewalk. The truck compensated, swinging quickly to its right. The
rodent narrowly missed being smashed by the vehicle by hopping up
the very tree that had dropped his lunch on the road.

The truck slowed down after missing its
target and veered towards Gabe's house. They were close enough now
that Jared could make out the passengers. The driver was massive
Hispanic man who was laughing hysterically while slumped over the
steering wheel. In the passenger seat was a smaller man with wavy
brown hair. He was smiling and shaking his head.

"What did that squirrel do to you?" Brain
barked at the driver as the truck stopped in the driveway.

"Relax, little man," The man said as he
exited the truck. "Squirrels need to know they can't sit in the
middle of my road." Jared recognized the driver now. It was Gabe's
roommate, Corsi. He had met him months ago when Corsi came with
Gabe for Thanksgiving.

Corsi was large and in charge all around,
carrying a six-foot four frame with a body like a wall, wide and
large. He was certainly overweight, but his body size and genetics
allowed him to carry it well.

The passenger exited the vehicle, a blue
backpack slung over his shoulder and a Slurpee in his hand. He was
average-sized, a bit taller than Jared, and a couple years older.
He strolled around the truck, sipping his drink through a straw.
Jared didn't pay much attention to him, instead walking over to
Corsi.

"Hey Corsi," Jared said as he extended his
hand.

Corsi reciprocated, his fingers engulfing
Jared's. "Wait, you're the cousin aren't you? Jared?"

"Yup."

Corsi snapped his fingers with the success of
his remembering of Jared's name. "You're the guy who got busted
shoplifting with Gabe." Jared had forgotten that Corsi knew about
that. When Corsi was visiting the three of them hiked into the
hills after dinner to watch the sunset. After a few swigs of
whiskey Gabe went into the story about how he was a perpetual thief
when he was a kid. He used to drag Jared along to use as a lookout.
Once they were at a Wal-Mart and Gabe attempted to steal some video
games when a clerk witnessed him stick them down his pants. As they
exited the store security tried to grab Gabe, but Jared literally
jumped on the man's back as Gabe ran off. Jared got in big trouble
after that, and his mother had to come down and discuss the
situation with the store manager. He never said who he was with to
either person, and he was blacklisted from that Wal-Mart for a
year. Jared's mother said he wasn't allowed to mention this again,
especially to his father. The interesting part was she never asked
him who the actual perpetrator was. Jared figured she already
knew.

The man with the Slurpee walked up to Jared
and wiped his hand on his pants before shaking Jared's. "I'm Alex.
Nice to meet you."

"Thanks," Jared replied. "The same."

Suddenly they all looked over at Gabe, who
was pounding up the sidewalk and cradling the crumpled box of beer,
trying to hold it together before a can fell out.

"Fuck you, Corsi," Gabe blurted out as he
came up to the truck, laying the remains of the box on the lawn.
"Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you." He grabbed a can and cracked it,
beer foam spraying everywhere. He flicked some beer residue off his
hand at his large friend and quickly took a drink.

"Nice and frothy?" Alex joked.

"Way I like it," Gabe gulped. "You guys meet
Jared yet? He just moved into town this morning."

"Shooting for that higher education, huh?"
Corsi said.

"It was either here or Harvard," Jared
joked.

Gabe quickly turned to Alex. "How'd we
do?"

Alex frowned and gripped the backpack
tightly. "We'll talk about it later, all right?"

Gabe frowned back in confusion, then nodded over at Jared. "Oh,
right. Hey, he's cool, Alex. Seriously. He's going to be hanging
around here anyway."

Alex's knuckles suddenly turned white from
gripping the backpack strap so tight. He was obviously frustrated
by Gabe. He looked like he was going to explode.

"Dude, he's family," Gabe said, trying to
console Alex. "Would you please just trust me on this?"

Alex shook his head lightly and walked
towards the house. "Whatever," he muttered under his breath. He
hopped up the front steps, Corsi and Brain following him like
puppies.

Jared looked at Gabe with confusion. "What
was that all about? What's the big secret?"

Gabe smiled. "Help me get this beer inside.
You're going to love this."

Five minutes later Jared stood in the doorway
of Gabe's bedroom with a gaping mouth. The blinds were closed,
which made the room especially dark, almost ominous. The sunlight
cast a few beams of light through the room, the only source of
light save a small lamp on a desk against the far wall. On the
other end of the room was a queen-sized bed with covers casually
spread out over the mattress, a 21-year old's lazy attempt to clean
up before having visitors. Brain was leaned back on the pillow,
flipping through a comic book and smoking another cigarette.

The attention was at the desk. Sitting in the
chair was Alex, fiddling with a three-point scale. Hovering over
his shoulder was Corsi. Sitting on the desk next to the scale was
the biggest mound of marijuana Jared had ever seen.

"Damn scare never sits right," Alex muttered.
"It's too loose."

Corsi massaged Alex's shoulders with
excitement. "Who gives a crap if it's off a point or two?"

"No shit," Brain said without looking up from
his reading. "Just heave that lump on there and let's split this
bad boy."

Jared heard a floorboard creak and turned to
see Gabe walking down the hallway towards him, attempting to carry
five beers in his hands. He stopped in the doorway and handed one
to Jared.

"What's going on in here?" Gabe joked, trying
to sound like some authority figure. He dropped a beer on the bed
next to Brain and before moving to the desk and setting the last
three on the other side of the desk away from the mound of pot.
"What we looking at?"

Jared walked over and eyeballed the
marijuana. It was light green, very similar to what they smoked
earlier. Clear crystals glistened off the desk lap, and little
purple hairs stuck out of the large buds. "This is gorgeous," Jared
said, mostly to himself. "I'd fucking date this."

Alex nodded. "You'd make a cute couple," he
said as he slowly took the buds and placed them on the scale. "And
if no one shakes the table we can find out how much it's worth."
When the buds were all on the scale the other end was reaching up
towards the ceiling. Alex fiddled with the measurements to balance
the weight.

 


Brain tried to get comfortable on the bed.
"When was the last time you washed these things? Like sitting on
cardboard. I'm fucking grossed out over here."

Corsi bent down and got eye-level with the
scale. "Ok, Alex, what's the call?"

Alex squinted as he focused on the weight.
"Well, I'd guess we're looking at a pound, give or take a couple
grams."

A pound of pot, Jared thought. What do these
guys need a pound of pot for?


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


 


On a whim the group decided to have a
barbeque. It was about five o'clock in the afternoon by this time,
only an hour or so since they first weighed the marijuana, and only
seven hours since Jared hit the city limits.

How much has changed in a few hours, Jared
thought. I'm now officially in college, living on my own for the
first time with a freak roommate who was probably sitting in the
dorm room and rubbing one out to cosplay costumes. Instead of
running around and looking for a frosh party, I'm sitting on the
couch in my cousin's living room, high as a kite and playing Brain
in Madden on the Xbox.

A few phone calls later Gabe and Corsi
decided to have a party. Just like that. Brain said he and his band
would play, and after spanking Jared by three touchdowns he took
off to get his equipment.

"Some band," Gabe whispered to Jared as Brain
was leaving. "They sound like shit. Freaky folk music. At least
they know some Zeppelin and Doors."

Corsi and Alex ran off to the liquor store to
fill a keg. Gabe and Jared were left to go to the grocery store to
stock up on barbecue essentials.

Jared couldn't wait to get some alone time
with his cousin and to about the pound of pot sitting between the
mattresses in Gabe's room. He could barely hold his containment as
they pulled vegetables from the produce section.

"So you dealing pot, Gabe?" Jared asked as he
examined some carrots.

Gabe pushed the grocery cart past the lettuce
section. "Got onions and tomatoes," he said, doing the inventory in
his head. "I want chicken. Corsi's defrosting some tri-tips, so we
got the red meat taken care of."

"I know you heard me," Jared said.

Gabe stopped the cart and examined the
assortment of chicken in the freezer. "You'd eat some breasts,
right?"

"Gabe, answer the fucking question. I told
you about the night I lost my virginity, for Christ's sake."

"You already know the answer. What the fuck
are we going to do with that much weed? It'd take me months to
smoke that." Gabe leaned back down into the freezer and inspected.
"I like Foster Farms myself. Already marinated."

When they were driving back to the house
Jared inquired again. "So how much you dealing?"

Gabe kept watching the road. "I don't know, a
little here, a lot there. But there's a trick in what I do and what
a dealer does."

"Oh, really," Jared said sarcastically. He
leaned back in his chair, folded his arms, and awaited the
explanation. "Do tell."

"It's simple," Gabe said with a serious tone.
"First of all, I don't mess around with dimes or eighths. I work in
quantity and quality. Second," he said lifting his finger, "I don't
deal. I push."

"You push?" Jared interrupted.

"Yeah. I push."

"Now what the fuck does that mean?"

The car stopped at a light. Gabe reached into
the truck's middle console and pulled out a cigarette. He closed
the console and dropped it on the lid between them. "Okay, you see
this Camel? Say this is a quarter-pound." He rolled the cigarette
towards himself. "So I acquire the stuff and 'push' it towards a
dealer." He pushed the cigarette over to Jared's end of the
console. "That would you, Mr. Dealer. Then you sell it to your
customers. Or, as I label them, the end users. In our case about
18,000 college students."

"Really? User?" Jared joked.

"Yeah, user, junkie, pot-head, stoner,
whatever. Goddamn everyday American boy or girl. Every single
person in this town." He snatched up the cigarette and popped it in
his mouth. The light turned green and they drove on.

"Sorry, I don't really see how you aren't a
dealer, per se."

"Pot's practically legal here, so the whole
notion of a dealer is thrown out the window. However, it's still
pricey and it's not that easy to get a medical card. So it's
cheaper, fuck it's easier, to get it off the street. I deal with
ten, maybe fifteen people on a continual basis. No one else really
know me, or what Alex and I do. That's the best part. Think of us
like the warehouse that ships the products to the stores."

"What about Corsi and Brain?"

Gabe shrugged. "They dabble, sell off a bit
here and there. Corsi mostly drives to Eugene and sells it there.
Brain heads down to Ashland where his brother lives."

"How'd this start? "

Gabe smiled. "In the dorms. Alex lived down
the hall from me. He's the one who got me into this, actually. He
started this in the dorms, selling ounces to these Deadheads a
couple floors down. One of them was Brain."

"How come he doesn't live here?"

The truck veered around the corner onto
Gabe's street. "What? Live with Alex? Naw, he's cool, but let's
just say he's a little different."

"Different? He gay or something?"

Gabe laughed. "Hardly. Alex is just set in
his ways and doesn't like people telling him what to do. There’s a
reason he lives alone. Anyway, I think that's why he does this
‘pushing’ thing. No one to give him orders. Lots of money and no
boss. Just hang around with him a bit and judge for yourself."

The truck bent around into the alley behind
Gabe's house. Gabe turned to his cousin. "You going to be cool with
all this?"

Jared nodded. "Sure, I guess. Just be careful
and don't get caught, right?”

“I'm talking pretty good
money here, Jared, and barely any work. Big money. Hey, it beats
bussing tables at the student union."

 


The barbecue came and went and they set up a
badminton court in the backyard. Corsi and Gabe teamed up against
Alex and Jared. Brain was busy setting up equipment with his two
bandmates Danny and Scott.

After the game everyone stood around the keg
and watched the band set up. "Brain, you ever going to get done
setting your shit up?” Corsi asked. “I told people we'd kick this
thing off around eight."

Jared had to ask. "Is his name really
Brain?"

Alex cleared his throat to tell the story.
"It's like this," he started. He had Jared's full attention, half
because he was curious about the name, and half because this was
the most Alex had spoken since Jared met him. He couldn't tell if
the man was shy or just quiet. "Brent over there," he said as he
motioned towards Brain, "he went to high school with this deaf
girl. Sarah was her name, right, Brain? Anyway, Sarah had a
big-time crush on him for four years, and she would do anything to
impress him. Including trying to say his name. Anyway, have you
ever heard a deaf person speak? Like that Marlee Matlin actress?
Well, they don't speak very articulately and mispronounce words.
They don't mean to, but who's going to correct them, right? Well,
she would see Brent over there in the halls and say hello. 'Hello,
Brain,' she would say. Problem was she couldn't pronounce his
name."

"Hello, Brain," Corsi imitated in a mocking
girl voice. "Will you go to the prom with me, Brain?"

Jared nodded and grinned. "And it stuck."

"Fucking-A it stuck," Corsi said. "We called
him Brent for a month before his high school buddy visited one
weekend and told the story."

"That poor girl," Jared said. He looked at
Brain, who was now walking towards the keg. "Did you let her down
easy?"

"I fucked her," Brain said
matter-of-factly.

"What?"

Gabe was laughing uncontrollable now. "He
sure did! Invited her out one night and banged the deaf out of her
in the back of his mom's Mazda."

Corsi started laughing now. "Oh, gawd, Bwain,
puck me, Bwain!"

Brain smirked and started filling a beer off
the keg. He glanced over at Corsi. "And you shouldn't be making fun
of anyone's name, Frederick."

"This is educational," Jared said. "I take it
Corsi is your last name then?"

"Nope."

"That's what everyone thinks, and what he
wants them to think,” Brain said. "Old Freddy's last name is
Gonzalez. But he's a spitting image of Jim Corsi, a pitcher who
played for the Oakland A's a long time ago. "

Jared couldn't believe it. "You're shitting
me."

"Nope," Corsi said. "My brother was an A's
fan and started calling me that after I hit puberty."

"And found Burger King," Alex chimed in.

"It's not like you can pick your nickname,"
Gabe said. "If you could I would be Sausage Dick."

"Instead of Pencil Dick?" Alex quipped.

Jared was starting to see why Gabe liked
these guys.

 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 4

 


 


Brad sat in his Camaro and clicked the garage
door opener attached to the sun visor. He chewed the gum in his
mouth with such ferocity his teeth would be sore in the morning. He
was trying to release some of the frustration building inside him.
Fucking Barry, he thought. What a goddamn moron, dropping his butt
pack in the elevator.

Brad parked in the garage and thought back on
the events leading to the realization. By the time Barry realized
the pack wasn't around his waist the elevator doors had long shut.
They waited for it and when the doors opened again the pack was
there, but the two bags of pot he gave Barry to sell were not.
There was that kid in the elevator with them, and they ran all over
the floors looking for him.

Brad got out of the Camaro and into the
house, dropping a backpack on the kitchen counter. He reached into
the refrigerator and pulled out a small plastic bottle labeled
'Weight Gainer Pro 4000' before pulling out a large pizza box.

He took his dinner into the living room. The
entire place was a shambles, though all the furniture was
relatively new and of decent quality. A brown leather couch sat in
the far corner, its cushions covers with papers and crumbs from an
empty bag of potato chips that had fallen to the floor. A large
television rested on four milk crates. A large wooden entertainment
center sat splintered in half right outside the sliding glass door.
The crates were a temporary fix until a new television stand could
be purchased.

Brad's cell vibrated in his pocket. He
rummaged around and pulled the phone out. He checked out the number
and answered.

"Yep," he said indifferently.

"Brad," a way-too-mellow female voice
beckoned, “It’s Karen."

"Yep," he repeated.

"Could you, you know, uh, hook me up? We're
out over here."

Brad went back to the kitchen and opened the
refrigerator. "Just a second," he said. He put the phone on the
counter and pulled a large black metallic box out of the crisper at
the bottom. He played with the lock, adjusted the combination and
opened it. Inside were three pillows of marijuana, an ounce
each.

Brad put the phone to his ear. "Still
there?"

"Yeah, I'm here."

"What are you looking for?"

There was hesitation on the line and Brad
heard murmuring in the background. "We could go for probably... a
half?"

"Half won't work. I got a 'Z' here and need
to dump it."

"Ok, well I only want a half," Karen said
quickly.

Brad walked back to the couch and plopped
down on it, kicking his feet onto the coffee table. "So?" He didn't
really need to get rid of that much, but he knew just how desperate
Karen must have been.

"Well," Karen sighed in disappointment. "I
think I'm going to have to call you back. I don't know if I can do
that."

"Ok, but I'm leaving in a little while.
Whoops, I got another call. Bye." Brad hung up on the girl and
clicked over to the other line.

It was a man's voice. "Brad," he said
matter-of-factly.

Brad smiled, recognizing his friend Joe's
face. "What's up, Joe?"

"Got a party we can go to, if you're
interested."

"Whole freaking town is a party right now,"
Brad replied. "Last weekend before school starts, or don't you
remember?"

"Yeah, but this one is at Gabe Adams’s
house."

Joe suddenly had Brad’s undivided attention.
"Really. That's interesting."

Brad met Gabe Adams and Alex Clayden through
a mutual client and had "worked" with them for a while when his
connection got busted. He felt they overcharged him but he was too
desperate to tell them off. When he finally got a new connection
there was a brief argument and some idle threats. Brad, as was his
style, never forgot. "That fat fuck Corsi going to be there?"

"You know, I didn't ask," Joe replied
sarcastically. "Want me to call them or run down to the malt shop
with Archie and Jughead to get the gossip? I fucking heard about it
through Cindy. So you want to go or what?"

Brad looked at his watch. "Sure, but give me
an hour. I got a call I'm expecting."

Brad hung up and sat back in the couch. Not
more than a few seconds passed before the phone rang again.

"Yep," Brad said as he picked it up. He
recognized the number immediately. It had called not more than
three minutes ago.

"It's Karen again. I guess we'll do it."

Brad's afternoon had made a turn for the
better.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 5

 


 


Gabe couldn’t believe how many people were
loitering in his backyard. It wasn’t long after eight when swarms
of them started to converge on his house. It was now pushing ten
o’clock and they had already gone through a keg of beer, and Gabe
had to ask some somewhat sober people to run to Jake’s Liquor to
refill another.

The backyard was a blanket of college
students. Small groups stood chatting in circles, the smell of
cheap beer and cigarettes permeating in the air. It took Gabe a
good two minutes to navigate his way from the carport to the
backdoor.

He had told Corsi to stand guard at the door
and try to limit the number of people inside. Last thing he wanted
was people spilling on his couches or trying to break into his
room. As he approached the back door he noticed Corsi standing
there, arms crossed and flirting with Doreen Borchard.

“How’s the house?” he asked.

Corsi shrugged. “Fine. Not letting anyone in
except chicks to use the restroom. Told the guys to piss in the
side yard. You going to take over anytime soon?”

“Soon as the keg gets here. Then you can play
your stupid tapmaster game.”

Doreen stared coldly at Gabe. “Hey Adams,”
she said with a bitter tone, emphasizing his last name.

Gabe didn’t bite or bat an eye. “How you
doing, Doreen?” He said pleasantly. He had messed around with
Doreen in a drunken stupor about a month ago and she had been
calling him at least twice a week since. What was he supposed to
tell her, that he was only interested in her breasts?

Gabe walked into the house and closed the
door behind him. He snuck over and glanced through the back window,
where Doreen was staring around Corsi’s massive build through the
window back at him. She might be just a little bitter, he
thought.

He did a walkthrough of the house. There was
just a couple people inside, and surprisingly all on friendly terms
with him. The only other people he could see were two girls
standing in line for the bathroom.

“What’s going on in there?” Gabe broadcasted
through the bathroom door. He turned to the co-eds and scoped them
out. “How long you girls been waiting for?”

The blonde girl shrugged her shoulders and
looked down. The redhead girl looked Gabe over, and he assumed she
liked what she saw since she smiled so seductively.

“A few minutes or so,” the redhead said. “You
live here?”

Gabe leaned against the wall. “Yes I do. My
name is Gabe. My parents call me Gabriel.”

The redhead giggled. I’m Leora,” she said.
“And this is Greta.” The blonde smiled pensively and played with a
few strands of her long hair.

“A pleasure, Leora and Greta. Great names, by
the way. You both go to Wishon?”

Leora nodded and noticed something behind
Gabe. Gabe turned to see Alex looming over his shoulder and sipping
a beer quietly. The blonde noticed too, and her eyes widened and
face became flush.

“Hi guys,” Alex said to everyone before
putting a hand on Gabe’s shoulder.

Suddenly the bathroom door opened and two
women walked out in a fit of giggles. One of the was tall, almost
six feet, with short black hair pulled back in burettes. The other
was Asian, with a tight grey shirt hugging her slim torso like a
wetsuit.

“April and Vanessa,” Alex said as he
recognized the pair. “I didn’t know you were here.”

April, the brunette, brushed past the other
girls. “Sorry about the wait,” she said sarcastically. She ambled
up to Alex and Gabe and gave them hugs, Vanessa right behind
her.

“Been a while hasn’t it, Alex?” Vanessa said
with a slight seductive tone.

Alex smiled coyly. “It was the night after
finals, if my memory hasn’t left me yet.”

“So Gabe,” April said. “We tried to use your
private bathroom but the door’s locked. What are you hiding in
there?”

Gabe checked the lock. “Got me one of those
mail-order brides, and she’s not legal yet so I’m keeping her in
lockdown. Now why would you want to use that bathroom?”

April stared at Gabe for a couple seconds and
then raised an eyebrow. Gabe instantly knew why. It would have been
a shocker if she had said she actually had to use the toilet.

“Well I enjoy going to the bathroom too,” he
said. He unlocked his bedroom door and the four of them entered the
bedroom, locking the door behind them.

“Excuse the mess,” Gabe said.

The scale and any trace of their earlier
business was gone. They all walked into a small bathroom and Gabe
pulled open one of the drawers next to the sink. Inside assorted
toiletries and a thin razor blade, which he handed to April. He
then walked back into the bedroom and grabbed a Budweiser mirror
off the wall over his dresser. The bathroom was so small he could
barely fit when he put the mirror on the sink.

April combed through her purse, finally
pulling out a small Altoids tin. She opened it, exposing a small
baggie filled with white powder.

“I take it Manny is back in town?” Alex asked
as he took a sip of beer.

April started wiping dust off the mirror with
a piece of toilet paper. “He never left. He was just having, you
know, problems with some people.”

“Some people?”

“Yeah, you know, people. From over in
Watertown. Those people.” She didn’t have to say anything else.
Gabe and Alex knew Watertown well. It was a sleazy little suburb
just outside of Wishon.

April took the razor and started dividing the
powder into eight parallel lines that ran the length of the mirror.
Vanessa reached into her purse and pulled out a broken piece of a
Bic pen. Half the pen had been sliced off and the ends were gone,
leaving a narrow tube. She flung her long black hair behind her
shoulder and leaned over the mirror, quickly snorting up two lines
of cocaine

Gabe couldn’t help but glance as her breasts
bulging through the shirt. “Been a long time, Vanessa,” he said
through raised eyebrows.

Vanessa handed Gabe the tube and wiggled her
nose. “Goddamn, I fucking love the drainage!”

Gabe started to lean over the mirror. “Yeah,
but I bet before Manny stepped on it this shit was even
better.”

April frowned. “Wait, you think Manny’s
cutting it?”

Alex laughed as he slid to the end of the
sink. “Uh, yeah, I think Manny’s cutting his coke.”

Gabe started snorting his lines of coke. He
suddenly stood up and leaned his head back, allowing the remnants
of coke that didn’t go in to make its way down.

The two women were shocked. “So what are we
snorting?” Vanessa said with a worried tone. “Is it dangerous? You
wouldn’t bullshit me, would you?”

Alex just smirked. “Is it my turn yet?”

cover.jpg
A SMALL

COLTEGE
TOWN

A YOUNG MAN'S JOURNEY INTO HIGHER
LEARNING, CRIME AND SELF-DESTRUCTION






