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1. The Lesson

| woke up to a slap, and it felt like a hot iroraatst my cheek. When | opened my eyes, |
realized it was only my mom, but she had me bystimilders, and she was shaking me. | tried
to wriggle free, but the thing is my mom’s got sigchands, probably from working all those
years at the Laundromat, before we got the store.

“What are you doing?” | yelled, pushing her away.

That pissed her off, but it wasn’t my fault. | dileven know what was happening right
now. You can’t shake someone and then get mad abldtle push. She was pissed, though. |
could hear her breathing loudly through her nos.éyes looked like they were on fire.

“Are you going to hit me n@is that what comes néXtshe asked in Korean.

“No,” | said, feeling bad. “I just ... what’'s goiran?”

| was pretty sure the school had called. The allagr I'd erased the message off of the
answering machine, but that stupid guy — my guidaraunselor — would not stop calling the
house. My mom didn’t speak good English, but sipettbably figured whatever the white man
was saying, it was bad news.

“Eugen¢’

“What?”

“l just talked to Adam’s moth@rshe said, like | was supposed to understand siat
was talking about without her explaining anythihgeally didn’t know what that had to do with
me, anyhow, and for a second, | couldn’t even rebewho Adam was. It'd been that long
since I'd thought about that kid.

“So0?” | asked. “Who cares if Adam’s mom called?”



“Hey” she screamed.Y'ou're doing drugs with Isaac again, aren’t yowhere is i? Tell
me where it i$,she said.

“Where is what?” | yelled. “What are you talkingaut?”

She grabbed the blanket and threw it to the grplikelshe expected to find the weed
just lying there on top of my bed. | jJumped onto fegt and stared at her like she was crazy, and
usually that got me hit, but she wasn’t paying attgntion to me.

She started opening up all of the drawers in mymabrowing my stuff to the floor. All
of a sudden, she dropped to the ground, pullingleishoeboxes where I'd put all my old
basketball cards. | was scared she’d actuallyifirdvhich was crazy because I'd been taping
the weed, which was in a rolled up Ziploc back,iagfamy mattress for months without any
problems. To be honest, I'd been a lot more camghdn | first started hiding it there, making
sure the bag was taped flat against the mattresyolo know how it is. | got lazy, thinking she’'d
never find it anyhow, and now | wasn’t sure if tape had even stayed. I'd been re-using the
same strip of masking tape for a while now, sostieky stuff could have come off. | really
didn’t know.

“Mom, | don’'t have any weed, shit!” | yelled, knowirignould piss her off. Korean
parents don'’t stand for that kind of mouthing 6What are you doing?” | asked. “You're acting
like a crazy woman, you know that?”

“Shut up’ she yelled, tossing the shoebox at me with bathds.

The lid ended up coming off as it slammed agédimstvall, and some of my old cards
went flying. | didn’t think that would even bothere, but to be honest, it actually made me mad.
I'd spent a lot of time organizing all of thosedsyreven though it'd been years since I'd looked

at them. There was a Magic Johnson rookie cardearet which wasn’t as valuable as | had



thought as a kid because it wasn't the right kindamething like that, but | still didn’t want the
corners to get bent out of shape. It might not Haaen worth any money or whatever, but | still
liked the card.

“Mom” | pleaded. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

She opened another drawer, where | kept my batdér inside of one of my socks, but
she slammed the drawer just as quickly as she’daxp#, and | exhaled a little bit, quietly. |
was relieved and thinking everything was goingeabight now, but then my mom’s still
looking at me like maybe she might take a swing.

“Y ou scumbag she said. Don't lie to me Where is the marijuar

“Fucking shit,” | muttered, sitting down on thedcbe

This time | saw it coming — like she was movingiaw motion — but | still couldn’t get
my hands up in time for some reason. She slappegcnoss the face on the same cheek as
before, and the pain echoed across my face. liKell was about to cry, which was
embarrassing because | thought | was past all thathed my back and wiped the tear off with
my finger, groaning loudly like she’d poked me le teye.

“What the fuck, mom?” | said, thinking she bettet nall me a woman again. She always
said that whenever she caught me crying, and iemagl so mad. | really don’t know what |
would have done if she’d called me a woman becthestast time she’d said it, I'd sworn that if
she ever said it again, | would do something alipaven if she was my mom.

“I'm going to tell your dad

“No!” | screamed, waving my hands. “Seriously, Madon’t do that. Please!”

If my dad found out I'd started smoking againwwuld kill me, and that’s no joke. The

last time he’d caught me smoking, he’d made maljetf his golf clubs from the garage. It took



three weeks for the bruises on my arms and legs tway. | couldn’t walk right because my
bones hurt so much, and then there was this thiegheol, which was my fault because I'd been
dumb and decided not to hide any of my bruiseskihg it looked cool. My old guidance
counselor, Mrs. Weir, had sat me down and askedtragyht up if my dad had done that to me.

“Then where is ®’ she asked in a calm voicd.€ll me where it is, and | won't tell D&d

“Mom, | don’t have anythingl said in my best Korean. “I swear.”

“If you don't tell me right noy she began.

“What do you want me to say?” | yelled. “I toldwyoreally don’t have anything. The last
time was the last time, | swear. | don’t have amghYou have to believe me.”

“Then why did Adam’s mom say those tHigshe lying to nf&

“I really don’t know why,” | said, putting my palsrtogether in front of my face, pleading
with her to stop. “Adam ... | don’t know, he doeslike me, you know that. Maybe it was him
that lied. He’s always saying junk about me, anyhaWbecause | don't say, “Hi,” to him in the
halls anymore. What a pussy. | know it sounds stupiit Adam’s like that ... Mom, you don’t
even know. Adam’s just like her. He can't keeprhisuth shut.”

| could tell she was thinking it over because gbesilent. She took off her red glasses,
the ones she uses when she reads the bible anelbrbbbeyes for a second. She knew exactly
what | was talking about. Every single person keglam’s mom was the biggest gossip at
church, always starting rumors about other peopdetheir children.

You know the type — the woman at church who'’s a\daring service because she’s so
in love with God, just drunk off of the holy spjrliut when everyone’s getting food afterwards
in the cafeteria downstairs, she’s pointing at peophispering things about them behind their

backs like,You know, DrLe€s sor? Yes, the boy who attends HarvaWlell, Mrs. Park told me



that he’s dating a black giPlOh,she’d say then, smiling in this fake-humble wii'g. very
interesting, isn’t i?

| never even talked to Adam anymore, but the tisithe’s not really like his mom. He’s a
nerd and everything — a straight up suck ass -héuiever really said things about people. Being
the son of such a big gossip probably makes yauthg, and whenever his mom would start
gossiping about people, trying to get him to jeinliremember he’'d just shake his head and
walk away. Then she’d be standing there, all oféehdjoingWha® What did | say Adam
come and talk to your mother! Do you have a probléth me&

Adamis such a good bgyny mom had been telling me for yeafghy don’t you go be his
friend agair? He’s such a nice boy. Why do you instead choospdnd all of your time with
Isaac? When she said his name, it sounded like her meaghfull of spit. | really don’t know
why she hated Isaac so much. It wasn't like he'er @one anything to her.

| kept looking my mom in the eyes, trying to camse her that Adam was the one who’d
lied, that | was telling the truth. I'd alreadyddber a bunch of times how Adam acted all
superior just because the teachers at school welnésgock, when really he wanted to be like
me, and | thought maybe if | just looked at my mlomg enough, she’d believe me. Then
everything would be all good, and | could finallgtgtarted with my day. It was the weekend for,
damn it. | wasn’'t supposed to be dealing with idlske this on a Saturday morning.

She sighed, blowing the hair out of her face. Téte® shook her head and waved once at
me, like she was saying, “Whatever, forget you.tha back of my mind, | wanted her to
apologize because it wasn’t right, but | wasn’tgpio push it. I'd take disappointment over my
dad beating my ass any day.

“Adam isn’t such a good kid, you know that,” |datHe’s a little snitch.”



All of a sudden, she came over and sat down oedige of my bed. | moved my feet
away from her, half-thinking that maybe she’d stag again — she probably heard that word,
“snitch,” all the time in the city, and she hatedhen | reminded her of the black kids always
hanging around in the store, never buying anythibgt she didn’t. She just looked tired, and |
felt bad for her. Shit, it's not like | don’t lowvay mom. When | was little, we’'d been mad tight —
much tighter than | ever was with my dad — but wen she was whatever.

She turned away from me, maybe sensing that lunesmfortable, and | only saw the
side of her face, but it looked like she was thmgkabout something. | sat there on the bed with
my back against the wall, waiting for her to spealqd | started to get annoyed that it was taking
her so long to open her mouth, but | couldn’t dgthimg but wait now that she’d calmed down.

“Do you know what happens if you're caught with foana in Kore&” she finally
asked me.

“What?” | asked, clearing my throat. How was | gaged to know that? “What happens?”
| asked her.

“You go to jail’

| was sure there was more to it, like somethingualicod coming down from the sky to
punish me, but she didn’t end up talking about Gorohy dad or his brother in Korea, who was
this crazy ass drunk who had left my aunt to réose kids by herself. My parents always sent
that aunt money, even though I'd never met herreetfdnyhow, they were always talking about
my dad’s brother, sometimes comparing him to mgngave had the sanmaira or ambiencel
knew why they said that, but | wasn’t ever goindetmve my family. That was messed up.

All she said was that you go to jail if you get ghtiwith weed, like that was supposed to

scare me. Obviously, | didn’t want to go to jalithvhat she didn’t get was that we didn't live in



Korea. I'd been born in America, and over here, gon’'t even go to jail for possession,
especially if you aren’t eighteen yet. Isaac hatflegobusted once, and he just had to go some
class and pee in a cup every week for only a fewthso

“Okay,” | said. “Alright.”

“If you keep living like this, that's where you'reigg,” she said. Do you understand
what I'm trying to tell you, Eugeferou’re going to go to jail, | just know. iY ou’re going to be
one of those people — it's something | never imagjin and what you don’t understand is that
we’re not going to be there for you when that haggp€ell me, Eugene. What did | do wréhg
Didn’t we raise you better than ti#s

Her voice was getting all shaky, and | could tak svas about to cry, which made me
feel something in my heart, you know. My mom i®agh ass lady, and I'd never seen her cry,
but before | could even say or do anything to madefeel better, she just left the room, closing
the door softly behind her. A few minutes latemghrd the front door shut. Then | heard the
engine of our station wagon start. | was sureghatwas going to the store to tell my dad, and
damn — | was in big trouble when he got home later.

| started to clean up the mess in my room, but thran to the kitchen, picked up the
phone and started to dial Isaac’s number. But themg up the phone because | realized he
might be going through the same thing right nowhwiis parents, even though it was probably
happening at the store, since they were there ywlent seven. He was always saying that
money was all they cared about. They got antdyef tvere at home during the day because that
meant they weren’t making money.

| guess | didn’t really care what happened to Peamuce | didn’t even think about

calling him, but | knew Adam’s mom had probablyledlboth of their houses. She’d probably



told everyone at church by now, and then the rumangld start again. There were enough of
them flying around about us already, how we weawalited kids. | didn’t care what anyone at
church thought, but my parents did. They were serabout their church-going. They went
every Sunday, and sometimes my mom went to earkyimg worships, which started at five
o’clock or something.

| started thinking about Adam, how he was suclttle bitch to talk about me to his mom.
| just didn’t understand why he would do sometHikg that. | knew it was weird between us,
ever since we'd stopped hanging out, but that fzgabéned a long time ago. The next time | saw
him, though, | swore that | was going to make hay for what he’d said to his mom. | wasn’t
going to let him off. Sometimes people just neebddgdaught a lesson.

On Monday, | went to school for the first time ieks. | called Isaac and Peanut up the
night before. They were both pissed, and we akedito meet up at school in the morning. My
mom didn’t end up saying anything to my dad, whias surprising, but | didn’t care because it
didn’t take away the fact that he was a snitchhBe to learn that being snitch got you beat.

| parked the station wagon by the cemetery bechkisew Adam always did that. | guess
he liked to walk to school a little bit, probablgtgng mentally prepared for class — he was
taking all honors classes, trying to get into Hatvaow that we were juniors. | went down the
hill, looking for the green minivan he drove arouhdhecked three times for the car, but it
looked like he wasn't at school, which was crazgtatk was the type of kid who’d want to go to
school even if it was cancelled, just to show he waeal go-getter. That's the type of kid Adam
was. There were a few white kids running ahead efitittle bit, their backpacks almost coming

off, trying to make it inside before first periothded. | looked over at the side entrance — at the



blue doors — thinking there’s no way they were gdammake it. | swear one kid’'s hand was on
the door handle when the bell went off. | watchad shake his head. He kind of just sauntered
in.

Isaac and Peanut were waiting for me in the parkihgrhey were sitting on the hood of
his Civic, which was double-parked — Isaac weatigyclothes he’d shoplifted last month from
the mall: a black Rocawear button-up, Boss jeams,seame Timberland boots. Peanut had on a
Maryland sweatshirt like always. He was starinthatground, rubbing the back of his head,
looking really depressed. That's the way Peanut Wasigh, at least since his dad had left. He
never talked about it, but back when | went to chut heard that his dad had a woman on the
side. To be totally honest with you, sometimes higd to punch Peanut in the face. He was one
of those guys who always felt sorry for himseKglihe thought the whole world was against him.

“We need to fuck that kid up,” Isaac said, spgtout his toothpick.

“Word,” | said.

“No, really,” he said. “I'm serious.”

“Yeah, | know,” | said.

| tried to get shotgun, but Peanut pulled rankrmen They were both a year older than me,
even though Isaac was a drop-out and Peanut hadtd&sng for months about how a GED was
just as good as a high school diploma. They weraren a full year older than me, but you
know how Korean kids are. Even if you're only elewveonths younger than somebody, you're
supposed to act like you're their younger brothethsee or maybe four years. You could be a
hundred times smarter than the kid, but they watiltthink they were more mature or

something, like they had more life experience.dsaad Peanut weren't usually like that, but



whenever | tried to sit shotgun, at least one efrttwould say, “Hey, what do you think you're
doing?”

Isaac started driving, and we all started talkintha same time, interrupting each other
because we were so heated. Even Peanut was sayfingisd he was the only one of us that still
hung out with Adam here and there. It's not likeytlhung out all the time, but | knew Peanut
still said, “Hi,” to him sometimes in the hallwayéou would have thought Adam at least
wouldn’t have said anything about Peanut to his mibmas some shady ass shit.

Isaac lit a blunt, and we passed it around. Peaastcalling Adam a snitch, except |
didn’t like the way it sounded coming out of hisuie When he said words like that, he didn’t
really sound legit, if you know what | mean. Wew@round the neighborhood behind the
cemetery, and Isaac turned the music down low Eramem song — as we passed the police car
parked in front of one of the houses. When we gatyathey started talking some about what
had happened, and it seemed like I'd gotten itbest. Isaac’s parents didn’t even really care,
but they didn’t go to church, though. My parentisl $hey were bad people. Most people closed
up shop on Sunday, but their meat store was alapgs. | guess they stopped going when
Isaac’s older brother, Joe, started getting indl®uloe was in California now, and Isaac was
always bragging to us about he was going to gdsegebut | doubt he’ll ever go.

Peanut told us his mom had locked herself in hemrand cried for hours. Adam’s mom
had left a message on his answering machine, s#yatgve didn’t ever go to school anymore
and spent all of our time at the pool hall withgladdicts. Then she said that we smoked weed
and accused of us using other drugs, which wasulimlis. Adam had no idea what drugs we did
or didn’'t do. | was pretty sure he hadn’'t seenugdn his life. We’d stopped chilling with Adam

in the seventh grade, and so everything he “kndwuaus was just repeating gossip. The kids at
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church and school were always talking about usot af them thought we were “bad” or
whatever, which was something | usually liked hegyrbut it'd never gotten back to my parents
before.

| could just see Adam and his mom in their biglk&e, sitting around the table, talking
about us. She thought we wammbagsthat her children were so good, just becausehSaad
gotten into Princeton and was going to be a doutith her big bug-eyed face. | swear, she had
the biggest eyes for a Korean. They looked like tnéght pop out her damn sockets if she
laughed too hard. Everyone else was trash to Adamis — even good kids like Sarah’s ex-
boyfriend, Jason Lee, who is the nicest kid you &ikr meet but dumb as a fucking rock. |
could just go on and on about Adam’s mom all dayy Bhe wore too much make-up and had
this fake-ass laugh. Just because you go to clidaebn’t make you some kind of saint.

“Did you know Adam said we try to act black?” Isasked, puffing on the blunt.

“No, he didn't,” | said.

| didn’t believe that, but Isaac nodded at me hkewas sure.

“How do you know that he said that?”

“How do you think?” he asked.

That pissed me off. | knew what Adam was tryingdg, that we were a bunch of fake
gangsters. | was surprised he even had the balsytsomething like that. His best friend, David
Bach, who is one of the biggest nerds you’ll eveetbut thought he was one of the cool kids
just because he was third-string on the JV baskd#dzen — he’d called Isaac a fake gangster in
gym class, and Isaac had straight laid him ouadrft been there or anything, but I'd heard from
this black kid, Frankie, that Isaac had punchedjaoshone time in the gut, and David had

dropped to the floor like a sack of bricks.
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“Turn the music off,” Peanut said.

“Why?” Isaac said, forgetting Peanut didn’t likest song.

“Because | can’'t hear what you guys are saying,5&id.

The song was getting to that line Peanut hateenvame of the other guys in D12 talks
about getting head from his grandmother. Whenéhadrgart came up, Peanut would freak out,
covering his ears like a little kid. Isaac alwagmgdhed at the part, and | didn’t even notice the
line until Peanut said something.

“What do you want to do then?” | asked Isaac,iggtserious. “Adam’s probably in
school right now. We can get him after school, lditin’t see his car.”

“That’s true,” Isaac said, turning up the music.

| was feeling the weed all of a sudden, and theg seas getting crucial. Eminem was the
shit, better than most black rappers. Peanut li&kathem’s verse. | mean, we all did, and |
realized it was the first time in a while since t&hlly listened to that song. God, it was so
crucial. Isaac handed me the blunt, and for somsorg | started thinking about this one time, a
while back, when my place got robbed.

It happened back when Adam still lived down theettfrom me. Our neighborhood is a
pretty normal place, kids riding their bikes, rumpiaround and all that. It's actually pretty close
to my old middle school. Anyhow, in the fifth gradme day my house got robbed. I'd just came
home from school, got some chips from the kitchecelise I'd been craving some Ruffles after
| saw some kid eating them during lunch, but wheatldown to watch some cartoons in the
living room, I looked up and the TV was gone. Btjwasn’t there, like it'd just up and vanished

into the thin air. I'd never been so freaked oat] hen | called my parents, they went crazy.
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They ended up installing all types of shit, eveouih we really didn’t have the money back then
to afford it.

A few months after that, Adam’s family moved to thig house, which was closer to
Kirkwood, where all the rich kids lived. | don’titik it's related or anything, but | remember
thinking Adam was lucky because nothing like thagrehappened over there. I'd never even said
anything about to Isaac about the TV. My parends’'tlireally want to get out, otherwise the
people at church would start talking, but I'd téldam one day about it, how | got scared | was
getting going home sometimes, thinking someone tiighthere waiting for me. It's crazy
because someone had been in my house, some stranggust walked out with my TV, but I'd
been a little kid when it happened. You can't ketttkind of stuff bother you.

“l got an idea,” | said, and then we came up wittian.

The phone rang five times, and the answering maghicked it up. | heard it while | was
in the shower and ran out of the bathroom, thinkingas Isaac because today was the day we
were going to go over to Adam’s place. When | e=liit was a white person’s voice, though, |
got a soda. | sat on the counter, drinking my southlistened to Mr. Nugent talk to the
answering machine, not even knowing that | wasgiihg here.

I'd gone to school that entire week, even thougla$ scared that | might run into Adam.
The good thing was we weren’t in any of the samagsg#s anymore. | talked to all of my teachers,
too, explaining that the reason | hadn’t been goangchool recently was because of problems at
home. | told them | knew | was behind and everygint would work really hard for the rest of
the quarter. I'd make up any quizzes or testsltdahissed and get notes from one of my

classmates. A few of them asked me what exactlygeasy on at home, and without getting
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into the details, | convinced each of them thatas something really bad — something | didn’t
want to talk about but that it was nothing to ¢ladé cops about, either. A few of my teachers
were dicks, but | was able to get most of them grside. You'd be surprised how many people
will believe what you say if you're smart. Peoplerey always talking about my potential and
everything like that.

“Hello, mister and misses Kang. This is Mr. Nugagain .... from Eugene’s high school.
I've left several messages on your phone alreagdtyl jost thought I'd try again. It would be
really great if you could call me back, though. judt like to meet and talk to you about your son.
I'd rather not explain over the phone, but in cgse’re worried, it isn’'t all bad news. So, if you
could just call me back, | would really appreciaté look forward to meeting with the both of
you. Thanks.”

| deleted the message and got back into bed. Uievgs really starting to annoy me. I'd
met him only one time, at the beginning of the y&drheard he tried to meet up with all of the
juniors, which was crazy because there were oveethundred people in my grade.

When we met, we hadn’t even talked about schoojubtetalked about being an Irish-
American and asked me if | was Korean. | was likeah, my last name is Kang.” The weird
thing was he tried to convince me that Irish anddgg&os had a lot in common, which | found
funny. He said he’d taught English in Korea forlaile;, and | started laughing because |
imagined a bunch of little Korean kids with Iristcants, even though he didn’'t have a strong
one. You could just barely hear it when he saitboewords. Anyhow, he said that the histories
of our countries were very similar, and after aleshii got tired of disagreeing with him. “Yeah,”

| said. “Sure. | can see that.”
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| turned on the fan next to my window and lit aieny dad’s cigarettes — the Korean
ones | didn't feel like because | never got anyghiNo matter how hard | pulled on the cigarette,
it just felt like | was sucking in air. They're grably ultra-lights or something like that, even
though there’s nothing about it written on the pddkarted playing with the cigarette, throwing
it into the air and then catching it. Then the sisiited to get all over the place, and | had tarcle
it up.

All that week, I'd tried not to think about it, bah the morning we broke into Adam’s
house, I'd woken up with a sharp pain in my bacirivéhere my hips were. It felt like someone
was trying to stretch this one muscle in my baiéle & rubber band, stretching it right up until
the moment it finally snapped and would go flyingund in the room. | needed to get one of
those heating pads my parents were always usiting &tore.

At ten o’clock, | finally got my clothes togethavhich included the ski mask I'd found in
the closet. My dad kept some of the clothing fraum store in the storage closet, and | knew he
wouldn’t be able to tell if | only took one. | ctite eye holes out of them, threw away the extra
cloth, stuffed the thing in my pocket, and headed b wasn't like | could back out now, even if
| wanted to because I'd been the one who had cgweth the plan in the first place. If | backed
out now, | knew Isaac would say something.

When | got to his apartment building, Isaac wésg on the hood of his car, smoking a
cigarette, but he wasn’t wearing black like he wagposed to. Instead, he was wearing a bright
blue shirt, the Timberland boots, and a thick claound his neck. The chain was the only thing
he hadn’t shoplifted, and it was just like the viayalways dressed, which | thought was
straight-up retarded.

“What are you wearing?” | asked.

15



“I was thinking about it,” he said, “and | donHibk it make any sense.”

“Why?”

“Because it's not like anyone’s going to be hotheomeone even sees us, it's going to
be that much more suspicious, you know what | mean?

“Why didn’t you say that before? What am | supgbsedo now?”

| pointed at my clothing. | was dressed like ganin

“Here,” he said, giving me his keys. “Peanut i®ven here yet, anyway.”

| tossed the keys back at him. | didn’t want tamg®de his apartment. | didn’t want to go
anywhere. | just wanted to get this done with, bdidin’t understand how Isaac was so chill
about this. I'm not saying | was scared or anythlmg you know, you could get into trouble for
breaking into someone’s house. What my mom hada@dt me going to jail, that had been on
my mind the last couple of days, even though | kgew couldn’t go to jail if you weren’t
eighteen.

“Whatever,” Isaac said, yawning.

It felt like we waited hours for Peanut, but wHeathecked my watch, only thirty minutes
had gone by. Isaac had gone back inside his apatrtm@ut on some different clothes after I'd
finally convinced him to take off the chain at ledshe sun was out now, and you could see
everything, the birds flying in the sky, licensatel numbers from thirty feet away. For a little bit
| wondered what he would say if | just left and wback to my place.

“He still not here yet?” Isaac asked when he chaek out.

He’d put on a black tee-shirt, sneakers, and geares | hadn’t seen him wear for a long
time. They were his old Levi’s. | had an old pginly around somewhere, too, but it was weird

to see him wearing them. | started thinking ab@akian the day when our moms made us wear
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all those corny clothes. Isaac used to wear thésautfit: red suspenders, a yellow dress shirt,
and khakis. His black hair would be slicked to $iae, and we’d make fun of him so bad.
Actually, when we were kids, Adam had kind of b&s®mmean one in the group. Even though he
was younger than Isaac, he was the kind of kid wasn't afraid to say things to older people.

“What's so funny?” Isaac asked.

“Nothing,” | said. “I just remembered something.”

He nodded. “Where this kid at?” He looked a lotrenserious than before.

“lI don’t know,” | said. “We can’t do this withoutim, though.”

“Why?”

“We just can't,” | said.

“Don’t tell me you’re punkin’ out,” he said.

“What the fuck?” | asked, all offended. “I'm the®who came up with the plan.”

“Then why you saying we can’t do this?”

“I'm just saying,” | said. “Peanut’s supposed ®the look-out.”

“Don’t worry about that,” he said, popping opepaxk of cigarettes. “We’re not going to
get caught. You don’t have to worry about that. VéteePeanut, though, really? You think he’s
punking out?”

“How am | supposed to know? Maybe he is.”

“Get in,” he said, unlocking the car. “Let’s gotdem.”

We couldn’t find Peanut, though. We tried his hqume his car wasn’t there. Then we
went to school and looked for his car over theferthe pool hall and the café, but he wasn'’t in

any of those places. | really didn’t know whereedig could be.
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“Where is he?” Isaac asked.

We drove past Peanut’s apartment building one mioe He drove the Corolla, which
was this red beat-up thing, but sometimes his paueft him the keys to the white van. His dad
used to be an exterminator or something, and th@&ewan was the only thing he’d left them.
Either way, we didn’t see any of their cars, arahtswas getting worked up. He was speeding
like crazy and kept calling Peanut a punk.

“Forget him,” | said. “He isn’t here.”

“Shit,” he said. “I really didn’t think Peanut walitlo us like that.”

| grabbed a baseball bat from the back seat and pumy lap. It was an aluminum bat,
the one he used back when we were in little lealga@c was pretty bad at sports. He just didn’t
have the hand and eye coordination, but I'd beerdgbplayed shortstop, and my favorite thing
was going to my left to scoop up a ground ballnthenp and throw the ball across my body to
first base. A lot of kids at school still rememlztthat about me, how good | was at fielding
ground balls, and this kid, Michael Sell, had triedjet me to join the baseball team my
freshman year. I'd gone to one of the games laamt ydichael had gotten pretty good.

“What the hell is this?” | asked, staring at thé. litdooked a lot smaller than |
remembered.

“It's a bat.”

“Yeah, | know that,” | said, “but why is it in thear?”

“I thought it'd be good to have,” Isaac said, gegtback onto the main road.

“We don't need it.”

“What if someone sees us?” he said, pointing aheé&d. “You got to use your brain, kid.

We might need it for back up.”
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Sometimes | call it an apartment, but Adam livea ing house. It's got three stories,
including the basement, and there’s a full-lengthmeming pool out back. Back in seventh grade,
Isaac convinced Adam to throw a party at his howséch made all the sense in the world
because Adam’s parents didn’'t come home untilastlene or two every night. We were still
friends with the white kids then, and let me sagoi pretty wild. Isaac always had some liquor
in the house since that was what his parents did fiwing, and some of the kids got drunk to
the point that they puked in the swimming pool.

| remember Isaac, Michael Sell, and | had beerglgown on the beach chairs on the
patio, just laughing at everyone. Michael had gottasted lots of times with his dad so he
drank like a champ, but everyone else was weakes@dam flipped out about the puke, though,
and spent the whole rest of the night trying tb ftsout of the swimming pool, even though we
said that the cleaning thing they had would take c&it. He wouldn't listen to us, and we got
into a big fight, saying we were “irresponsible,hieh was a word I'd never heard him use
before. A couple of days later all of our moms fdwut, and my parents forced to apologize by
myself at church, in front of all the adults. Nasfeus had been back to his house since then.

Isaac parked the Civic, and we cut across thd.fléé dragged the bat across the ground,
and | told him to cut it out, saying someone milgbar us, even though | knew that probably
wasn’t possible. Adam’s house was near the woodsJike the other developments in that area.
There were a couple more houses now, and a lbedfrées had been cleared out, but it was still
pretty quiet. There were still a lot of deer hamggaround. We came up on about ten of them, and

they stared at us for a while before running awbgtaonce.
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We walked around the pond and stopped at thewhire we got a look at the driveway.
Adam’s family had three cars: the green minivandirove around, a white Volkswagen Jetta
his parents had gotten his older sister as a gtatuaresent, and a blue BMW, which | used to
see all the time at church. They always parked#nge in the driveway because of all of the stuff
in the garage. Today, the driveway was empty. Mext there was a Pathfinder, but it belonged
to a white couple in their eighties who never camtside.

“Should we go now?” Isaac asked.

“Let’s go through the woods,” | said.

“Good idea.”

We went into the opening. There were a lot of bhas everywhere, and Isaac got in
front, swinging the baseball bat. The branches@ngpsounded just like those fireworks you
throw at the ground. | couldn’t really see the above because of the trees, but the air was wet,
and my thighs were sweating underneath my sweaphar@membered the mask in my pocket,
and | kept playing with it, spinning it around. Setnrds started squawking, and | stopped all of
a sudden, looking up. It was sparser here. The ttel’'t have as many leaves, and | caught a
school of birds flying in a V-shape. They were jostising about a hundred feet up above, and |
watched them until | couldn’t see them anymordwigs thought birds looked cool when they
flew in packs like that.

Adam’s house was just a little bit up ahead, andvakked carefully through the last of
the woods, stepping over fallen branches and |gpé&irt for thorns. We opened the gate, and |
stepped onto the patio, walking gingerly. | swetirdught someone was watching us, and as we
walked around the pool, | was thinking about thst tame we’d been here, the vomit floating

across that water, Adam getting all mad.
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Right before we got up to the door that led int® lasement, | felt something hard hit up
against my foot. We both looked down and saw citeseon the ground, a glass ash tray next to
it. | knew Adam was the only person who used treebeent in the house. His room was in there
and everything, but I just couldn’t believe tha ttigarettes were his. It actually pissed me off
for some reason, maybe because then it would hade imim a hypocrite.

“You think that's his?” Isaac asked.

“Can’t be,” | said. “No way.”

All of the windows up above were black, and thees no way | could see inside of
them, but | was still feeling like someone was \Watg us, just knowing we weren’t supposed to
be there. | tried to listen for noises, but albutd hear was my own breath. It was so heavy-
sounding, and | tried to control it, but it wasdikcouldn’t control my body. What do they call it?
An out of body experience? It was like | was watghus standing there, two kids dressed in
black, scared out of our minds. Isaac put his lamthe knob, grabbing it before turning it, and |
almost said something, like “let’'s go back.” Thends hoping that it was locked, but it wasn't.
Korean people never lock their doors. | don’t knoty.

The basement was dark, and for a second, | coudér’tanything. Isaac flicked the light
switch, and it was kind of amazing seeing all & thrniture. It must have been different for the
guy who’d robbed our house, since he’d never besidée until that day, but maybe it was the
same, | don’t know.

Adam had changed some things around, but as weedialtound the basement, | started
to understand that I'd come this far, there wasingt| could do but be a man about it. We had

our reasons for coming here and doing this, anylioddam hadn’t said anything to his mom,
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we wouldn’t have even come here. It's just the Wf@yis. Either you get got and do nothing
about it or you do something. It's as simple as.tha

The floor was made out of a really smooth stonearA@nd | used to glide around the
floor in my socks, and this one time, we’d speneatire night trying to learn the moonwalk.
The walls were also still that light brown colorhieh I'd forgotten all about. It was like | could
feel Adam’saurain those walls, imagine him sitting in the basetmesatching TV and thinking
about stuff.

| put on the mask over my face.

“What is that?” Isaac asked. “What are you doing?”

“You brought a bat,” | said. “I brought a mask.”

“You should have told me,” he said. “It looks hérd.

In front of us was the TV, and I tried to lift itfff the ground, but it was way too heavy.
It was new and probably bigger than any TV I'd eseen before. It must have been at least
sixty-inches, and | just stared at it for a litthepndering what we should do. If the TV in the
basement was this big, then the TV upstairs mighg\uen bigger. | hadn’t thought this thing
through.

“Fuck,” | said, smacking the TV. “This is too big.”

“Yeah,” Isaac said, putting the bat on his shoulder

“Damn,” | said, wiping off a dusty spot. “It's prably expensive, too.”

| heard Isaac groan but didn’t think anythingtof i

“Watch out,” he said, like he was warning me.

| turned around and at the last second, | saw kives his shoulders. | barely saw it

coming, but still everything happened so slowly.ddeked the bat, holding it there next to his
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ears like he was eyeing a fastball, and then hexgward, not turning his hips like you were
supposed to, but it didn’t matter. There was a loadk, and when he backed off like he was
reloading a gun, there was a huge crack rightemtiddle of the screen. You'd think the glass
would have shattered, but maybe it was made oatdifferent, more expensive kind of glass.

“What are you doing?” | screamed, but he didn’t aaything.

He just put the bat on his shoulder again and soakher swing.

“Stop,” | said, gritting my teeth.

Before he could take another swing, | grabbed #idrbm his hands, and Isaac — that kid
— he tried to take it back from me. When | finadlgt it out of his hands, he was mugging me,
and for a second | thought | was going to havegiat thim.

“What are you doing? Are you crazy? What are yankihg?”

“Give it back to me,” he said quietly.

“What?” | asked, hugging the bat.

“Eugene, seriously,” he said. “Give it back.”

“Isaac,” | said. “You never said you were goingitmthis.”

“So? Who cares?”

“I care,” | said, pointing at one of the huge craciVhat are you trying to do? We never
said we were going to break anything. We were ssggdo just take the TV.”

“It’s too big, though,” he said, shrugging his slumis.

“Then we take something else!” | screamed. “Whatftick!”

“Hey,” he screamed, lunging for the bat.

| don’t know why he said,Mey” Isaac never spoke Korean, and anyhow, pareetshar

only kind of people who use a word like that. Ass@s he tried to get it with his hands, | raised
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the bat and swung, turning at the waist and evaergth swear if he hadn’t tripped, things would
have turned out a lot different that day.

I’'m still not sure if people can die from that, Bguess it's possible. | really don’'t know
what Isaac was thinking that day. He never told iHeedidn’t even have that good a reason to be
that mad at Adam because Isaac’s parents appackdtly care what he did. We both just stared
at the TV for a while, at the two big cracks. Thesas one in the middle and another right below
it.

“What should we do now?” he asked after a while.

“What do you mean?” | said. “I think it's fuckingoken.”

“I know that,” he said, “but | don’'t know, shoulde take something? It's probably going
to be weird if they come home and just see a bugpei@levision. You think they’ll think it was
us?”

“Fuck!” | said, feeling like my life was over.

“Let’s go upstairs and look around,” he said, d¢piag me by the shirt and pulling me up
off of the floor. “Come on, get up.”

| heard the garage door opening and quickly duntipecsh into the trash. | set the fan to
the highest setting, and then | ran around the rdiapping my arms around like crazy, but |
couldn’t tell if it smelled or not. | heard the daghut, and the sound was heavy, like my parents
were pissed about something.

| slipped into the bathroom, locking the door. t pusome drops and started brushing my

teeth. My eyes weren’t red, but they were chinkhas | knew my parents would be suspicious
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because they saw people high all the time at thre.sThen again, if they’d found out what Isaac
and | had did, none of that even mattered.

There was a knock at the door.

“What?” | said. “I'm using the bathroom.”

“Okay,” my dad said in his deep Korean voice. “Come ioetsvhen done.”

| turned on the fan and stared at the mirror, ogemy eyes as big as it got, but the rings
above them wouldn’t come back. My eyes looked tinymy face, like two little dots, and | was
scared to leave the bathroom | thought | was haaipgnic attack. | thought a lot of crazy things,
like maybe they’d talked to Adam’s mom, and mayieytd called the cops. | swore they were
going to send me to juvie.

“Eugene!” my mom said through the door. “What yoe doing?”

| was praying for the first time in years, somethl hadn’t done since I'd stopped going
to church, but | was just that scared. | whispetBtease, let me go this one time. | promise that
I'll never do anything like this again. Just thisedtime, please, God, please!”

| heard my dad call for me again, and so finaliyrhed off the fan. This was how
everything was going to end. At least | was higimy dad didn’t kill me himself, | was going to
get arrested and everything, sit me down in soramrwith handcuffs on. | decided right then
that if they didn’t already know about Isaac, | wagoing to snitch on him.

The hallway was dark, and | walked slowly, tryilgrip out my hair because the pain felt
good, but then | heard my mom moving around inkitehen. It sounded like she was making
food, which was crazy. | was thinking, “Why woulldesbe making food right now?” It was so
sick that they could eat at a time like this, birew | saw my dad sitting at the table, | quickly

did my hair right. He cleared his throat and pulbed a chair for me. There was some mail on
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the table, and my mom was standing in front ofstee with her back turned to me — the rice
cooker making that sucking sound, hot air shoatimgugh the holes on top.

My dad smiled at me — a big, goofy kind of a smiland | flinched when he patted my
shoulder with his hand. The thing is | never sam Bimile, unless he and mom were watching
one of their variety shows in the living room, aagen then he’d only be smirking, never a big
smile like this one. Then my mom comes and setsxddWwig tray of food on the table in front of
me. She wasn’t smiling, but | could tell she didiribw anything. She was only mad at me about
the whole weed thing.

“What's going on?” | asked.

“Haven’t you see€?’ my dad said.

“What? What are you talking about?”

He put his palm flat on the mail and then stadledffling them in his hand, like he was
playing poker. They looked like magazines, a baglktof them, and | saw the word, “Apply,” in
all capital letters above a picture of some kida chemistry lab. | still didn’t get what was going
on, though. | thought maybe he’d picked them umfsomewhere and was going to lecture me
again about trying harder in school. Then maybéd kadk about how he’d led the demonstrations
against the government and all that, but how hifidogen able to study.

“Do you really not know what thisAshe asked.

He turned to my mother. She’d sat down across freerand had her hands folded on the
table. She gave him a little smile and looked atrttagazines.

“These are from collegéde said. They want you to go there. That's why they seat thi

mail to you, as a way of introducing their progratosyou Some of these colleges are very good,
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Eugene. Look at thi€mory, University of Chicag@nd Harvard This means that it isn’t too
late for you.lsn't that right Eugene’s mothé’

| felt my lips curling upwards. | couldn’t stop ding.

“Harvard?”

“That's right; he said. “Harvard.”

He took a sip of his beer, making a sound likeaswhe best thing he’'d ever tasted.

“Listen to what your dad is sayingugeng’ she said. We’ve all gone through our trials
and tribulations recently, but this is a blessiagd you need to take advantage df it

“Okay,” | said, nodding.

“Do you want a drinR” my dad asked.

“What?” | asked.

He pointed at his beer. His eyes were big, and teep formed across his forehead.
He’d been losing his hair for a few years, and momas almost all gone, except for a little bit
on the sides of his head.

“Yeah,” | said, laughing.

“Do you think that's a good id@amy mom cut in.

| knew she was being this way because of what Adan@m had told her because she
never cared before.

“Why?” he asked, sounding offendetle’ already drinks with his friends. These kids
aren't like the way we were, Eugene’s mother. Lefumst celebrate with my sdn.

| went to school the next day and stopped by theagece counselors’ office during lunch.

The secretary wasn't at her desk, but there wéxenah of kids sitting around, doing their
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homework. | figured it was a special day or sommeghbecause I'd never so many people in the
guidance counselors’ office before. There was andance counselor for each grade, and so the
little office was shared by four people. | quickilked past my guidance counselor from
sophomore year, Mrs. Weir, a nice lady who'd alwaysted famous people, trying to inspire
me. I'd lied to her so many times.

Mr. Nugent’s door was cracked open, and | pushegen a little bit.

“Eugene! Just the person | was looking for,” hiel samiling.

He was in there with another student, and | waisgheut to apologize to him, when |
saw Adam sitting in the chair on the other sidéhefdesk. All of a sudden, my chest got tight,
and when | tried to say something, | started caugihAdam turned around to see what was
going on, and we looked at each other. You'd thinlould have stared him down, made some
kind of sign that I'd hurt him if he said anythirgyt that wasn’t even on my mind. | felt so
guilty about what I'd done. | just kept looking dowat my feet.

“Hey, Mr. Nugent,” | said.

“Eugene, would you mind waiting outside for a éttit. We're just about done here.”

| didn’t say anything, but | nodded. Then | closked door and when | sat down on the
chair outside of his office, the secretary camekbato the room. She was the one all the guys
always talked about. She was hot but in that mjcenext-door kind of a way. | didn’t know her
name, but she was smiling at me. Lots of white feesmiled at me all the time. That’s just the
way Denton is sometimes.

“Are you waiting for Mr. Nugent?” she asked me.

“Yeah,” | said.
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The door opened, and Adam came out. | got up trechair really quickly, and he
stopped right in front of me. When | tried to gedund him — he was wearing a blue Le Tigre
shirt, which we used to sell at the store — hefddihis feet and blocked my path again. He
started to say something, and | finally looked ldp.had a look of pain on his face, like maybe
he was sorry for something, which completely three: Then he put his hand on my shoulder,
and | shrugged it off, stepping around him. Whéoked back for a second, the secretary was
staring at me, like she was trying to figure outatvhad just happened.

“Eugene, sit down,” Mr. Nugent said, standing iatdesk. “How are you?”

“Good,” | said.

“Well, Eugene,” he said, exhaling. “There arew things | need to talk to you about.”

“Yeah, I'm sorry for not calling you back.”

“So, you got the messages | left,” he said.

“Yeah,” | said.

“Where are your parents then?”

“Oh,” | said. “They work during the week. We haaatore, and they don’t get home
until nine or ten.”

“l see,” he said, nodding. “Well, would you likeet good news or the bad news first?”

| don’t understand why people even ask this gaestf | was him, | wouldn’t even think
to say something like that. I'd just say everythaignce, without thinking about what order to
put the things in. It's kind of messed up becausenatter what you pick first, you’re going to
get the bad news eventually.

“Give me the good news first,” | said.

He smiled and opened the drawer, picking out ailaé&wvider.

29



“Do you know what this is?” he asked, showing nimiay piece of paper.

| tried to read what was on it, but there werensmy different colors and pictures on the
thing, 1 didn’t know what to look at first. Anyhowae turned over before I got a good look at it.
He just let it fall onto his desk.

“This is your PSAT score,” he said. “You haven'teeved it yet, though.”

“Okay ...” I said. “What'd | get?”

“You did very, very well,” he said, “better thahmest anyone in school.”

I'd be lying to you if | said | wasn'’t a little pud. | was really fucking proud. I'd taken
that test earlier in the year and remembered eweryaaking a big deal about it, but | hadn’t
even thought it was that hard. | didn’t know sorméhe words in the sentence completions, but
back when | went to hagwon, which is this tutonplgce that my parents used to make me go to,
one of my teachers had taught me Latin becauseastie¢here was nothing else she could teach
me. Everything else had been too easy for me.dkspeetty good English if | really want to, and
| finished each of the math sections with time teftthe clock.

“That’s cool,” | said.

“l don’t know if you understand, Eugene,” he sticcefully. “There’s a good chance
that you're going to be nominated for the Natioki@rit Scholarship. The thing is ... there’s no
way you’re going to get very far because of yowadgs, which leads me to the bad news.
Eugene, do you know how many days of school yomiased?”

“I don’t know,” | said.

“Twenty-five days!” he said. “We’ve only been iah®ol for three-and-a-half months!

Eugene, what’s going on? Every single year, yoadgs have gotten worse and worse. You
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might be the first high school drop-out to ever gi@&th a high score on the PSATSs. It's really
frustrating for me ... as your guidance counsel@de you just throw your life away.”

“A drop-out?” | asked, getting mad.

“Yes, Eugene!” he said, his face turning red. ‘f@m think that you're going to be able
to graduate at the rate you're going? I've alretadled to all of your teachers and the principal
about you.”

All of a sudden, | was worried. I'd never thougliout not being able to graduate from
high school. | knew that | was messing up and dherg, but | always figured I'd be okay in the
long run. Now, he was telling me that he’'d talkedte principal and my teachers.

“Damn,” | said, thinking | was glad that I'd askéat the good news first.

“So, what are you going to do, Eugene?” he sightedw are you going to fix this?”

“l guess | just need to start showing up to class.

“That’s a start,” he said, “but you’re going tovieato apply yourself, too.”

“Okay, Mr. Nugent, | will,” | said, meaning it. *fh going to try.”

He said a bunch of other things, but | wasn’'elnsng. | just kept thinking about that TV,
how we should have just beat on Adam a little tat was stupid. | didn’t even feel any better
after doing it. I'd just been worried about getticaught.

“So, have you started getting any mail from ca&®’ he asked after a while.

It all made sense now. I'd been wondering whytestlike Harvard would send me
information, when | was failing most of my class€sey’d probably gotten hold of my test
scores and thought | had good potential. As sodhegsgot my grades, they’d drop me like |
was a bad habit.

“Yeah,” | said. “Yeah, | have.”
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“Any good schools? You don’t have to tell me. fust curious.”

“Harvard,” | said, shrugging.

“Yeah, that sounds about right,” he laughed.

When | walked out into the hallway, Adam was wajtfor me.

“Oh,” | said.

“Eugene, listen,” he said, grabbing my arm. “ltjusnt to talk to you.”

“What about?” | groaned. “Get off me.”

| swung my arm and started walking as quickly esuld away from him.

“Eugene, I'm sorry,” he said.

| turned around. “What?”

“l told her not to call you guys, but she wouldigten,” he said. “I'm really sorry that |
even said anything to her. That was wrong of me] fust ... | just ...”

“What, man? What are you trying to say?” | askegdng to process it all.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“What?” | asked, sounding like | was annoyed.

“If you want me to talk to your mom, | can do thiit call her today after school or
maybe | can show up if she’s at your apartmentst feel bad. My mom is just like that
sometimes.”

“You shouldn’t have said anything to begin with.”

“I know,” he said.

Now it was him who was looking at the ground.

“Yeah,” | said. “As long as you know.”
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I nodded at him and walked away, my heart beatiagle of my chest at like two beats-
per-second. | was scared he was going to say lottdrgrobbed, but he just let me go. | guess he
didn’t think we could do something like that, ankind of wanted to tell him I'd done that, just
so that he knew what we were about. | didn’t, thouihat would have been really stupid.

I've been going to school every single day sin@nttAfter school, | just go straight
home. | don’t even go to the pool hall anymoreamdp out with Peanut and Isaac sometimes, but
| don’t even smoke that much anymore. It's boring averything, but it feels like the right thing
to do. My parents are so happy right now, like treegn the roof, you know what | mean?

| don’t think about what we did that day anymordid for a while, but | don’t anymore.
| know it was stupid, but I still kind of feel likié had to be done. | might be going to school

every day, catching up on my work, but I'm neveingao be like Adam.
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2. Threesome

| never said anything to anyone, but when we weds, k didn’t really like Isaac too
much. He was that kid in bible study who was alwggting everyone else in trouble, and if you
were friends with him, sometimes you’d get it evesrse than him. Because they were supposed
to be cousins, that happened to Peanut all the Titmey’d both get sent into the hall, and if |
didn’t do something to join them, Isaac would aecose of not having his back.

This one time, our bible study teacher really gedtled because Isaac was popping his
gum when he told him not to. | don’t remember #echer's name, but he was new and from
Korea. He had these thick glasses and a reallyfabbent, which means he sounded like our
parents. We’d always laugh about it after class|daac didn't talk behind people’s backs. He
made fun of the teacher right to his face. Thinlabgut it now, the teacher was probably only
twenty-five or something, but back then he seemied alder.

Anyhow, the teacher warned Isaac that if he ditmwidw out his gum something bad was
going to happen. He'd already told him to stopwva fienes, and | was thinking in my head that
telling Isaac to do anything was the wrong movdeAhe said that, Isaac just smiled all sinister.
Then he made the biggest bubble — it was dark pioéered his entire mouth, and all you could
see were those little smiling eyes of his. Theheadtost his shit. He went over and tried to pop
the bubble with his finger. Then Isaac goes anesliis finger. That made the guy really go
crazy. He started saying Korean words I'd neverdheafore. Then he pointed at the wall and
told Isaac to go put his hands against it. Peaautesl laughing, and so he had do it, too.

The guy started with Isaac and smacked him prattihg hard three times, but then

again Isaac wasn’t your ordinary kid. He kept aigtit face through all of it. Adam and | could
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see his face from where we were sitting, and | sussac didn’'t even blink. He was either

eleven or twelve, but the kid didn’t blink oncedahe last smack was really loud. The other kids
made a loud, gasping sound when they heard thitséd my eyes, thinking it would hurt a lot
and that Isaac would start bawling or somethingwhen | opened my eyes, he was smiling at
me, like it was funny getting hit by the teachee Was only a year older than me, but he seemed
like he was maybe five or six years older than igletithen. When he sat back down, he started
chewing his gum, too, but at least he was doiggitly this time.

When it was Peanut’s turn to get hit, he put hisdseon the wall and tried to put on a
tough-looking face, but after the first slap to b&ckside, the kid started sobbing. He was
sucking in air, the tears getting all in his mouthe crazy thing was that the teacher thought he
was actually laughing, and that made him hit Peameh harder. Smack! Smack! Smack! He
must have hit Peanut five more times, and thenyewerin class started getting loud as hell, but
the teacher just wouldn’t quit until finally Pearfall to the floor and started wailing in pain.

Those cries were the loudest things I've ever heand a teacher from another class
busted into the room. She started yelling at oacler, scolding him for getting physical with us,
and eventually all of our parents got involvedwv#ts this big thing because even though most of
the congregation thought it was a terrible thingo especially in church, there were still a lot
of older people who said it was okay to punish Kikis that. My parents didn’t like Isaac, and so
my dad kept saying that if he’d been there, he ditalve done the same thing.

That would have stopped most kids from being bradiatever or at least would have
put a thought into their minds, but Isaac justwgotse. It seemed like every single year he’'d try
to push the envelope a little bit more. In highaumhafter he’d stopped going to church, Isaac

would show up to get me and Peanut. This one tafte; we’d finished eating lunch, he took us
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to the place where we’d listened to the sermoneraahd pulled out a crumpled-up ball of paper.
He opened it up, and that’s the day | saw weedhifirst time. Peanut must have known what it
was because he started hyperventilating all oveptace. | didn’t know what the hell was going
on. Anyhow, Isaac rolled a joint, and we went outhie back. That's when Peanut just took off. |
remember the whole time Peanut was running, Isabedy “Pussy! You're a fucking pussy!”

Isaac had been away in California, so I'd beemyivay out with Peanut for the last two
weeks. | never just hung out with Peanut — it wasgs the three of us — and he was really
starting to stress me out. I'd tried ducking hiranging out with Moses Lee and his boys, but
every time | was out somewhere, Peanut would hiumen the cell. | must have felt bad
because even when | didn't pick up at first, 'd/@ays end up calling him back and telling him
where | was. There weren’t many places to go intBeranyhow, and so if he couldn’t get a
hold of me, he just showed up to the pool hall.

Today, we were over there again, playing a gamren&-ball. We’d just smoked behind
the place, deep in the woods, and | was high astherfucker. Everyone had just started playing
nine-ball, and | didn’t really like the game. It sva lot tougher than eight-ball, since you
couldn’t just hit any ball you wanted. You had ibthem in order, “playing position,” like
everyone was always saying. I'd gotten okay, betweed had messed me up, and | just felt like
hitting the balls without thinking. Peanut didnéesn like he was really feeling the weed. That
was one of the things that made me want to ditoh Kie wasn’t any fun to blaze with. He never
even acted like he was high. He’d just bitch alpmdple he didn’t like, which was pretty much
everyone we knew, and if he didn’t take his meddicathe’d be even worse.

“Isaac’s spoiled,” Peanut said, after he’d scratchn the nine.
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“Why?” | asked.

He made a sucking noise with his teeth and lo@kede all surprised, like | was stupid
not to know what he was talking about. | raiseddtiek, pretending like | was going to hit him
or something, and he put his hands up, tellingorstdp.

“l just can’t believe his parents got him anotbar,” he said.

“That’s not true. His parents aren’t getting hime tar,” | said, slamming the cue ball
back onto the table. “I heard Joe was. Isaac sa'gsnaking mad dough out in Cali.”

“I know that,” Peanut said angrily, “but he’s ksipoiled.”

Before he’d gone to California, Isaac had bednrtglabout how his brother was going
to buy him a car. | didn't believe it, and so | kepying, “Yeah, whatever.” | just didn’t get how
Joe, even if he was making all this money sellimgey was going to buy him a car. To be
honest, Joe’s a dumbass — I'd grown up with hind, lzgis older than me and everything, but |
always thought he was kind of slow. He had thidbfoaccent like he’d grown up in Korea, but
he’d been born in Denton just like the rest of usit-Isaac was like, “Naw, Joe’s doing big
things out in Cali,” and then he wouldn’t say amythelse about it when | asked what big things
exactly. Anyhow, Isaac had called me on the roatisamd he was driving back to Denton in his
new ride. I'd tried to get him to tell me what hejdtten, but he’d only say | was going to be
hella’ jealous when | saw it. It took me a secamdigure out what “hella” even meant.

“Did he tell you what he got?” | asked.

“l don’t know,” Peanut said. “He was saying a WRX.

The WRX was sweet. That kid, Moses Lee, had gaterd one a few months back, and
he drove that thing around everywhere. | nevelydalow too much about cars, but | rode with

him a few times, and it was quick as hell. He tole that up until a year ago, the car had only
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been sold in Japan but now everyone and their mothere trying to cop an import. Moses kept
saying, “It's got three-hundred horses,” that itilcbgo a hundred MPH in under six seconds, but
| didn’t care about all that. I just like the waetride looked.

“Don’t act jealous,” | said to Peanut, racking thedls.

“I'm not jealous. I'm just — it's not fair.”

“Whatever.”

| wanted Peanut to stop talking so much becausealeauining my high, but I listened to
him bitch about Isaac for the next hour. It wadsdlc this and Isaac that, so finally after my
high went away, | told Peanut to shut the hellTUmat was the difference between Peanut and
Isaac. If I'd said something like that to Isaacwwaild have tried to fight me, but Peanut just got
down. Even after | said | was sorry, he just moaexind the pool hall, and so | ended up
ignoring him. Around three, some other people stibug and so | played nine-ball with them.

By eleven, the pool hall was bursting with heads] | was in a good mood. The jukebox
was playing “In Da Club,” and even though Peanid ba hated that song when it came on, |
wasn’t about to let his negativity get to me. Jimathe Viet — was working the bar. | convinced
him to sell me a couple of beers when the old mha ewned the place went outside for a
smoke, which took some doing. That was the onlg thé old man followed, and the only reason
was he’d gotten in trouble with the police a fewntis back. For an entire week, all of us had to
drive all the way to Kirkwood to shoot pool, an@ ttcene over there was different. They didn’t
even play music, and mostly it was white kids whovged up. The people who worked the desk

even checked IDs, saying you had to be eighteemtike.
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Peanut and | were sitting at the bar, waitingiomdy, when we saw Isaac through the
window. | hadn’t even known he was back. He'd gottes hair dyed yellow, and it was parted
in the middle, the long bangs framing his face.tMmas the way those California Koreans did
their hair. They were way fobbier than us. | wabedk at him, not understanding what he was
trying to tell us. He was making some sign with liesds.

“l think he wants us to come out,” Peanut saide ‘pfobably got the car.”

| opened the door and saw a crowd of people harggimgnd a shiny blue car parked in
the front. Everyone was shouting, and Isaac w#seatenter, just loving the attention. It took
me a second to know that the car was the Volksw&drbecause people didn’t talk about that
car. It was a four-door sedan with a little spoifethe back, nice as hell.

“280 horses, 240 to the wheels, 17-inch rims, olbisiy manual,” Isaac was saying to
Moses Lee, who was looking the car up and dowa,itikvas some hot girl.

“That’s nice,” | said, punching Isaac in the back.

“Bra, it's more than nice,” he said. “This shithslla’ nice.”

“Yeah, that's what | meant,” | said.

Even the old man was looking at the car. He loadetbugh and everything, but when it
came down to it, the old man was a straight uphbog — silly as fuck. I didn’t even notice it at
first, but one day, I'd been high at the pool astehed to what he was actually saying behind
the bar. | couldn’t stop cracking up.

“Ahjussi,” | said in Korean. Do you want to drive the cat

| can’t really explain what “Ahjussi” even meanguess in English it would be

something like, “Sir” or “Mister,” but that’s nothat it really means. | guess it all depends on
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how you say it, like if it's someone you don’t knpitvs more like “Sir,” but if you know the guy,
it's more like “Uncle” or something friendly likdnat.

“Yeah,” he said, smiling like he was all embarraksse

“Get in, Ahjussi,” Isaac said, handing him the keys

“Really?” he asked, but he didn’t mean like a question.

He flicked his cigarette into the parking lot arat mto the driver’s seat, like he owned
the joint. Then the old man put the car in newrad hit the gas a few times, making the engine
roar. He knew what he was doing. | don’t know wihttiought he’d do, but | guess | thought
he’d look more awkward behind the wheel. I'd nelearned how to drive stick shift. Isaac had
tried to teach me with the Civic, but I'd stalledtdad.

Everyone except Peanut was laughing, just goingycend having a good time. The girl
Isaac was seeing, her name was Grace — she da bodd of the GTI and made all of her
friends take pictures. She was posing like soméeblusport model. Sike, she wasn't ugly, but
when she smiled, she had to show her busted-up, feeking like she was Japanese or
something. Anyhow, | would have had a better timewasn’t for Peanut. | could feel him
standing behind me, getting all angry.

“Are you really going to be like that?” | whispered

“Be like what?” he asked all innocent.

“Don’t act like you don’t know,” | said.

Then Isaac put his hands in the air, dancing avest You could still hear the Fifty Cent
song playing inside through the windows. | laughed we bumped fists. He started clowning
Peanut, dancing all up on him, but Peanut waswinigat. He just pushed him away.

“What do you think?” Isaac asked, slapping him loa back.
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“It's cool,” Peanut said, stomping his cigarette.

“It's just cool?” Isaac asked, bending at the knaed pointing at the car. “This is hella’
nice. You never seen anything this nice before.”

Grace and her friends had gotten into the car thighold man. The radio came on, and
the music blasted from the speakers, the bassrgh#ie windows. It was the same Fifty Cent
song, except it was starting at the beginning, wlitevas only the beat. The old man covered his
ears with his hands, while Grace and her girls peartpeir fists and shouted.

“Nice hair,” Peanut finally said.

“Oh, this?” Isaac said, combing the yellow hair lbadth both hands.

“You look like the sixth member of H.O.T.”

| seriously thought Isaac was going to hit him, befust started cracking up, like what
Peanut had said was the funniest thing ever. Hk SHhat’'s a good one. | never even thought of
that,” and it seemed like Peanut was surprised,thoway he was looking at him. We all started
laughing, though. Fifty was saying, “Go,” over ameer again. | was imagining big things for the
summer, now that Isaac was back. We were going thidgs like we’d never done before.

That weekend, Isaac and | called Peanut, but lsatvaicking up. Isaac was confused,
saying Peanut was always down to party. | didntwnvhere he’d got that. | thought Peanut
would have probably stood in the corner all nigvdjting for one of us to come over, so he
could talk shit about everyone he hated at theypbdidn’t say anything, though, since there
was this big birthday party Grace was throwingathouse. Her parents were away for the
weekend — Isaac told me her parents had gone twagieo — and Grace was saying that she’'d

invited two hundred people. | thought if Peanut wamg to be all negative about everything, it
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was probably better that he wasn't around. Besiktbg)st copped the new Fifty Cent album,
and | didn’t feel like listening to Peanut bitchoalb it when | played the CD at the party.

“Bra,” Isaac said. “You're going to love NorCalhdre’'s something to do all the fucking
time, man, and don’t even get me started on theheed can tell you one thing. It doesn't get
all hot like it is over here. It's like in the sewes all the time, and man, there beaches
everywhere. Imagine my ride in that weather. Thétwould look hella’ nice.”

“Is California really all that?” | asked skeptibal

“Hell, yeah,” he said, putting the car into thgdar. “Cali hella’ nice.”

Isaac was driving all carefully, which was newsrte. When | asked him about it, he said
he was just trying to ease the car in, since itm&s. Joe had told him not to drive it too quickly
in the beginning because otherwise, he might mpdbautransmission. The kid didn’t even have
insurance for the car. | got all that, but it wal weird to see him driving the car barely over
thirty miles-per-hour. | was used to getting jerledund all over the place.

“This shit right here, bra,” he said, looking e tlunt in his hand. “It don’t even
compare to the shit that got in NorCal. They goeavever there that's purple. You believe that?
It's purple, son, and got all these crystals tlmat gan see with your eyes. Joe got himself a
medical marijuana card, and | couldn’t go into piece with him, but when he brought it out, |
was like, “Damn.” It was so sticky, bra. We needaoke shit like that.”

“What does Joe even do? | mean, how did he buythisuide?” | asked.

“Joe?” Isaac asked, looking surprised by the goestHe pushes.”

“Then why does he need a medical marijuana licensehatever?”

“l don’t know, bra,” he said, looking at me. “I do know. He probably don’t want to

smoke his own stash. You know how that is. Anywd#ys,going to take you out to NorCal
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when | go back. Bra, his house is out on the beaath all the honeys so fly. Joe’s girl — man,
she’s sexy. | wasn'’t going to say it to his facenything, but yeah, she’s sexy. I'm going to get
me a girl like that one of these days.”

“What about Grace?” | asked, laughing.

“What do you mean?” he asked, spitting out thedou.

“Aren’t you guys together?”

“Hell no,” he said, a bunch of lines on his forade“That’s disgusting.”

“You better not say that when we get there,” | meal him.

He laughed and said, “Yeah, probably not. Youapbint.”

“Did you even sleep with Grace yet?” | asked.

I'd wanted to ask him that for a little bit, ev@nce he’d start bringing Grace out. The
thing was she didn’t look the normal girl he usyalient for. His last girlfriend, Isabelle, was
skanky as hell. | knew three other guys that hahbeth her, and there was a rumor going
around that she’d lost her virginity when she weslte. Grace, on the other hand, was your
typical good girl. The first time Isaac had broupbt to the pool hall, I'd asked her if she
wanted to smoke with us, and she’d told me thatdsth&'t smoke cigarettes. | was like, I'm
talking about weed, girl, and she flipped out,itgllme how it was illegal, how | could getin a
big trouble if anyone ever found out. Ever sincenthshe’d didn’t even call me by my name. She
just said, “Pothead,” all white and like it wasigydword or something.

“No,” he said, rolling his eyes. “All she ever wario do is make out. She’s waiting for
marriage. Her parents got her on lock.”

“Why you even with her then?” | asked.

“l don’t know,” he said, becoming quiet. “She’steuthough, ain’t she?”
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“Yeah,” | agreed. “She’s cute.”

There really were a lot of people who'd showedatgrace’s party. Her house was
actually kind of close to Adam’s place, and evesutih Isaac didn’t say anything about it, |
could tell he was thinking about that, too. My mbad told me that Adam was going to get into
Harvard, even though he hadn’t even applied yetptdbably was going to get in, too. That kid
was at the top of our class.

Anyhow, we parked behind the Mercedes | saw Graeeé,once we got inside, it was on.
There were like fifteen bottles of all differentikis of stuff in the kitchen — Johnny Walker for
the guys and different kinds of cognac for thesgwhich was no doubt Grace’s idea. She might
have thought that weed was bad, but she lovedhgédigr drink on. Whenever | saw her out,
she’d have a bottle of Alizé in the trunk. That vaas thing, and just like Adam’s parents, her
parents had a liquor store in the city.

She saw us in the kitchen and ran up to Isaa@ipgrinto his arms. She was wearing a
shiny tiara on her head with her hair up. Her faes red and sweaty-looking, but Isaac didn’t
care because the next second, they’re making oetyBne started yelling for them to stop, and
Isaac was smiling as he kissed her. The musicrmjayn the big speakers in the living room was
wack, though. | didn’t feel like hearing that DrankTiger CD again, and so | snaked my way
through the dark room, avoiding all of the sweadncing people. | knew some of them, but
there were a lot of Kirkwood heads, too. | turnéidize stereo in the middle of the song, and
everyone stopped dancing all of a sudden, lookimgeg trying to understand what had
happened.

“What the fuck?” someone yelled. “Turn it back™on.

| put my hand up, put the CD into the slot, antlipto track five.
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“Shout-out to the birthday girl!” | said, jumpiranto the table.

| touched the ceiling to keep myself from fallifichere was a huge roar as the song came
on. Grace and Isaac came into the living room, poihting at me. Someone handed me a bottle,
and | tipped my head back, finishing half of it.igbne girl climbed onto the table and started
dancing next to me. It was dark in the house,smuldn’t really see her, but she looked good
from the back. Her jeans were damn near paintedmmh{hen she had the spaghetti strap, which
| like. We danced on the table for a while, me dimg up against her, and | did alright. You're
going to laugh, but I'd been practicing in my roamfront of the mirror.

“What's your name?” she asked me.

“Eugene,” | said. “What's yours?”

“Gina,” she said.

“How do you know Grace?” | asked her.

“Oh, she’s my cousin.”

“Grace is your cousin?” | asked. “Are you sure athtbat?”

She laughed, all offended.

“Naw,” | said. “It’s just that you don’t look al& | mean, at all.”

While Isaac was in California, this one night Reaand | had gone to the bowling alley
on Route Sixty. It started out like any other nigh¢anut didn’t want to bowl, and so we’d sat in
the parking lot, getting high, while Peanut triedigure out what was wrong with his car. It was
making this screeching sound whenever he stargedrigine, and | told Peanut to stop worrying

about it, that the car was old, but then all ofidden, it wouldn’t start. | went inside the bowling
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alley and got a few people who knew stuff abous ¢arcome outside with me. Then Moses, the
kid who drove the WRX, showed up/

| just stood behind them, watching as Moses dog&VRX next to Peanut’s car. He got
out of the car, popped open the hood of his caf,camnected the engines with some jumper
cables. Then everyone started arguing about parsgsninuses, and | got tired of just standing
there, so | sat on the curb, smoking a cigarett@ad just about to light another one, when | heard
a loud bang somewhere behind me. A group of pespplked out onto the parking lot, and this
one older guy | knew, whose name was Chris butalleathim Fob King, punches some kid in
the face. Fob King was the only fob | was cool viatause he was a bad dude. | heard he'd
once scrapped with five big black dudes and hadecoat of it even.

Everyone stopped working on Peanut’s car, and isated running towards, pushing
the crowd through the circle of people that alwangically forms when there’s a fight. | saw
the top of Peanut’s head on the other side of itliceecFob King was on top of the kid, pounding
him with lefts and rights. He was a bigger thankite who was a kid with dark skin and spiky
hair. The kid put up his hands, pleading for hinstimp, and that’'s when Fob King really got
angry. He reached into his pocket and out cametarfiy knife. The kid started screaming, his
eyes damn near popping out of its sockets, andkield around, waiting for someone to pull Fob
King off of the kid. They didn’t do a thing, thoughhey just stared at what was going on, not
even caring about the kid’'s screaming. They wdrEa King’'s boys, older guys, and he
grabbed one of the spiky hair kid’s wrists, slamgnitito the cement. The guy | was standing
next to — he was wearing a doo rag and had a lcaugranning down the side of his arm —the
guy grabbed the kid’s other hand and put a kneehis chest.

“Open your mouth Fob King said in a low voice.
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He snapped his wrist, and the blade was nexistedn, pointed to the sky.

“No,” said the kid with the spiky hair, trying get free. “Are you crazy?”

“Do it, motherfucker,” the other kid said.

All of a sudden, Fob King brought the blade dowmmne quick motion, slicing the sky,
and stopping an inch short of the kid’s face. Youldn't call it a scream. You could barely hear
it over all of the yelling, but for a second, hisee were bigger than any white boy’s. It was like
he’'d changed races. Then Fob King started lauglhikeghe hadn’'t even been that angry. When
he stood up, he did a few more tricks with thedatlit knife before closing it and sliding it into
his back pocket.

“Don’t fuck with me again,” he said to the kid, ude eyes were back to normal.

“Yeah, nigga’,” Doo Rag said, stomping on his h&iibn’t fuck with my boy.”

After we finally got his car working, Peanut angdt into an argument. He was saying
that it was messed up what Fob King did that tokibdebecause all he’d done was bump into him
and not apologize. At least that's what people veargng. My thing was sometimes you just had
to do stuff like that, to get respect and everyghiout Peanut was so mad. He kept hitting his
steering wheel as we drove away. | didn’t undestiahy he was taking it personally, and when
| asked, he just ignored me. He kept saying it massed up, that Fob King was the bitch.

“You wouldn’t say that to his face, though,” | pted out.

“Yeah, | would.”

“Are you serious?” | said. “Peanut, you're a pussy

That set him off and he started shaking the stgexheel like he was having a seizure.

“Chill out, man,” | said, getting scared. “The hislwrong with you?”

“Eugene,” he said, his teeth clenched. “l swear ...”
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“You swear what?” | asked.

“Don’t call me a pussy,” he said.

“Okay, Peanut, you're not a pussy, but just admit wouldn’t do anything.”

He got quiet, like he was picturing it.

“I'd call the cops,” he said.

“Man!” | said, sighing. “Don’t say stuff like thaf alking about snitching, what the hell is
wrong with you?”

“Okay, maybe | wouldn’t call the cops, but ...” heds pausing. “You don’t say what |
can do and not do because you don’t even knowuldwdt puss out. I'd do something about it.”

“Like what?” | asked.

“Just — stop it.”

“What would you do if someone messed with you,mR&2’ | asked. “What would you
do? You wouldn’t do anything. | know you, Peanut.”

“l don’t know,” Peanut said, “but I'd do somethiig

What had happened to Douglas was kind of the $himg. | didn’t know who he was
before that night, and | hadn’t seen him while bwi@ there dancing with Gina, but it turned out
they had something going on, and when the Fiftyt@#um was over, | jumped back down
onto the floor, thinking I'd get a drink. The kidme out of nowhere, nudging my forehead and
then getting in my face. The kid even spit into @yg — it was thick, smoker’s spit, and | just lost
it. | raised my fist and aimed for his teeth, batdye | could let a punch go, Isaac came out of
nowhere and separated us, which was surprisecetheut of me. | told him to get out of the

way, but Isaac kept pushing me back, and said, '€dara. That’s his girl.”
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“Who is? What?” | asked, looking for Gina.

Douglas pushed Isaac into me, making me take afeps back. All of a sudden a bunch
of kids pushing each other. The strobe light wasHing, and when | finally found Douglas, | ran
towards him, taking off low like a sprinter. | chel into him, pushing through the resistance,
until | started to feel my feet fall. | wrapped rayms around his stomach, and his head bounced
off the floor. | raised my hand, making a fist, ahdew it down with everything | had,
connecting with my elbow. He pushed his palm intormack, and | tried to get it off of me, but
he had a strong grip for a little guy. | grabbesl &xim with both hands, digging my fingernails
into his skin. He let go and snapped his hand bsxkhit him with another elbow, this time
connecting with his stomach.

| felt his body get loose, and that's when | waaliy able to get a clean punch in. It was
a good punch, and even though the music was lalldof these other noises | heard that
sounded like they were faraway — | heard him g&hconnected. The strobe lights were
flashing, and every other second, | saw his faegewis heated, but | knew | had him. Actually, |
was surprised by how easy it was to get off the fea swings, like | was fighting a little kid,
but every time the light would flash and then l&kghat look on his face — full of anger and hate
— it kept me from taking pity on the kid.

| was just about to hit him again, when the ligtdsne on, and | saw everyone in a circle
around me, staring at us. All of a sudden, girlsenghrieking, and my right arm looked like it'd
been painted in a really thin layer of blood. | v8&ing on Douglas’ chest, and | got to my feet.
He wasn’t knocked out, but he was covering his eyiés his arm, throwing the white flag.

Blood was streaming from his nose, and a littleobit had gotten into his teeth. There were red

drops on the carpet next to him, and he rolled onéo his stomach, all dramatic.
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“I'm calling the cops!” someone screamed.

Everyone started running at the same time, antidhee was filled with heavy pounding.
| felt a hand grab me by the shirt, and | whippeslad, but it was only Isaac. | ran after him,
passing a couple of kids who for some reason wagpping the bottles of liquor. He opened the
glass door in the kitchen, and we came out ontd#heony, which wasn’t very high off the
ground. | still twisted my ankle a little bit lamdj on the grass. He looked back, waving me
towards him, and | got up, following the yellow keef his boots. When we turned the corner to
the front of the house, there were all of thesghifilag lights, and | stopped, thinking it was the
police.

Isaac turned around and yelled, “What are yougi¥itde was still running.

It wasn't the cops. It was just everyone was ggtinto their cars.

“Eugene!” a voice yelled.

That’s when | saw the car, and even with how cemrything was, | was stunned by the
beauty of the thing. The headlights were the baghin the entire street.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Isaac yelled frdme tar. “Get in!”

The interior looked even better than it had befeitd all its dials and blinking lights. It
was almost hypnotizing. Isaac spun the car aroand | saw a few cars race away, but most of
the cars stayed stuck, the red brake lights makiaghink we were waiting for a street light.
Isaac stomped the gas pedal, and we took off doestreet, passing all of the other big ass
houses, whose lights were coming on like it hadhlakeplanned out beforehand. He shifted
once, twice, and then we were flying. We made apshadt turn, and | got jerked around, the

window cold against my ear. Lights flashed behisdand all of a sudden, Isaac took another
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sharp left, then a right. | grabbed the seatbaliking it across my body, just barely buckling in.
Isaac shifted one more time, and once | saw thedg;ddknew we weren’t going to get in trouble.

“‘Damn!” | screamed, punching the air. “Damn!”

Isaac was shaking his head at me.

“What?” | said. “What?”

“Bra, you shouldn’t do shit like that,” Isaac sgpdrking in front of my house.

“Why?” | asked.

Isaac’s phone was ringing again. He looked agairmand then put it away.

“Grace?” | asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “She hella’ angry.”

He was starting to piss me off with all the hetlas, hella’ that. He’d only been in
California for three weeks, but he was acting hieewas from there. To be honest, the yellow
hair didn’t look right on him at all. His eyebrowsad always been thick, and he hadn’t dyed
them. He reminded me of Rufio from that movie, “IKgar one of those characters from
“Dragon Ball Z” or something.

“What are you saying? You think it's my fault?”

“I'm just saying. It was his girl and everythingp ...”

| didn’t know how to respond to that.

“How was | supposed to know that?”

“I know,” he said. “I know. I'm just saying, jushill next time.”

“Man, what’'s wrong with you?” | said. “You sounité a different person.”
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He didn'’t like hearing that, and | was pretty swewere going to have to get out of the
car, but all he did was laugh again. He was adikagl was ignorant or something, the way he
covered his face and shook his head again and.again

“Why’d you try to stop the fight?” | asked.

“In NorCal, we don’'t "

“Man,” | said, opening the door.

“What? Where are you going?”

“Don’t get started with all that NorCal shit agdihsaid, closing the door. “I'm tired of
hearing about Cali, how the weed over there isahelte and bra, the weather is hella’ dry, all
that shit. What are you even saying? Do you estarito yourself?”

He finally looked angry. “Why don’t you just gosile,” he said.

“Alright, bra,” | said. “I'll do that, bra. Whatear you say, bra.”

The next day, | decided to go to the PC room, tvisa’t actually what we call it, but |
hate the way everyone always writes it down as@BBng” because then all of the white boys
start pronouncing it that way. It actually soundsrenlike “PC bong,” like the “ong” in “Congo,”
but whatever, Moses and Peanut were there playinmtérstrike and eating ramen noodles
when | got inside.

There was a bigger place in Kirkwood, but I'd group going to this one. To be honest,
it's a waste of money. It's not like most of us daiready have games installed on our home
computers, and it was pretty easy to share CD Keytd;d spent hours playing Starcraft and
Counter-Strike on these here computers. If you'tfdel like playing games, you could buy

beef jerky or ramen noodles and eat in front ofdhiaputers, as long as you were careful. Also,
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there were three big shelves of Korean comic beélokisyou could read if you liked that sort of
thing. I didn’t read Korean too well, but I'd stibok at them from time to time.

“Peanut,” | said, sitting down at the seat nextita. “Where you been?”

“What do you mean?” he said, concentrating orstireen.

His left hand was hovering over the keyboard rigist hand controlling the mouse.
Counter-Strike was a first-person shooter, wheresither joined the terrorist team or the
counter-terrorist teams, and they were both plagimghe terrorist side. | looked around the
room and realized it was all one big LAN game. Réavasn't very good — his Kill Death Ratio
was never above one — which was why I'd gotten wsdxkbing a counter-terrorist.

“What's the name?” | asked. “I'll help you guys.”

“Yeah, we’re almost done,” Moses said.

“What, already?” | asked. “It's not even one othd’

“We've been here since last night,” Peanut said.

He didn’t even look that tired. He actually lookedle awake, but Counter-Strike could
do that to you. This one time, I'd played for eggm hours straight, getting up only to use the
bathroom a couple of times. You could get obsekskag people, especially if you ran into
someone who talked a lot of shit.

“Yeah, his mom has been hitting my phone up altmmg,” Moses said.

| checked my phone and realized I'd had it omsileode. Peanut’'s mom had called me,
too — once at six-thirty and another time at nBiee must have been going out of her mind.
Peanut was usually the type to call home if he gaasg to be late.

“You better call her,” | said. “She’s probably wied about you.”
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“She’ll be fine,” Peanut said, throwing a flaslegade, except he’d forgotten to turn
away.

The screen turned white. When it turned back tonad we saw a guy right up in his
face, and before Peanut could do anything, thestashed his neck with his knife. Someone
behind us, one of the FOBs started laughing. Pagamgd around and gave him the finger.

“Damn it, Peanut,” Moses said. “Be careful.”

“I'm done,” Peanut said, removing his headsetdm't play this game anymore.”

About an hour later, we all got up and finally wentside for a smoke. Peanut and
Moses covered their eyes, acting like they werengdabe sun for the first time in their lives. In
the light, | could see how tired they looked, esglgcPeanut. There were dark rings around his
eyes and a bunch of little red pimples popping nihis forehead.

“How about we smoke up instead?” | joked.

“Alright,” Peanut said. “You holding?”

“Me?” | said, laughing. “No, but | thought you nhiy’

“God, Eugene,” he groaned.

“Don’t even act,” | said. “Don’t even act like emer smoked you up before.”

“When'’s the last time?” Peanut asked.

| tried to remember, but it had been a long tihtBdn’t want to let Peanut think he was
right, though, and so | told him that he just cotldemember the last time because he was tired.
| couldn’t convince him.

“Okay,” | said, ignoring Moses, who was laughingree. “If you smoke me up today, |

promise I'll get you back tomorrow. Isaac’s suppmbsepick up.”
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We got into Peanut’s Corrolla, which looked evenrenbroken-down during the day.
One of the door handles was broken, so you ha@éa @ from the inside, and the rearview
mirror was duct-taped on. It wasn’t completely tae's fault. Peanut treated it like shit. | can’t
tell you how many times I'd seen him dent the &b.was just mad because his mom wouldn’t
let him drive the Accord she’d gotten. She didnist him behind the wheel.

He circled the parking lot, acting like we werav@g, just in case one of the workers
was watching us. They really didn't like it when w&me in high. Then he parked in the back
and pulled out a bag from under the mat. It wasabest hiding place because everyone knew
that's where Peanut kept his weed. It wasn’t ehan hard to break into the Corolla. Isaac had
showed us with a coat hanger.

Peanut handed Moses the bowl first, and | watthectake a hit. | could tell he was
pissed at me, but | didn’t know why. It wasn't likee hadn’t invited him to Grace’s party. Isaac
and | had both called him about ten times, evendghd hadn’t wanted to.

“You hear what happened at Grace’s?” | asked Moses

He handed me the bowl, and before | could ligiP#&anut took the bowl from my hands.

“What the hell?”

“It's my weed,” he said. “Shouldn’t | get a hitfoee you.”

“Alright, that’s true,” | said, turning back tolkato Moses. “You heard, right?”

“No,” he said, curling his bottom lip.

“What? You didn’'t hear? You know that kid Douglaght?”

He nodded.

“l don’t want to go into the details,” | said, “blet’s just say, | laid him out.”

“What?” he said. “Really?”
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Moses was a year younger than me, and he’d jaitedtchilling with all of us a couple

months back. It was fun to tell him things becanfskow excited he got about everything. He

pretty

crazy.

much believed anything | said, and probaiiiye wasn'’t so tired, he would have gone

“Yeah,” | said.

“Why?” Peanut asked. “What'd he do?”

“l don’t know,” | said. “He just came at me.”

“He must have done that for a reason, though,hBesaid.

“Well,” | said. “I was dancing with his girl, Ginand everything, but | didn’t even know

that was his girl. If I knew that, | wouldn’t hadanced with her, but that kid didn’'t even let me

explain.”

All of a sudden, it got quiet in the car. Pearuitihe bowl in his lap and just started

sighing a lot. It wasn't like Peanut or Moses waarnids with Douglas, so | didn’t get why he

was having a hernia about it. | looked over at Mos@d he was shaking his head really subtle,

like | shouldn’t have said that.

“What?” | asked. “What’s going on?”

“l don’t know if I should be even telling you thidPeanut began.
“What is it?” | asked Peanut.

“You know Grace, right?”

“What kind of question is that? Yeah, | know Gradesaid.
“Yeah, well, did you know | used to see her?” Reatemanded.
“What?” | asked.

Moses was sitting up in his seat now and noddiitly this serious expression on his face.
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“No way,” | said.

“I'm not lying,” Peanut said.

“When were you seeing her?” | asked. “That male@sense.”

“Eugene, I'm not lying!” he almost was crying.sWwear.”

Moses kept nodding like it was true.

“Okay,” | said. “Then why didn’t you ever say ahytg to me?”

He explained that he’d started seeing Grace k&t Whey'd met at church of all places.
Grace had started going to our church with heriocougho | guessed had been that girl Gina I'd
danced with. He didn’t say her name, but I'm prstiye he was talking about Gina. | actually
almost laughed when he told me he’d been interaestdte cousin first, but she’d told him that
she was seeing somebody, and then | started tig@tiout Douglas, him on the floor with his
hands covering his face. So, after a while, Pestauted to go after Grace, because she was
actually a lot prettier than her cousin, now thaitlhgotten rejected.

Anyhow, the youth group would go to places aftarrch, like fast-food restaurants or
the movie theater. Peanut tried to be with Gragyeghance he got, making up excuses to sit
next to her. | knew for a fact Peanut could belygarsistent. He was one of those kids who
wasn’t cool around girls, but it wasn’t for a lagktrying. According to Peanut, it was Grace
who flirted with him first, saying that they shoudd see a movie alone together. They didn’t end
up doing that, but he said they started gettinfeeod lot at the Starbucks in Kirkwood out by
her house. Sometimes, she’d hook her arm insitiesads they would go to the parking lot to
leave, and they talked almost every night on thenphHe’d make hints about how he felt,
telling her that there was this girl he was intexdsn, like it was a big secret, but no matter wwha

he said, she’d pretend like she didn’t know whatas getting at.
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She wouldn’t say if she liked him or not for a vehibind it was killing him because he
was sure he loved her now. He thought she was plphsst being shy, the way girls are, and so
one day he drove to her house. He said he’d beay aervous and had even thought about
leaving before he finally just went through withhte’d left her a message on her computer,
asking her to come outside in fifteen minutes, Wwhi@as the time it took to get from Denton to
Kirkwood.

After a while, she finally came out through therfrdoor. She was wearing pajamas
without any make-up on, but Peanut said she was enge beautiful than he remembered, and
all I could think about were her busted-up teetieyl'got into his car because her parents were
sleeping. She said they'd get mad if they caughtdiking to some boy that late at night. Before
they'd left her neighborhood, he came right out sai it, “I love you, Grace,” and she’d looked
surprised, but after about ten seconds, a big stail@e on her face. She said she loved him, too,
and for the next month he’d been happier than beat been before.

The only thing was they had to keep it a secreabse she didn’t want her parents
finding out. She wasn't allowed to date boys yat] ao even though Peanut wanted to tell all of
us, he agreed to keep it a secret. He was justytthppshe liked him and that she was now his
girlfriend. Everything had been going really wdlhey talked even more on the phone now, and
at church, they'd hold hands when people weremkilog. He’'d really wanted to tell me, Peanut
said. He'd been close so many times, but he justdod break Grace’s trust like that. She was
sure that as soon as he told one person, it watldrgund, and then her parents wouldn’t let her
out of the house, not even to go to church.

He’'d been surprised when Isaac showed up one SuHgdyadn’t seen Isaac at church

for a long time. “After you stopped going,” he tatte. According to Peanut, this had been about
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a month before Isaac went off to California. Anyhd@wvace had been running late that day, and
S0 since they were just sitting around with nothimgay, Peanut decided to tell Isaac that he had
a girlfriend.

Isaac had made a big deal about it, telling hinb th&as good to know that Peanut
wasn’t a faggot, which was the kind of thing Isass always saying. Isaac wanted to meet her,
and Peanut told him to wait, that she’d get to chiany second. Eventually, he got tired of
waiting, though, and Peanut had gone all the wadgaac’s old Civic, when they finally saw
Grace pull up in her parents’ silver Mercedes. 8lggitten out of the car and started waving at
Peanut. She was dressed nice that day, he toldieaging a shiny blue dress and a little bit of
make-up above her eyes that matched the colorrafress. He remembered Isaac saying
something like, “Damn, is that your girl? That'spe

He introduced Grace to Isaac, and he didn’t everk thinything of it. Isaac had been
smiling the whole time, but he was always like tiwaen he saw pretty girls, and all Grace had
done was shake his hand. They ended up going tdéecan fast-food place next to church,
and Isaac got to know her and everything. Isaactalkmg differently that day, Peanut said. He
wasn’t cursing or saying stupid shit, like he noltyndid. He kept asking about Grace'’s life,
where she went to school and what she liked t@lithat. Peanut had thought it was weird
when he asked to use her phone, but it made semgeReanut didn’'t have a cell phone. Isaac
had said he didn’'t have his phone on him and netxlethke a call.

| interrupted Peanut at that point and asked Md$eshis true?”

“Yeah,” he said, sucking on the bowl. “He’s notlgi”

“How do you know, though?” | asked, acting like Retawasn't in the car with us.

“Eugene, | swear,” Peanut said. “I'm not lying.”
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“How am | supposed to believe that?”

“Eugene,” he said, tears in his eyes. “He fucked hest know it. He did.”

“Did you?” | asked.

“No,” he said, getting red.

“Then why do you think Isaac did?”

“You know Isaac,” he said quietly.

“Well, he didn’t,” | said. “And | know that for set” | added.

He didn’t even pay attention to what | said. “Hgtang to ruin her life,” is all Peanut
kept saying. “He’s going to ruin her life, and ifescomes crying back to me, I'm going to tell
her that it was her fault in the first place,” laéds grabbing the bowl from Moses. I just couldn’t
believe it, though. Before he’d gone to Califorrisgac was a lot of things, but | knew for sure
he wasn’'t shady, that he wouldn’t do one of hissldse that.

“Did you talk to him?” | asked Peanut.

“No,” he said, and it looked his whole body wasmcleing from the inside.

“Never mind,” | said. “Never mind.”

We went to the place was on the Glendale side otd®6 because everyone was going
to be there. | was worried that Peanut would shpwbut as Isaac drove past the cars on the
street, | didn’t see the Corolla. Isaac was lookihgll of the cars, too. He swore Douglas was
going to be there. He'd been calling Grace nongitapentire week, saying he was going to Kkill
me and Isaac, too, if he ever saw us again. Isaacswessing for no reason, | thought. What was
Douglas going to do? | wasn’t even worried about@as.

“It's good,” | said. “He’s not here.”
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“What? Oh, yeah,” he said, clearing his throateaw.”

“You're looking for him, right?”

“Bra,” he said. “Why are there so many people fére

| decided not to think about it. I'd been thinkiagout it too much already, and | wasn’t
going to know anything just sitting here, wondenmigat had happened. The thing is | didn’t talk
to Isaac about stuff like that. Even if I'd askedhhl knew him. He would have just denied it
whether Peanut was lying or not. Some people atdike that, you know?

“Isaac,” | said.

“What?” he said.

He drove past the cars one more time, actingiike looking for a better spot. | really
didn’t know what to think about him being so shaold all. Something must have happened in
California. In fact, he reminded me a little of Reg just the way he couldn’t keep himself in
check. It annoyed the fuck out of me. Fob King’'yde they’d just stood there, looking at that
kid like they'd seen it all. That was what you neédh a friend, not some shook little wannabe
gangster, who dyed his hair yellow and said, “Bra.”

“Nothing,” | said. “He isn’t here. Stop thinkindpaut it.”

“I know,” he said, narrowing his eyes at me.

“Okay,” | said. “Then park.”

There were some kids smoking in front of the dgelling about some bullshit. The last
time I'd come here, that girl, Isabelle — Isaacs-ehad smashed this other girl's head into the
stop sign, leaving a gash on her forehead as lsmgyamiddle finger, forty guys outside cupping
their mouths and yelling, “Oh, shit!” It was stdarly. Usually none of the fights happened until

people had gotten some liquor in them, but whenvenet inside, all | heard was this laughing,
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just this carefree, busy laughter. It sounded fikeple were having a good time, and on the
second floor — the place had two floors — soméeifrt were dancing.

The bar was on the first floor. It was long — thexexe about fifteen chairs lined up — and
it went all the way out to the kitchen where the laldy who owned the joint made all different
kinds of mixed drinks, using Soju. If you're fanaitiwith it, | apologize. It's the worst-tasting
shit I've ever heard. I've never had rubbing alddbefore, but I'm guessing the taste isn’t that
far off. | don’t know how people were always dringithat stuff. | think she just do it because
they've seen their dads drink it, and so they lahdopy without even knowing.

Behind the bar three small tables pushed up agaifmair-foot high wall. There was a
girl, Sasha, standing next to that wall, who was harely taller than it. Her eyes were closed,
and she was just swaying, feeling the music, wiiak one of those Korean ballads people are
always singing at the karaoke. A small set of sti@d to the second floor with the projector
screen on the wall where the Korean music videageal. Then there were the glass tables, and a
little bit of space where people could dance ifytivanted to.

Isaac said, “I'm going upstairs. | think | see Me3e

| looked up and saw him sitting there, but no Péanu

“Alright,” | said. “I'll get us some beers.”

| parked my ass on one of the stools in front efltar and waited for the bartender to
finish mixing a drink for somebody else. He was tinb guy with yellow hair, but it wasn’t like
Isaac’s H.O.T. haircut. It was long and curly, kisfdike Mufasa from Lion King. On any other
day, | would have laughed. Anyhow, | was just sigiat the guy’s big mane bouncing against
his back as he shook the container, when | fepaoh my shoulder. | turned around and saw a

girl with really close-together eyes staring at me.

62



“Hi,” she said.

“Hi,” | said slowly, trying to remember if I'd eveseen her before.

“You don’t remember me, do you?” she asked, adtkegshe was offended.

“No, I don't,” | said, squinting my eyes, like mag/ithat'd help me remember.

Her eyes were really close together.

“I'll give you a hint,” she said and started puirahthe air.

“Oh,” | said. “Oh!”

“l thought it was you,” she said. “It's Isaac, m@”

“No, Eugene,” | said. “About the other night ...”

“Don’t even worry about it,” she said.

“What? | thought he was your boyfriend.”

“Who? Douglas?” she said, making a face like shasted something bad.

“He’s not your boyfriend?” | said.

“No way,” she said.

I nodded my head, wondering then who the hell Demigras then and why he’d tried to
fight me. People are crazy, | swear. They stirluthes drama, and in the end, you just find out
that they weren't the boyfriend. People lie, jusget attention or something. | don’t even know.
All I know is people are crazy.

“Aren’t you going to buy me a drink?” she askeldodla sudden.

“Oh,” | said. “My bad, do you want a drink?”

“Uh, yeah,” she said, smiling.

“Hey,” | yelled to the bartender. “Do you guys leaAlizé?”
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Around one o’clock, somebody burst through the doat shouted for us to come outside.
| stumbled through the door, feeling like | weightdee-hundred pounds but at the same light
on my feet. | was done, smashed, wasted, fuckingkdit was like that point in the night where
everything is feeling so good, but later you rementhat was it — the exact moment that you
knew you shouldn’t have any more liquor — the ljrgdgu know?

Everyone was on the street in front of the bailjngWwhen they saw what had happened
to their cars. It was stupid. Some fool had wal@edn the street, lifting all of the windshield
wipers. It was a joke — nothing to get heated abauwttil Isaac started screaming, “That fucking
piece of shit. I'm going to kill him!”

We all went over and saw what he was screamingtabbe GTl was messed up. The
headlights were smashed. The windshield was craickadout three places and caved in. The
tires were slashed and the tailpipe bent to one Hidt still people were overreacting like always,
hollering like they’d all gotten hit. You might thik I'm crazy, but it felt good to see Isaac’s car
like that, totaled, because | knew how mad it waukke him. He'd needed a kick to the
stomach.

“Jesus Christ,” Isaac muttered, licking his finged rubbing a small scratch on the side
of the car.

“Bra,” | said, putting my arm on his shoulder. ‘tking ... fuck.”

“What are you doing? Get off me,” he said, shovimg hard. “This is your fault.”

| probably didn’t even know why | thought it washy right then. | was just flopping
around like I had wings or like | had no bones yanms. | bumped into somebody and bounced
off of him. | started cracking up.

“What the fuck you do that for?” | said.
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| remember laughing like | was crazy.

“Fuck you, Eugene,” he said.

“What?” | said.

| couldn’t stop smiling. | was geeking out, andtparit was the drink, most definitely,
but really, it was good to see him like that. Hst jwoked different or maybe you could say he
looked the same, like he was about to kick my lasgs loving it.

| started walking towards him, flapping mywings.

“You're mad, aren’t you?” | said. “That’s what ysupposed to feel.”

“Man,” he said. “Get out of my face.”

“That’s what I'm saying,” | said, jabbing my finge his eye. “Get pissed, nigga’!”

When I got hit, Moses grabbed my neck, and | thbibg was trying to strangle me, but
instead he was whispering, “Cool it, Eugene,” drghteveryone was grabbing at me, trying to
pull me away. | kept telling saying it wasn't likee way they thought it was — | didn’t care — but
they wouldn't listen. They just kept pulling me katelling me to give Isaac space, but | wasn’t
mad, | swear. Yeah, | was drunk, but | knew exaectiyat | was feeling. | was so happy.

Back in the bar, | heard them talk about diffeteody shops, while Grace sat with me
and made me drink water. People were standing drivua circle, just so | wouldn't try to get
up and go outside. Later, Gina told me that I'drbesenbling about how people didn’t
understand and how everyone was crazy. I'd evee gatside when nobody was looking, and
she’d chased after me, but by then, Isaac haavlgfta couple of guys to go to a body shop in
the middle of the damn night.

| called him later that night to apologize. He soed tired.
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“What you doing?” | asked.

“Back at the crib,” he said.

“Oh, yeah,” | said. “That’s cool.”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Isaac,” he began. “My bad about earlier, | just —”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Seriously, donitorry about it.”

“We cool, then?”

“Yeah,” he said. “We cool.”

“You get your car fixed?”

“Naw,” he said. “Nothing’s open, but | talked toeJabout it, and he told me not to worry
about it. He said he going to wire me some dougiot ko go to some place called Western
Union tomorrow. | don’t know. | think it's going te alright.”

“That’s good,” | said.

“You think you can come with me, though. I'm loogifor some back up.”

“Back up?” | asked. “For what?”

“To pay that nigga’, Douglas, back,” he said. “Igqoing to teach that motherfucker a
lesson is what I'm about to do. If | knew wherewes at right now, I'd do it tonight.”

“Yeah,” | said. “I'm in.”

Around six o’clock the next day, | went over tads’s place, and we drove all the way

out to Kirkwood, parking about three houses dovamfiwwhere Douglas lived. Isaac had gotten

his address from Grace, after telling her thatusé¢ yvanted to go over there and talk to him in
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person. Once we got there, we saw the green beartier driveway, and Isaac was trying to get
out of the car.

| told him we should be careful because in thatlof neighborhood, people probably sat
around, looking for people to take their stuff. {lmu believe me when | tell you that I'd
forgotten all about Peanut and what he’d said t@ hrdédn’t see it coming at all. The news
blindsided me, but after | talked to Grace, wha sfie’d never even been to our church and had
met Peanut oncence it just made me believe even more that people@zy.

| got the call, and | answered the phone, withbinking.

It wasn’t Peanut on the phone, though.

“Eugene! his mom screamed into the phonBeganut’s in the hospital! He crashed his
car, and the doctor’s saying it's really bad. Yoeed to come over here. Do you know where
Isaac is?

She said a couple of other things | couldn’t malkebetween the sobs.

| finally hung up the phone, feeling woozy.

“Who was that?” Isaac asked.

“Peanut’s in the hospital,” | said. “He tried tdl kimself.”
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3. Black Eye

| swear he was going to kill me.

“Are you craz9” he asked.

“I swear it isn’t mine,” | said.

“Now you’re carrying around gufisYou ...You've done everything there is ta didon’t
know what else | can do to make you see what yoloireg with your lifel really don’t know if |
can say anything else. No matter how many times yalu just go out and do something even
worse’

“Dad, | swear it isn’t mine.”

“You” he pointed at me.Are you really my sdati

“Dad—"

“Enough! You want to be a gangster. That's whatwant, isn't it?

He’d beaten me up before but never this bad, ahdinlt even see the kick coming. The
last time I'd gotten kicked, | was eleven-years;@dd I'd worn pads. It wasn't like | didn’t
know he’d been an instructor in the army, beforgdieall political and led those demonstrations
against the government, which basically was theae&e’d moved to America. His foot struck
the side of my head — the temple — and | droppeléadloor. When | opened my eyes, |
seriously saw stars for the first time ever.

You always hear people talking about how they $&e sbut it's crazy when it’s you
who'’s actually seeing them, like all of a sudden’s® somewhere else, staring at the night sky,
and these little white lights are sparking wherexar look. Anyhow, it didn’t stop there. He

started stomping me just the same way | did, teefhgn me like my side was a two-hundred-
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pound soccer ball. | covered the spot where hekiektng me. He slowly walked in a circle
around me. | tried to get up, but he knocked merdaith another roundhouse. The lights went
out.

By then, I'd been working at the meat market foethweeks. On Saturdays, my shift
started early as fuck, and Isaac always came tmgebut he was late this morning. I'd already
been waiting for about half an hour or so outsigehmuse. The kid just wasn’t picking up his
phone. | could hear the water running in the kitcHavished she would just stop doing the
dishes and just go to her damn room or at leastetatore or something. | wanted to be alone. It
was too early to deal with this bullshit, and | veaarting to wonder why I'd agreed to help out
Isaac’s parents in the first place. They only maght bucks an hour, and | would spend half my
week over there, when | sure as hell had otheghia do.

Up in the sky the birds were squawking, and the e opened up my nose like it was
laced with menthol. My cheekbone throbbed like@kbn finger. It hurt, but it did look worse
than it actually was. Anyhow, my left eye was swnlshut, and | could barely see through it.
Damn, my dad had fucked me up. | looked back ahthese, that yellow piece of shit I'd lived
in all my life — my parents are still paying offetimortgage — and all | knew was | needed to get
out. That would make them understand that | wasarite kid they could just control.

He was saying | had it coming, but | knew if | eallSocial Services, they would have a
different idea about the whole thing. | was preitye | could get his ass locked up. No way he’'d
tell them he’d found a gun in my room, and evemeifdid, that wouldn’t change the fact he’'d
beat my ass, and white people took that shit sgigouknew that much. Anyhow, | told the man

| was going to do it, too, and shoot, I've nevegrshis eyes get so big. It was almost scarier than
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getting hit. Next thing | knew | was on the grouadd he’s kicking my stomach, stomping on
my chest. I'm just laying there, taking it. My masrbegging him to stop, but he didn’t listen to
her, and I'm thinking, you don’t have the righttédl him to stop. You're the reason.

At seven-fifteen, Isaac finally pulled up to thele. | loved that GTI almost as much as
he did, the way he’d souped it up was tight. Thedweivs were tinted. He had these gun-metal
rims installed, said he’d spent fifteen-hundredtmem shits. Ever since he’d gotten that car, he
was only about the money. It was why he was pushvhy he’d made me work at the store with
him, so I could distract his parents. One thingdrhed was they didn’t ever check the books, so
he was lifting cash from the register whenever tietlyge chance. In the few weeks I'd been
working there, I'd seen him take five-hundred bucksu wouldn’t think it, but meat stores
made a lot of dough.

Just before | got into the car, | took one lasklabthe house, at the shit-colored shutters,
the siding coming off in places. It was a mess, lNobody had cut the grass in like five months,
and | knew my mom wastill in the kitchen. The blinds were drawn, but | thoigsaw one of
them flicker. So | just stood there, waiting fonsething to happen, but nothing did. It was just
still, and | thought to myselflamn, that’s different

“Fuck, we're late,” Isaac said as soon as | opghedloor.

“It's your fault, man,” | said, just knowing he wabout to go crazy.

| got into the car. My body sunk into the leatkeat. | didn’t even realize — it hurt places
that | didn’t even think about it. The car was walmready, the radio playing some of that house
music Isaac loved. | knew there was no point inecmg my face with my hand. He was going
to see it, so | just kind of turned in my seat gagte him this look like, “Don’t.”

“‘Damn!” Isaac yelled, pointing that long, skelefialger of his.
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| laughed it off, man, but for real, he just kembking at me, like | was some side show
exhibit. | didn’'t even care as much as | thoughtlddoecause | couldn’t stop thinking about my
mom, how she just going to let me leave like thismaderstood how much she hated Isaac — both
my parents did — but I'm only her kid.

They blamed Isaac for everything, the way | talkbd,way | dressed, the gun,
everything. He’'d tried to keep me from going to Waaying | was seeing some bad shit over
there, like it was any different where he workdtis‘those drug dealers over thetd¢'d heard
him tell my mom once.l“don’t know why he wants to work thér@nly reason | wasn’t over at
Gina’s place, like she’'d asked me to do last niglats because | wanted to piss my old man off
by going back to work, doing what he didn’t want toelo.

“Damn,” Isaac kept saying. “Damn.”

“Can we go now? I'm tired of sitting here.”

“Did your dad do that?” he asked, kind of laughing

“Fuck,” | said. “I don’t know. Just go, man! Whitie fuck?”

He laughed, shaking his head.

“Don’t get mad at me. | didn’t do that shit to ybu.

“That’s true,” | said, coughing into my hand.

He drove fast down the road, scattering the leawesext-door neighbor was always
gathering in a giant ass pile in front of his maxXbl knew he was going to be pissed when he
saw that. He’d probably write us a letter or sonmgthHe was always writing letters and saying
it was from Anonymous, like we didn’t know.

Halloween was coming up. My neighbors went craziphthe decorations. When | was a

kid, | wasn’t even allowed to go trick-or-treatingth Isaac and everyone — and ten years ago,
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the neighborhood would have been crawling with wost, plastic bags full of candy, and kids
biking. You didn’t see that anymore. There werew kids out, but by eleven or definitely
midnight, the neighborhood was a ghost town. A t®op B&Es and people start tripping.

“So, you want to smoke?” Isaac asked.

“What?” | said. “Stop playing.”

“I'm serious!”

“What about your dad?” | asked.

“My dad?” he said. “Shit, I'm high every damn dayd that fool acts like he don’t know
what it is, why my eyes so chinky. He knows, b@ré’s only one thing that motherfucker cares
about, and it's ...”

“Money,” | said, thinking that’s all he got caraflout it, too.

“Smoke,” he said. “You'll feel better for it.”

He pointed at the glove compartment. The bowl wakis little black plastic case that
looked like a body bag. The bowl was one of them-bitters, the kind you got to repack every
time you want a hit. | didn’t know why he even batd, probably thought it looked cool. He
tossed a Ziploc bag onto the dashboard, and | ukll it all of a sudden. | could feel it in my
nostrils, up near my eyes, and the stuff made nmngryu | took a nugget, stuffed it into the bell
of the one-hitter, and took a rip, if you can d¢athat. Smoke felt damn good swirling inside of
my mouth, and | held it in as long as | could befory lungs felt exploded. | remember when |
first started smoking, people were always sayiiygu' got to hold it in, boy.”

“Nothing better than a wake and bake,” Isaac salds pretend white boy voice. “I'm

picking up some more from Odd Job, like a lot mgej know what | mean? | just need to get

72



myself a prepaid, but | don’t got enough moneyoth. That's why | got to take some money
today, when they ain’t looking. I'm a get you a4pad, too, after we done working tonight.”

“Odd Job pushes?” | asked.

“Man, they got some crazy shit up in Vermont.”

“He goes to school in Maine,” | said. “Ignorant.”

“Whatever,” he said. “Maine, Vermont, what the fisckthe difference?”

We passed our old elementary school. Last timéden there, we’'d almost gotten
busted. Cops were always checking the playgroundshit. Anyhow, I'd never been so scared
in my life. | was probably fifteen then. Isaac #te fucking joint, and we tried to take off, but —
know we were all thinking it — Ramona was a bid lgack then, before she went bulimic on our
asses. Turned out we knew the cop, though. He esisHan’s uncle, and he knew we’d been
doing something shady, but he thought that instéadnoking that we were in that park, fucking
— disgusting motherfucker, that Josh Han’s unckedidin’t even know what he’d done to
Ramona. She was scarred for life and had the Btre&zks to prove it.

We got onto the freeway. There were only a few iotiaes, but this part right here never
got packed, like not enough weed or some shit,kymw what | mean? Anyhow, | knew we
were going to hit traffic once we got closer to tity, and then Isaac would start his bitching. |
don’t even think he even got that angry. He wasgaging things.

What | didn’t know was if he’d do that thing. | nred’m saying his car is quick, zero to
sixty in the blink of the eye, and sometimes whenfteeway got backed up, he’d do some crazy
Frogger-type shit. He’d weave in and out of traf@iatting in front of cars the second he got the
tiniest bit of daylight. Other times, he’d just getto the shoulder, hit the gas pedal hard, and

we’'d laugh like hyenas. To be honest, it scarechteout of me at first, but the next time | was
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ready, palms getting sweaty like | was the oneingivSee, that’'s what I'm about. | learn from
my experiences. What's that thing? Don't let higt@peat itself? That's what I'm about.

“You know what?” | said, passing him the bowltHink I'm going to move out.”

“Where you going to go?” he asked.

“l was talking to Gina last night,” | said. “I d@rknow.”

“Her parents aren’t going to let you in,” he sdi@race’s parents don’'t even let me go
onto their driveway, shit. You think her parents prst going to let stay at their house?”

“l don’t know. They’re supposed to be cool.”

He lit a cigarette and slowed the car down. Weevggtting close to our exit. The cars
were backed up, man. On my right, there was soniewhde in a black SUV reading a
newspaper, like everyone saying you’re not supptseid. | opened my window and wagged
my finger at him, Dikembe-style. He stared at nregftittle bit, too, before he got uncomfortable
and started looking at his newspaper again. Ort'lséett, | saw some squinting-ass Chinese
boy with these crazy thick lenses, fucking Chinésmny as hell. All of sudden, the sun was
shining into my right eye, and | remembered thafplut my sunglasses on the desk in my room.
| looked into the rearview mirror on my side, at heft eye. It looked even worse.

“Shit,” Isaac said, turning around to get a lo@hind us. “Where they going?”

“Same place as us, | guess.”

“Alight,” he said and lit a cigarette.

He switched lanes and rumbled onto the shoulder.\White guy in the black truck had
put his newspaper away and was mugging us. | sheard hear him thinkingjon’t you do
dare don’t you fucking dare, creepsut that's the worst thing to say if you want tege

someone from doing something. Isaac raised his Fmid it there like a boss, and just as | felt
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this sharp pain enter my neck, the car lurched &odwl slammed back into the seat, and it was
just like staring down the ledge of a building, yowow what | mean? Because for a split second,
you might hear a little voice, saying/hy are you even doing tRis

But then the car goes so fast, man, and your bpdmping, while all of these fools
can’t do anything but look at you, just pissed otfiey hate you so much right then, but the thing
is, they all want to be where we are in that momemnitising down the shoulder, free as a school
of bird streaking through the sky.

We parked behind the market next to his pareras: fhe sun was out in full force now,
beating down on my neck like a heating lamp wa®¥dhg me. Next to the back door, which
was the only one we used, a bum was sleeping beet sf cardboard. I'd never seen such a fat
ass bum, and Isaac got all excited. He ran upagtly, jumping over him like he was a puddle
of water. Usually | knew all the bums that livedfiant of the store, but this guy was new.

“You see this?” Isaac said.

He crouched next to the guy and read the sigimsdeaht.

“What's it say?” | asked.

| flicked my cigarette and bent down to get a ldokt my eyes were killing me.

“Ninjas killed my family. Need money for Kung-Fedsons,” Isaac said loudly.

| would have laughed, but Isaac was being too rowdy

“Shit,” he said. “I never seen anything like thatdre.”

The meat store was in a big open space, where temre other businesses like the fried

chicken stand, which was owned by two Italian beesh There was the place that sold fish,
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where Jose’s sister worked. Down by the bathro@npswelry stand owned by a Vietnamese and
his wife, the sub shop where we got our food dubrepk, and some other stuff.

We all kind of knew each other — the people who edavthe stores, the customers,
everybody but the plain clothes. Isaac had beekingthere since he was twelve. His brother,
Joe, was supposed to take over the store, butéfe’d/lan, Isaac was always trying to get the
Italian brothers to come out and blaze with us.ylchaugh it off, saying they were too old to
smoke weed. Some people had been working in thidibg for more than twenty years. Isaac’s
parents used to own a liquor store on South Stoeethey got rid of the place after Isaac’s dad
had taken a bullet in his shoulder. That was Ililednly thing that Isaac was proud of, but his
dad - that man was afraid, twenty-four hours a dayen times a week. He wasn’t no G, not by
a long shot, but Isaac liked talking about it, esaléy since he’d never gotten removed.

When we got in, Isaac’s mom was arguing with stonge guy in her husky, bombed-out
English. It was bad even for a Korean woman, addsbeen in America forever, longer than
Isaac’s dad. They were arguing about money, wisat &he had a bag of pig feet in her hand,
holding it away from the guy, as he tried to gétaim her. He was this big, old dude, probably
in his fifties, but dressed fresh to death. He waaring a cross the size of a small child, the
Bluetooth in his ear, black leather jacket. Platioés was somewhere, and | looked around for
him. It was a little game | played. The huge guystrhave caught her jacking up the price or
maybe he was trying to work it down, trying to plggmes.

“You're laté” she shouted at us and then went back to shoatitige guy.

Isaac’s dad was standing at the long table, hgckirshort ribs with a cleaver like Freddy

from Friday the Thirteenth. He looked mad as héllhe needed was some needles in his
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forehead. He was a small guy, eyes sunk into ks &d this rug on his head that looked like
it'd get blown off in the wind, but | bowed at hibecause that’s what you got to do.

“Eugene!” Isaac’s mother shouted.

Then she saw my face and just froze. She justcstdrme, like she’d never seen a black
eye before. You know -- Isaac’s real mom is in Kgr@nd even though | never met her, she was
cool. He'd told me that when we were drinking tbrse night, and it was like my Ace in the hole.
| swore if she ever went too far, | wouldn’t be wared to bring it up.

“Hello,” I said in this funny voice.

“Come ori’ she said tenderly.Get to work’

There were a few customers behind the fat black gig they looked annoyed. Isaac
went up and started talking to Donna, this skiradylwith red glasses and ashy, Diana Ross-
type skin. She was a weird lady but cool. She viaays wearing tracksuits and ordered three
pounds of pig feet every single morning. They waughing about something, and for a second,
| thought it was about me. | was high as fuck. tl @u some plastic gloves and looked at the
people, but no one was trying to make eye contdbtwe ....

“Excuse me! Excuse me!” a voice finally yelled.

| turned to see a woman snapping her fingers aterehead on a swivel, you know, real
ghetto fabulous. She had these fake gold fingexniadlt looked like falcon claws — they were
sharp enough. If she wasn’t yelling at me like thatould have probably thought she was cute.

“Thank you,” she said sarcastically. “Can | ggefpounds of ham hocks ... uh ... a
pound of ground beef, one pig stomach, and yealhmgesome chitlin,” why don’t you?”

She didn’t say anything about my eye, didn’t ekeaw | existed. She backed away from

the display window, looking down towards one of tiieer shops, and that’'s when | saw the two
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little boys circling her, clowning around the wag& do. They were running fast with their little
arms and legs. | was seeing something in my heedrtaon tornado. | thought, What was that
from again? Right, | thought, The Tasmanian dévdved that cartoon, and they looked just like
him. The way | used to be, I'd wake up before engnparents would to watch them cartoons.
Their hands were so small. It was like watchingapte of toys coming to life right in front of
your eyes.

Then the older one slapped his brother in the. face

“Oh, shit,” | said, laughing.

“Marcus!” the woman said, grabbing the kid by tdo#lar and swinging him around.
“What | tell you? What | tell you before?”

The crazy kid didn’t even look scared, but | cotddll the woman was about to lay him
out. Her fist was clenched, even though she cotitddose it because of her nails.

“Lady, what was the order again?” | asked.

| couldn’t remember a thing. The woman let gohef kid and turned to me.

“What?”

“What was the order, ma’am? | can’t remember.”

She scratched her forehead, them gold fingerpak#g through her weave.

“Never mind,” | said. “I got it, I think ...”

“Damn, boy. What happened to your face?” she asked

That was the end of the good times because | di#ta’the way she was looking at me.
She kind of looked like she was taking pity on ingon’t know it was. It just didn’'t make me
feel good.

“I fell down,” | said. “It was stupid.”
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“Damn, boy. Who did that to you?” she asked. “bdekied you up!”

“What you want again?” | asked.

She sighed and went through the list, emphasizuegy syllable, like | was a FOB.
She’d calmed down, though. Her kids weren’'t gomget beat, and fuck me, | started thinking
about my dad. The store was on the other side,tnexRed Cross and a news station. It was
quieter over there, not like Denton-quiet but quit¢ was probably smoking a cigarette. The
store didn’t open yet. The thing was I'd fucked ughould have hid the thing better. | just got
cocky.

| bent down, opened the display case, and begagirizathe meat. | gave her a big with
the pig stomach, and | was getting the ham hodksanother one, when | saw the younger boy
kick his older brother through the glass. He sthrtening for it, people in line getting out of the
way. He had balls. The other kid was crazy.

“Are you serious?” the woman screamed. “| alretudg you, Marcus!”

She dropped the bag to the floor and grabbed @&atiem boys by their shirt collars. |
don’t know how she did it, but she closed herigh those fingernails and started swinging,
hitting Marcus hard on the face. This other ladlgibé her just out of the way, even as the
woman continued to thump them kids, and they warethg around, trying to get away from
her, like the skin of their feet had been sliced of

“l told you to stop! Didn’t 1?”

| turned around to see if they were even lookiagac was standing at the other end of
the counter, smirking at me as he shoved a baltwhpled bills into his back pocket, and
Isaac’s parents were just watching, like it waaiaffght. | slammed the ham hocks onto the

counter and started yelling. | don’t know why | gotmad, but | did.
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“Hey,” | said to the woman. “Can you stop thatt8hi

The woman whipped around, pushing them.

“What you just say right now, boy? You telling noestop?”

“I told you to relax. Don’t hit your kids, lady)’said, smoothing my voice. “It ain’t right
to do that sort of thing.”

She started breathing all heavy. “You,” she da@t,lips tightening. “You're saying
something to me. You, with a black eye? | can’tda this right now.”

“I getit, I know,” | said. “I'm just saying.”

“Who are you, huh? Who the fuck you think you &t asked me. “You don’t know
shit about me, how hard | work every damn day. kddvare you!”

‘I don’t know,” | said. “I'm seventeen.”

“You know he can’t talk to me this,” she said, og at Isaac’s dad, | thought, but he
was back hacking at the spare ribs. “He can’ttalike this way! I'm the customer right here.”

“Whatever,” | said.

“Answer my question,” she said.

I had no idea what question she was even askipgae.

“You know what,” | said. “Get the fuck out.”

“What's that?”

“l said, ‘Get the fuck out,” | yelled, spit flpig from my face. “Get out!”

“What?”

“Are you fucking deaf, lady?” | screamed.

That's when she lost it, man. She reached ovecdhater, hit me in my mouth. Then all

of a sudden, she’s climbing over the counter. lgttigg spun around, and | see Isaac running.
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His dad’s got his head turned, the blade over é&lhand the bloody slab of meat in front of
him. People were scattering, and then the plaihelbtomes flying out of nowhere, grabbing the
woman, putting her to the ground right in fronthoé. Them kids were going crazy.

Isaac was always saying he got my back, but wieepdrents told me | had to go, he
didn’t say nothing. He wouldn’t even give me a ribck home because when it was down to me
and the money — he was going to pick the moneyyesiagle time — and so here | was outside
the market, smoking a cigarette and watching pewpléng for the bus. A couple of girls
walking past took one look at me and laughed. t spme blood. Then some other guys told me
to smile, and when | looked up at him, with my eyel all, they just started cracking up.

“What you looking at?” the kid with cornrows said.

“Man, fuck you,” | said. “Don’t tell me to smile.”

The kid with cornrows stopped, not smiling nowefdwere three of them, and we were
all probably around the same age. Maybe they wésa/gears older than me. I'd seen them
hanging out in front of the Food Mart, shoutingitys at girls who walked by. It's not like
people go around advertising, but you just knew tlieren’t representing a lifestyle, that they
were living it. Maybe I'd seen their body languagehe way others looked at them, and I'm not
saying they were running things, just that theyenaold, heartless.

“Did this nigga’ just tell me to fuck myself?” lasked his boys.

The kid with the cornrows was walking towards m&nbis boys following behind him.
He was a short motherfucker. I'm not tall. I'm aage height, and even | was at least three
inches taller than this kid, but that didn’t mattewas still scared of the kid — his presence.

These kids right here — the light had gone oubhairteyes — but all of a sudden | just stopped
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caring. I'd gone everywhere there was to go, andm®was scaring me now. What do you even
have to be scared of in this life? You live, yoa,dvhatever.

“What'd you say to me?” the kid said, talking t@ mow.

| don’t know what | would have done if the tab¥esre turned because it's a lot easier to
take than it is to receive. If I've learned anythiit’s that. | probably would have just pointea th
gun at him, just knowing | could never pull theygrer.

“Nothing,” | said.

I don’t know why | said that. | must have stilldrea little scared, but not in my mind or
nothing, just a reaction coming from a place thedn’t even name. Your breath just gets a little
guicker, you start cowering, and it's not so easgtand tall.

“Didn’t sound like nothing to me,” he said, rubbihis hands together. “What you say?”
he said a little louder, pushing me into the wall.

“Come on and hit me,” is all I had to say.

The last thing | remember are the sounds of thewat soles of sneakers dragging
against the sidewalk, the cold cement on my faceemember feeling good lying on the ground,
nothing left to do but just lie there, as the watdund you spins into action. It wasn't a black
thing, like the way some of the cops made it ouigol’d brought it onto myself. It was what |
really wanted.

If you don’t believe me, and you might not, thetrtee tell you something. | never
pressed charges and not because | got a policgsagaitching. You see, | was loving it when
my dad come into that hospital room, doing evenghut look at me. Even with my eyes all
busted up and all them drugs shooting through nmysyé swear to God | smiled when he came

in. I knew they couldn’t ever make me feel bad agand he knew it, too.
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4. Under the Table

Every Friday night, Odd Job hosts a game at hisibmuse in Columbia. | used to come
here a lot before | moved out to AC, but it's beerhile, and I'm back now. There are nine of
us at the table and a lot of money being exchangyede also getting drunk, everyone except
for the white guy. They say his name is Mark arat tre works with Odd Job in the city. To be
honest, he looks kind out of place, and you cdriltat he’s uncomfortable. The bill of his cap is
curled like a rolled-up magazine. | see his eydg when he looks up to study the table or say
something into Odd Job’s ear. I've seen plentywfsgike him before at the casinos. He’s the
kind of dude who's read all of the instructionabks, and he’s probably made good money off
of poker, especially when the government wasn’kifugg around with the online casinos. Man,
this home game isn’t even serious, but you cali’atey of these fools that.

On one of the first hands | play, | pick up a gdijacks, and I’'m on the button. Mark’s
the small blind, and Cheese is the big blind. Cadlemks he knows what he’s doing, but man,
talk about clueless. Everyone’s always ragged onfbr being stupid, and now that he’s older it
looks like he’s finally getting bothered by it. K&ants to be smart, which is hilarious. To be
honest, | never met anyone as dumb as Cheeseegsutdol to chill with. He makes people
laugh, and what's really important is you can tiuigt.

Everyone folds before me, which is surprising, cdesng all the big bets in the earlier
hands. | raise three times the big blind, and Malls. Cheese calls, too, but yeah, like | said,
not a surprise. | tell him, “Get that shit out @&rf, you stupid son of a bitch,” and he pretends
not to hear me. Classic Cheese. He’s going tchaaiself to a slow death, | just know it. The

flop gets dealt, and there’s no paint, meaningigb bards, which is good. There are a couple
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hearts out there, few straight draws, but it'sarogthing to be concerned about. If the white
boy’s got a gut-shot and hits, | can’t do anythadigut that, but anything else, | swear I'll sniff i
out. In fact, | don’t even know why Odd Job calfed out to play. He doesn’t even like me, and
everybody knows that I'm a serious player.

So | bet sixty bucks, and I'm looking at the wayrkla shuffling his chips while he’s
thinking about my bet. The guy has these bony, ferfiragers, and it kind of makes me feel
disgusted, if you know what | mean. | don’t plagtthBut he’s confident, so | don’t know. A lot
of these guys, their hands shake when they plagn Evweir lips will start to tremble or they’ll
forget to breathe. They got no table presence.

“What do you have?” Mark asks in a low voice.

“Call and find out,” | say.

He laughs and throws a couple of chips into thedieidso it's possible that he got a little
something | should be afraid of. It's that kindeoflop, one with lots of possibilities, kind of the
way life is. If he’s got big cards, he would hageraised me. So he’s got to have two small
connectors, which is the kind of hand that theskege boys like to play.

Tony deals the turn, and it's another heart. | kreeok at Mark, and | got to say, |
don’t know what I'm looking at. His hands are pex$sogether, half his nose hidden between his
fingers, and his eyes are shut. | mean, I've seeplp pray this way, but it's an odd move at the
poker table. I'm not sure he’s even looked at thra.tl bet a hundred, and then shoot, | realize
that | should have bet two hundred, but then waoldd look like too much of an over-play?
Even though it shouldn’t really mean anything, neait’'s beating a little quicker, that good old

feeling. No matter how many times you done it befaralways return, but | got it under control.
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| lean back in my chair, slow down my breathingg &t my hands fall to the sides. He’s
studying me. They all are, but the thing is theyenao idea what's coming.

After an hour, I'm up three hundred, but I'm kicgimyself because really | should have
six. A new round of cards gets dealt, and | takmo& at Cheese, whose eyes get big for a second
looking at his cards. | swear if | could, I'd beymntire stack that he has an ace in the hole and a
big kicker. I'm guessing a queen. Meanwhile, | geiine-five, two diamonds, which aren’t very
good cards, but poker is about more than just waits you get dealt. It's how you play them.
I’'m telling you Mark knows all about that.

| shouldn’t be getting in a hand with Cheese, giowHe got fired from his job at the
liquor store last week, and he’s got bills to pég.all piling up, and it's not like his parentstg
loads of cash to just give him, but you can’t btigg all sentimental when you're trying to take
another man’s money. Shoot, | remember the lat tiptayed this hand | was at the Borgata. |
made like three grand off it after | hit a full remuon the turn. Some people get embarrassed to
show shit cards but not me.

A couple guys | used to play with, they always ¢allabout nine-five. Said it reminded
them of everyone back at home working dead-end gid here we were living large on how
well we could basically lie. Those guys, man, thetill there. | don’t know what happened to
them, but as soon as | get another bankroll gdimggoing back to the Borgata, going to make
me millions.

I’'m facing a raise under the gun, and like | sakhow Cheese got something good,
somethingeal good, but I'm pretty sure | can get him off it euaally. The flop comes, and

what the fuck do you know, there are tdiamondson the board. | check it all slick-like, and
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Cheese bets two-hundred behind me. The turn’srkphaut it’s still good because | know all
he’s got an Ace-high. If he bets anything, I'm gpto come over the top with a big bet.

Thing is he calls out five-hundred-and-fifty, ameémn he shoves all his chips into the
middle. Everyone gasps. That's all-in. | look oaehim, and he’s got his head down with his
arms crossed. He’s just staring at the table. Marway he’s got an over-pair. Shit, how much
have | committed? Two-eighty? He really thinks ming to fold. Where does this fool get off,
doing something like that? Thinking he’s Gus Hansesome shit. | just laugh.

I know | shouldn’t do it, but | push all my chipsrward. Don’t ask me what I'm
thinking. Tony looks at both of us, like he thirfkiends shouldn’t be acting this way, and then
he hides the river for a few seconds. If this hadrba few months ago, | would have been
praying, “Please let me make my flush. Give meaandind, and | swear | won’t ever play this
damn game again.” Finally Tony takes his hand awag,it's a diamond, the three of diamonds,
and you know what? | can’t believe it, so | lookasg and the three of diamonds is still there.
Something roars inside of my body, and then just¢hlm feeling turning over in my mind.

“You're such a faggot,” Cheese says, slammindikisagainst the table, and one of his
cards flip. Like | thought, it's an ace, and | what him to turn the other card over, but he just
shoves it into the pile. There’s no way he had ddesvay He smacks the table again, and this
time three stacks of chips fall over. Everyonetstahouting, and Odd Job is looking all angry.
Tony’s laughing. Everyone’s laughing. He’s realbyt s stupid as everyone thinks he is. You
got to be careful because people can be surprisi@gnight even have a future as an actor one
day. He's a good-looking kid. | remember this ooeus really took to him.

“That’s the game,” | say in a voice that would redkheese lose it.

“Keep playing like that,” Cheese says.
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“Don’t get mad.”

“Are you fucking with me? You show nine-five analys‘don’t get mad?””

His ears look like they've been dipped in somepait, and everyone’s looking back
and forth between us. He kicks his chair acrossdbm, makes it slam into the wall. Did | say
Cheese is a big dude? He looks like he could gobotly-building. | remember once these two
white boys at the gym told him they'd never seechsaibig Asian. | was working out then, and |
was like,what about me

“I'm getting my money back,” he mutters, and a fefthe guys snicker.

“Get out of here, you dumb fuck,” | say.

To my surprise, he actually gets up.

Everyone’s laughing, drunk as hell, and we lookath other. He nods. He’s going to
call Isaac.

Gina walks over to the table, carrying a tray ofé&an food. The chicken looks good, and
| take a plate. | decide to sit out for a whilet btell everyone that it's only temporary. Actlyal
what | say is]’'m coming backl got to say that. Otherwise, people get anxithen they get
desperate, and when they get desperate, theysttrtg suspicious. | give Gina a five-dollar
chip, which are house rules. It's stupid, all arthpretending she’s a waitress.

| finish eating and get up from the table. | gohtmd it to her because not many girls
know how to cook Korean. | know it isn't easy besalive lived on my own. | swear, when I'm
ready to settle down, that’s going to be one offitts¢ things | ask. Can you cook Korean food?

Black Jeff's gone all-in, and Odd Job calls his IBéack Jeff is a four-to-one underdog.

They're both standing up, and there are those datrstains again on Black Jeff's armpits, nasty
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motherfucker. That’s all | got to say. Man doegniterstand personal hygiene. Cheese’s mom
thinks it's because he’s black, but no, it is netduse he’s black. He’s just nasty. Parents need
to stop tripping about him being black. He’s beayirsg for a while that it isn’t good for his
confidence, but | think that’s got to do more whiim being fat. Couple of days ago, we got
smacked at his uncle’s place by Hampton, and lag/mg how he’s going to Afghanistan.
Cheese, Tony, and me — we all looked at each atiebjust lost it. We were like, bitch, aren’t
you like thirty-five? | mean, he’s twenty-sevent iue never heard of anyone even that old
going to war.

Tony hides the river again, which is getting anngyiEveryone starts smacking the table,
and then he takes his hand away. Ryan, who’s liteeeh, says, “Oh, shit!” Black Jeff pumps his
fist, that gold watch of his too big for his damnst. We all look at Odd Job. His face goes
white, like he ate some bad fish — | know the fagliThe money’s getting transferred all weird
tonight, not the way we thought it would happen, lguess it doesn’t really matter.

| go into the kitchen, grab a beer from the fridged ask Gina if | can have a cigarette.
She’s got menthol cigarettes, but | tell her | danind. | mean, if | had a choice, I'd rather
smoke a light, but beggars can’'t be choosers. Bilesbecause the same words used to pass
between us all the timédon’t mind and it's been a long ass time. To be honestoitlg been
seven or eight months. Damn, it's weird being veitimeone that long and all of sudden, you're
supposed to just be friends. Man, | shouldn’t Haae so much of the Johnny. It makes you too
emotional.

| put the cigarette to my mouth, and it tastes ékmint. That's the good shit, | tell Gina,

and she laughs and starts peeling another onianaiHshoots out the holes of the rice cooker,
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and there are cut-up carrots, onions, garlic, ammboked meat on the countertop. All of a
sudden | want to wrap my arms around her. Nothexgal, | just want to touch her.

“What are you making?” | ask.

| tap the ash into a cup, away from the food.

“You know what I'm making,” she says.

In high school, | used to go over to her houséhaltime. At first Tony didn’t want his
baby sister smoking with us, but there was no stapper. Besides, | always liked having her
around, and he always knew that, probably therezelon he didn’t want her there with us.
When we’'d get the munchies, he’d always tell Gmga make some food, and for hours, the
house would smell like meat, kimchi and weed. Wagén up all the windows in the house and
just walk around the living room sniffing the air.

“l got some,” | say, putting out my cigarette. “Y mmterested?”

She grabs a paper towel and looks me square ieyige | heard you can't really look at
someone in the eyes. Either you got to pick oneoeyeok at the nose or something like that. |
try to test it out on her, but | don’t know. It t&inly feels like | can see both of her eyes atonc

“Is that even a question?” she asks.

“Let’'s do it then,” | say.

Tonight’s shaping up to be a good night. | knowasen’t together anymore, but damn,
there’s still some feelings between us. You cagribre that.

“l got to finish this first,” she says. “We can ske in Danny’s room.”

“Odd Job, you mean?”

“Yeah,” she says. “Danny.”

“Alright, fifteen minutes,” | say.
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| get back to the table, and | take a look at magls It's all there. Another big hand’s
going on, and this time it's Ryan up in his seawekar, | never seen such an old-looking fifteen
year-old. He looks old enough to be married witleéhkids, which isn’t the kind of thing you
see everyday with a Korean dude. Tony’s waitingMarrk to act. Odd Job’s sitting next to him,
acting all interested in what's going on. You calhthat they're close, even though | doubt
they’ve known each other for that long. There’s tiiing about these two. They act like they're
better than everybody at the table. Odd Job’s aveayed that way, saying things liken not
fond of youl can’t even guess what kind of a girl would falt that act.

Suddenly Mark pushes his entire stack into the faiddoticed Cheese isn't at his seat. |
don’t know what that dumbass is doing outside. blest’t even smoke. He just gets dramatic
sometimes. The table shakes, and Mark’s out oddas. He yells, “Nice! Nice!” Ryan looks like
he’s just found out his sister is really his mothenean, He can’t believe it. Everybody knows
Ryan doesn’t have money. The kid is a leech, alviagtyisg people up for just twenty dollars.
That's what he always saysst twenty dollarslike he’s asking for a nickel. He sits down like
his ass weighs fifty pounds, and out of nowheregeSk behind him, massaging his shoulders,
some classic Cheese shit right there. Ryan’s sgdksihead, dumbfounded, and he’s probably
feeling like his life is over. | want to say, thawit is right now, you're never going to feel more
alive. He looks down at his phone. Odd Job’s gamseslly end tomorrow morning, so he’s got
some time. Everybody know you can’t go home even.

“You think you can spot me two?” Ryan asks Odd Job.

“Are you good for it?” asks the ugly motherfucker.

He’s all pock-marked and ugly. He’s like five-fewto. No way in hell any girl going to

go for him, no matter how much money he got or atlan or whatever. He probably got a baby
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dick, too. Shit, I laugh just thinking about it. @hshould call him, Baby Dick, instead of Odd
Job. Now, that shit funny.

“Yeah,” Ryan says. “| swear I'll pay you back.”

“Are you sure?” Odd Job says carefully.

“Yeah, | am. I'll pay you back tomorrow. | swear.”

“Okay,” he says.

He’s never going to see that money again, and be/&ithat, too. | don’t know why he’s
giving any money to Ryan then. | look around tHddaand | know that they’re all thinking the
same thing, except for Mark. In two hours, Ryagamg to lose that money, and Odd Job is
going to ask him for it. Then some shit is goingvdoI’m telling you.

Finally Gina comes back to the table. So | tebrgone I’'m going to sit out a few more
rounds to smoke, and Cheese, who'’s in his seat gets,mad. “You just said that. You better
come back, you hear?” he says desperately. litall’l think about it, and before he can say
anything back, | run up the stairs like I'm fiveays-old.

“You better,” I think | hear him mutter.

Gina sits on Odd Job’s bed, Indian-style, and &kreut the bag on his desk. | leave the
door open. No sense in closing it. She sees merigdér papers and opens the drawer of the
end table next to his bed. She tosses a pack afider into my hand.

“You know where it is like that?” | ask.

She shrugs her shoulders. “We smoke sometimes.”

| don’t know what’s going on, but | know | don’kg it.
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“Who's that?” | ask, pinching a paper and pullibgrom the pack. She knows I'm
talking about the picture on the end table, a pgitl in pink posing next to some tree.

“That’s Jessica,” she says, looking at a spohenwall above my head.

“That Odd Job’s sister?” | ask, sensing that somgttsn’t right. “She’s pretty.”

“That was his girlfriend. She died last year.”

“Oh, what?” | say, like it doesn’t make me happy.

Still, it's kind of shocking to see that his givhs so pretty. She’s a lot prettier than any
girl I've seen around Denton.

“Yeah,” she says, nodding.

“What'd she die of?” | ask in a low voice.

“I don’t know.”

“What?” | ask. “What do you mean, you don’t knof@fl she die of cancer or not?”

“Yes, Eugene. She died of cancer. God,” she says.

“Then why the fuck didn’t you say that to begirth@” | ask. “What’s so hard about
saying that? It's not like she’s your ex-girlfriehd

She doesn’t say anything for a while, but she dbveged to. | know what’s going on,
and | kind of saw it coming, even way back whekndw she waited, and that’s cool. | thank her
for that, but damn, Odd Job? Really? That guy”itdanow what exactly | did to her that was
so wrong. | never cheated on her. | didn’t hit heared for her. | didn’t always pay as much
attention to her as she wanted, but | was tryingpase a career out of cards. That is not an easy
thing to do. Didn’t you know that | didn’t even wtaio go up there? | wasn’t even twenty-one, so
| was always looking behind my back, afraid that pit boss was going to ask for my ID, and

then | wouldn’t be allowed back ever again. Coulgu tell that it wasn’t all fun and games?
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All that junk about it being the easy life, whileegyone else suffered? That was bullshit.
Making money isn’t ever easy. Making money, dagma day out, is the hardest thing any of us
ever has to do, but | guess it's my fault becausever told you. | guess | was supposed to tell
you how | felt all the time.

| roll the joint, and she turns on the televisiQutside, the talk is getting louder. It
sounds like they’re fighting about something. | thig saliva on the joint by holding the flame
just under it. “Done,” | say and sit next to hertbe bed. She moves away a little, and | get
awkward myselfDamn she’s probably slept with Odd Job by now. Shdabty thinks his ugly
ass face is cute by now. Of course she’s slept iith They probably have been together for
months now.

| hand her the joint, and she smokes it. Then lhasi long she’s been seeing Odd Job.

“Danny,” she corrects me.

“Okay,” | say, taking a deep breath. “How long Bawu anddannybeen seeing each
other then?”

“Let me think,” she says. “It's been about fourmtits.”

| don’t know how she can think it doesn’t hurtiiear that.

“How'd it happen?” | ask and hold my breath.

| can’t stop looking at my hands, all of those $ireisscrossing at weird angles, a wine
glass below where my middle finger starts.

“l don’t know. It just happened. Eugene, don't ygrt it? | just couldn’t deal with you,
anymore. My parents, they hated you. Even my si$tegy all thought you were a loser, and for
the longest time, | kept telling them, no. That yeere trying to do something different, but then

you went away to AC of all places.”
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“l was trying to be something!”

“And how did that work out, huh? You're back hér¢hat are you even doing? Working
at a liquor store and probably stealing when thaenisn’t looking. That'’s right, isn’t it? See,
that's what | thought? You know, I'm not your mobut one day, you’re going to have to ask
yourself: What am | doing with my life? It's not ker, Eugene. What is it going to be?”

“I'm figuring things out.”

“That’s what you always said, I'm figuring thingsit.”

“Okay, I'm going,” | say. “I don’t need to listeio this.”

“Eugene,” she says in that whiny voice.

“What?” | ask.

Don’t say, “Nothing.” Don’t say, “Nothing.”

“Nothing,” she says.

“Oh, my God,” | whisper, closing the door. “Whata/ou doing? Mooching off Odd Job?
Making people food, pretending that this game mething it's not. Do you know how fucking
pathetic that shit is? You need a uniform? Becdgs@é get you one, if you want. | met a couple
waitresses over at the Borgata, and let me tellsgpnething, they're a lot hotter than you are,
you ugly ass bitch!”

“l don’t need a job,” she smirks. “My man make®egh money for both of us.”

All I can do is laugh. “Did you just say, ‘your m&” Everyone wants to doubt me. They
say I'm going to end up just like them, just likeeeybody. | swear to God, I'm going to show all
of you. If I didn’t have a reason before, | do nanmd it starts tonight.

“Where are you going?” she asks as | open the.door

“I'm going to go make some money.”

94



“Good luck,” she sneers.

“Just, you wait,” | said. “One day, I'm going t@ ¢hig things.”
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5. Relevant Work Experience

| found the listing for the job in mid-August. T&sian American Studies Department at
the University of Maryland was looking for a grawiter, and | knew that without an
assistantship, | would be unable to pay for mydnitThe most banal things were extremely
hard for me to do then, and just looking at my nespl felt a sense of panic expand inside of my
chest, threatening to unravel me. It was only segagg, but it appeared chock-full of errors. In
the end, | made a few adjustments to the formatttrigok me all of five minutes, and yet as |
closed the document, never to look at it againntiiecles in my back felt stretched thin, as
though any sudden movement could cause seriousggama

On Monday, | received an e-mail from Ying, who was administrative assistant of the
Asian American Studies Department. We e-mailed ediochr a few times and agreed to meet on
Thursday at noon for an interview. She sounded gager, friendly and excessively optimistic,
yet | couldn’t help but feel encouraged by the toheach of her e-mails. | was really quite
happy to get an interview, as | hadn’t expecteldear back from them.

On Thursday morning, | realized that I'd thrownagwmy last pair of contact lenses the
night before, and | frantically searched my aparntirning over shelves and emptying the
linen closet. | had a terribly warped, gold-rimnpadr of glasses that I'd worn only a handful of
times. The thought of being forced to wear them amassed me deeply, and as | put them on, |
gazed at the reflection in my mirror, again failiogtruly recognize the image looking out at me.

My apartment was a ten-minute drive to campust instine parking lot for nearly twenty
minutes, until | summoned the energy to turn onighéion. At eleven-fifty-nine, | called the

number I'd written down on a slip of paper and avam’s voice was on the other end. | sucked
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on my cigarette hungrily. | explained that I'd kadme traffic, and the woman assured me in a
kind voice that | had nothing to worry about. lietfd had many things to worry about. My entire
resume was a lie, and for months, I'd been unabénture the presence of other people.

Inside of the building, a pack of men in army-stigBgues were running towards me
from thirty feet away, their arms and legs pumpgimgnison. In a few months, | would become
so familiar with the sounds and rhythms of thiastie building, calmed by the sight of the
ROTC exercising. | found the room, and a groupyafsepeered at me. With my glasses lying
crushed on the floor of my bedroom, | couldn’t seg of their faces clearly. A smiling,
porcelain-skinned woman with short reddish hair eyeé from my left and extended her hand to
me. | recognized her voice from the phone.

“Hi,” she said. “You must be Eugene. My name isag.f

She led me into the next room, where a short,sbwinan was sitting around a table that
was too large for the cramped room. He introdugetsélf as the chair. | apologized to the both
of them for being late, and we exchanged pleasmtior which I'd been prepared. I'd spent the
past few days imagining the smile I'd wear, thirgkof the muscles that would be involved,
wondering how such things came so naturally fortrpesple.

It was those large, sad eyes that | hadn’t preptared

Dr. Morioka dominated the conversation, utteriaghesyllable with such force, as
though in an attempt to prove his existence. Aafpaas it was, | stared back at his serious,
unflinching eyes. If | had worn my glasses, | knibwould have been too much, that | would
have looked away. It was clear that he was notrenaloman.

He explained that the Asian American Studies Depant operated primarily through the

money it received from a governmental grant. Hetdten the grant application the year earlier,
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and the department had received nearly two millioltars. The pitch was very good, though |
suppose it wasn’t such a difficult pitch to makéen you could throw around such a big figure
without a hint of deception.

“Well, | think I'm perfectly positioned to handtbe job,” | finally spoke.

“Have you done any kind of this writing before?f. Morioka asked.

“Yes, of course,” | said, “at my previous job, dha taken classes as well.”

“Was that at Harvard?” he asked.

“Yes,” | said, sure that he’d finally see througle.

| knew that this why they’'d called, why Ying haousded so enthusiastic in each of her
e-mails. It was likely that they'd ignored all dfet other lies I'd perpetrated on my resume,
which I'd spent hours upon hours crafting — the swenabroad in Shanghai, my volunteer work
with a boys and girl club in Dorchester, the ygaardg at Ernst and Young.

“Okay,” he said, nodding at the single sheet gfgra“l also understand that you'll be
beginning your graduate work in Economics.”

“Yes,” | said, mimicking his nod. | stared intesHarge, sad eyes. “That’s right. | was
accepted as a Master of Arts candidate, which ®ofse certainly a step down from Harvard,
but I'm looking forward to making the most of myne here, Dr. Morioka.”

When | told my parents the news, my mother hadtweghe phone.My son” she said,
“a graduate studen§q in the end, you've made’it’d been moved to tears, wishing that |
could reach my hand into the receiv&ilhere is it? Where are you goir®j she’'d asked, and I'd
been unable to control the sound leaving my mdilarvard,” I'd said. “Your son is going to

Harvard for graduate schodl
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“Have you read Murakami?” he asked, interlockimgfingers and fixing his gaze on me,
as though the way | answered the question waseatt gmport.

“Yes,” | said excitedly.

“If there’s one man in this world that understanas,” he said, beaming. “It is Haruki
Murakami.”

| did not know the first thing about this Murakartiiough | ascertained that he was of
Japanese descent, possibly a sociologist, as | kmeviDr. Morioka was a leading expert on
intermarriage. According to his CV, he’d writtenitguextensively on the subject.

“He is a great man,” | said.

“What is your favorite novel of his?”

“Oh,” I said, filling my lungs with air. “Where dbstart?”

| had read everyone but not this Murakami. How haxissed him?

“My God,” he said. “He has truly a beautiful soln.fact, | have tried to pattern my
entire life according to his novels. I've actuaiken up running, recently,” he said, smiling in
such a way that deeply embarrassed me.

“Running is good,” | said.

“I knew you were a fan of Murakami’s,” he beam#dead people very well, you'll
learn.”

“Yes,” | said. “I can already tell that about ybu

| heard my voice — the hesitance of my words. How properly explain such a feeling?
It is as if | can see through my voice, deconstituict its bare elements, until what | hear so
disgusts me that | want nothing more than to nepeak again. It is not the lying that distresses

me. It is the not knowing. | do not feel close fything, to anyone. | have no home besides the
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world | have created for myself. | am sorry ifa@unds like | am begging for your mercy, but |
do not know what has happened to me. What haved tiodeserve this?

“Okay, Eugene,” Dr. Morioka said, extending hisiia“l’'m very impressed.”

| shook hands with the man, and | was led oubefrtext room by sweet, smiling Ying.
As | left the building, | was filled with an immeagoy, and it was only a brief reprieve, but for

the moment, | shook off my constraint, sat dowradyench, and watched the sun beat in the sky.
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6. Pre-Paid

| stopped by the café one day in July to finismeavork | was doing that summer. I'd
been helping another graduate assistant in thenAXsi@erican Studies Department, a PhD
candidate in Sociology, who was writing his disseoin on Korean military brides. He hoped
one day to publish the dissertation in book fornd asimply didn’t have the heart to tell him
that his level of English did not match his ambitibwas worried he wouldn’t be able to
graduate, as he was such a nice person. I'd metHetwife and three-year-old son, Charles.
They'd taken me to the Korean noodle restaurant teezampus a few times and regularly
checked up on me. | wanted to help the man as msi¢ttould.

It was painstaking work. Every sentence he wrotdained a number of grammatical
errors, and often I'd stare at entire paragraphable to decipher their meanings. When | did
understand what he was trying to say, | still sgtad to translate in a way that stayed true to the
original meaning he’d intended, and | was also hgtany stretch of the imagination, qualified
to help Mr. Park, but | could never admit that bsmhMy having gone to Harvard was source of
great pride to the man. | could not bear to seenaore disappointment.

The café had changed dramatically since the lamt tid been there. It'd once been a
favorite hangout among my friends, a place to grabffee and dessert after a night of drinking,
but the only people left who spoke English weradvas and the occasional American. You see,
Mr. Park used a great deal of technical lingo tecdée the Korean-American community.
People like myself were considered second-generaily parents were first-generation, and
those caught in the middle, like Mr. Park and hifewthey were referred to as the 1.5 generation.

It had been very interesting at first to hear hieak us down in that way, to learn of the various
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motivations of my people, who had among a hostle¢oreasons immigrated here mostly for
political and economic gains.

| returned to this particular café for two reasdfisstly, I'd developed an aversion for
places where | thought | might see people frompts. | tried my best to avoid them as much as
| could, though I'd run into someone | knew evenge in a while, often when | least expected it.
The other reason was that I'd become enamoredthatiiKorean language. Spending as much as
time | had with Mr. Park and his wife had made mppraciate this language that I'd grown up
hearing but had never bothered to pay much attemtiol still didn’t speak the language very
fluently, but I understood much more than | hathm past.

Apparently, that was what a common theme amongnskgeneration kids, but | was
determined to get better. It would be nice to sgeake Parks in our native language, and so I'd
sit in the café, remarking privately on the effestness with which the language just rolled off
their tongues. It had been brought to my attenttiath many 1.5 were jealous of the ease with
which | spoke English — Mr. Park was always complmmng me on how well | spoke, no doubt
hinting at my educational attainment — but | was'tsure if | qualified. After all, I'd spent half
of my life practicing a bad imitation of the streethe few times I'd run into old friends, I'd
nearly died of embarrassment.

That day, | sat down on one of the stools nexhéowindow, where | could look out at
the street, while listening to the people tallodk out the first draft of Mr. Park’s dissertation,
which I'd printed out weeks before, and | fullyentded to finally get started, except that | was
so tired. Ever since I'd begun my graduate wohkad been so tired, and the few solutions that
occurred to me were detrimental to my health. héshback in the stool and concentrated my

ears on a group of Korean boys sitting behind nmeyTwere wearing their extremely tight pants
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and those thick-rimmed glasses that were embleroatliee new Korea — the one that my parents
were now so familiar with. Every other word wasuase.

Because of the way | looked, they never botheredhisper in my presence, as though
they believed | was Filipino or Vietnamese. Even Fark, who was as respectful as any person
I'd ever met, had been unable to mask his surpies hearing me sayt€llo.” Most of the
time the conversation in the café was light ananyairtant, but sometimes these people
unknowingly shared the most intimate details ofrthees with me. | heard them speak about
love, marriage, God, and many other things thegatherwise too embarrassed to share with a
stranger.

Finally, | decided that what | needed was a littdfeine, so | got into line to buy a cup of
tea but ended up drinking a couple of strong espesand | still didn’t feel ready. A few
minutes later, | went outside and smoked a cigardie one habit that I'd been unable to break
after all of these years. | watched the cars rasé me, wondering if | knew anybody in those
cars, if they’'d even recognize me now. My clothesendifferent. The way | spoke was different,
the company | kept was vastly different, but wheindi see people in my past, it was as if all of
these new enhancements fell away, and I'd catclelinfgeling like | was eighteen-years-old.

Upon returning inside, | saw that a white man vaithray beard had sat down on the stool
next to my work. He was a well-dressed man anchtypn a tablet device. Though his hands
were large, his fingers moved assuredly acrossareen. | had never seen a tablet device before,
though I'd heard that they'd caught on Korea, whias years ahead of America, at least as it
pertained to technological advancements, and savaghed him type, | wondered if he had

bought it while on a vacation there. In the past years, I'd noticed that many Americans had

103



developed a sudden interest in my country. Manhefrestaurants now were full of Americans,
and I'd even seen a few commercials that had nefextour barbecue dish.

| realized that in fact the man was typing in Kareth was absurd and wonderful — this
completely bald, middle-aged white guy with a gbaard and huge hands writing an e-mail in
what | could only assume was fluent Korean. Itaiefy appeared fluent. There were large
blocks of text — the consonants and vowels juxtagas a way that even | knew conformed to
the rules of the written language — but it waslyele confidence with which this man tapped
the keys that signaled fluency. He glanced at peaently aware that | was watching him, and
as | sat down, diverting my attention back to gngé stack of papers in front of me, | saw the
slightest hint of amusement take hold on his f#tagas probably not the first time he’d caught
someone gawking at his tablet. The first generatias far more brazen. It wouldn’t be
surprising for a first-generation person to askhaut a hint of self-consciousness, if he was a
soldier.

“Excuse me, sir,” | said after a while. “I hopenl'not bothering you, but | couldn’t help
noticing that you're writing in Korean.”

He stopped typing for a moment, laid the tablet din the table, and nodded proudly.

“Yeah,” he said, scratching his beard. His voi@swery masculine.

“I have to say, it's amazing,” | said, laughingcan’t do that.”

“Well,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “I'veesyh a lot of time in Korea, probably
much more than you have. | actually just got baoknf Seoul not too long ago.”

| rested my elbow on the stack of papers and faaad Obviously, | was interested in
what he had to say, in his story, but also | wasl gb have an excuse not to do my work. I'd

never met an American who could speak Korean |deteaone who had mastered the written
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language. As a child, I'd seen a couple of oldeitevimen who went to church with their Korean
wives, sitting in the pews, nodding their headesuolly, but they'd relied on translating devices,
headphones that marked a certain kind of distance.

“Is that right?” | said. “Do you work in Seoul?”

“Yeah, well, my wife is Korean, so we went to viger family’s house.”

“Oh,” | said in a soft voice. “Okay.”

The first thought | had: he was in fact a soldied had met his wife while stationed at a
military base in Itaewon or Yongsan, which made hbunte possibly ignorant or a sexual deviant.
I'd read all about those relationships in Mr. Par#lissertation. He’d interviewed over a hundred
women, and it was not the kindest intellectual gattake. Many of those military brides had
been disowned by their families and hadn’t hadasydime of it in the United States. There
were many terrible stories in Mr. Park’s dissedsati

“l do work with the Korean government,” he contau “For the Defense Department.
My expertise is in North and South relations.”

“Oh,” | said, recalibrating his position in saidradigm.

| was impressed and tried to think of somethingay about North Korea, but nothing
came to mind. All I could really picture was Kimni4ll's fat face and those thick-rimmed
glasses, the strange irony that those glassesaltéhe rage in South Korea. | knew if he had
had the chance that Mr. Park would have contribatedething interesting to the conversation.
His English was lacking, but his understanding oféan politics was unparalleled.

“Have we met before?” the man asked suddenly.

“Excuse me?” | responded, surprised by the custirehis voice. “No, | don’t think so.”

“Are you sure? | feel like I've seen you beforbg said.
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“I really don’t think so.”

“Okay,” he said, unable to hide his skepticism.

| had no idea where | could have met this man.drilg Americans that | knew in
Denton were teachers, but still his insistencethrdone of his voice distressed me. There was
no way | knew this man, and | couldn’t think of agxplanation as to why he thought we did.

“Are your parents from around here?” he continued.

“Yes,” | said, “but they're in Korea right now.”

“Do they go to church?”

“No,” | said, shaking my head. “Do you go to chu?th

“Yes, | do, in fact,” he said. “l used to go to KB(hut | just recently began attending
Antioch.”

My parents hadn’t ever been to either of thosediuarches, and unless, he’'d done his
clothes shopping in the city, which was highly didublooking at the way he dressed, but he
kept looking at me, though, like he was so surehikal seen me somewhere.”

“My son is probably about your age,” he said. “Hie'¥Korea now, teaching English.”

| knew a couple of people who had gone to Koreaach English, and both of them had
been friends of mine at one time or another. It e@amon knowledge that if you had nothing to
do, you could join the army or you could go to Kate teach English, and unless you were
trying to get a tutoring job with the governmentuyprobably didn’t even need to be in college
to do that. Those companies hardly asked for asymentation, since they were so desperate
for Korean-American tutors. Pretty much all you hadio was show them your birth certificate.

It was something I'd considered before I'd stamemtking for the Asian American Studies
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Department, as it was an easy life. They only pauda little bit, but it was enough to make ends
meet, and Korea was very fun, by all accounts.

“Richard,” he said. “That’'s my son’s name.”

| freaked.

| saw Rich the night | turned twenty-one. He’d edlime on my pre-paid just as | was
leaving one of the bars in Kirkwood. | couldn’t lgainderstand what he was saying. He was
mumbling like he was on smack, which was a readeratplanation, but | knew what he was
saying. Grace was in trouble. Isaac asked whostavethe phone, and | said it was my connect,
which was mostly true. He didn’t ask anything ddeeause business was business.

Grace had made it clear that she didn’t want angtto do with him, but | knew Isaac. |
knew that he was calling her every single nightl was proud to hear that she wasn'’t giving in,
but why she was with Rich was beyond me. | didatdanything against the kid. He was nice,
but he was a junkie, and we all knew that one d&g¢ bverdose and die. Rich made the rest of
us look like we only dabbled in drugs, and | knéwtold Isaac that | was going to see her, that
there was no way | could stop him from following.rni@ere was no doubt about that in my
mind.

The front door was unlocked when | got there. Tteeted an old ranch house next to the
community college I'd been going to. Sometimes,ditdp by to check in on them and to pick-up
the coke, which | sold here and there to peopleanpus. | hadn’t been by for more than a
month, though, and the house was in bad shape Ind@rthere. There was trash strewn
everywhere on the ground, little white mounds ¢f asd half-smoked cigarette butts just sitting

on a pile on the couch. All of the furniture hacgbgushed around, like a tornado had swept
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through the living room. There was a funky smelhaag from the kitchen and the sound of a
fan going. | hooked a left and found the two thenthie bathroom, Rich slumped against the wall,
his feet splayed on either side of the toilet. @ra@s in the tub.

“What the fuck, Rich?” | said, kneeling to the flagext to him.

| slapped him across the face, and he moaned,stagdss cheek with his hand. He was
breathing but either unable or unwilling to movehasiown, so | grabbed a handful of his shirt
and lifted him into the hallway. He was lighter theny human being should ever be. He sat up
and looked at me for a second. Deep rings circie@yes, and | thought he was going to say
something, but he just fell back onto the floorefh turned my attention to the tub, and at the
sight of Grace lying inside of it, a jolt of paratmbed up my spine. | could feel how tired my
body was from all of the smoking and drinking I'dre that entire week.

“Grace, can you hear me? | asked, kneeling besde h

For whatever reason, she’d decided to take awiilthall of her clothes still on. There
wasn’t much water in the tub, but she could haWedsbwned had she fallen asleep on her side.
| stepped into the water and hooked my hands uedétrher armpits. | lifted her onto my
shoulder, the water getting inside of my shirt, blaist my balance. Her head slammed into the
wall, and hearing that thud, | almost dropped her.

It seemed like a dozen voices were whisperingnmycear, like rush-hour traffic had
overtaken my mind. | took one very long but fairedth and focused on what | needed to do. |
laid her body onto the couch in the living roongpgiing over Rich, and began dialing
reflexively. As I hit the send button, my heart aedo pound frantically. | almost hung up the
phone — my right hand was wavering in the air imgleely — but a voice pierced the receiver.

“911, state your emergency.”

108



“Oh, shit,” was all | could say. “Oh, shit.”

| couldn’t believe that | was on the phone with 19

“Sir, what'’s the problem?”

“There two people over here, and | think they QD’e

“What's your location?”

“Location?”

“The address, sir,” she said.

“Hold on a sec.”

| put the phone on the couch and ran outside luriddhat the number wasn’t written on
the door anywhere.

“Shit, 1 don’t know,” | said. “It's not on the doolt’s not there. What should | do?”

“Calm down,” she said patiently. “I can -”

“Oh, mailbox,” | said and ran back outside, thiaéiwith the phone in my hand.

As | ran, | realized how dark it was outside. It fi&ke | was running with my eyes closed,
and for a second, | was afraid that I'd run intmsthing. | didn’t remember if they had put
something on their lawns, like the gnomes that idyneighbors used to love. | got to the
mailbox and strained my eyes to make out the nuntloewldn’t believe I'd forgotten.

“Two-forty-two Fosters,” | said between breathsw@d-forty-two Foster.”

“Okay, sir. Please try to stay calm. Do you knowatvtirugs they took?”

“I don’t know,” | said. “It could be anything. Wheare the ambulances getting here?”

“They’re on their way. You said there are two pe&oipl the house who have overdosed.
Are they still breathing? What have they taken?”

“Yeah,” | said. “I mean, they were when | check@édhit.”
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| ran back into the house, holding the phone tigimy fist. | had no idea if Grace was
breathing or not. Rich was definitely breathingt $loe hadn’t made a sound, even when I'd
accidentally hit her head against the wall.

“Sir!” the operator yelled.

“What? I'm here. I'm here,” | said. “She’s not btkag. What did | do?”

“Do you know CPR?”

“What? No!”

“That’s fine. | can walk you through it.”

| pushed the coffee table next to the couch anld thié phone pressed against my neck, |
carefully followed the instructions the operatovgane. Putting my lips against her, | knew she
wasn’t going to make it, that maybe she had neadrahchance. But | breathed into her mouth,
anyway, forcing the unclean air in my lungs intoshéasting the cigarettes and whisky. | found
the groove underneath her chest and pressed ddeasaia hundred times, but it wasn’t working.
She was going to die.

“Nothing’s happening,” | said.

“Sir, the ambulance is going to be there very sdast keep trying.”

“No,” | said. “No.”

“Sir ="

The ambulances were on their way. That's whatibean kept saying. The ambulances
were on their way. | couldn’t get caught. That’sl&ept thinking. | couldn’t get caught because
| was doing well now. It just wasn’t fair. | didriftave anything to do with this shit, but this girl

was going to fucking die on me.
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Do you blame me for leaving? What else could fatdher? It's not like | knew anything
about the human body. | was studying Economics.arhlulances were on their way, that's all |
knew, and when | found out that she died that nigjuist had to tell myself that there was
nothing | could have done.

“I'm sorry,” | said. “I didn’t know who you were.”

“You knew Grace?” he asked quietly.

“Yeah,” | said. “Kind of.”

He turned away from me and faced the window. Twddie-aged Korean women had
sat down on the stools to my left and were tallabgut how it had been His will to bring them
to this country, to Denton, so they could shinghatlon the sinners. Behind us, a group of young
girls were trying to figure out how to spend thstref the afternoon. One of them was clapping
her hands and laughing loudly at the various sugmes She looked pretty until about the point
her mouth opened. Her teeth were grotesquely lamg) knew that God was speaking to me
then because Grace’s teeth had been just likelthegtd been five years now since she’d died.

“Mr. Kuhn,” | said, grabbing Mr. Park’s disseriati. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything,” he said, puttimg hand on my shoulder and pressing
down on it gently. “It's not your fault.”

“How do you even remember me?” | asked, layingdissertation back onto the table.

“Eugene,” he said. “It's my job to remember faces.”

He said it kindly, but the words shook me to myecdte didn’t know that I'd been there

that night. It was impossible. Only God knew, bartd while, I'd been so scared, convinced
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they'd trace the call somehow back to me, and thaac would find out that I'd seen her before
she died. But Isaac didn’t know, and neither did than.

“Are you a spy?”

“A spy?” he said, laughing heatrtily. “No, I'm notsay.”

“Then are you a cop?” | asked.

He furrowed his eyebrows. “No,” he said. “I justmember seeing you with Rich a few
times.”

“Oh,” | said.

“Listen, Eugene,” he said. “I think you're gettitige wrong idea. Rich is doing well.
He’s clean. The only reason | know you is becaush Bxplained everything to me, including
how if it wasn’t for you that he might not be witls today.”

“Oh, God,” | said.

“It's okay, Eugene,” he said, grabbing my handhéve no reason to be angry with you,
do you understand that? I'm also thankful thaeéras you've turned your life around, too,” he
said, nodding at the dissertation.

“Yeah,” | said, still holding his hand. “I've dorekay.”

“Would you mind if we prayed?” he asked.

“Sure,” | said, and he grabbed my other hand.

| watched him close his eyes and bow his head.iéh&tdpeak loudly, but the entire
café fell silent, as if entranced by the sight &f luput my head down and closed my eyes, too.
The words that came out of his mouth, the effostiess of his Korean — every single syllable

sounded like a miracle. It was the most beautifirlg I've ever been a part of.
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7. Native Speaker

| was preparing my lecture the Chang-Rae Lee nowetn Dr. Morioka popped his
round, smiling face into the conference room arkédsf | had time to meet.

“It'll only be for a minute,” he said, checking higatch, slightly out of breath. “I want to
talk to you about a few things.”

“Okay,” | said, reluctantly meeting his hungry sy&’ll be right there.”

“Take your time,” he said. “Really, take your tirhe

He lingered in the doorway for a moment longerilevhlowered my eyes and read over
the few lecture points I'd managed to come up Wittt morning. | was subbing in for Lawrence
Liu’s literature class as he was away at a conferém Minnesota. He’'d sent over lecture points,
but I'd never followed up with him, believing thiatinderstood the book better than he ever
would. I'd planned to start preparing for the clagmonth in advance, but it hadn’t worked out
that way.

As Dr. Morioka walked towards his office, | belex/that | knew everything there was to
know about the man, that | could somehow feelfalhe pathetic emotions coursing through his
body. Though I couldn’t see him, | was certain th@tvould smile meaningfully at each of his
employees. His strides would small and measurdd,talaccommodate the need to suddenly
stop, should anyone feel in the mood to chat. He lika a child desperate for attention. At
Ronald’s desk, which was located just outside sfdffice, he struck up a conversation with that
awkward boy about electronics, of which he knewy\igtle. He starved for even the most basic

human contact, yet he so badly wanted all of ukittk of him as a father figure.
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| stared at my worn-out copy of “Native Speakdipgping through the first half of the
book, and then | set it aside. I'd read the noweleobefore, but with only an hour and a half left
before class was to start, it was as if | had nexad the book. It had dawned on me, finally, that
| would not be sufficiently prepared for the le&wand that most likely | would stand up in front
of a class full of expectant eyes with nothingag.sThey would see right through me. There
simply were too many words to parse, scenes twaslable to remember but that made no sense
next to each other. It was always in these moméats regretted changing stations in my life.

| did very little at the office, and so there was tuch time to watch the others. It was a
nightmare. I'd never seen so many weak people, hmsinds had been perpetrated by the
white man, as Dr. Morioka might have put it, hadliee confidence to. Please understand it is
not the foreign-born graduate assistants my hatepdwn is directed towards. It is the second
generation, those who felt they had been slightedlite society — they were the second-
generation Asian-American boys who | could not dfamd Dr. Morioka was the saddest of
them all.

As | entered Dr. Morioka’s office, he shook my ddmmly, though we’d just seen each
other, and he asked me to sit down. It is a stramgaomenon to feel both comfortable and
distressed around someone, but in his presentadibecome normal. | was comfortable in the
sense that | could say anything | wanted to hinmeuit fear of being judged by the rules of
mainstream society, as though | had a free pagsuifvill.

On his desk lay a copy of Gary Shteyngart’s newehd\Buper Sad True Love Story.”
The book was positioned on the desk, right sidesaghat | could read the title, | thought,
without having to strain myself. Obviously he’d @othis for my benefit and that he’d run the

play-by-play in his mind beforehand. He wanted ssp@rately for me to like him.
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“I haven't read it yet,” he said, grabbing the kaath his brown hand. “Have you heard
of it? I'm so excited to read it.”

“The cover looks familiar,” | said, appraising tfiee rows of colorful circles, which
contained the words: “super,” “sad,” “true,” “lov@nd “story.”

“l don’t know much about it, but the ‘Lolita’ chacter in the book is apparently a
Korean-American. Isn’t that excitingrhat'swhy | want to read it.”

He’d developed this habit of looking straight a and then in the next instant avoiding
my eyes like they were plague, but at the word,réém-American,” his face brightened like a
thousand-watt bulb, and | knew it was difficult fam, but he maintained his gaze, as though it
were a test of his character.

“A Korean-American, | see,” | said.

I looked around the office, as | always did, & #nticles lining the walls and the shelf
full of Asian-American literature. Every one of theoks had been written by an Asian man,
these heroes of his, “soul-mates,” as he’d onceétput

He claimed to be a voracious reader, and it wee ¢theat he knew each of Murakami’s
words by heart, but it was hard to imagine thaatteally he had time to read. He spent all of his
time with the two female graduate assistants he&tlfrom Japan. He’d told me a number of
times that they were beautiful, elegant creatwaed,then in the next sentence, his hands would
shake at the mere mention of a white man.

There were rumblings in the office about the castess with which he spent the grant
money. The administrative assistant accused himaking frivolous purchases. He'd spent
nearly a hundred-thousand dollars on equipmentioffice, all of the newest products from

Apple. I'd seen the receipts of his other expemdguln fact, | had become obsessed. There were
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hundreds of receipts from cafes and restaurantd. $fpent thousands of dollars on those two
women.

“I'm sure it's top-notch,” he added. “I've heardag things about Shteyngart.”

Today, Dr. Morioka was to be undeterred by hisalisfort. At times, | found it
alternately unbelievable, pathetic, and deeply mgwnat he still tried to engage me — to impress
me — when it was so clear that | hated him.

“How’s the preparation for the class?”

| shrugged. “Okay.”

He nodded thoughtfully, as though he understoodtexhow | felt — that our
experiences lined up perfectly and had led usitogkact moment. His eyes bore into mine like
a drill. Today, he insisted on maintaining this epatact, and | knew if | looked away the
conversation might last into tomorrow. Earlier theek, he’'d sat us all down in the conference
and had preached at great length about the ri€hiof, how optimistic he was about their
power, but you see, he only cared because to hmrjse of China signified the rise of the
Asian-American male.

“Do you know of Floyd Mayweather?” he asked.

“The boxer,” | said.

“Did you hear what he said about Manny Pacquidu® i what's wrong with America.
We continue to allow these types of people to sprgaorance because of the monetary gains
that can be made by doing so.”

“Sure,” | said coldly.
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Manny Pacquiao was another of Dr. Morioka’s heraesAsian male — though he was of
small stature — who was seen by the world as palgipowerful. Dr. Morioka hadn’t known
anything about boxing until the moment that Managdiiao had knocked out Ricky Patton.
You see the symbolism there, don’t you? An Asiam ikikocking a white man to the floor.

“Do you want to see it?”

“Okay.”

“Good,” he said, standing and nodding at a spdherfloor next to me.

| grabbed my chair, hoping that Floyd Mayweatheaist would inspire some sort of
effortless and agreeable reaction, something tbatdwgive him the strength to leave me be. The
internet connection had been spotty, however, anchatter what Dr. Morioka tried, the
computer would simply not comply. Looking helplelss,sighed and ran his left hand through
his wavy hair.

“Ronald!” he called out suddenly.

“Yeah?” | heard Ronald say.

“Will you come in here? Something’s wrong.”

Ronald walked into the office, his eyes fixed iattperpetual squint, his face long and
skinny, greasy hair parted in the middle. He lookleel a rat and acted as though | was not in the
room because he hated me. | had not shaken hisdmmed and that was reason enough to hold a
grudge for two years.

“The internet’'s down,” Ronald said. “We’re all hag the same problem.”

“Isn’t there something you can do?” Dr. Moriokaatled.

“l can call the Help Desk?”
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“Great! | would appreciate that so much, Ronalg"said. “Well, Eugene, it seems like |
can’t show you the clip, but | recommend that yaitch it. You may not be aware of what
Asians have to go through, but this Mayweatherythag he talks our culture is disgraceful. He
even accused us of eating cats and dogs, thindggbhature. It's people like him who need to
suffer.

| nodded, pursing my lips. “Yes,” | said.

“But it's the people who continue to support apdrssor him who are equally as
responsible, “ he yelled, “but I didn’t bring you to discuss Floyd Mayweather now, did 1?”

“Why did you call me in?” | asked.

“Eugene,” he said, grabbing his cellphone. “Whatyour intentions?”

“My intentions,” | said, confused.

“What do you intend to do after you've gotten youasters?”

He was shaking the cellphone in his hand, likalaoholic going through withdrawal.

“I don’t know,” | said. “I still have some more asework to finish.”

He nodded his head slowly, as he leaned backhistohair. He was about to fire me,
though he’d have to wait until my contract expirel@.d claimed that he was unhappy with my
work, but it was all a lie. Dr. Morioka had wantex to be one of his soul-mates, someone to
hold his hand as he cried about all of the terribiegs that the white man had done to him. He
wanted me to sit there and be angry that his mdthérre-married a soldier in the 1950s. It was
all he ever wanted to talk about — he’d once toddthat every one of his female family members,
twenty-seven of them, had married white men.

“Dr. Morika, is something bothering you?” | asked.

“No,” he said, nearly falling out of his seat. “WHo you say that?”
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“You look very tired,” | said, knowing that he wiouspend the rest of the day worrying if
he looked tired, checking every single reflectivéface he passed. “How have you been
sleeping?”

“Okay,” he said, sneaking a look at his computeesn. “Do | really look that tired?”

“Dr. Morioka, do you know what book I'm lecturiran today?”

“No, | don’t,” he said. “What is it?”

“Native Speaker by Chang-Rae Lee,” | said. “Hawva gver read it?”

“I haven't,” he said impatiently, “but | know about it.”

“I really don’t think you do, Dr. Morioka,” | saidFor example, did you know that the
main character in the book, Henry Park, is marted white woman, Lelia? She took his last
name, Dr. Morioka. They had a child together, whes an the novel.”

That was all | needed to do. That was the kinchah he was.

After class, | noticed that the girl | recogniagdsn’t moving to get up and leave.
Meanwhile a gangly, wild-haired boy named Peterakanvanted to chat with me a bit more
about “Native Speaker.” Everyone else had gotteir things together quickly and left. Peter
told me that he was writing a novel, perhaps bez#idanade the mistake of divulging that
Chang-Rae Lee had written much of “Native Spealrile still in college. | found it difficult to
listen to him because he reminded me so much d¥Prioka. He did not want my advice. He
wanted my confirmation.

“What you said about the three-part structurénefriovel, that was great,” he said,
resting his pack on the table. “But | feel as if weren’t talking enough about the themes. The

story about being someone of color, isn’t it?”
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“Is it?” | asked.

“Yes, itis,” he said. “Oh, what did you think thfe list that Henry makes, or is it Henry’s
wife, you know, the list that appears at the enQlofpter 17? | feel like that's so important, like
it's what the rest of the novel hinges on. Henallghose things, isn’'t he? Or is he?”

| caught the girl staring at Peter. Where hadcehdeer before?

“Hey,” | said. “I have to go. Why don’t you e-maiawrence?”

“Okay,” he said, “but one more question?”

“Peter,” | said, smiling. “E-mail Lawrence, okay?”

“Alright ...”

He slung his backpack around one of his shouldensa second, he appeared as though
on the verge of saying something nasty to me, bafodding again and walking slowly towards
the door.

“What?” | said, sighing. “What, Peter, what theKwo you want?”

“Excuse me?”

“You obviously want to say something, Peter. What?”

“l was just going to say that | enjoyed the class.

“No, you weren’t. Peter, go home,” | said, laughifiGo home and find a quiet room to
sit in. Close your eyes, and think about the wayngoacting. Can you do that for me?”

He didn’t know what to think, and | knew that | svgoing to hear something about it
from Lawrence, at the least. Maybe Dr. Morioka vabsit me in his room, but you know what? |
didn’t care anymore. | could not stand to be int tfice any longer, watching them make fools

of themselves and the rest of us by extension. \fiealhell was wrong with these Asian people?

120



It wasn’t so much a smile, but my lips parted asknowledged her presence. She was
standing now, her eyes smiling, shaking that rduead of hers ever so slightly.

“Wow,” she said, laughing. “Bad day?”

| shook my head. “No.”

“Oh,” she said, smacking her gum. “So, you remannte, right?”

“I know that I've seen you before,” | said.

The look on her face was very playful. It reminaee of someone.

“I'm Sam’s cousin,” she said. “Eugene, did youllyeforget about me?”

“Sam?”

“You know' she said, leaning into me. “Peanut!”

“Oh my God,” | said, almost hugging her. “Emily?”

“Yeah!” she said, and soon we were outside, walkmthat brisk autumn air.

Our arms rubbed as we walked, and we reminiscedtaitioof the places we’d been: the
pool halls, the karaoke bars, and the clubs. Siseadaw years younger than me, but little about
Denton had changed. The last time I'd seen Emtilg;dsbeen maybe ten or eleven years old — |
remembered that she always went to church. She/ayal come up to us, wanting to play with
us, but here in front of me now was a dangerousjgst a little fucked up in the most perfect
way.

“What is Peanut even doing now?” | asked.

“He’s in Afghanistan,” she said. “Fighting in theaw’

“That’s great,” | said. “Fucking great, man.”
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8. Identification

| finally got into UMBC after working my ass oft aommunity college. Maybe | hadn’t
worked that hard, but for the first time since sglggrade, I'd been good about keeping up with
the work, knowing when the tests were and evemgpkdtes from time to time. You probably
think that's what people are supposed to, likentisbig deal, but for me, it was pure torture. Not
to mention, my friends were always trying to gettmeome out with them and all that.

It wasn’t some magic moment when | finally decideeseded to start going to school. |
was just tired, | think. My parents had surprisegllmy packing it all in and moving back to
Korea, but | only made the decision to take comnyuwriasses months after they were gone. My
dad left me with ten-thousand dollars, though, imstead of blowing it, | started taking classes
at CC.

UMBC was different. The classes required a lot nvanek, and | wasn’t surrounded
anymore by a bunch of idiots that made me look gdbe@ campus was also depressing as hell. |
don’t know what it was, but the thing about UMBGQtisever seems like the sun is out, and for
such a big school, there were never any peoplenith was why I'd started going back to
Denton on the weekends. | was also running outarfey. By second semester, | only had a few
hundred dollars left, and calling my parents wasamooption. | didn’t even know why they'd
gone back to Korea. My dad was working as a pargargge attendant somewhere in Seoul.

So eventually | got a job at a liquor store neanpas. | worked the night shift, selling
liquor and beer to usually drunk college kids udltising time. The owners, who were a Korean

couple in their late-sixties, had hired me aftetigg a bunch of citations for selling alcohol to
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underage students. Apparently, for years the ligtare had been that place for freshmen and
sophomores to go if they wanted to buy alcoholdidd’'t know anyone older who could get
them it. I was under strict orders to check evangle ID, but obviously, people didn't always
appreciate that.

One Saturday, a young black guy wearing our s¢hgellow sweatshirt came in with
his girlfriend. It had been a pretty quiet nighist a few people here and there; and with only
fifteen minutes left to close, | was catching upsome work, reading a textbook for my
engineering class. I'd just declared my major, bwas worried that if | didn’t start studying
soon that they'd try to kick me out. I'd managedytt a few A’s last fall, but this semester
wasn’t going well at all. I'd fallen back onto mydb habits — sleeping late, smoking dope, doing
a little of cocaine if | had an exam coming uprbbably didn’t help that | worked at a liquor
store. The owners were always telling me to takateder | wanted. | hated myself for messing
up again, but most of the time, | felt like therasanothing | could do. Going to school wasn't
easy.

“Hey,” the young guy said, lifting the case of beato the counter. “Let me get some
cigarettes.”

“Which ones?” | asked, putting the textbook down.

“Newports,” he said, scratching his ear.

“Okay, can | get an ID?”

As soon as | said that, he got extremely annoylexiface scrunched up in a mock-pained
expression, like | was being ridiculous for askinguestion like that. | looked at his girlfriend,
who wasn’t saying anything, probably because henivagenty-one. To be completely honest,

he probably looked old enough. He was a shortkgtgay with wide shoulders. He looked like
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a man. | wouldn’t have batted an eye if | saw himtlte street with a couple of young children.
Looking closely, though, there was some acne omsithes of his face, and the green sweatshirt
also made him look younger.

“Are you serious?” he asked loudly, reaching b@askards the pocket of his jeans.

“I'm sorry, man. | got to ask for ID.”

He shook his head and made that spitting noisgrbleably thought | was some straight-
edge or power-tripping, but it didn’t matter to mbat he thought. | had to ask for ID. That was
the rule, and it was the one rule at the liquorestbat | was supposed to follow. | did feel kind
of ridiculous, though. | knew this guy hadn’t besamt in here by the police. It wouldn’'t make
sense for him then to show up with his girl, but youldn’t be too careful. The owners were
scared of getting any more fines, and they did@hinto work at night anymore, either.

“Damn,” the guy said, staring into his wallet.fékgot my ID.”

He must have known that only an idiot would falt that, especially with the way he
shielded the wallet away from me. | was sure hisvli® in there. | threw my hands up and told
him there was nothing I could do. If he came badak w, | could sell him the beer. Otherwise,
my hands were tied. Just to be nice, | told hin titauld wait around a little after closing if he
really needed the beer.

“I live like twenty minutes from here,” he saidgaity. “I can’t do that.”

“What do you want me to say?” | asked.

He shook his head again, putting the wallet batk nis pocket. Then he put his arms on
the counter and leaned closer to me, suddenlyrsgiike we went way back.

“Come on, dude. | swear I'm twenty-one. | just lmag party last week. Ask her,” he said,

nodding at his girlfriend, who tried to convince m@was twenty-one with her eyes.
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“He is,” she insisted. “He’s twenty-once.”

“Sorry,” | said. “I can’t sell you anything withéan ID.”

“What the fuck?” he said. “So, | got to go backthé way to my apartment just for my
damn ID. That what you want me to do?”

Just as he said that, the bell on the door chimued two Asian girls walked in. | looked
past the black couple and saw them looking towasd$rying to figure out what all the yelling
was about. | nodded, my way of telling them nothimgee here. They went towards the back of
the store and disappeared.

“Yeah,” | said. “That’s what you got to do. | nepabof.”

“This is some bullshit,” the girl said. “He looKsirty-five.”

“He does not look thirty-five,” | said.

“At least thirty,” she countered.

| wasn’t going to stand there and call them liarg] | knew they were seriously angry,
but | couldn’t help but crack a smile when she shat. They must have heard from somebody
that this was the liquor store to go to if you weréwenty-one, but what they didn’t know was
that there was a change of culture going on, angl lheas at the center of it.

“Can | at least get my Newports?” he asked.

“No, man,” | sighed. “You don’t have ID.”

“What? Now you don’t believe I'm eighteen. Youteazy.”

| sighed again and looked up at the ceiling, whiels very bright from the fluorescent
bulbs. It hurt my eyes, and | blinked a few tim@&#hen | looked back down, they were still there,
and even they were mad as hell, they looked sogalirof a sudden — | don’t know why. If

we’d met on the street somewhere, in this stathings, | was sure that they’d try to fight me.
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I'd probably get knocked out. At this point, it wéiseven about the alcohol or cigarettes. They
just wanted me to say that they weren't lying.

“I'm not saying you aren’t twenty-one,” | said. Hings are just tightening up around here.
My boss got into a bunch of shit like you wouldbélieve because they were selling to underage
kids. | mean, the cops were in here about a maydhtareatening to send the old lady to jail.
We're just trying to keep that from happening adain

Either they didn’t care or they didn’t believe nhei finally the girl touched her
boyfriend on the arm, and the two of them walketladuhe store. Someone must have said
something about me because they exploded into faydiut | let it go because | knew it came
with the territory. | knew they were just mad ahdttat least they wouldn’t try to come in here
again. It wasn’t important what they thought of nust as long as they understood that they
needed ID.

| sat back down on the chair behind the regigi@bhbed my textbook from the counter
and tried to find the spot where I'd left off. letked my watch. It was ten minutes to closing
time, and | called out to the girls in the baclstjto let them know. | heard a car turn on outside
and drive away. | was glad that | hadn’t budgedhencigarettes. He was definitely at least
eighteen, but the rule was | couldn’t sell anythwithout proof.

“Eugene,” | heard a girl’'s voice say, and my heaartk into my stomach.

| looked up from the textbook and saw them apgrimarthe counter with a bottle of
cognac. They were wearing sweats, each lookingl&g'd rolled out of bed. One of the girls
was smiling at me, twirling the bottle in frontloér for some reason. It took a second for me to
identify her, but then | knew. It was Veronica, afésina’s best friends from high school. |

hadn’t seen her for at least seven or eight years.
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“Oh, my God,” | said. “V.”

“l thought that was you,” she said, placing thélean the counter.

She leaned over the counter and came in for alldidn’t expect it and went in too
strong. The side of her head collided with my steulWe both stepped back and started
cracking up. It was true she looked older — hee faas a lot sharper-looking — but she was still
the same girl | remembered. People used to poirdlbthe time how happy she always looked,
and Gina used to say that it was all an act. | ktiemgs about Veronica that probably only a few
people knew, but it went both ways.

“How are you?” | asked. “It's been a long time.”

“l know,” she said. “So long.”

Her friend was smiling but a little uncomfortablguess. Her hair was tied up and sitting
on top of her head, the way some girls do when baen’t showered for a while. She was
wearing a big, red sweatshirt with the name ofleege | hadn't really heard of on the front. The
thick-framed glasses on her face made her locttl@ tierdy, but | could tell that she was really
cute when she made herself up and everything.

“Oh, Eugene,” Veronica said. “This is my friencar@¢lace.”

| stuck up my hand out, and she shook it weakly.

“Hi,” she said.

“Nice to meet you,” | said, thinking it was weitigat a Korean girl was named Candace.
It wasn’t something you heard every day. | couldméagine Korean parents even knowing that
name now, let alone twenty or thirty years ago.

It was just about to get awkward between the tbfaes, and | started to say something,

but Veronica cut in. She explained they were celtg. Apparently they'd both just finished
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writing twenty-page papers, and she’d learned@zatdace had never had cognac before, so
they'd come here, and then she’d seen me fightitig that black couple. | hadn’t even known
that she was at UMBC, and | tried to ask her aipbut the girl still didn’t let you say anything
until she was done saying what she had to say.

“What was that all about?” she asked. “We heaedyttlling from outside. He sounded
pretty angry, and so did you. | thought somethemgly bad was going down, and then they just
left.”

“It was nothing,” | said.

“What did he want, though? He seemed pretty ntagbunded like he was going to reach
over and smack you in the face.”

“He wanted beer,” | said, grinning at her.

“Why didn’t you give to him?” she said, lookingrdased.

“He wasn’t twenty-one,” | said. “At least, | dorthiink he was. He didn’t have ID.”

“Oh, figures,” she said, shaking her head. “Youstget that all the time from them,
working at a liquor store. God, it must be bada’teven imagine.”

“No,” | said, surprised. “It's not that bad. | meat’s just college kids, mostly. This place
used to, you know, it's nothing | can’t handle.”

She wasn't listening to anything | was saying. tBwe black people, though,” she said
without bothering to finish her sentence.

We both looked at Candace, as she let out arperated sigh.

“It's not that bad,” | assured her. “So, you'ramggpto UMBC now?”

“Yeah,” she said. “This is my first year.”

“Congratulations. How are you liking it?”
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“It's okay. It's UMBC,” she said. “I tried applgg to about ten other graduate schools,
but they all rejected. Still, there’s lot of woik do, and the people are all really nice. | like my
professors. Me being here just means that | haweotk that much harder to get respect.”

“That’s cool,” | said, wondering what the hell shas talking about.

If I was her, | would have been psyched to beradgate school. It wasn'’t like everyone
could get into Harvard, like Adam Lee. Those peapdee special and had worked hard their
entire lives. You just had to know who to compaoergelf to.

“Yeah, what are you ... uh ... so, are you workingeheitl-time?”

“Oh, no,” | said. “I mean, | kind of am, but | go school here, t00.”

“Wow,” she said, slapping my arm. “Good for yowdene! Wow!”

She looked surprised to hear that | was in collagd suddenly | remembered how much
| used to hate Veronica. The whole time I'd datedaiGshe’d been telling her that she should
break up with me because | wasn’'t going anywhéidden pissed off when | heard that,
especially since it wasn't like Gina was doing dumyg differently from me.

“Yeah,” | said. It’s alright. I've been here fodittle bit now, so I'm used to it.”

“Oh, did you hear about Gina?”

“Gina? Oh, her? No, | haven’t seen her in years.”

“She’s going to be a doctor,” she said.

“What do you mean, ‘she’s going to be a doctot’asked.

“She just got into medical school!”

| couldn’t keep a straight face.

“Stop lying,” I said. “That’s funny, Gina in meditschool? Get out of here.”

“I'm serious,” she said plainly. “She just starfed
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| stopped grinning when it became obvious thatdiie’'t mean it as a joke. | mean, she
was really serious, but in my mind, there was postvay Gina could have gotten into medical
school. I didn’t even know she’d gone back to sthaaed now she was trying to be a doctor?
It'd been a long time since we’d seen each othar| Just couldn’t imagine how something like
that could have happened. She wasn’t stupid ohamytbut medical school?

“So, why are you working here?” she asked.

“Is something wrong with working here?”

“No,” she said, blushing.

“Okay, well. | guess you want this bagged up,aids grabbing the bottle of cognac from
the counter and ringing it up. She grabbed a liglwtel started playing with it. Candace watched
her, smirking a little and, then noticing me, sile

“It's fifty-one seventy-four,” | said.

“Oh,” Veronica said, sliding the lighter into tpecket of her jeans. “Credit card?”

“Yeah.”

“Here you go,” she said cheerily, handing it over.

| slid the card through, waited for the receiptetit off, and gave it to her along with the
plastic. | placed the bottle into a stiff paper laagl put it on the counter.

“Alright, V,” | said. “It was nice seeing you.”

“Yeah, definitely,” she said. “We should meet @metime.”

“Yeah, okay,” | said.

“Do you want to ... Here, take my number,” she saidkwardly.

“Okay, what is it?” | said.

130



She told me the number, and | pretended to memdriztold her | was going to be busy
for a while, but that I'd call when | got the chanthinking in my mind there was no way | was
ever going to do that. After they left, | sat baldwvn on the stool and opened up the textbook
again. Then | checked my watch. It was two o’clateady. | read one more paragraph before
getting up to close the store. On my way out, bgeal a bottle of Johnny Walker and a thing of
blue cups, thinking they probably wouldn’t mind.

| ran a search on the internet for Gina and samritediately. She was a first-year
student at a medical school in the city. The lasetl talked to her, she’d been a damn waitress. |
wasn’'t a member of any social networking sites, smd | ever tried to find someone online, it
was a nuisance, but all of Gina’s information wasyeto find. There it all was on her online
resume. She was in her first year of medical scHanlen found a picture of her smiling in a
white lab coat, a stethoscope around her neck.

| probably should have been happy for her, bietthonest, | was pissed. | couldn’t
believe this girl, Gina, had gotten her shit togetfhe whole time | knew her, I'd always
thought | was a lot smarter than her. She was awaying that school wasn't for everyone. |
mean, she was way more interested in going owlking shit about other people. When we first
started going out, she’d been the kind of girl wkas always wearing big, baggy clothing and a
pair of Timberland boots. Not a lab coat with hairfall done and smiling like that.

Veronica’s got problems, Gina would say. She thislke’s better than everyone else, but
she’s really not. Just because her parents buglhei those nice clothes, she thinks she’s
special. You know she’s using all of those big veondw that she’s gone to college. | hate her,

she would tell me, and like it was some big sedi@tell her to stop hanging with Veronica then,
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but she’d always go see her during summer vacatien, talk all of this shit about her
afterwards.

After a few more minutes of looking around, I'ddred out she was volunteering at an
after-school program in the city, next to Isaaceatnstore. Here was a girl who once snorted an
entire eight-ball of coke in a weekend, and nowwahs trying to become a doctor.

| tried to stop thinking about it. | told myselflidn’t care. | was a college boy now, and
for the next few days, | studied harder than | dnaat in my entire life. | had a lot to catch up on.
Even at the liquor store, all | did was read, esllgcsince there wasn'’t a lot of business during
the weekdays. The kids went crazy during the wedkleat | knew they studied hard when they
had to. | was at a good college now. | had to miyllweight.

On Friday afternoon, | got a call from the ownéthe liquor store, who told me to come
in a little early. He didn’t sound too good, sddrsed to worry. His wife never came by the store
anymore, and I'd been thinking she was sick, butsbeldn’t say why he wanted me to come in
early, and | didn't feel like pressing him. If haid it was important, | believed him. He was just
that kind of guy.

It was a sunny afternoon, and it took a whilerfor eyes to adjust to the light. | was used
to living in the dark, especially since | went teep so late every night and woke up by the time
the sun had gone down. | knew | should wake upyeléke everyone else. People were always
saying how great it felt to wake up and have thele/dday in front of you, but no matter what |
did, | couldn’t fall asleep before five or six ine morning.

When | got to the store, he was waiting for meldtked lanky behind the counter

because you couldn’t see his gut. He was prettyaiah Korean man of that age, and if his wife
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were here, he would have towered over. Most olceEnrcouples were the same height, and so
every time | saw them together, I'd always notiog&vlmuch taller he was than her.

“Eugeng’ the owner said solemnlyDb you smoke cigarette’s

“Yes” | said.

“Do you want to go outside for a sm@ke

“Yes’ | said, checking my pockets.

“It's okay. | have somke.

| followed him through the back door into the padklot he always used. He had this big
set of keys, and as he walked, | heard them bounsa#e of his slacks. We stood in the shade,
and he handed me a cigarette with a brown filtkadn’t known he smoked Newports — I'd
never met a Korean guy who did. The smell was dffe one that was pleasing in the same way
as gasoline, but I didn'’t like the taste of themouldn'’t refuse a cigarette, though. He would
have been all offended.

“Are your studies going okayhe asked me.

“Yes” | said. “It's okay.”

He nodded thoughtfully and sucked the cigareteightfully, too.

“What about your Mom and Dadlow’s their healtl?”

“It seems like they're doing wéll

I'd never said anything to him about my parentg,te had a habit of asking about them.
| knew it was just something Korean people did,whénever he asked, I'd start thinking about
my parents. The thing is, for a while, I'd feltdikhey abandoned me. | don't see it that way
anymore, but at the time, | got touchy about it.

“Good?
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“Eugeng’ he sighed. This is hard for me to say, but there are thingbfenthat we
simply must do. | saw the tapes

“Videotap@” | asked.

“That’s right | saw you stealing

“Yeg®”

“Don't lie to meIn this situationyou have to tell me the truth.

“What did | ste&1 ... what did | ... What did | st

“You stole liqguar he said, like it was a fact that couldn’t be &eh

“Sir,” | said, flicking the cigarette.Y'our wife told me to. She did.

“What are you talking abo®it he asked, completely surprised by it.

“She really dig' | said.

| couldn’t believe what was going on. What thd els this guy saying to me? | hadn’t
stolen anything. His wife had told me so many tirthed it was fine if | took a bottle of liquor
for my friends. She’d practically begged me to tdke

“If I call her right now” he said then,i$ she going tesomething, something, something?”

He started using all of these big words I'd ndveard before. He must have known that |
couldn’t understand what he was saying.

“Call her,” | said, slapping my thigh for some reason.

“I'm really going to do if’ he said, like | was afraid.

The owner put the phone next to his face and iguhdnd up, the one with cigarette, to
let me know that | needed to stay quiet. Like Incidknow already. It was pure torture, waiting

for his wife to pick up. | was really offended. kam, I'd done everything right, and | was getting
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punished. Still, | was confident that as soon asalld man talked to his wife, everything would
be cleared up, and then he would apologize, calliadig misunderstanding.

It didn’t turn out that way. | didn’t hear the am@rsation the old man had with his wife
because he’'d gone over by where his car was pankadpering for probably less than a minute,
but when he came back, he told | was lying. Appdyehis wife had told him that she’d never
told me that it was okay to take the liquor. | kegling him that wasn’t true — it just simply
wasn't true, but he shook his head at me, actkegdi disappointed parent.

“Eugeng’ he said. T trusted youYou shouldn’t have done that

“Sir,” | said. “l don’t know why she said that, but I am not lyiagyou”

He just kept shaking his head.

“I'm sorry, Eugene, but | have to let you ¢f¢s the right thing to dd
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