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The fact that my ribs protrude through my shirt, my stomach is
concave, and my body looks like skin barely wrapped around bones
doesn’t bother me. But the blood draining from my nose does.

I lower my head and blood slowly drips from my nostril into the
white porcelain sink. A tiny droplet of dark blood, covering the
eye of a yellow fish painted on Saltillo tile around the sink’s
base, is proof my nasal cavity is disintegrating. I cup my hands
under the sink and let water fill to the cracks between my thumbs
and the inner flesh of my palms. With a quick upward motion, I
splash the water to my face, trying to get as much cold water as
possible in my nostrils to wash away the blood. Pink water drips
over my colorless lips, down the dimple in my chin, and swirls down
a faucet and between cracks in the porcelain sink. I hope the
bleeding will stop soon. It’s been months since I’ve met anyone
willing to sit and speak with me, willing to hear my voice, and
willing to allow me to hear their voice without a request or
meaningless pleasantry. Last night someone knocked on my neighbor’s
door, and for a split second, my lips turned up and my eyes
widened; I thought someone was knocking on my door wanting to talk
to me. Looking in the mirror, I guess I can imagine why no one was
knocking at my door.

It was my time in Seattle that brought me to the place I am now:
addicted, malnourished, without confidence, without virtue, without
care, without love. But even now, looking at my sunken eyes and
sharp cheekbones in the mirror, I will always look back on my life
in Seattle as a pleasurable one. Living in the same house as my mom
and sister, Emily, was a good life and I had good friends, friends
who would bring me whiskey to help wash away my stress and anger.
My time with Ashley was complicated but filled with intense
emotions that pushed me to limits I never thought I could endure. I
experienced a kind of lust that puts your skin on fire and makes
you stand in cold showers hoping the flames will be smothered,
hoping you can sleep, hoping you can think about anything else.
Lusting for Ashley was easy, loving Ashley was harder, and letting
go of her is unbearable.

I hold my nose back until I feel the blood dry and the mask of
death no longer upon me. I pull a paper towel from the silver
automatic dispenser on the wall next to me. Dipping the paper towel
under the faucet and wetting the tip, I lean close into the mirror
so I can clearly see the inner curve of each nostril. I use the
damp towel to wipe away any visible dry blood, throw the towel in a
white plastic trashcan under the sink, and run my fingers through
my hair, looking in the mirror one more time. A beautiful woman, a
woman I just met, is waiting outside for me. It’s hard to believe
we met an hour ago and she still finds me interesting, still wants
to talk to me.

When I saw her walk into the laundromat, an overwhelming
sensation consumed me and I was drawn to her. There wasn’t a voice
in my head that commanded me to follow her or speak with her; it
was more like I was a sheet of iron and everything about her—hair,
attitude, eyes, her walk—was a strong magnet daring me to take a
step closer, pulling me, attracting me. My insides felt like they
were pushing into my flesh and telling me to run, to walk, but my
gaze would not remove itself from the lovely silver angel wings
that adorn her hands. I’m too shy to speak and as my body
magnetized me towards her, my mind gave off a sense of mistrust, so
I just stared. There were dozens of empty washing machines, but for
some reason, a reason I may never know, she picked the one next to
me and immediately started talking, asked if I wanted coffee, and
then my nose started bleeding, again.

 I walk out of the restroom, past college students drinking
coffee, and sit down across from the beauty, silver angel wings
painted on her hands, waiting for me.
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Sam, get out of bed. Sam, you need to get up. Your mom told me
you haven’t left your room for three days. We need to talk about
what happened.” Vinny, my best friend since the third grade, was
standing over my bed talking to me.

I could hear his worried, shaking voice pleading with me, and
although I wanted to respond, I lay down in my bed with my back to
him and stared out the window, through the dead blue flowers with
white centers on my window sill, at an empty street. The flowers
could have lasted a couple of more days, but changing the brown
water, small petals floating in the vase, seemed like an
unnecessary chore, especially now.

“I know it’s rough, man. If what happened to you, well, happened
to me, then I guess I would probably want to die,” he said.

I heard Vinny approaching and felt the springs on my bed
suddenly lower as he sat on the end behind me. Vinny put his hand
on my shoulder and it felt like the first time anyone had ever
touched me. His palms were damp and sticky from the nervousness he
must have felt walking into my room. Vinny had no need to worry
about me, but as he touched my shoulder, warmth flowed through my
body and I felt human for the first time in three days, comforted
like a sick child held by his mother.

“Everyone is worried about you. Your little sister looks like
she just watched her hero fall from a building. For Christ’s sake,
man, she is only eleven and you know it pains both her and your mom
to see you like this.”

I let out a sigh in response.

“Sam, let’s go down to Pete’s Coffee Shop and get some caffeine
and eat donuts. I know those powdered ones with cream filling are
your favorite in Seattle. Then we can talk about the past two
years. We’ll start from the beginning and you can tell me
everything about your relationship with Ashley. I think it will
help you get through what you’re feeling.”

Vinny removed his clammy hand and I sat up. The right side of my
face was asleep, and the gray shirt and plaid cotton underpants I
had been wearing for the last three days were damp. Seattle wasn’t
unusually hot, but I had not taken the time to turn my fan on and
had barely noticed I was sweating so profusely.

“There you go,” Vinny said. “Now get changed and I’ll wait
outside in the living room. I’m glad you’re getting up. We haven’t
talked for a while and we both need it.”

Vinny got up and opened my door. He had lost weight in the last
year. His black T-shirt drooped over his skeletal frame like a
father’s shirt worn by a young child, and a black belt with silver
studs was stuck on its last hole and barely holding up his blue
jeans. Past his thin frame and short red hair I could see my
sister, Emily, holding her black stuffed dog, a toy she turned to
at times of stress. I loved that Emily held the stuffed dog with
such affection, since it had a special meaning for me as well. Four
years prior, I took Emily to a carnival outside Seattle, the first
time she had every seen a Ferris wheel or rollercoaster and tasted
the wonderful flavor of a fried corn dog. She smiled so much that
day I was sure we would have to spend the next two days with ice on
her cheeks from the soreness. After taking Emily on the handful of
rides that allowed her short stature and young age, we walked past
the gaming section of the carnival, and Emily spotted the stuffed
black dog hanging on a wall behind a heavy man wearing a black top
hat and a worn jean jacket over a mustard-stained white shirt. For
three dollars all I had to do was toss three beanbags into a small
hole carved out of a wooden backdrop. I’m embarrassed to admit how
many times I stood there throwing beanbags and the amount of money
I spent to win the stuffed dog, but upon lowering the toy into
Emily’s outstretched arms, her eyes wide and face glowing, I felt
every cent spent was worth it.

Looking into my bedroom door blankly, clutching the dog to her
red and yellow checkered pajamas, the animal’s red button nose
barely hanging from a few threads, I assumed Emily had been looking
at my door for three days. The thought overwhelmed me with guilt. I
should have called Emily into my room and told her I would be fine,
that I would play with her soon.

Emily and I are twelve years apart in age and I’ve always taken
her under my wing. We are as close as any siblings can be. From the
day she was born, I have felt a duty to show her the beauty of life
and protect her from the harm that eventually consumes us all.
Seeing Emily through the door, I didn’t feel like the great hero
she expected me to be. I let Emily and Mom worry about me for three
days and now knew it was time to get up.

After taking my time to get dressed, I stepped out into the
living room, which was like stepping into another world, an old
friend I had become uncomfortable with but still knew I had to
face. My mom, Emily, and Vinny were all sitting in the living room
talking quietly and trying to act as if they were not looking at me
out of the corners of their eyes. Once Emily saw me, she stood up,
ran over to me, wrapped her hands around my waist, and rested her
head on my stomach. I needed it. I needed to feel the comfort of
someone I loved and someone who unconditionally loved me. Looking
down at the only person who could still make me feel worthwhile, I
smiled. Emily looked up so I could see her face. The bangs of her
brown hair, lightened in the last few years, had grown just past
her blue eyes and were hanging in her barely freckled face. She
smiled back at me, exposing a dimple in her left cheek, just below
the line of her nose, and suddenly it appeared a world of relief
fell over her. She was safe to be a kid again.

Emily let go of my waist and began walking towards Vinny and my
mom. Vinny was leaning back in a brown chair that Mom refused to
throw out. The cloth had faded so the cushion, where people sat,
had turned a lighter shade of brown than the rest of the chair.
Vinny looked pleased to see me smiling as I walked over preparing
to look at my mom’s face. She had recently cut her hair in a
boxlike hairdo—bangs sitting atop her eyebrows and the back cut one
length just above her shoulders. This new hair really put a lot of
emphasis on her face so you could see every look of concern or
disappointment. My mom had a look of disappointment that could make
any young person cower in shame. She had perfected this look over
two decades of teaching high school English in public schools
across Seattle.

My mom was a typical sixties yuppie that grew up with
conservative parents. When she was thirteen, her promiscuous
sister, older by two years, got pregnant by a much older boy. The
family unsuccessfully tried to hide her sister’s pregnancy from the
entire community of two thousand people. Hiding secrets was common
in my mother’s churchgoing family, since her father frequently left
his wife and home, disappearing into the beds of strange women
around town. My mother said she “saw the hypocrisy in it all” and
fled west for college, where open liberal thinkers fed her
mind-expanding drugs and ideas. Mom always loved to write, but
after a few failed book attempts, she settled on teaching English
to unappreciative high school students.

Her love for literature and art drove her to teaching, inspired
to share knowledge and have a classroom of people listen to her
every word. However, as most teachers soon find, students are not
as eager to learn as teachers are to teach. This can wear down
teachers until they give up the fight and resort to handouts and
multiple-choice quizzes. Mom must have given up before I was born
because she didn’t teach me like I was her son—a young kid who
might not be able to comprehend her lectures—but how she would like
to teach her high school students: with fury, passion, and
animation. Mom left my dad for reasons we don’t discuss and Emily
came from a “slip” in judgment during a writing conference in
Dallas eleven years ago. Though Emily and I will never know our
fathers, we have each other, and we have Mom. 

“How are you doing, Kiddo?” Mom asked, gently stroking her
strawberry blonde hair behind her ears so I could fully see her
expression of sorrow.

“I’m fine. Actually I feel like a fly with its wings pulled off
but I’ll get better,” I said.

 “I’m sorry about everything. I would never wish anything
to happen that would make you sit in your room this long without
talking or even eating,” she said with tears rolling from her puffy
red eyes and her bottom lip barely quivering.

When Mom was upset a red square would appear, completely
covering her forehead. The redness was a birthmark that appeared in
every picture until my mom was two and then disappeared before
anyone noticed. Throughout Mom’s life, the birthmark only revealed
itself when she was extremely upset, like a flag letting the
opposition know trouble was on its way. Through the strands of hair
on her forehead, I could see the redness had appeared, and it made
me feel guiltier for rejecting her appeals to talk and eat the past
three days.

“I want you to be happy, Sam, and get through what you’re
feeling,” Mom said. “You know Michelangelo hated doing the Sistine
Chapel, and it almost ruined his back, but he got up every day, did
it by himself, and finished. Afterwards he was a better artist.
Every challenge we face makes us stronger.”

I smiled. Mom never failed to tie my life to some archetypal
hero, and I was sure she had been thinking about her example during
the three days I spent in my room.

“I’ll be fine, Mom,” I said. “I just need to get outside for a
little bit and drink some coffee.”

I looked to Vinny in the chair, as that was his signal to get me
out of the house before I broke down in front of Mom and Emily.

“Let’s go, Sam. Some sky and coffee will make you feel better,”
Vinny said. “I’ll take care of him and have him back soon. We can
take my car.”

Mom nodded and forced a smile, but I could tell she was still
worried. The redness in her forehead had not disappeared. Emily
hugged me goodbye, and Vinny and I walked out the front door and
into Vinny’s silver Honda Civic. As we closed the doors, Vinny
started the car and turned to me with his left hand tightly
gripping the steering wheel and his right hand gripping the key in
the ignition.

“What the fuck, man! I was worried sick about you. Matty and me
had started making plans for your funeral. You haven’t returned any
of our phone calls, you missed the concert last night, and Matty
convinced us all you were on your way down a dark tunnel and
wouldn’t come back.”

I lowered my head in shame.

“We should be talking right now. You can’t just go missing for
days,” Vinny said in a raised voice. “Send an e-mail, a text
message, or a note in a bottle if it makes you happy.”

I slid into my seat and crossed my arms over my chest hoping to
feel like I was in a shell, away from Vinny’s wrath.

“Shit, man. I’m sorry. I just thought you might resort to
drastic measures and you know I need you. Remember that time in
ninth grade when Matty pulled my shorts down in front of all the
girls at lunch and they called me Anteater for a month?” Vinny
said, calming down and loosening his grip on the steering
wheel.

I smiled, remembering the cruel joke Matty played on Vinny and
how the girls made fun of his uncircumcised penis. Vinny ran to
class every day without stopping in the hall, to escape the cruelty
of young teenagers.

“You convinced me to embrace it and not be scared of those
freaks at school. I would have never survived adolescence if it
weren’t for you, man. So I’m going to help you now.”

I moved back up in my seat and told Vinny I was sorry for not
calling, but I needed time alone to think and clear my head of
everything that had happened.

“So what did you think about in your room for three days?”

“I thought about a lot of things, but most importantly, I now
know that I need to leave Seattle and get away. I’ve been thinking
about it a lot, even before Ashley, and now I know I need to
go.”

“Where will you go? You don’t have friends anywhere else.”

“I don’t want to go where I know anyone. I was thinking of
driving to California.”

“That sounds like some bullshit to me. There are just a bunch of
sellouts trying to be actors in California. At least go to a place
where people still have souls. Don’t you remember Kim, the football
player that graduated two years before us? He moved to California
and came back a bigger asshole than when he left. He kept talking
about some soap opera that was going to make him a star but no one
ever saw him. Is that what you want? You want to hang out with
people like Kim?”

I shot Vinny a glare with my mouth closed tight keeping the
words in.

“Ah, sorry, man. Why don’t we start from the beginning with you
and Ashley? I want to hear everything that happened over the two
years and how we ended up here.”

 Running my hands through my hair and feeling the sweat on
my forehead, I started crying. I balled as I had done many times
throughout the three days I spent sulking in my bedroom. Vinny put
his arms around me and I cried onto his sleeves. I fought through
the tears until I was finally able to speak.
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It’s all in a name,” she says, staring at me with hazel eyes
enhanced by dark eye shadow. “I know I’m meant to do something
special. I just need to find my adventure.”

 I’m sure she just cut her hair. It’s short, jet black, and
has no split ends. It’s not short like she recently lost touch with
reality, went crazy, walked into a barbershop, grabbed the
clippers, and shaved her own head. That behavior is reserved for
celebrities. Her bangs can easily reach the bottom of her chin and
they frame her perfectly square face, high cheekbones, and full
lips; but the rest of her shiny thick hair hangs down to the tops
of her shoulders.

“It’s the name your parents decide to give you at birth that
determines your life’s path and your fate in this world. My fate
has yet to be revealed, but it’s going to be amazing. I know
it.”

The silver angel wings painted on her slim hands move up and
down as she taps her fingers while talking. The wings painted
against her olive skin look like they can get up and fly off her
hands every time she talks, gestures, or readjusts her seat. And
though evening is approaching, enough light spills into the coffee
shop to see hints of silver glitter shining on the tips of her
eyelashes.

“Parents have no idea what they’re doing when they pick their
child’s name,” she says. “Don’t people realize when they name their
son or daughter after someone else, the child is doomed to follow
the same path as the person they’re named after. Thank god my
parents didn’t go down that path.”

Her voice is getting louder and louder until all the people in
the coffee shop on Harvard and Central are looking at us. All the
people reading about the latest drug bust, the latest pop-star
breakdown, or studying the latest miracle cure stare blankly at our
table. Aside from the intense beauty, there is something about my
new friend that draws attention and makes people stare. Men don’t
look at her with the same lustful eyes reserved for other stunning
women; they stare with confusion.

 “What do these parents expect?” she says, with her silver
wings still prepared to fly off her hands. “Kids grow up their
whole lives hearing about the person they were named after—the
friend who was a risk taker, the grandfather who was a victim of
World War II, the girl who was a free spirit. The only ways to
assure kids a decent future is to give them an original name, a
name that almost nobody has ever heard. This way, the kid can start
fresh and never follow anyone else’s path. I live my own life.
Sorry, Sam. No offense to your name.”

Looking at her out of the corners of my eyes, I wave my hand to
signal no offense is taken. She does not see me wave as she is
slouched back in her chair and turned sideways looking through the
large window, framed in a steel black pane, in front of the coffee
shop. The window looks onto Central Ave, the busiest street in our
city. Central is loaded with neon signs, flashing arrows into cheap
motels, and rundown restaurants. Outside, two men wearing matching
blue jeans, with holes in the knees, black sweatshirts, and worn
shoes hidden by steam rising from the sewer grate are sitting on
the curb asking people that pass them for donations, most likely
donations that will lead to the purchase of cheap wine.

It’s good she likes to do all the talking, because I feel
nauseous and exhausted from spending the night alone in my
apartment leaning over a kitchen counter, my nose attached to a
rolled five dollar bill. My hands are clammy, my head pounds
intermittently, my mouth is dry, and I fell lucky to still be
alive. I am no stranger to large amounts of chemicals swimming
through my veins, but last night was a lot even for me. As I stayed
up to watch the sunrise, my heart raced and my body felt like it
was shutting down. Pushing my body to the limit without going over
the edge is a coping mechanism I’ve learned in the past several
months. Getting to the edge is easy, being on the edge is scary,
and looking down the cliff without falling off is exhilarating,
like being saved from a shipwreck.

“What’s with parents today? Can’t they name their child
something that every other parent has not already thought of?
People are such sheep.”

This is easy for her to say. Her name is Lola. Lola is either
the name of a blonde stripper with saggy boobs and cellulite
stretch marks on either side of her thong, or the name of someone
important. Since the Lola sitting across from me, in Bill’s
Caffeine Shack, does not appear to dance for dollars, yet, I figure
she must be on her way to stardom, or at least something more
glamorous than my current existence.

I just met Lola an hour ago. As we sit in a coffee shop talking,
our underwear, socks, pants, and shirts are being tossed in
high-speed industrial heaters. Lola is far and away the most
interesting person I’ve met since moving to Albuquerque from
Seattle almost three months ago.

 

I lived in Seattle the last twenty-three years of my life and
moved to escape dreariness, people I know, and a past I soon want
to forget. For those who may have never lived, visited, or passed
through the Northwest, it is absolutely the worst place to be
depressed. Rain pours eighty percent of the year and gray skies
cover the sun. The coffee is good and people display their misery
in unison, but I prefer to drink my coffee in the sun and I prefer
to display my misery alone. A girl in high school told me
Albuquerque was beautiful; the sun shines 365 days a year and it is
almost never cold. The day I packed my bags with money saved from
waiting tables, I did not say goodbye to anyone. Driving south
through pouring rain past snow-topped mountains, green valleys,
small towns, and across rivers, I wanted to dispose of my past and
break free of all attachments before anyone realized I was gone.
Besides, goodbyes are so messy, and my friends, even the ones I’ve
known for many years, will find someone to replace me and I will
find new friends to replace them. We are all replaceable. Humans
are so much alike that finding a new circle of friends much like
the old one is very easy, or so I assumed.

The day I left Seattle in search of replacement friends, I
thought about heading to California. San Diego was on my radar but
I don’t like the beach and my skin does not tan well. And I
couldn’t see myself in Los Angeles hanging around a lot of
talentless would-be actors. So California had to be ruled out. I
stopped at a gas station about an hour outside Seattle, bought a
map, and sat in my car trying to decide where I could see myself
living. On the map I saw Albuquerque, New Mexico. Remembering the
girl in high school told me Albuquerque was sunny and beautiful, I
figured it would be less pretentious than L.A., and have a lot more
sun than Seattle.

I’ve been in Albuquerque for three months and established myself
in a location that is appropriate for building a drug habit the
size of Manhattan and making new friends. Although I have yet to
make any friends, my habit is on par with the location. I have an
apartment near the university, even though I have no intention of
ever attending, and thought living close to the university would be
a good chance to meet people my age, but until meeting Lola, I’ve
had very little luck with people “my age” or anyone in this city.
The only person that talks to me is the dealer in my apartment
complex. Luckily my appetite allows us to talk often.

My apartment is exactly two blocks from a grocery store, six
blocks from the university, three blocks from an Italian
restaurant, six blocks from a fast-food mecca, one block from a
drug store, and almost five blocks to a laundromat where my clothes
are currently tumbling. In my neighborhood are only other low-rent
shitty apartments. It’s a good thing the location is great because
my apartment is unbearable. It has shag carpet the color of a frog
splattered on the sidewalk, blood-stained countertops, and no
furniture with the exception of a mattress on the floor. My
apartment only consists of a small room, slightly bigger than a
closet, a kitchen, and a bathroom. The kitchen and bathroom are so
close you could practically cook pancakes while taking a shower.
Sitting in my apartment alone, my back aching from the lousy
mattress where I constantly lie, and fighting to keep my eyes dry
is starting to take a toll on me. At some point I knew the
loneliness would break me, but now I can’t help half smiling across
the table at my new friend Lola.

 

“Sam, you know what I mean?” Lola says. “Sam!”

I look at her, realizing I’ve blanked out her voice for the last
five minutes, and with the look on her face—sharp eyes, wrinkled
forehead, shoulders forward, and chin lowered, almost touching her
chest—I think she knows I wasn’t listening.

“Yeah, I got you,” I say out of politeness.

Lola replies, blinking her eyes so rapidly that small speckles
of glitter from her eyelashes fall on the tip of her nose, “You
weren’t listening to me, were you, Sam?”

“No. I blanked out for a second.”

“Your loss. Let’s go. Our laundry is probably almost done and
it’s getting late.”

We get up from our chairs, leave money for the coffee I was
drinking and the tea she barely sipped, and walk through the glass
doors of Bill’s Caffeine Shack onto the sidewalk. As Lola walks in
front of me on the street, she does not talk or even look back to
see if I’m following. She is wearing low-cut blue jeans that snug
her petite frame and sit just below her waist. As she walks with
confidence and perfect rhythm, her pants slip down with every step,
exposing her white cotton underwear, embroidered with pink angel
wings similar to the ones painted on her hands. It appears Lola has
angel wings on everything. A black tube top, made of finely
hand-stitched silk, with no appearance of loose threads or tags,
hangs down to the middle of her back, exposing the black angel
wings with silver accents tattooed across her shoulders. A silver
bracelet tightly wrapped on her left wrist, leaving no slack to
move up and down her arm, connects tiny silver angel wings. I don’t
know anything about her obsession with angel wings, but Lola enjoys
talking about herself and I assume I’ll find out.

As we walk, the sun is shining down and the wind is blowing;
both burn my face. Small cars packed with young people drive past
us on the street and peddlers riding expensive street bikes avoid
us on the sidewalk. On one side of the street, where we walk, are
tattoo parlors, cheap restaurants advertising student specials, a
copy shop, bike shop, auto mechanic, and a laundromat. Directly
across the street is a large brown and tan building, owned by the
university, with sharp angles and large box-shaped floors stacked
on top of one another. Without the many windows allowing light into
the classrooms, the building looks like a child’s construction from
LEGOs. In front of a sign reading School of Architecture, a young
man wearing a simple gray T-shirt and khaki cutoffs, is smoking a
cigarette and talking on a cell phone. Bending down to tie my shoe,
I focus my gaze on the young man across the street.  In
between laughs and conversation, his white face red from the sun,
he takes drags of his cigarette, the end glowing with each inhale.
Once his cigarette is done, he drops the butt on the ground, stomps
it with the heel of his shoe, and throws the straps of a black
backpack over his head, touching his yellow hair, not yet combed
for the day, and onto his shoulders, before disappearing into the
building. He seems my age and looks like someone I would enjoy
being friends with, someone who would sit down and have a drink and
talk about music, but the side of the street I’m on makes our lives
much different. I admire the people on the university side. They’re
going to class, living in dorm rooms, getting drunk with their
friends, and on a path to productivity and careers. Even though the
path to college is a stone’s throw from where I walk, it’s much
further away from my life.

Lola sees me gazing across the street and waves a hand in front
of my face to get my attention.

“Are you ready yet?”

“Sorry,” I say removing my hands from the laces.

“What do you think about fate, Sam?”

“I hate the idea my life’s path is predetermined. I like to
think I have control of my life and what I do. It’s unfair to blame
fate for poor decisions.”

“You don’t think that maybe there’s something some of us are
meant to do, some path we should follow?”

“No.”

“You think we’re all just running around without something
bigger that can make things happen?” she says, emphasizing
bigger by holding her hands far apart

“I think too many people are sitting around waiting for
something to happen without making anything happen. I believe our
lives are in our own hands. At some point you have to grab the
wheel and take control. Fate is just a word made up so people have
an excuse to be lazy.”

Lola’s eyes look glossed over and her lips are moving as I talk.
It appears that she is not listening but just contemplating what
she will say next. I could be singing oldies rather than actually
engaging in the conversation and she would be just as happy.

“I think you might be right for some people,” Lola says. “But
there are a finite number of people that have a bigger destiny to
fulfill, and I’m one of those people.”

I think Lola has just put herself on a pedestal. From the ground
below, it is hard to not agree with anything that comes out of
Lola’s mouth.

“It’s good to dream,” I say under my breath, holding the door
open to the laundromat.

“Have I told you about— What is that guy doing?”

Once we enter the laundromat, a man appears to be fumbling
through Lola’s clothes in the dryer, tossing her clothes behind his
shoulder and onto the floor as if nothing is his size. His face is
covered with speckles of dirt, and a red stocking cap over his thin
gray hair, pulled into a pony tail and resting on his back, covers
small narrow ears close to his neck. His sun-stained jeans and
brown corduroy jacket are heavy with grease and oil stains smudged
on both sleeves and pant legs. The back of his jacket is decorated
with a small black patch reading, “got what I need.” He is holding
Lola’s navy blue string panties over his head, observing them—not
looking at or admiring her underwear, but actually observing them
as one observes an animal in a zoo. Perhaps he needs to figure out
what they might be or is thinking about praising them as a new god.
I can’t blame him. I too want to start my own religion dedicated to
Lola’s lace underwear.

Lola quickly walks over to the man like this is not an unusual
situation. She stops close to the man’s face. He turns, looks her
in the eyes, and does not budge. He looks mesmerized and she looks
unusually calm.

“Excuse me!” she suddenly yells, snatching the underwear from
his hands. “What would compel you to go through my laundry?”

Looking into her eyes and cracking a toothless smile, he says
with a scratchy voice, “I’m just joking with you. I thought you
might have something I could take back to my wife but she wears a
little bit more. I was just being facetious.”

“What?”

“Facetious. That means joking and I’m just joking with you.”

“Then stop joking and get away from my clothes!”

When Lola talks, people definitely listen. Maybe it’s the
confidence in her feminine voice, maybe it’s her tall and
voluptuous frame. Whatever it is, Lola is definitely a woman that
gets what she wants.

Lola stuffs her clothes into a pink laundry basket, and the man
walks out the exit randomly yelling, “I don’t know who I am! None
of you people know who you are!”

He does not know who he is but at least the patch on his jacket
lets us know he has what he needs. I grabbed a seat near the
entrance just observing everything, but now, after a quick pause,
or brain relapse, I walk over to the row of silver dryers where my
clothes sit in a machine next to Lola. At a glance it appears no
one has engaged my unsuspecting clothes. Underwear, shirts, socks,
and pants all appear to be here. Lola continues stuffing the
clothes from the dryer into her pink laundry basket complete with
gold angel wings painted on the bottom.

“That was really weird. Why didn’t you hit that guy or cuss at
him for fumbling through your underwear?” I say.

“That wouldn’t accomplish anything. Besides, weird things like
that happen to me all the time,” Lola says. “I can’t go anywhere
without someone stealing my purse, stroking my hair, or glaring at
me. People are really drawn to me.”

With most girls I would think they were just being conceited,
but Lola I have to believe. It is hard to not hang on to her every
word hoping something powerful will come from her mouth.

“It’s the way I was born. Since I was just a little girl, I
could never live a completely normal life without all these crazy
things always happening. I guess I was just meant to be
extraordinary. It’s why I have such an original name,” she
says.

“I know a lot of girls with original names and nothing
interesting happens to them,” I say, not to challenge her, but
simply making a point.

Lola stops folding her clothes, stands up straight, faces me,
and gives me a look—eyelashes up and chin down—that says she is
disgusted with my comment.

“Sam,” she says, “it wasn’t them that nothing interesting
happened to, it was probably just you. Besides, how do you claim to
know all the things that happen in a person’s life?”

I can’t disagree with her. I don’t know many people with truly
original names. I mostly hear the same names over and over
again.

“Maybe you’re right, Lola. Everything that has happened in my
own life, up to this point, has been disappointing,” I say.

Lola does not reply to my comment. I doubt she is even listening
to me. Lola has enough arrogance to know anything coming out of her
mouth is right. We stand in silence for the next several minutes as
I take my clothes out of the dryer and throw them into my big,
white, square-shaped laundry basket on the floor. I’m not much for
appearances, so the prospect of my clothes being crumpled and in
desperate need of an iron does not bother me. I’ve been wearing the
same white T-shirt with red wine stains and dirty jeans for the
last week. No underwear or socks today. I ran out of those weeks
ago, but with today’s laundry, three loads, I have clothes to last
me the next two months.

“So why did you leave Seattle? It seems like such a great place.
Seattle has good music, water, and a lot more going on than here,”
Lola says.

I feel relieved the conversation has started again, but this is
a question I try to avoid, yet people always seem to ask it. I
don’t want to talk about it so I offer clichéd answers.

“I just had to. I needed a major change,”

“I know what you mean. I’ve been thinking about a major change
just to keep things interesting. Have you met anyone since you
moved here?”

“Not really, maybe a few people. I got a job at Bill’s Caffeine
Shack, but I don’t really associate with anyone there.”

“I can see why. I hate that place. It’s so pretentious and all
the girls that work there are so rude,” she says. “If you haven’t
met anyone, how long has it been since you had sex? You’re not
sleeping with hookers or anything, are you?”

I’m caught off guard by Lola’s forward question. Sweat from my
forehead drips into my eyes and I want to make up a lie. I want to
tell her I sleep with a ton of women or pretend like I have a
girlfriend, but I can’t think of anything under the pressure.

“Yeah, I guess it’s been a while. I haven’t really thought about
it,” I lie. I’ve thought about it every second of every day and
it’s killing me.

“Do you want to go out with me and some friends tonight?”

Does meeting up with her friends have anything to do with the
sex question? I keep throwing my crumpled clothes into my laundry
basket contemplating if I really want to establish further contact
with this angel wing–obsessed woman I just met.

Without looking directly at her, I finally say, “Where are you
going?”

Not that my question matters but it was something to say. I
don’t know anything in this town that does not exist within a
six-block radius of my apartment.

“Does it matter?” she says, giving me that awful look
again—eyelashes up, chin down, and shrugged shoulders.

“No. I was just wondering.”

“We’re going to place called The Factory, near downtown, about
ten blocks west of here.”

I don’t immediately respond to let her know whether or not I’m
going to meet her and her friends. Lola begins sighing and biting
her lower lip at my silence. She looks frustrated like she does not
have time for me, but she probably does not have time for anyone.
Reaching into her pocket, she produces what looks to be a business
card.

“Here is my number,” she says. “Just call me tonight and I’ll
give you directions.”

The card is baby blue and in the middle says
LOLA in big black letters with small angel wings
over the name in red. Below her name is her number. Lola actually
has cards made with her number and name but no business
association. I wonder how many people she can possibly give this
card to. Maybe it’s better than taking the trouble to write it down
or wait for someone to type it into a cell phone.

She bends over, exposing her angel wing underwear, lifts her
laundry basket full of neatly folded clothes, turns, and walks out
the door. No goodbye, not even a look back. Lola walks right out
the door with both hands under the basket and pressed to her chest.
She knows I will call. I have to see her again.

I throw the rest of my laundry in the basket and walk home with
Lola’s card in my pocket. On the way several people ask me for
change and I stop in a liquor store to pick up a cheap bottle of
whiskey and an energy drink. The whiskey will help get me through
the next few hours. When I’m alone, I have too much time to think
about Seattle, the pain, and the guilt I feel. The energy drink
will help me stay awake and ensure I can watch the sunrise
again.
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Surrounded by blue-and-gray-striped flannel sheets and the
smell of whiskey spilled on my mattress, I lie in bed until nine
o’clock. It’s only been four hours since I met Lola, the first
person in Albuquerque to invite me out after an initial meeting.
It’s Saturday night and I really should be getting ready to explore
the city, hang out with friends, drink in a bar, and stumble home
at two a.m. Since arriving in Albuquerque, I’ve spent every
Saturday night alone in my apartment, usually buying enough blow
from the dealer downstairs to keep me up until the sun is fully
overhead. Not that I am against snorting lines off my kitchen
counter and watching the sunrise friendless, but tonight may be a
good chance to get out and actually be a part of society. Even with
new laundry, I’m still wearing the same wine-stained T-shirt and
dirt-covered jeans I’ve had on the last six days. The clothes are
sticking to my skin and threatening to pull the hairs out of my
body, which wouldn’t be difficult; it’s so hot under these clothes
that my pores are as big as tennis balls. I have three days of
rose-colored stubble on my face and bloodshot eyes from a shortage
of sleep. The only thing I’ve eaten today is a frozen corn dog that
was in my freezer for over a month. I had to eat it cold because I
don’t have a microwave and I was too hungry to wait for the oven to
heat it. Lola is the only real human contact I’ve had all day. Ever
since, I’ve been lying on my mattress in my cockroach-infested
apartment, complete with shag green carpet, contemplating calling
her. Maybe she was just being nice by asking me to come meet her
and her friends and she really hopes I don’t call her. But then
again, I didn’t ask for her phone number. She just gave it to me,
and how many people have her blue card with red angel wings? It
could be a few or it could be thousands.

Sweating through my T-shirt and onto my striped sheets, I
finally pick up the phone to call Lola and make an attempt to see
outside the six-block radius of my apartment. As the phone rings, a
part of me hopes Lola does not answer. My heart pounds so hard my
shirt feels like its vibrating. It’s been too long since I’ve
called a girl who slipped me her number, and the last time I did,
it ruined my life. I feel insecure, inadequate, a mess. I hate this
feeling of insecurity but love the rush of endorphins and the
excitement of lusting for someone new. I don’t know if I’m ready
for this. What if she does not really want me to call her? She
answers. Fuck!

“Hello?”

“Lola?”

“Yes. Who is this?”

My palms damp, tongue feeling heavy, and my heart pounding as
fast as the techno music I can hear in the background, I say, “It’s
Sam.”

“What?”

“It’s Sam. We met today doing laundry. We also went to the
coffee shop together. You gave me your card and asked me to call
you.”

“Oh yeah. Wait a second.”

I hear people quickly passing by and brushing against the phone.
Its five minutes before I hear her voice again.

“Sam!”

“Yeah. I’m still here.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m hanging out.”

“Good. I’m at The Factory, a club down Lead and Fourth Street,
if you want to come over, unless you have something better to do,”
Lola says with a hint of sarcasm.

“Okay. I’ll be there in an hour.”

Lola whispers goodbye before talking to someone else in the
background and hanging up her phone. It seems as if Lola knew I
would call as soon as she handed me her card today. Even after
hanging up the phone, I stand and contemplate not meeting Lola in
exchange for pounding whiskey and doing blow in my apartment,
alone, but decide to phone a taxi anyway. I can always change my
mind when the cab driver shows up. I dial the number of a cab and
look at a bottle of cheap whiskey, only half empty, staring at me
from the kitchen floor and reminding me why I love whiskey.

At twenty-one, I briefly dated an older woman with a passion for
all things extreme, including extreme amounts of whiskey. We met at
a winery outside Seattle where Vinny and I had gone to get drunk
from small samples of wine and listen to symphony music, which
always played on Saturdays. While looking for the bathroom, I
accidentally stumbled into a small room converted from a wine
cellar into an art gallery. It turns out the mild and
nontemperamental temperatures of a wine cellar are also ideal for
expensive paintings. Mildly inebriated and my bladder overfilling,
I was caught by an Impressionist painting of a dark castle outlined
in front of the sun’s first morning light and behind long
brushstrokes of blue water. I only stared at the painting for a
minute before Christina approached me. She asked me what I thought
of the painting. I explained, with the knowledge of Impressionist
art learned from my mom, that I thought the sky should be darker
and the water was not reminiscent of paintings I had seen from
Claude Monet, and then quickly escaped to relieve my ailing
bladder. When I came from the bathroom, Christina was waiting for
me, a white and orange beaded necklace hanging from her neck to the
curve on the top of her breast. The skin covering the hollow in her
throat slightly sagged and thin strands of chestnut hair were
evident on the shoulders of her tight gold shirt with blue tassels.
Her age, thirty-five, was evident in these features, and the
confidence she displayed, waiting for me outside the bathroom,
showed she did not care I was much younger. Christina coaxed me
into coming to her expensive home in Seattle to look at more art.
Within seconds of entering her home, Christina stuck a glass of
whiskey in my hand and we both finished a bottle, never looking at
art. For months we made love in her home, attended museums
together, and went to expensive bars and restaurants, always
drinking whiskey and Christina always paying. Our brief
relationship ended once Christina moved to New York for work. The
romantic smell, look, and taste of whiskey still remind me of my
romance with Christina, and when I go to the bar or grocery store,
my alcohol of choice is always whiskey.

I look again to the white label from Tennessee calling out to me
and taste the romance in my mouth. I surrender to the bottle, grab
the whiskey, and drink directly from the bottle’s lip while
contemplating leaving my apartment or staying home to watch another
sunset without the company of strangers. Maybe it’s a better idea
to stay and lock myself in this room and not risk the emotional
strain of Lola rejecting me, or worse, loving me. Maybe I’m blowing
it out of proportion and need to leave, need to meet people, laugh,
smile, and feel the embarrassment of someone smiling at me. But
meeting people, if I like them, could lead to more attachments,
more chances for me to care, something I’ve tried to avoid since
leaving Seattle. Staying here would be safe but loneliness could be
worse than anything waiting for me outside my walls.

As I sit on dirty sheets, palms tightly wrapped around the
whiskey bottle, veins bulging from my forearms, staring at a dark
wall, the whiskey warms my body, and the lucid feeling of alcohol
gives me just enough confidence to resolve to leave my apartment
and meet the angel, Lola, and her friends. I jump up from my
mattress, deciding not to change my jeans, and throw a solid blue
polo shirt, from my laundry basket, over my head. The shirt now
hangs over me like a garbage bag.

Since moving to Albuquerque my appetite for whiskey, pills, and
anything I can snort has increased while my appetite for actual
food has steadily decreased. I feel like I am losing weight by the
second. My face has slimmed and cheeks look lifeless. Picking up my
shirt and looking into the mirror, I see that my ribs jut out
through my pasty skin and my chest is starting to sink. Where my
arms used to be are now two sticks covered with tissue and skin but
hardly any muscle.

Spending a lot of time admiring my beauty in the mirror has
never been a hobby, but now with my fading physique, I avoid
looking in the mirror at all costs, and it only takes me two or
three minutes to get ready. With plenty of time before the taxi
picks me up, I walk out of my apartment, leaving my bedroom light
on so I can see when I come home. Really I’m hoping to not come
home. Maybe Lola will take me back to her place or I will meet
someone who will agree my drug-induced thinness is sexy. Truly I’m
sure any woman who would take me home right now is not someone I
want to be with. More whiskey at the bar will give me confidence or
lower my standards; either is a good idea.

I take a seat on my front-door steps, resting my elbows on my
knees and waiting for the cab to pick me up. A full moon
illuminates the star-covered sky. Since moving to Albuquerque, I’ve
often found myself getting lost in the sky, and tonight no lights
are on in my apartment building, allowing the stars to shine
brightly against their dark canvas. Ashley spoke often about the
desert skies full of stars, but it was always hard for me to
picture her description, surrounded by Seattle’s clouds. Looking at
the stars and thinking of Ashley make me think about all the people
I left in Seattle. They are all good people and I don’t want them
to hate me for leaving. Sometimes I mourn the loss of them, but I
remember I made a decision to start a new life and this is a new
exciting night in my new life.

A horn honks and I look down to see the cab sitting in my
parking lot and a dark face, difficult to see from my distance,
looking at me. Slowly, I walk down to the cab, still reluctant
about meeting Lola and her friends, who I may or may not like. Once
I am close enough to the cab, I can make out the driver’s face. He
is overweight with a gray handlebar mustache and wearing the hat of
a professional baseball team, the flat bill slightly pushed to the
right.

“Are you Sam?” he asks. When he talks, skin hanging down from
his neck moves back and forth like a turkey wattle.

“Yeah, that’s me,” I say, climbing into the car. There’s a hole
in the seat closest to me, which allows passengers to see edges of
yellow foam rubber and black burn marks from people disposing their
cigarette ashes in the empty hole. I move to the other side,
dragging my sweaty arm across the inexpensive black vinyl, leaving
a wet spot shining off the seat like the coat of a wet seal.

“Where you going, kid?” the driver asks me through an open
window in a thick plate of glass separating the backseat, where I
sit, from the front seat.

“The Factory on Gibson.”

“You’re the third person I’ve taken there tonight. It must be a
popular place. Lots of good-looking girls hanging outside, too. I
bet you get lucky tonight, my friend. Real lucky.”

I smile but don’t reply. The driver is nice for implying I might
sleep with a pretty woman tonight. Even though I don’t believe him
and barely think about his comment, it’s nice to hear. The rest of
the drive is quiet, peaceful. People are walking out in the
streets, restaurant lights are still on, and street lamps light the
neighborhoods. Cool air blows through the window and onto my face,
helping to dry the sweat dripping down my body. We pull up to a
warehouse with young people lining the sidewalk outside smoking
cigarettes and talking. The area does not look like a place where a
hip dance club, or anything other than large warehouses used for
storage and shipping, would be located. Buildings are dark, plain,
and guarded by barbed wire, tall fences, and barking dogs. Several
pit bulls behind one fence are standing on their hind legs and look
ready to devour anyone who comes near. There is no sign indicating
this is the place Lola asked me to come, but this is where the cab
driver is dropping me off.

I pay the driver, get out, and walk over to a group of people
standing around what looks to be an entryway. Moving closer to the
crowd, I can hear the loud sounds of bass and drums, good for
dancing, vibrating against the walls inside. I prefer music with
guitars and loud assholes yelling into a microphone, but tonight I
remain flexible. I have no other choice if I want to see Lola
again. In front of the dark entryway is a man much taller than me
with extraordinarily large shoulders, bald head, dense black beard,
and an all-black shirt, asking people entering for ID. I pull my
license out of my wallet and present it to him.

“Seattle? What are you doing here? Seattle seems like such a
great place,” he says.

It seems I have to answer to everyone.

“I needed a change,” I say.

He looks at my license, back to me, then back to the license,
and hands it back.

“Change is good. I moved here from New York six years ago. Its
five bucks to get in. Pay the lady behind me.”

A woman with pink hair and blue eyelashes smiles at me. I give
her five bucks, she puts a yellow bracelet around my left wrist,
and waves me through. Past the entryway and cashier, I walk down a
dark tunnel, lit by lamps producing flamelike light on the walls
and bright flashing lights at the end that will undoubtedly open
into a club. Shadows from the wall lamps appear bigger, enhanced by
the curved roof. I imagine this entryway, along with the techno
music playing, somewhat imitates the entry into hell.

The flashing lights get closer and closer until they fade and
open into an old single-floor factory converted into a dance club.
It’s a cavernous space packed with hundreds of people dancing to
fast techno music or sitting on white couches around the club. The
couches, under black lights supplied all through the club, glow in
similar colors to the moon. Behind high wooden tables, squaring off
a pit directly in the middle of the club, are hundreds of large
bottles stacked in a tower and bartenders pouring drinks to feed
the frenzy of adults leaning over the bar and yelling orders. The
small amount of space and great number of people will make it
difficult to find Lola. I assumed she would wait for me near the
entrance or we would magically find each other once I arrived.
Leaving my apartment was difficult enough; I guess I didn’t fully
think through the challenges of trying to find one angel in a room
of five hundred people, and now I am walking through a dance club
alone contemplating where to go. I walk towards the bar in need of
whiskey before seeking out the company I came here to see. People
all over the club are yelling at one another over the loud
in-your-face music to have conversations. The bar is packed with
sweaty bodies dancing, people leaning into each other’s ears to
talk, men chasing women, and women pretending they’re not
interested in being chased by men. I nudge my way around a tall,
skinny man kissing a girl half his size and make eye contact with a
woman, her amber hair pulled into pigtails, pouring vodka over ice
and tonic.

“What do you want!” she yells.

“Double shot of whiskey and a tall whiskey with Coke!”

She grabs the bottle, pours my drinks, hands them over to me and
yells, “Sixteen bucks!”

An entire bottle of whiskey from the store costs less than
sixteen bucks and now half my money is gone from the cab drive and
first round of drinks. It’s a good thing I drank enough confidence
whiskey before coming to get me through the night. I slam the shot,
hold my drink, and pull my phone out of my pants pocket to text
Lola and let her know I am at the bar and hoping she will come find
me.

The Factory has a mixed crowd of people and no one group stands
out. This place does not seem to be designated for rockers,
hipsters, jocks, ravers, or anyone else. It is a mix of people
mingling together, enjoying drinks, and dancing to the music. Every
one group is looking for something different and this place seems
to have what everyone needs.

“Sam! How long have you been here?” Lola yells into my ear,
surprising me.

I jump and feel two dollars’ worth of my drink drip over my
knuckles and onto the floor.

“There you are. I just got here. I forgot to ask you on the
phone where you would be.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m everywhere. I constantly move. Come on,
we have a couch against the wall. It’s not as loud over there.”

Lola walks away, forcefully pushing through the crowd, and does
not bother to look back and see if I am following. I stay close,
weaving in and out of people while covering my drink and hoping not
to spill any more precious whiskey. Lola reaches two love seats in
an L shape near a corner of the club. There is a man sitting at the
end of one love seat and a woman on the other love seat leaning in
to speak with him. As Lola takes a seat next to the man, they both
stop their conversation to look up at me. Lola turns to introduce
me.

“This is Sam. The guy I met today while doing laundry. He’s
never been here. Sam, this is Chris and Katie,” Lola says.

I wave and take the empty seat next to Katie. She is thin, with
platinum blonde hair, and powder looks caked on her face. Black eye
shadow and crimson lipstick make her thin lips and beady eyes look
fuller. The white circles around her eyes show she attends a
tanning salon, or perhaps lives in one, the way her skin is fried
like bacon. Her nose starts a perfect slope just below her eyes,
forms a small bump in line with her cheeks, and dimples at the
tip.

“This place is interesting. Have you guys been here long?” I
say.

 “We’ve been here for a couple of hours," Chris says. "I
always come here. It’s a safe haven for anything I want to do."

Chris is smiling and looks like a movie star, with broad
shoulders, muscles, square jaw, black curly hair, and perfect skin.
He is wearing an orange shirt made of polyester, and blue-tinted
sunglasses over his eyes. Looking at Chris’s cleanly shaven face
makes me feel slightly depressed. He is much better looking than me
and I can only assume he and Lola are dating.

“So Sam. Do you get high?” Chris says.

“Oh god, Chris! We just met him. Besides, you sound stupid,”
Lola says.

“I don’t care how I sound or that we just met him. Let’s not
waste anyone’s time. I don’t want to hide who I am for anyone, and
besides, it’s inevitable that we’ll scare him off,” Chris says.

They bicker back and forth, forgetting I can hear their
conversation. They are obviously comfortable with each other but
making me completely uncomfortable. Lola stops and turns to address
me. Chris also turns, still smiling.

“Sam. You don’t have to answer Chris’s question if you don’t
want. Chris just likes to know people and put it all on the table.
You understand, don’t you?”

I laugh, lean forward, and smile back at Chris.

“I understand and yes I do. What do you have?”

“I knew it! I knew we were in good company. See, Lola? See?”
Chris says, lifting his feet off the ground and leaning back in the
couch, parading in front of Lola.

Katie turns so her knees are touching mine and interjects for
the first time.

“Sorry about them, Sam. Those two are like brother and sister.
They fight and bicker, but love each other. I have really good
Ecstasy if you want some. We just swallowed our first pills before
you arrived, but it hasn’t started to kick in.”

“It will soon. That’s why I had to ask him quick, Lola.
Otherwise we would be trying to hide it while rolling off these
fucking couches. Sam would have thought we were freaks!” Chris
says.

Lola rolls her eyes and does not respond and admit defeat.

“I don’t have the money to really buy any but I’m totally cool
with whatever you guys do. Maybe I can take care of you,” I say,
trying to act nonchalant.

“Don’t worry about the money. You’re our guest, and you look
like you need a good time. Just give him a pill,” Lola says,
looking at Katie.

I look like I need a good time? I don’t know if this should
offend me. Katie reaches into her pocket, then brings her hand up
to my mouth and presses an orange pill through my lips.

“Swallow,” Katie says.

I swallow. This is a change of events I never would have
imagined. It does occur to me that taking a pill directly from a
stranger’s hand opens me to many possibilities, possibilities that
include me waking up in a bathtub without a kidney or waking up in
a strange apartment without any clothes. I prefer the latter. I
actually hope for the latter.

“You’re in good company, Sam,” Lola says, reaching across the
seat and squeezing my leg, slightly digging her manicured pink
nails into my jeans.

Without realizing, I pull my leg back and tense up. When I look
at Lola, awkwardly, her eyes are on Chris.

“So what brings you to Albuquerque, Sam? Lola tells me you’re
from Seattle,” Chris says.

“I needed a change.”

“Why?”

“I just did.”

Chris is taken aback by my answer but not confrontational.

“Okay. I guess that’s fair. Well, you’re lucky to have run into
Lola today because she is a good brawd. We’ve been partying
together since grade school and she knows how to have a good
time.”

Lola looks at Chris and grins, then looks at me and winks.

“There are so many hot women here tonight,” Chris says to no one
in particular. “All the lines have been blurred, girls kissing
girls, and girls kissing guys. I don’t know who is straight
anymore. I just want them all.”

“You’re an idiot,” Lola says.

“Whatever.”

The music is loud and I can see everyone’s mouth moving, but I
can only make out parts of sentences. I learn Chris and Lola are
not dating; his eyes drift towards every girl walking past our
space. Apparently Chris does not ever want to be tied down and he
treats women like conquests. Once he has conquered them, which his
looks and confidence allows him to do often, he disposes of the
girl and goes on the next hunt. He and Lola are good friends who
smile and laugh with each other but don’t hesitate to openly insult
one another when the other person is gone. When Lola is not around,
Chris makes a comment about her hair having too much pomade and
says, “She was cuter in high school and has been going downhill
since.” When Chris gets up, Lola tells me Chris needs to look into
hair plugs if he is going to still chase young girls in ten years.
The personal insults, under handedness, and fake smiles are just
like actions between real brothers and sisters.

Lola and Katie met at Lola’s work, a strip club. Apparently
neither Katie nor Lola are strippers; Lola just bartends several
days a week, and Katie has a lot of guy friends with a passion for
naked girls serving drinks and swinging on poles. Lola says the
money is better at strip clubs than regular bars. “At strip clubs,
horny men are prepared to tip women,” she tells me between licking
her glossy lips.

 As the three of them talk to me, their concentration on
subjects becomes more intense. I can see their pupils dilating and
their demeanors changing. Chris is smiling wider, Lola is licking
her lips before every word, and Katie is taking frequent drinks of
water. I am still anticipating the dry mouth, dreary eyes, and
emotional flood that will help me escape, eliminate pain, kill
time, and make me feel emotionally attached to strangers. It
appears everyone I’m sitting with is hoping to fight against
internal healing from their anxiety-ridden lives and the suffering
buried deep in everyone’s consciousness below thoughts of
destruction and thoughts of joy.

Without noticing, I’m instantly overwhelmed with feelings of
calm, happiness, apathy, and escape. I could be partying with the
pope or strangers and still feel just as good. A wave grabs me,
takes me up, and then slowly brings me down. Right now I can see
people talking to me, hear music in the background, and feel the
bass on my chest, but the wave has taken me so high that I can’t
actually focus or comprehend words.

“Sam! Sam!” Chris yells.

“Yeah,” I say, looking at a blurry version of his face.

Chris laughs and slides his blue-tinted glasses to his head
exposing brown eyes.

 “You’re definitely our kind of guy,” he says.

“It looks like Sam has joined us,” Lola says. “This it the way I
like it. Everyone is keeping it fake.”

“What do you mean by keeping it fake?” I ask before
grabbing for Katie’s water and taking a long drink. 

“Chemical fake feelings give us a false sense of happiness, just
the way I like it. I think we should all just keep it fake. Push
our true feelings under the rug so we can all be friends.”

“I’m happy all the time. Ecstasy just intensifies everything for
me. I would still like you guys without it,” Katie says.

Lola gives Katie an evil smile as if she is preparing an action
or phrase of devastation.

“No you wouldn’t. This is the only thing you have in common with
me and Chris.”

In any other situation this might be awkward, but with high,
fake, chemical happiness, nothing brings us down.

“It’s all I have in common with anyone. I wish my parents got
high, and then we would have something to talk about,” Chris
says.

We all laugh and it lightens the mood.

“Then I guess it’s good we don’t spend a lot of time together,”
Katie says.

Lola suddenly jumps out of her seat and lands on my lap. With
her arm around my shoulder, her full lips curl up and eyelids drop
halfway so everything but me is blocked from her periphery.

“Close your eyes,” she says.

I close my eyes and she leans forward and lightly blows on my
eyelids. The feeling, like someone smoothly touched my eyelids with
the softest, lightest feather, runs chills down my spine and
through the backs of my legs. I want to sink deep into Lola and be
engulfed by the tingly feeling running down my legs and into my
toes.

“Having fun?” Lola asks.

“For the first time in a long time,” I say.

“I know.”

She swings her legs, her red designer heels landing on the
floor, and hops off my lap. She is gone into the crowd, not looking
back.

“There’s plenty of fresh meat for me to pursue,” Chris says
before also disappearing into the sea of people.

Just Katie and I remain in our corner of the club. I think about
moving to the vacant love seat now that Chris and Lola have
disappeared, but I can’t move. My seat is warm, comfortable, and
I’ve sunk in. Katie’s fried face is looking at me. The white
circles around her eyes are worn and look like leather on the top
of work boots. Perhaps the damage around her eyes is from spending
too many years in a smoke-filled environment, or maybe it’s years
of not enough sleep.

“Is this what you want, Sam?” Katie says to me.

I’m confused by her question and the wrinkles on my forehead
show it. This is what I want. I can’t imagine feeling better.

“What do you mean?” I say.

“Well, you just moved here. Lola and Chris can really suck you
in with their all-night partying. You just seem like a nice guy,
and I’m just trying to figure out if you’re going to stick
around.”

“I have no plans to not stick around. It all seems
pretty good so far, and I’m having a good time. You, Lola, and
Chris are the only ones I’ve really connected with in Albuquerque.
It’s been really hard to meet people I want to spend my time with.
Everyone else seems to have a circle that’s hard to penetrate. To
be honest, I don’t have any other options.”

“Why are you really here?” she says accusingly.

I give her a puzzled look.

“You’re here because you want Lola.”

I assumed that was obvious but now that I hear Katie say it out
loud, I feel attacked and must defend myself.

“I’m here because I didn’t have anything better to do.”

“It’s okay. All guys like Lola. Men like Lola because she has a
lot of free time and keeps things interesting. They’re intimidated
by career-driven women like me.”

I disagree with Katie. Men like Lola because we’re shallow and
she drips with sex appeal. The way she walks, talks, looks, refuses
to look back when she walks away—sex! sex! sex!

“What do you do?” I ask Katie.

“I’m the manager at Valpos. It’s a fine dining restaurant.”

Did she really sacrifice her looks to manage a restaurant? I
don’t think women who manage restaurants intimidate men, but most
men would be intimidated by Lola’s good looks. Katie’s theory is
perhaps a way to hide feelings of inadequacy or inferiority when
surrounded by beautiful people such as Chris and Lola. This makes
me love her. We can both adjust reality to fit into our lives.

“Lola is great but you should have just as much luck with men,”
I completely lie.

Katie and I sit on the couch talking, absorbed in our own world,
like no one outside exists. We talk about ex-boyfriends,
girlfriends, and other experiences with Ecstasy. Everything sounds
good and everything means nothing. Chris and Lola finally return to
our space in the corner of the club after what seems like an
eternity but in reality is only about thirty minutes, enough time
for Katie and me to bond.

“There are a lot of people in the club but all the action is
right here. Everyone else is boring me. I saw a guy named Paul I
went to high school with. It’s been ten years since we talked and
all he wanted to talk about was football. Can you believe that? Ten
years since we saw each other and all he has to talk about is
football. I didn’t know what to say. I forgot people even played
sports. I really don’t have a lot in common with other people,”
Chris says.

“That’s why we only hang out with each other, Chris,” Lola
says.

 “Seriously. We need more excitement. We have to do
something fast,” Chris says.

Katie rolls her eyes and leans into my ear.

“These two are such elitists,” Katie says. “Follow me to the
bathroom. I have something to show you. They don’t have to know.
I’ll leave now and then you leave two minutes later and meet me in
front of the bathrooms.”

 Katie gets up. I wait two minutes, leave, and fight my way
through people to the opposite side of the club where the bathrooms
are located. It doesn’t take me long to find Katie. She is standing
exactly where she said she would be, watching me walk to her.

“Sam. Good. You came,” she says once I reach her.

Katie grabs my hand and begins walking.

“Come on, I know of a hidden bathroom where no one will bother
us.”

Katie holds my hand and looks back to make sure I am always with
her. Twenty steps from where we met there is a door with no one
standing in front. Katie pulls me through the door, shuts it behind
us, and turns the lock so no one else can enter. The private
bathroom is a small room with just a toilet and a sink. The white
floor tiles and eggshell-colored drywall are spotless, like no one
has visited this bathroom tonight, and sturdy, factory-style walls
help drown out most of the music, making it easier to talk. Katie
walks over to the sink, the base made from black porcelain and
faucet made from modern steel, pulls a small bag out of her purse,
and pours two rails of crystal out near the faucet. Rolling up a
dollar bill, Katie puts her face down to the sink and snorts one of
the lines. It disappears in seconds.

“This is what I wanted to show you. Do you want some?”

I meet her at the sink and grab the rolled dollar bill from her
hands and lean over the sink—snorting, then tilting my head back to
make sure no granule is left in the dollar bill. Immediately I’m
alert and awake as if someone has punched me in the face.

“I like you, Sam. I hope you’re ready for the baggage that comes
with Lola and Chris if you intend to keep hanging out with
them.”

“What baggage?”

“Their view of the world is fucked and if you don’t fit their
view, then you will be disposable to them.”

This is fine with me. I don’t want to be attached to anyone and
don’t want anyone to feel attached to me.

“Never mind,” she says, using her fingertips to push the bottom
of her hair behind her ears and gnawing the inside of her
cheek.

There is a silence and we look at each other. Katie puts her
hands on my shoulders and slowly walks me against the wall, never
lifting her hands, and never lifting her gaze. I swallow hard,
trying to keep my tongue from pressing against the top of my mouth,
and dry my sweaty palms on the sides of my jeans. Her lips close in
on mine and I move my hands around her waist and then down to the
back of her pants, pulling her up. She wraps her legs around my
waist, tightly, and I turn around and slam her against the wall.
Katie lets out a yelp and bites my lip, accepting the rough
intimacy. Her legs move back down to the floor and her hands move
down the front of my pants, taking their time to reach my button
and zipper. I move my hands from the back of her waist to her
pelvic bone, rubbing the tips of my fingers along her panty line.
With a strong pull from Katie, my pants are completely undone and
she is moving her hands down my skin.

“We can’t do everything you want. You know that, right?” she
says.

I start undoing her pants hoping she will change her mind. Her
hands are still down my pants. The mix of blow and hormones races
my heart.

“I know you want to but we can’t.”

I’m pulling her zipper down and kissing her mouth hard. Katie
does not push me away; she pulls my pants down, her hands still on
my skin. I grab the belt loops on her pants and slowly start
pulling them past her waist and past her underwear. She pulls her
head back, stops kissing me, and pushes me back.

“It was nice meeting you. I’m really glad we talked. I hope I
see you again, but I’m not sure our paths will cross.”

Katie buttons her pants and walks out of the bathroom. I am
sweating, high, and confused. I lean back on the wall and take deep
breaths, trying to slow down my racing heart and grinding teeth
enough to walk out. When I open the door, Katie isn’t outside the
bathroom or anywhere in my line of sight. I walk back to Chris and
Lola, who are still in the corner talking to each other when I show
up and sit down.

“Have you seen Katie?” Lola says.

“No,” I lie.

“Good. I hope she left. Chris and I want to go to Chris’s house
and we want you to come, but only you,” Lola says, cracking a
tight-lipped smile with her chin down and looking at me hard
through glossy eyes. To her right Chris is also staring straight at
my eyes and daring me to come with them, daring me to join their
world that Katie warned me about.

“It will be fun,” Chris says.

Again, I feel my insides pushing my flesh towards Lola like
steel drawn to a magnet. I want to say no and my mind tells me to
leave, go home and watch the sunset alone, but I can’t make the
words come from my mouth and I have to follow Lola.

 “Sure,” I say. “Let’s go.”
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Growing up without a father, I always had Mom’s friends in the
house. Mom’s friends are independent, liberal-minded women who
don’t shy away from dropping curse words in front of a ten-year-old
boy. Over multiple bottles of wine they would have meetings
discussing art and literature that would run into the early
morning. Michelangelo, the sixteenth-century Italian master, was a
particular favorite topic of conversation.

Many know Michelangelo for his painting abilities featured in
Rome’s Sistine Chapel, but it was Michelangelo’s greater passion,
sculpting, that helped define my life. When I was younger than ten,
Mom and I would sit down at the dinner table, just the two of us
eating, and she would repeat a story she’d heard about Michelangelo
finishing his sculpture, Moses, for Pope John Paul II. After
chipping away at the last toenail, finger, or ankle, Michelangelo
stepped back from his sculpture, covered in dust, and looked at the
marble he started work on more than twenty years prior, awed at his
own creation, contemplated its brilliance, and said to Moses, “Now
speak.” Those words were how Michelangelo expressed perfection.
Just two simple words that when looking at the sculpture said it
all. This is one of the many stories my mom told me when I was
young. Stories of Michelangelo’s struggles with painting, Leonardo
da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, and the tragedy of Vincent van
Gogh’s ear (or absinthe) defined my childhood. When other kids were
reading books with colorful pictures and rhymes, I was forced to
learn Shakespeare. I absorbed my mother’s knowledge of subjects she
loved, which aided my efforts as a teenage boy to pursue women ten
years my senior.

In high school I could go to a local Seattle museum with a woman
out of college and spit out some cheesy knowledge. “This is a
Baroque style painting,” I’d say. “You can tell by the darker
paints and gothic-looking buildings.” Later, over a glass of wine,
we would discuss Romeo and Juliet and the deeper meaning of
“fortune’s fool.” All of this was, of course, not just an effort to
sound intellectual but an effort to get into the bed of any woman
who would buy it. I really hated Shakespeare and talking about art
gave me pains in my stomach, but it always seemed to work. For
those of us attractively challenged, sometimes we have to work
whatever angles we can. Had I known this knowledge of art would
lead me to where I am now—the overwhelming emotion of my
relationships with Ashley—I don’t know if I would have accumulated
that knowledge.

 

The night I first met Ashley, Sherry was having a party in her
new house. It was in Capitol Hill on Howell Street, a posh
neighborhood filled with hipsters and people who felt important.
Sherry’s house was large and much nicer than the scum-filled
apartments most of her friends lived in at the time. It’s not that
Sherry could afford such a high-rent home; it’s that she shared the
rent of a five-bedroom house among eight people. When eight people
in their twenties live under one roof, there’s always a party, and
on this night, they’d invited everyone they knew to join.

Vinny Matty and I arrived at Sherry’s house late and stumbling
drunk after downing a fifth of whiskey two hours prior. Whiskey was
always the drink of choice when I partied with Vinny and Matty, and
we consistently drank too much. Getting out of Matty’s car, the
weather was warm and all three of us were dripping with
alcohol-induced sweat. Dogs could smell us from miles away. Vinny
and I felt wasted but we hoped to hide this fact by walking slowly
with our arms around each other propping one another up. We were
able to function much better as a unit than as sloppy drunken
individuals.

I had a knack for drinking myself into a blind idiot, and when I
was with Matty, long for Matt, matters got even worse. Matty was
five foot seven and 250 pounds of very little muscle, which was
obvious when he wore the tight shirt he was wearing this night.
Matty gained weight so fast that he often grew out of his clothes,
but he continued to wear them as if he was oblivious to the weight
he’d packed on. Tonight his shirt barely covered the pile of
stomach underneath it. When he lifted his arms, white pasty skin
was revealed, making him look like a cantaloupe with yellow hair on
top. Matty could drink anyone under the table and still walk home
in a straight line. He blamed his Irish descent for his high
tolerance, but I’m sure his mother had put whiskey in his baby
bottle because his tolerance for liquor was equal to that of all
Ireland. He once drank a beer every minute for sixteen minutes and
only stopped out of fear that he might run out of alcohol and
wouldn’t be able to drink himself to sleep that night. Matty could
never understand, or care, why Vinny and I could not hold our
liquor like he could, but it didn’t keep him from trying to
persuade us into alcohol-induced comas. To say Matty influenced me
to drink is like saying Hitler influenced people to do slightly
irrational things.

By the time we walked in, Sherry’s house had been turned into a
complete wreck. The door was wide open so neighbors could hear the
music, yelling, and bottles breaking four blocks away. Cups were
everywhere, and a couple drunkenly hung on each other near the
doorway yelling or singing, but we couldn’t really tell.

Sherry noticed our drunken threesome walking through her oak
door and she walked over to greet us.

“Where have you guys been?” she asked. “This party is going
crazy and I think several of my roommates may have already called
it quits and gone to bed. You guys look wasted.”

Matty, always the first to respond, yelled over the loud music,
“We had to warm up with some whiskey and Sam passed out for a half
hour before we could wake him up.”

Matty always vilified me for the pleasure of others.

“You all right, Sam?” she asked. “You don’t look drunker than
usual, but you might be better at hiding it than I thought.”

Smiling, with my arm still around Vinny, whose eyes had darted
to the floor, I said, “I feel great! You know Matty and his
pressure to make us drink until we can barely see. I just had to
take a little nap and recharge before doing it all over again.”

Sherry laughed while pushing her black hair, the color of
midnight, behind her ear to reveal a new plug in her ear lobe. “I
went bigger today. These are 0 gauges.”

The black plugs, with white spirals running through the center,
filled large holes in her ears and looked completely disgusting. I
thought about telling her that the plugs in her ear made me think
of maggots coming out of dead eye sockets, but I declined for the
sake of avoiding an uncomfortable moment.

“Those look real nice, Sherry, but I just see a bunch of empty
liquor bottles. Where’s the keg?” Matty asked.

“Matty, you’re such an alcoholic!” Sherry said, her almond eyes
opening wide. “You couldn’t talk to me for one minute without
asking about alcohol, and I’m starting to become very jealous.”

We all stood looking at her, unimpressed by the sarcasm.

“You guys are idiots. Follow me to the backyard and I’ll show
you around. Just try not to fucking pass out on the way,” she
laughed.

We followed Sherry through the house, stepping over empty beer
bottles and pushing through the crowd of drunks, who were sloppier
than me. The halls were filled with people and outside the bathroom
near the back of the house twelve girls were waiting in line. By
this point, all boys declined use of a toilet and instead used the
bushes in both yards to relieve themselves.

Through the kitchen, we walked out the back door, which opened
to a concrete patio with grass around the edges of an open
backyard. A tin canopy covered the concrete area and white plastic
lawn chairs were scattered throughout the grass. At least a hundred
more people were outside talking and drinking around a blue
trashcan filled with ice and a silver keg.

“I think I have some cups hidden in the garage,” Sherry said.
“One second and I’ll be back.”

Sherry left and came back producing three red plastic cups, each
big enough to hold about a pint of beer, and handed them to Matty,
Vinny, and myself.

“Thanks for the cups and the beer, hot tits,” Matty said before
darting to the keg and forcing his large frame to the front of the
line.

Looking up for the first time since we’d arrived at Sherry’s,
Vinny lifted his head and, looking in no general direction, said,
“We need some blow if I’m going to stay up. At this point it’s the
only thing that can make me sober and ensure I don’t end up in a
gutter.”

I nodded my head in agreement and we simultaneously looked at
Sherry. This was her house, her party, and mostly her friends.
Besides that, Sherry was known for having the best blow because she
loved it more than anyone else.

Sherry rolled her eyes, dropped her shoulders, and sighed before
saying, “Follow me, you goons. It’s almost midnight and I could use
a lift anyway.”

“Great idea, Vin,” I said, turning to follow Sherry back through
the monstrosity inside.

Walking again through the kitchen, filled with people and empty
rum bottles on the black granite countertops, we approached
Sherry’s room, and the three of us walked in and closed the door
behind us. Vinny and I sat on Sherry’s bed in the far right corner
of the room while she dug through her closet and pulled out a
shoebox painted pink and decorated with plastic jewels. The fake
rubies, emeralds, and diamonds swirled over the top of the shoebox,
making it glamorous. Sherry sat on the floor crossing her legs and,
with the box in her lap, pulled off the jewel-covered top.

“You aren’t messing around, Sherry,” Vinny said, looking at the
large bag of blow Sherry had in her box.

“It’s almost a full kilo but it’s not mine. I’m just holding it
for someone and they said I could try a little if I wanted. It
hasn’t been cut yet so we really only need a little bump to get
going. From what they told me, it’s really good stuff.”

“Rake it,” I said with excitement.

As Sherry started to peel open the bag, we heard a knock on the
door.

“Fuck,” Sherry said under her breath. “Who is it?”

“It’s Ashley. What are you doing? Can I come in?”

“Oh, yeah. That’s my roommate. She’s totally cool and you guys
will like her,” Sherry said, looking at Vinny and me.

Sherry got up and barely opened the door, sneaking her roommate
in, then quickly closed the door behind her.

“What are you doing?” Ashley whispered to Sherry.

“We were about to do some blow before you came in,” Sherry said.
“Do you want some?”

“For sure. I was hoping you had some.”

Sherry and Ashley walked over to our side of the bedroom,
passing me and Vinny, and took their seats on the floor.

“This is Sam and Vinny. They’re my good friends I’ve known since
high school. We all practically grew up together,” Sherry said.
“This is Ashley. Her room is down the hall. She just moved here
from Arizona to go to school.”

I was drunk, but even if I hadn’t been I could still see that
Ashley was beautiful and way out of my league. She had the rare
ability to teeter between punk rock hipster princess and sorority
president. Her hair was light blonde and hung down to the tops of
her shoulder blades. She wore a red ribbon wrapped on the top of
her head that tied behind her ears so the knot was covered by her
hanging hair. The edges of the ribbon were traced with silver
paint, and a small silver skull was painted directly in the middle
of the ribbon. Sitting cross-legged on the floor next to Sherry,
she smiled often, revealing a small gap between her perfectly white
teeth that could only be seen when she smiled wide. Ashley’s frame
was small, her skin flawless, and she held herself confidently and
did not seem uncomfortable with the idea of snorting a line, off a
mirror, on the floor, in front of strangers.

“Sam. Sam! It’s your turn,” Sherry said, getting my attention
and passing me the mirror and rolled-up five-dollar bill.

I took the mirror from Sherry, putting my head down in
embarrassment as the smile on her face revealed that I was caught
staring at Ashley. I put the rolled bill to my nose and pressed the
hand mirror to the other end, inhaling everything in front of me.
Instantly I felt a drip in the back of my throat and started
sniffing profusely.

“Your guy wasn’t lying. This is good stuff,” I said.

“Ashley, it’s your turn, but take it easy. This isn’t the
watered-down shit you'll find in Arizona nightclubs,” Sherry
said.

I looked at Ashley, still embarrassed that she had noticed me
staring at her. If it bothered her she didn’t seem to reveal it. As
I handed the mirror and dollar to her, she met me halfway and took
the items from my hands, then smiled, revealing a dimple in her
right cheek, and thanked me.

“I already feel alive again. Goddamn Matty made me and Sam take
shot after shot with him. When we told him we’d had enough, he
accused us of being weak frat boys,” Vinny said. “I couldn’t take
him accusing me of being weak. I took one more shot of whiskey and
suddenly felt really messed up. Before I knew it, the floor was
spinning and I couldn’t walk without Sam holding me up.”

“Me too,” I said. “I would have never made it out of the car if
you hadn’t been there to prop me up.”

Ashley and Sherry laughed. Vinny looked pleased by their
reaction. I watched Ashley take the powder off the mirror and put
her head back. She wiped the end of her nose, making sure nothing
was visible to others in the room.

I’ve never been a big fan of watching or dating girls who did
drugs. It’s not that I believe in double standards, but Mom had
always shoved “Just Say No” down my throat and mentioned people
doing drugs like it would start the Apocalypse. Hearing Mom explain
the effects of drugs, I did what any logical person does. I
developed an image and belief that only certain people should not
do drugs. These people just happened to be women. When Mom talked
about people doing drugs and being strung out, she always told
stories about some “crack whore” losing everything and peddling
herself on the streets for another hit. Her stories never included
male figures. Watching Ashley snort rails off the mirror was
different. The sight of her mesmerized me and there was nothing
that did not look beautiful as she did it.

“Whoa, I feel good,” Sherry said. “I’m ready to keep partying
and welcome all these people in my house to join me. That’s all I
can spare for now so you’ll have to find someone else to supply you
the rest of the night,” she said, folding the bag shut and placing
it back in her pink jewel box.

“Sam, let’s go grab some of that beer and make sure Matty didn’t
get into any trouble. You know he has a tendency to creep everyone
out when he’s this sloshed,” Vinny said.

I agreed and sat up, glancing at Ashley, who was whispering
something in Sherry’s ear as they both sat still on the floor.

“Thanks, Sherry. You saved Vin and me from passing out and
having to spend the rest of the night in Matty’s car,” I said,
following Vinny out of the room but still looking back at
Ashley.

“Sure, Sam. Make sure Matty isn’t being a complete douche bag
and creeping out my other friends. He becomes a close talker when
he's completely drunk. My sister almost refused to come back to
Seattle the last time we got drunk with Matty. He spent half the
night in her face,” Sherry yelled back at us before returning to
her conversation with Ashley.

Vinny and I waved our hands and walked out of the room, closing
the door behind us. I was amped; my heart pounded, my teeth ground
against each other, and my toes were pressing up against the fabric
of my shoes.

“That girl was cute, man. I can’t believe she lives with Sherry.
She’s probably some rich girl who started reading blogs and
discovered indie rock last year and then decided to come to
Seattle. Did you see that bow? She is just too damn put together to
be into guys like us, Sam,” Vinny said, putting his arm around me
and guiding me to the backyard through the people, music, and messy
kitchen.

In Sherry’s backyard, Matty did indeed look to be creeping out
three young women in matching plaid skirts, knee-high socks, and
black Chuck Taylors with white laces. He was telling a story about
having sex on the beach in Mexico. With a cigarette in one hand and
swinging the other hand in the air as if he was grabbing at a tree
branch, he was saying, “You get a bunch of sand everywhere so it’s
important not to roll. You have to stay in the same place and same
position. It’s too risky to get experimental.”

 The girls were standing close together in a half circle,
taking steps back as they nervously laughed at Matty, who was
unintentionally pushing them into a corner near the back wall. On
one end, a girl brushed dark brown hair off her shoulder and looked
to be barely paying attention. The girl in the middle, hair the
color of a cherry, was nodding her head in agreement and even half
smiled when Matty talked.

“Well, well, Matty. Who are your new friends?” Vinny asked,
softly punching Matty in the shoulder.

If the girls were not taken aback with just Matty, I’m sure they
were frightened when Vinny and I appeared. We looked like complete
messes—sweat-stained white T-shirts and our hair standing up in all
different directions. It’s not that Vinny and I were completely bad
looking; we just tended not to care about our appearance after
drinking copious amounts of alcohol and snorting blow.

“It was nice to meet you. We have to get back to our friends
inside,” the red-head said, looking at Matty.

The three girls quickly walked away and Matty turned his
attention to me and Vinny.

“Where have you guys been?” Matty said, pushing his shoulders
back and putting his arms up. “I thought you guys were done and
passed out in the ditch. I forget you girls can’t hold your
alcohol.”

“We had to get a quick pick-me-up from Sherry,” Vinny said.

“Blow?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Now you can grab some beer and drink with me so I don’t
have to keep entertaining myself with these girls who look like
punk rock if it came in a box,” Matty said.

Vinny, Matty, and I filled our red cups from the keg and
continued to fill our cups for the next couple of hours, talking to
those outside our circle only if they were brave enough to cross
our path. Just the three of us had such a good time that we never
even contemplated talking to anyone else. We spoke in half codes
with made-up words and inside jokes. Even if someone entered our
conversation, they would think we were mad and severely lacking an
education in proper English.

After several hours of talking and drinking beer, I looked up to
see Ashley walking outside and, from under the porch light, I could
see she was looking for someone. Just like in Sherry’s room, I
could not take my eyes off her. When she looked in my direction, we
immediately caught eyes. I instantly looked to my left at Vinny—who
was talking to Matty in gibberish—but I kept looking at Ashley out
the corner of my eye. She was walking towards me and pushing people
out of the way. Everyone noticed her, and how could they not—she
was stunning. A man near the door in a faded leather jacket, torn
blue jeans, and a black Mohawk put his hand out and said something
in a lame attempt to stop her. Ashley just kept walking with her
eyes on me.  My body tensed, heart fluttered, and I began to
sweat more than normal. Vinny and Matty were so involved in
conversation they did not notice my drastic shift in confidence.
Ashley walked closer and closer. There was no way I could avoid
talking to her, but I would let her speak first.

“Hey. Sam, right?” she said.

Vinny, Matty, and I turned to give her our full and undivided
attention.

“I was wondering where you guys went. This party is starting to
die down and I was afraid you’d left,” she said.

Blushing and half smiling in embarrassment, I was able to utter
a few words. “I didn’t know you were looking for us.”

I felt stupid and desperately wanted to say something cool, but
I must have heard that line in a movie and it was the only thing I
could get out.

“Uh, yeah. Sherry said you’re really into art and know a lot
about it. I wanted to show you a painting I’m working on and get
your thoughts,” she said. “I just started working on it and really
just started to paint, but I still wanted to show someone who would
be honest.”

“I’m not an artist myself. My mom is just an English teacher who
really likes art, and she made me learn a lot about it. I doubt I
can give an opinion that matters,” I said, looking down at my
feet.

Quickly stepping in, Matty said, “Sam is an authority on art. He
spends most of his time in museums. If there’s anyone who can give
you an honest opinion on art, it’s Sam. Hell, he tells people they
suck all the time even when they don’t ask him.”

Even if he was a bad influence, Matty was a great wingman and he
knew when to step in and save me from myself.

Ashley giggled and turned her attention from Matty back to
me.

“Sherry said that too. She also said you would try to talk me
out of it, but I really want to show someone who will be honest.
It’s in my room. Will you follow me?”

Ashley turned and walked away, assuming I would follow her. As I
began to walk behind her, Matty grabbed my shoulder and stuck his
mouth next to my ear. “You got this, man. Just remember to think
positive thoughts. You’re extremely good looking and too smart for
your own good. You will definitely bag this one, and man, is she
smoking hot,” he whispered.

Matty’s words made me smile and forget, for a second, how
incredibly nervous I was following Ashley to her room.

Back through the trashed kitchen and infested halls that were
now empty except for a few people lying on the floor asleep, we
stepped over empty beer cans, wine bottles, and people before
reaching Ashley’s room. She opened the door, turned on the lights,
and waited for me to enter, only half closing the door once I was
in. Covered in poster-sized prints, Ashley’s room was a reflection
of her love for famous artists. Above her bed was a framed print of
Gustav Klimt’s The Kiss, an Andy Warhol Blue Cow was on
another wall, and Van Gogh’s art lined the opposite wall. The room
was neatly kept and the bed was made, with a satin red bedspread.
Upon opening her closet door, Ashley revealed a poster-sized
watercolor. Without letting me clearly see it, she walked over to
the bed, turned the painting around, and laid it on top of the
bedspread. I was now invited to examine it.

I walked over to the bed and stood over the painting silently
for only a few seconds before commenting on the gray outline that
was the focus of the painting.

 “I like that the center of the painting is focused on a
person with no face or features that would allow me to know their
gender, or even whether or not they’re facing me.”

She looked over at me, waiting for me to say more, so I kept
going.

 “Behind the person is a window but nothing is outside. You
just painted the opening of the window blue and I think, I don’t
know, maybe there could be something representative of what you see
the person is feeling, perhaps just something fun and unusual like
a dog stuck in a tree.”

“That’s funny,” she said. “I was actually trying to make
everything look inside out. That’s why the person is blank and the
window has nothing. Look, I painted all the flowers on the inside.
I put ivy hanging down the walls of the inside of the room,” she
said, pointing to the green ivy in the background.

“Oh, that makes sense. The lines of the person are sharp and
somewhat contorted like an Egon Schiele painting,” I said.

Ashley looked at me, surprised, and walked closer. I looked back
at her, not saying anything. She closed her eyes and pressed her
lips to mine. I’m not sure how I kissed back, I was so nervous.
Ashley pulled her lips off mine without moving back.

“I love Egon Schiele,” she said.

Finally my useless knowledge of art worked with a girl I liked.
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After leaving the club with Chris and Lola, the three of us
jump in a cab and quickly arrive at Chris’s downtown loft. The loft
is contemporary, well decorated, and paintings hanging from the
walls are not prints on glossy paper like art found in dorm rooms,
but real multicolored paints in abstract shapes on canvas. Next to
the doorway is an antique white table holding a bronze sculpture of
a Spanish bullfighter who stands, his head down in exhaustion, over
a dead bull with several arrows in its back and a large blade
between its shoulders. One can’t help but think of life’s cruelty
when looking at the statue of a creature at the feet of its
murderer.

 The first floor is all open with no walls separating the
kitchen, dining room, and living room. White interior walls are
easily missed because of the twenty-foot-tall windows looking onto
more lofts and city lights. Most impressive is the elegant spiral
staircase with a light maple stain and iron cables serving as the
handrail, giving the staircase a floating effect, as if it could
collapse at any time. The staircase runs up to another floor, which
contains Chris’s bedroom and another open space. Stainless steel
appliances, hardwood floors, and green granite countertops make me
feel like a second-class citizen for living in such a run-down shit
hole. Chris has money. I don’t know where the money comes from, but
Chris has it.

“Chris, do you have any wine?” Lola asks.

“It’s in the fridge!” Chris yells from his upstairs bedroom.

Lola pulls out a bottle of red wine from the fridge, removes the
cork, and pours the bottle equally into three tall crystal glasses.
The thought of wine is not appetizing, but my mouth burns from
dryness and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth every time I
swallow, and I will gladly drink any liquid Lola gives me.

“Make yourself at home, Sam! You’re in good company!” Chris
yells from the top floor.

“Thanks, Chris,” I say, eyeing the wine and its ruby color still
in Lola’s hand.

Lola takes a sip of her wine then looks at me with sudden
disappointment.

“Is anyone tired?” she says. “I’m not tired at all,”

I look at the clock on Chris’s microwave. It’s one thirty.

“No. Not even a little,” I say.

“Not even close!” Chris yells.

“Good. I thought you guys might check out on me. The thought
just occurred to me,” Lola says, retreating back to a chemical
happiness.

The thought of going to bed is nowhere near my mind and will not
be for a very long time. Even standing still or sitting down is
difficult. My fingers are twitching, my tongue can’t stop circling
the inside of my mouth, and I’m constantly rubbing my nose, a
nervous tick when I’ve done too many uppers.

“No way am I going to bed! It’s usually only me and Lola!” Chris
says, determined to stay in the conversation from his upstairs
bedroom.

“And whatever whore you’re sleeping with!” Lola yells back.

Chris steps out of his bedroom and hangs over steel wire railing
to look down at us and talk.

“Whatever. It’s good to have someone else. It’s good to share
conversation with someone other than you,” he says.

Chris retreats back to his bedroom and Lola hands me one of the
wine glasses. I bring the crystal glass to my lips, fully opening
my mouth so the dark ruby-colored liquid can quickly pass my tongue
towards the back of my throat. The wine only stays in my mouth a
second, but I am left with subtle tones of chocolate, blackberry,
and jam. All my senses are still exploding and creating a
wonderful, even if artificial, sensation of taste and smell. I take
another drink, finishing half my glass. Lola sinks into Chris’s
lipstick-red suede couch near the middle of the room. She brings
her feet up, and with a quick motion sheds her expensive designer
shoes, exposing scratched bottoms and a worn heel with gum dried on
the tip. Her legs stretch and she points her toes, as if she hopes
they will separate from her feet, before curling up on one end of
the couch, obviously feeling comfortable in Chris’s home. With her
chin held above the line of her shoulders, Lola brings her hand
above her jaw, lightly scratches her cheek, and looks at me
squarely in the face. Blue eye shadow, red blush perfectly
accentuating her high cheekbones, and navy lipstick are unruined,
and the angel wings on her hands are still intact, pieces of art
painted on her skin.

“Sam,” Lola says, “come sit by me.”

I move from my spot against the wall and walk over to the couch.
She grabs my hand, unexpectedly, and smiles wide when I look down
at her. Her smile is warm and inviting, yet her actions have a
sense of mischief. With my palm on top of hers, I sit down on the
couch and turn her hand over so I can have a closer look at the
silver angel wings. I rub my tense and twitching thumb over the
paint and it does not smudge, and there is no difference in the
feeling of the paint and the feeling of Lola’s soft hand.

“So what’s with all the angel stuff?” I ask.

“Oh Sam,” Chris says, entering the living room and grabbing a
seat on a black leather chair with short ivory legs across from us.
“Did you really have to ask?”

Lola gives Chris a hard look and he cowers down. She then turns
to me with a serious face that looks practiced. I try to keep my
teeth from grinding.

“Angels are messengers for god,” she says. “Different religions
have different ideas of the powers that angels hold, but for the
most part, it’s agreed upon that angels are one step up from humans
and a step below god. This status allows angels to deliver
important messages and carry out extraordinary acts as appointed by
god. I’m sure you’ve heard stories of Gabriel sent to kill
individuals so they can be dragged back to hell and in some cases
back to heaven, or you’ve heard stories of guardian angels sent to
save lives. It doesn’t really matter why angels are sent; it only
matters that they’re sent for a specific mission that must be
fulfilled. Since I was young, I’ve felt a special purpose exists
for me and only me, like an angel. It’s why people are drawn to
me.”

“What purpose?” I ask.

 “I don’t know yet, but everything will be revealed
eventually,” Lola says.

Chris is barely paying attention and rolls his eyes so the brown
color disappears under thick eyelashes. He has heard Lola say this
a hundred times.

 Challenging Lola, I say, “as long as it brings meaning,
passion, and desire, anyone can have a specific purpose. Teachers
I’ve had could be angels. Fuck, maybe I’m an angel too. Maybe we’re
all angels.”

“Everyone is able to live their lives however they want,” Lola
says with a slight pout. “If a schoolteacher, doctor, or even a
garbage man are serving a purpose that greatly improves lives, then
so be it. I would still not call them angels. Angels influence
great numbers of people for a large purpose. They may not get the
credit, but angels are responsible for all the amazing things that
happen. Because angels are more than just human, we’re able to do
things that wouldn’t be accomplished by regular people. Mother
Theresa and Gandhi are great examples of angels. Yes, they received
much credit along with great ridicule, but look at how many people
they influenced, how many people did their bidding, and the amazing
change they brought. Like them, I’m here to make a great change
that will thrust me into the spotlight. I don’t know what will
happen, but I feel that it’s going to be big. People always doubt
me, Sam, but I don’t care. You can doubt me if you want, but you
will see. I’ll make headlines one day.”

“I don’t doubt you will make headlines. But I don’t know about
the idea of angels. I’ve yet to even make a decision on god. I
don’t know if a god truly exists, and if a god does exist, I’m sure
it’s not what modern religion has made of it,” I say, leaning
forward into Lola’s space and clinching my hands over my
thighs.

“I agree with your thoughts on modern religion. But why don’t
you believe in a higher power?”

“Wars, murder, poverty, greed. If someone or something was
really pulling the strings, would they allow such destruction of a
person’s soul? Would they allow such destruction of people and
land?”

“Everything you just described is to my point. Destruction is
done by man. Maybe god, or whatever you want to call it, fucked up
when creating man. All the things you described are why angels
exist. Why they must exist. When man creates a scenario of
destruction such as war, god sends an angel to clean up the mess.
Men were created with many flaws and angels were created with
less.”

“So it’s a possibility that your purpose could be cleaning up a
war?”

“Maybe.”

“Does that frighten you?”

“No. It has to be better than the life I experienced growing
up.”

Even if Lola greatly embellishes, her words are so persuasive,
her looks so convincing, that one cannot easily dismiss her. She
looks at me hard with intent, but she does not look unhappy. She
beams with excitement. Something about her belief in being an angel
is intriguing. Her conviction makes me question my own beliefs. I
want to be there when she discovers her purpose. I must know more
about it.

“What about halos, inner lights, wings, and all that stuff?” I
say.

“Those are made up by religions for a shock effect. People are
uncomfortable with the idea that angels can exist without them
knowing who they are.”

“Then why all the wings: your hands, clothes, tattoo. Can’t you
just be an angel?”

“Ha!” Chris says. “I’ve been saying that for five years.”

Lola looks at Chris, then back at me.

“Just like I told you, Chris, I need constant reminders so I
don’t miss clues about my purpose. Religion and many followers use
wings as a marker for angels so I do the same. I don’t have to be a
part of modern religion to believe in their symbols,” Lola says,
looking back at Chris.

“That and for attention,” Chris says under his breath.

 Lola is so absorbed in her contemplation that she does not
hear him or chooses to ignore his words.

“There you have it. Now we can move on,” Chris says. “New
friends are a cause for celebration. If Sam hasn’t been scared off
yet, then he is one of us. Here’s how we can celebrate.”

Chris removes a small glass container, no larger than a pen,
from his pocket and pours powder all over his mahogany coffee
table.

“Sam, you want a line?” Chris asks.

“Sure.”

“Lola?”

“Of course.”

“Good. Good. We are three peas in a pod and all on the same
page. Sam, you go first,” Chris says, rolling up a dollar bill,
then handing it to me.

I try to hold the bill without shaking and put my face down to
the table, snorting quickly before my fingers begin twitching
again. Once I’ve snorted as much as I can, I put my head back and
feel a drip back to my throat. I pass the rolled dollar to Lola and
she does some lines. Then Chris does some lines and I do some more.
Chris does the last line, fully cleaning the table of any powder,
puts down the rolled dollar bill, wipes his nose, takes a deep
breath, and looks at me, his eyes furiously blinking.

“What’s with the blue polo? You could have so much style,” he
says.

The words come pouring out of his mouth so quickly and seriously
one would think it was a state of emergency. With a clinched jaw
and my tongue pushing against my cheek, I sneak a sound that
resembles a laugh through my teeth directed at Chris’s unexpected
comment.

“I’m serious,” Chris says. His clinched jaw doesn’t allow him to
smile and constant blinking makes it very difficult to take him
seriously.

I laugh again, this time sounding jittery.

“I don’t really think about it, I guess. I don’t pay attention
to style, you know,” I say, leaning forward and looking at the
floor, trying to keep my foot from incessantly tapping.

“It’s too bad, Sam,” Lola jumps in. “You would look hot if you
tried.”

 Other than petting the red suede in the empty space
between us, Lola looks surprisingly calm and in control.

I know I look horrible, and for the most part I don’t care. I’m
just surprised my new friends are pointing it out to me. They look
to be waiting to see how I will react. I don’t want to sound
indifferent and I want to impress Lola.

“Yeah, I see what you’re saying. It’s not that I don’t try to
dress well; it’s just that I don’t know how to make myself look
cool. Tonight I tried to play it safe and a polo seemed
like a good choice,” I say.

Actually I wasn’t thinking about it at all. The blue polo was
the first clean shirt on top of my laundry basket.

“I can see you dressing like a rock star with tight jeans, snap
shirts, tattoos, and leather bracelets. I’ve done a lot of blow but
this could be exciting,” Lola says.

“I’m pretty sure there’s a term for those people. I don’t know
what you call it, but I call them posers,” I say, trying to sound
funny, and then rub my nose three times.

“We call them hot,” Lola says, and coming from her mouth it
sounds authoritative. “It’s all about the way you carry yourself. A
poser is only someone who is uncomfortable in their own skin and
trying to be someone else by dressing the part. If you dress like a
rock star with confidence, then it’s hot.”

I do feel comfortable in my own skin. I would only feel
uncomfortable if I dressed the way Lola wants me to dress. It
usually takes months of dating before a girl tells me how I should
dress or act. Lola is setting a new record tonight—only knowing me
a matter of hours.

“Sam, I can totally make you over. You will be so hot, but you
have to be up to it. Remember, confidence is the key,” Lola
says.

“He’s not your puppet, Lola,” Chris says.

Thank god Chris has intervened to save me.

“Chris, don’t be an asshole,” Lola says. “I’m just having fun.
You don’t mind, do you, Sam?”

“I don’t mind. I know I don’t have any style. Besides, Lola
couldn’t make me look any worse.”

 “Life is too short to take yourself so serious,” Chris
says. “You’re definitely one of us.”

I blush and look at Lola. She smiles at me and I smile back. The
three of us spend the whole night laughing, drinking wine, talking
over each other, and constantly moving our body parts, finding it
difficult to stay seated. Lola and Chris have allowed me into their
close circle. They have let me in because we all fit together like
round pegs in round holes. We don’t realize how fast time flies
until the first morning sunlight rises over the Sandia Mountains
and we stare out Chris’s tall loft windows to watch it. For the
first time since arriving in Albuquerque, I watch the sunrise with
other people. I watch the sunrise with people who want me to be
here. I want to be here.

Before falling asleep, Lola looks at me with half-open eyes and
whispers, “If you are going to be our friend, Sam, you have to go
all the way. There are no half efforts. You have to be up for
anything. Without question.”

She closes her eyes without waiting for me to reply.
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I sleep all day. It’s four in the afternoon when my cell phone
rings and wakes me up. As soon as I lift my body to see the cell
phone lying on top of crumpled jeans near the foot of my bed, my
head begins pounding like someone is standing on the inside of my
skull slamming a sledge hammer against it. Flashing green lights on
the face of my cell phone show my mom is calling. I know she is
worried about me, but I can’t answer. She will hear my hoarse voice
and just worry more. I’m dehydrated and barely alive. My body feels
like someone duct taped my hands and feet together and threw me
down six flights of stairs. This is what happens when I put myself
through an all-night binge. The feeling has become all too
familiar.

I wait for the lights to stop flashing, then pick up my phone
and see I have one voice mail, from my mom, and three missed calls.
I press the green button on my phone to check the missed calls.
Lola’s name comes up twice: once at two o’clock and another call at
three. It has only been ten hours since I left Chris’s home for the
comfort of my own mattress and confines; he and Lola were facedown
asleep on the floor with their heads next to each other on one
large red suede pillow from his couch. I dial voice mail and listen
to my mom’s message.

“Sam, sweetheart. It has been a while since we talked. I’m
worried about you and I want to hear your voice. Emily and I miss
you. Please call me back. Bye.”

I put the phone down on the dirty shag carpet beside my
mattress. Hearing my mom’s voice makes me feel sad, angry,
depressed, and more hungover. I rub my fingers through my hair,
feeling grease and toxin-filled sweat seeping out of my pores, and
staining my already dirty sheets, on my palms and the webs between
my fingers. My forehead still pounds. I want coffee, I want
aspirin, and I want to go back to sleep until tomorrow, hoping I’ll
feel better. My phone starts ringing on the floor and I look down
at its flashing screen. Lola is calling. This must be important
since she has called three times in the last two hours.

“Hello,” I answer.

“Sam. Where have you been? I’ve tried calling you but you
weren’t answering.”

“I was asleep. What’s wrong?”

“Why would anything be wrong?”

“I just left you like ten hours ago and you’ve called me three
times.”

“No, nothing is wrong. I just need your help.”

“With what?”

“Just come get me at Chris’s house. He left to go see one of his
whores a couple hours ago and I need you to help me.”

“What are we doing?”

“You ask too many questions. Hurry up!” Lola screams and then
hangs up the phone.

Lola does not give me time to dispute her request. Getting out
of bed is hard enough, and I just pray her request does not involve
manual labor or anything that will make me sweat and keel over
vomiting. I put on a white T-shirt, underwear, socks, and jeans—all
still in my laundry basket. I must move slowly to accomplish
anything. Any sudden movements will surely end with my face down in
the toilet. In the bathroom I splash water on my face and wet my
hair. For a moment, the cool water drips over my skin and makes my
entire body feel better and ready to face the world. Slowly, I
brush my teeth, put gel in my hair, tie my shoes, and step outside
into the sun’s warm and bright rays directly hitting my face, and
put my hand up to block them. Traffic races in front of my
apartment building at a pace that hurts my eyes. A young girl, not
older than seven, with red hair and freckles over pasty skin,
chases a boy a few years younger with similar features, his skin
exposed with no shirt and his mouth open laughing, in front of an
apartment two doors down from mine. Their portly mother is yelling
at them to be careful. All the stimulation, all at once, makes my
head pound worse. I keel over for a brief second feeling nauseous,
and put my hand on the wall to hold myself up. Once I feel better,
I take a step towards my car.

Chris’s downtown loft is only a five-minute drive from me and,
if I were in good health, would be relatively painless, if not
pleasurable. Everything with a severe hangover seems to happen
slower and cause more annoyance. With my head pounding, traffic
lights and stop signs seem a burden and I want to slam my fist
against the window. On the way, I drive by tall buildings, people
walking their dogs, people jogging, and people talking on cell
phones. All the people appear to feel better than I do, which makes
me want to bang my head against the steering wheel, and look more
fit to help Lola with whatever she needs. Making it is not easy but
I do it.

I park my car on the curb directly in front of Chris’s home. A
man standing with his bike on the corner in black spandex shorts, a
yellow spandex top, and a helmet, says hello to me. I pause for a
second, thinking this man with legs like tree trunks must know me.
I realize he is just being polite, the way people do in rich
neighborhoods. I wave at him and continue to Chris’s door. Before I
can knock, Lola opens the door.

“There you are,” she says. “Let’s go. We’re in a hurry.”

She looks flawless, not at all like a person who stayed up
watching the sunrise while ingesting multiple toxins with me. She
has on a red satin top and black cotton pants that cling tightly to
her skin as if they were measured and made specifically for her
body. Her hair and makeup are styled to perfection and red designer
shoes look brand-new and polished. The only thing absent are the
silver angel wings on her hands.

“Let’s go. I’ll tell you in the car where we’re going.”

She jumps in and closes the door. I get in, embarrassed that my
car is filthy with trash. On the floor near Lola’s feet are soda
cans, candy bar wrappers, and multiple paper bags from liquor
bottles. Lola does not seem to mind.

“All right, Sam, take I-40 east to the mountains. We don’t have
long before sunlight runs out.”

I start driving.

“Why are we going to the mountains?”

“We need wild oregano and other plants. They’re best in the
Sandia Mountains.”

“Why?”

“Because they’re wild and fresh.”

She is obviously being difficult.

“No, why do you need oregano and other wild plants?”

“Oh. That’s what you meant.”

“Yes. That’s what I meant.”

“I’m cooking.”

I laugh and look at her like she just told a joke.

“You cook?”

“Of course I cook, asshole. Why is that funny?”

“You just don’t seem to be the type to—”

“To what, Sam?”

“To get dirty and organized in the kitchen.”

“You don’t know me very well. Don’t make that judgment. Besides,
tonight I’m making Italian gravy and you’re going to help me.”

“Where did you learn to cook?”

“I learned to cook where everyone learns to cook. I learned from
my mom.”

I laugh again. My head still pounds in agony, my body is sore.
Lola is unusually chipper and excited, which makes me physically
feel better. We drive out of downtown, out of Nob Hill, out of the
city. Driving east to the mountains, we see the Sandias looming
larger as we get closer. Concrete, steel, and asphalt become more
and more scarce and are replaced with brown desert, green grass,
and yellow daisies fighting for survival.

“Keep going. I’ll tell you when to turn. We have to go up Sandia
Peak to get the good herbs. Turn left up here, by the ski
pass.”

We drive up winding roads with pine trees, newly sprouting grass
and weeds hugging their bases, towering on either side. Arrays of
the sky’s yellow and orange colors are mostly blocked by the tall
pine trees, allowing little sunlight to come down through their
thick needles and branches and making the road appear darker.
Fallen pine cones cover the ground, and squirrels on the side of
the road run away when they see our car approaching. A narrow
stream of turquoise water steadily runs just off the road. If you
concentrated you could see fish dancing atop the water.

“There’s the place, Lola says. “Pull in left where that open
space says parking.”

I turn off the road and into the open dirt. There are no other
cars as far as either of us can see. On the edge of our dirt space
are more pine cones and needles framing an entrance into nature:
trees, flowers, grass, and small wild animals.

“Follow me,” Lola says, jumping out of the car.

 She walks to the edge of a path marked by two large
boulders and patches of green grass fighting their way to sunlight
from underneath the rocks. Beyond the boulders is a trail, barely
wider than my two feet, with little more than small pebbles and
gray dirt to follow. On either side of the trail are random
wildflowers: blue, yellow, white with blue. The beauty of the
flowers, landscape, and mountains make it difficult to concentrate
on the beauty walking in front of me in designer clothes. I deeply
take in the cool mountain air and fill my lungs with unpolluted
oxygen. The air, the surroundings, the quiet, being here with Lola,
all make me feel better. My head pounds less, I don’t fear
vomiting, and my muscles barely ache.

Lola walks quickly along the path in front of me. Her red shoes
with black bottoms become dusty from the dirt she picks up with
each step as she clutches a small black purse with fine material.
The lightly faded leather strap, slung over her shoulder, is worn
from the oils of her hands, and a famous designer’s name on the
buckle looks scratched when it hits the sunlight.

“Come on, Sam. We don’t have much daylight.”

I walk as fast as I physically can. The soles on my shoes are
worn and thin. I can feel the hard ground beneath them, and with
every step small rocks on the path threaten to knock me off
balance. Lola has suddenly become a speed-walking expert bound for
glory. Her head is facing the ground as she bulldozes along the
trail with me lagging behind. It has been difficult the last few
months to get energized without drinking coffee or snorting blow
first. I wish I had a combination of both right now to make me walk
fast enough to keep up with Lola’s pace. For now, I keep her in my
line of sight.

She steps off the path, turns right, and cuts through some
trees, stomping wild grass and pine needles on her way and leaving
a new trail of footsteps for me to follow.

“Over here. This is where we can find some really good herbs,”
she says without looking back.

The cleared path is fading behind me. We walk through grass that
reaches my knees, soft dirt sticking to my shoes, white flowers
with yellow centers, and dodge pine tree branches in our way. I am
following Lola trusting she knows where we are going. The sun is
moving further and further down the back of the mountain and the
trees cast large shadows making it difficult to see ahead. Lola
finally stops. Pine trees are perfectly lined across our path so
their branches reach out to each other, obstructing our sight and
creating a natural gate for what is beyond their reach. Birds
carefully move from branch to branch through pine needles and
shadows. I look to the left, then to the right. Trees are forming a
wall with their branches as far as we can see. Lola looks back at
me.

“We have to pass these trees to get through,” she says. “It
might get a little dirty. Don’t be surprised if you end up with sap
on your clothes.”

“You’re the one dressed like you’re going to a job
interview.”

Lola gives me a grin, then starts moving forward, strategically
moving tree branches out of our way. We walk under and over pine
needle–covered branches before reaching the other side. Through the
trees is a completely open space about fifty by fifty feet, mostly
flat and untouched. The ground is speckled with tall grass blades,
flowers, plants of multiple colors, and clumps of dirt. A view at
the edge of the trees allows us to fully see the face of the
mountain past the pine. At every edge are more trees, interlocked,
hiding the meadow. It’s getting dark but the meadow’s beauty is not
lost. I stand watching Lola walk in circles, furiously looking at
the ground, grass to her knees, red dirt sticking to her heels,
still clutching her purse. I know she will give me directions when
she is ready.

“Good!” Lola yells with surprise. “Here’s some wild basil. Come
grab some while I keep looking.”

I walk over to the green plant, kneel down, and pull a handful
of leaves out of the ground.

“Here’s some rosemary. Get it, Sam. We need to be quick. I have
to find wild oregano and chives. They’re always out here.”

I run over and get the rosemary, stand up, and wait for more
orders. Lola walks over to more wild plants, then stops. I start
moving towards her, ready to collect more herbs.

“Here it is! I knew I would find it!” she yells.

She kneels down, putting one knee on the dirt and her purse on
the ground. Her manicured nails dig into the soil before producing
a plant with small brown leaves on light green twigs. The roots
hang down from the bottom of the branches and dirt falls back to
the ground. It’s here, on the ground and with fingernails dirty,
that Lola looks in her element: safe, confident, and focused.

“How did you find this place?” I ask.

Lola continues picking the herbs and inspecting them before
throwing them into a small pile on the ground next to her. Still
knelt down in the soil, she answers me.

 “My mom used to bring me here when I was a little kid. We
had a house not far from where the path starts, when it was just
the two of us. That was before she married Gary, the
investor-slash-lawyer, and we moved into his house near the
city.”

 “How long ago was that?” I ask.

“A long time ago. At least twelve years. I doubt my mom even
remembers, but I still do. I come up here a couple times a year,
and I never forget the location. When it was just Mom and me, we
would come here every Sunday the sun was out. We would pick herbs,
then go home and cook all day. When we were done cooking, just the
two of us would sit down and eat. We wouldn’t leave the table until
we were both satisfied we had talked about everything we wanted to
talk about. Now Gary has a chef, so my mom stopped cooking and we
stopped coming here.”

She pauses, brings the herbs to her face, inspecting them, and
takes a deep breath to inhale their scent.

“My mom changed so much when she married Gary. She had a lot of
pressure on her to play the part of a successful man’s wife. She
needed the right clothes, the right shoes, and even the right
attitude. She barely had time for me. Luckily, I found Chris. He
really opened my eyes.”

She stops picking wild herbs and looks into the sun. She wants
to say something, but the seriousness on her face tells me she
can’t look at me to do it.

“Things could have been different for my mom. My dad left when I
was born. He didn’t want anything to do with me.”

I’m glad Lola has opened a door and let me further into her
life, her misery, and her problems. I feel closer emotionally, but
physically still feel too far away. I want to reach out to her,
console her, but can’t find the appropriate words to say. I feel
uncomfortable for not saying anything so I say the only thing I can
think.

“I’m sure your dad leaving didn’t have anything to do with
you.”

“He did leave because of me. No one has to tell me. I
just know it.”

“What makes you think he left?”

Lola puts her head down and tightly grips the herbs in her hand
so speckles of red dirt run through her fingers and onto her
knuckles.

“Forget I mentioned anything. It’s not worth talking about.”

I stay silent. I understand. We both have something to hide,
things to forget. I will not push the subject any more than she
wants. She picks up her pile of herbs. There are so many leaves,
twigs, and colors she has to carry them with both hands. Lola
passes me heading back for the pine tree wall.

“Come on, Sam, we have to get back to Chris’s so we can
cook.”

I follow Lola back through nature and back to our car.
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We drive back to Chris’s home from the mountains with a
backseat full of herbs for Lola’s sauce. Upon arriving at Chris’s
loft, Lola produces a key and unlocks the door. Chris is still with
some girl that Lola can only describe as a “whore.” When I left
Chris’s loft the night prior, wine bottles, wine glasses with
stained red bottoms, and broken tortilla chips were scattered
around the living room. Those are all gone now and the house is
back to looking like a movie set, with the exception of dirt
falling on the floor from the herbs Lola and I carry. Our hands are
covered in sticky residue and soft mud from the oregano, basil,
chives, and rosemary. I set all the herbs down softly on Chris’s
green kitchen countertops so dirt from the roots does not
spill.

“Sam, grab a colander from the cabinet above you and wash the
herbs until all the dirt is off. Then remove the leaves and put
them in a bowl. Do you think you can handle that?” Lola says.

“I can handle it.”

I reach into the cabinet and pull out a silver colander and a
white plastic bowl to start the process. Lola flies back and forth
between the refrigerator and pantry, gathering her ingredients:
onions, crushed tomatoes, garlic, red wine, sugar, carrots,
sausage, and beef. She bends down, back straight, pants lowering
and revealing a red thong with black angel wings, to open a cabinet
below the countertop, and removes a large silver pot with handles
on both sides, and puts it on the stove. With a turn of her wrist,
the gas burners are on and blue flames ignite. Lola stands on her
toes over the stove dripping olive oil into the pan and then tosses
in some meat, pressing it into the oil with a wooden spoon. I can
hear the sizzle and smell the pepper of the cooking meat, which
makes me realize how long it has been since someone cooked for me.
Lola is pristine and looks very comfortable and organized in the
kitchen, like a domestic wife in a commercial from the fifties, one
of the many hats she wears, including club girl, angel goddess, and
sexpot.

“Sam, I need you to chop an onion. There’s a knife in the
cabinet to the left of you. While you chop, I’ll crush some garlic.
In about thirty seconds we have to throw them in the pot, so do it
fast.”

I comply with Lola’s orders and grab a knife. Chopping onions is
easy. I’ve been cooking in a coffee shop for nearly two months and
onions go in almost everything. I start by removing the peel and
making long cuts into the onion. Within seconds, I turn the onion,
holding it tight so no pieces fall on the table, and chop it into
small squares. Tears gush from my eyes. They sting, and I want to
hold my breath to avoid further tears. Lola takes the chopped
onions off the table and throws them into the pot without a word of
thanks or even eye contact. She looks directly into the pot,
smiling, and stirs voraciously.

“You know what I like best about cooking? It’s the process of
putting all the ingredients together and creating something like a
chemist does in the lab. I take all these raw ingredients, put them
together, and make something spectacular. When I’m cooking, I don’t
think about anything else. I’m only focused on the food and its
outcome. I can come to Chris’s house after a huge fight with my mom
and completely relieve all the tension and anger by just cooking a
huge meal—well, that and some blow. When we eat everyone is happy,
everyone is enjoying themselves. It’s better than any therapy
session I’ve attended.”

Lola does not look at me to respond so I stay quiet. She cuts
the carrots into pieces smaller than fingernails and throws them in
the pot along with small pinches of sugar, salt, and red pepper
flakes. Watching her cook, her enjoyment, her passion, is exciting
and arises a longing inside of me for something that resembles the
life I had in Seattle. Lola takes my herbs and adds them to the
pot, then pours in some red wine and two cans of crushed tomatoes.
The ingredients blend together and the smell is full and dominates
the room. It makes all other smells in the room, any smell that
exists, disappear. These smells remind of the past I want to
forget. It reminds of going to a fancy Italian restaurant with
Ashley in Seattle to celebrate our love, to celebrate our life. I
want Lola’s sauce to be what I think of when I catch the smell of
rich Italian gravy. I want this smell to replace my past, replace
the memories I have with Ashley.

All the ingredients are in the pot and Lola stirs vigorously,
tapping the spatula against the edge of the pot loudly enough to be
heard over the hum of the exhaust fan. When she is satisfied the
ingredients are well mixed, Lola drops her spoon on Chris’s
countertop, allowing small remnants of red sauce to splatter. She
looks at me.

“Do you want me? I mean, does it kill you that you can’t have
sex with me?”

I laugh because I’m nervous. I laugh because I’m caught off
guard. I laugh because I don’t know what else to do. Lola’s
directness makes me uncomfortable, but I guess the question is
appropriate. For the past couple of days, I’ve been following her
around like a puppy, and it’s not uncommon to think someone might
expect more. Physically, Lola is everything I want, everything any
man would want. She is gorgeous, sassy, and her sex appeal is
evident to every person she passes on the street. But now seems
like a good time to lie.

“It’s not like I’m dying. That’s stupid. I just like hanging
with you,” I say.

“But you do want me?”

I hoped my answer would suffice and our conversation would move
to another topic. She’s wearing me down and making the space in
Chris’s loft uncomfortable. If I say yes, all my cards are on the
table and there are no secrets. If I say no, I’m lying and she will
see right through me. I’ve never been a good liar. I put my head
down without looking directly into her eyes.

“Yes,” I say in a low voice, like a child admitting his actions
were wrong.

“I thought so.”

Lola turns her head back to the pot on the stove, grabs the
spatula, and dips it back in the silver pot stirring the Italian
gravy. She brings the spatula closer to her face smelling the
herbs, and then blows on the sauce before putting the tip of the
spoon in her mouth.

“Sam, come taste this.”

I walk over and Lola shoves the spatula in my mouth and I
swallow the sauce. It’s better than any sauce I’ve ever tasted. The
sauce is rich with meat, tomato, and wine flavors. First on my
tongue is the taste of oregano, and alcohol, from the wine, is the
last thing I taste. As I’m savoring the sauce in my mouth, Lola
reaches under my shirt and touches my stomach with the back of her
fingers, and then puts her palm just below my ribs, slightly
holding me.

“Be patient, okay? In time,” she says, taking me from
embarrassed to confident in a matter of moments.

Lola pulls her hand back and returns to the sauce adding more
salt. I want to grab her, pull her against me, kiss her lips and
never stop. In the end, I’m glad I don’t.

The door opens and Chris walks in wearing black sunglasses, a
gray T-shirt, jeans, and white tennis shoes with black laces. This
outfit is much different than the bright-colored club outfit he’d
donned the night before. He looks just like a regular guy, not
someone trying to stand out in a crowd.

“All right,” he says, looking at the silver pot on his stove.
“What are we having?”

“We’re having pasta and Italian gravy. How was the whore you
went to go see?” Lola says.

Chris takes off his sunglasses and reaches into his pocket,
removing a set of keys. He throws them both on his coffee table and
looks at Lola standing over the pot stirring the sauce.

“Great. She asked the same thing about you, except I think she
added bitch before whore.”

I laugh, Chris laughs, and Lola looks at us, frowning.

“Sam,” Chris says, “I’m glad to see you’re back. You’re in for a
treat. Lola can cook like a motherfucker. Did you two go
shopping?”

“I went this morning and then Sam went with me to get herbs in
the mountains,” Lola says.

“Good stuff, good stuff. Sam, did you help cook?”

“Not really. Lola is the mastermind. I just do her bidding,” I
say.

“That sounds about right. We all just do her bidding,” Chris
says.

“That’s right, Chris. I’m glad you remember. So why don’t you do
my bidding and go take a shower to get the smell of that whore off
you. I want to eat in a couple of hours, and I don’t want you to
ruin my appetite.”

Chris lifts his arm directly over his head and smells his
armpit.

“I love the smell of sex. I wish I could make cologne that
smelled like sex so I could smell it all the time.”

I laugh, Chris laughs, and Lola lets out a long sigh.

“Do you have any idea how stupid you sound?” Lola says giving
Chris a sharp look. Chris just smiles back at her. 

Lola turns, swings open a cabinet above the stove, pulls out
three large-stemmed crystal wine glasses, sets them on the table,
and then walks over to the refrigerator and grabs a bottle of red
wine. She pours wine in all three glasses and hands a glass to me,
then one to Chris.

“Drink up,” she says. “We should probably toast to
something.”

“How about Sam? We should toast to Sam. The crazy asshole is
still around,” Chris says.

“To Sam, then,” Lola says.

We all lift our glasses just above our eyes, touch, and
drink.

“Sam, I have to make a call outside to tell my work I’m not
coming in tonight. It may be a long call if I have to find someone
to cover for me. Watch the sauce and keep stirring it,” Lola says,
walking outside without waiting for an answer.

Chris walks into the living room, takes a seat on his red suede
couch, lies back, and takes a deep breath.

“Man, that sauce smells good,” he says. “Lola really knows how
to do it. I get all the benefits of a girlfriend without any of the
headaches.”

I stand at the sauce stirring, stirring, stirring.

“Chris, can I ask you a question?” I say from the kitchen.

“Shoot.”

“What is the deal with you and Lola?”

“We’re not fucking if that’s what you mean.”

Chris laughs and I force a smile.

“But do you want to?”

“Desperately.”

“Then why haven’t you guys ever fooled around?”

Chris giggles, then laughs harder and harder, keeling over and
holding his stomach.

“I would never give her the satisfaction,” he says between hard
laughs.

He stops laughing and I turn from my sauce duties and look at
him on the couch.

“The truth is, Sam, every guy wants to sleep with Lola, but she
needs me to be different. When I met Lola, she was full of anger
and depression. Her mom married that asshole Gary and neither of
them has ever really given her the attention she needs. They’re too
busy with their dinner parties and keeping up appearances at local
events. Lola’s mom and Gary just kept throwing money at her like it
would solve all her problems. On top of that, every guy wants to
sleep with Lola, and she knows it, so she can’t trust any of them,
and most girls hate her because every guy wants her. Man, she was a
train wreck when I first started hanging out with her. I would sit
for hours and just let her vent. She had so much anger and
resentment against her mom, dad, Gary, and the whole world. There
were nights where we would get a pile of blow and just talk, trying
to sort out all of her problems. It worked so well at making her
feel better that we just kept doing blow and eventually moved onto
other things. If Lola and I became intimate, she wouldn’t have
anyone who was just a friend and, honestly, neither would I. We’re
codependent because, without each other, we don’t really have any
friends. That is, until you came along. You definitely get us,
Sam.”

Chris stops talking, lifts up from the couch, and walks closer
to me.

“You know, I can tell I’m really going to like you and it’s
obvious that you want more from Lola than just a friendship. Tread
lightly, Sam, tread lightly. There are enough skeletons in that
closet to make serial killers look like saints.”

“I appreciate the warning,” I say.

“Yeah, but you won’t listen. No one ever does.”

I smile. Skeletons aside, I am broken and Lola is broken.
Perhaps we can throw all our skeletons in one closet and Chris, the
stable one, can help mend us both. The door opens; Lola enters and
sees Chris and I standing close to each other with our faces almost
touching.

“Jesus, are you guys going to kiss? Someone could cut the sexual
tension in this room with a knife. Get the table ready, pansies. I
want to eat some time tonight,” Lola says.

“Sam and I were just about to rip each others’ clothes off
before you walked in and ruined it all. I guess we’ll just have to
go back to being straight and chasing women,” Chris says.

“That’s a relief, Chris. Sam is mine,” Lola says, then looks at
me and winks. “I’ll grab the forks and plates, Sam. Will you just
grab some paper towels and put them in front of the chairs?”

“Sure,” I say.

Chris has a stainless steel paper towel roller on one of his
kitchen cabinets next to the fridge. I tear off three squares and
set them on his dining table in the corner. Like everything else in
his house, the table looks straight out of a high-end
catalog—espresso-stained square oak table with four chairs. Lola
grabs another silver pot with handles, fills it up with water and a
handful of salt and puts it on the stove. Once the water is hot,
she fills the pot with angel hair pasta. Chris and I sit in the
living room, sipping red wine and anticipating the meal while Lola,
in the kitchen, pulls out white pasta bowls, stirs the sauce, and
drains the pasta.

“It’s ready. Go sit at the table and I’ll bring you guys
everything,” Lola says.

She brings out three large white bowls filled with pasta and
topped with tomato sauce. Sausage and beef has crumbled into small
pieces and cooked into the sauce, turning the crushed tomatoes
brown. In the middle of the table, Lola sets down a loaf of bread
and a clear plastic bowl filled with grated parmesan cheese. I take
a big spoonful of cheese and spread it all around the pasta,
salivating at the sight. I pass the cheese to Chris, then take a
forkful of pasta and sauce to my mouth. Sauce spills onto my chin
and I wipe it with my hand before taking more noodles and more
sauce to my mouth. I haven’t enjoyed a home-cooked meal in months
and this one knocks it out of the park. No sauce has ever been so
perfect, so flavorful. I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed
anything this much. Chris is also devouring his bowl of noodles
while Lola slowly eats, looking at us between each bite.

“Chris. There’s a new exhibit at the museum in Old Town next
weekend. We have to go,” Lola says.

I cringe for a second, hoping Lola isn’t really into art. I
can’t stomach another girl interested in art.

“What’s the exhibit?” Chris asks.

“I think it’s Expressionism. They have a bunch of paintings by
Kandinsky,” Lola says.

“Good. I think I may be able to tolerate the modern stuff. I’m
tired of all the religious art you keep taking me to see: a man on
a cross, a woman crying, children running around baby Jesus. It’s
good but I want to see something else,” Chris says.

“Sam, do you have any interest in art?” Lola asks.

My mouth is full. I wait to swallow all my pasta before
talking.

“Not really. I used to. I went to a lot of museums in Seattle,
and my mom talked a lot about art when I was growing up.”

“I love looking at art,” she says with emphasis, slowly widening
her eyes. “I mostly like to look at paintings, but I’m slowly
starting to become enthralled with sculpture. I want to travel the
world one day and study all the masters, seeing their art in
person, taking it all in. I have to figure out my purpose first.
Art comes later.”

“Lola drags me to art galleries all the time,” Chris says. “You
have to come with us. It will be nice to share my boredom with
someone else.”

“Chris, you love it. Quit trying to act cool.”

Chris rolls his eyes.

“What do you know about Kandinsky?” Lola asks me.

I hold back for a second. This is another chance to impress a
girl with my simple knowledge, the knowledge my mom has instilled
into me for most of my life, the knowledge that has gotten me into
the beds of other women, the knowledge that perhaps has ruined my
life. I can’t keep the words from coming.

“Just a few things,” I say.

“Like what? I like to know as much about an artist as possible
before I go see their work. It makes the experience more
intimate.”

I take another bite of pasta and sauce, waiting to swallow
before I talk.

“Kandinsky is actually pretty interesting. He didn’t start
painting until later on in life. He studied law and economics in
Russia and was pretty successful. Then, in his thirties, he quit
law and economics and went to art school. Most of the famous
artists we know painted their whole lives, going to art schools in
Western Europe, but Kandinsky is the antithesis of them. Kandinsky
decided he wanted to be a painter later and just did it. I guess
Kandinsky is proof that we’re never too old to change our lives, to
chase dreams, to become the person we want to ultimately be. He
also paints with a lot of bright colors and I think he was
influenced by music or at least related his art to music.”

Chris is still chewing but Lola’s pale blue eyes are on me and
she is half grinning. Her focus is fully directed at me and I’ve
caught her attention. I have mixed feelings. I’ve resorted to my
knowledge of art to sound intelligent, to sound interesting. I’ve
resorted to my small, simple knowledge of art to take one step
closer to Lola’s bed.

“That’s impressive. I really wasn’t expecting you to know that
much. What do you know about other artists?”

“I guess it depends. I forget until I see their art or someone
asks me.”

“You’re going to be a fun partner to take to the galleries.”

“Please don’t make me suffer based on the knowledge of one
artist. I hate the pretentious assholes that go to galleries. Most
don’t appreciate the art. They just want to look civilized or be
seen for the sake of being seen,” I say.

 “See, Lola,” Chris says laughing. “It’s not just me. I
hate all those people. I have to drink two bottles of wine just to
deal.”

“I’m one of those people!” Lola says half jokingly.

We all laugh.

“Sam, you’re still going with me and so are you, Chris. Neither
of you can get out of it,” Lola says.

She is right. I will do whatever she says. I will do whatever
she wants. Chris and I finish devouring our plates and most of the
loaf of bread. Lola takes my plate and puts it in the sink. I feel
beyond full. My stomach is going to burst and I want to lie down
and sleep for three days. I need something to bring back my energy.
Chris reads my mind.

“Sam, do you have any blow?”

“I have some at my apartment but not on me.”

“I do in my purse,” Lola says. “I got it last night and forgot
about it.”

“Good, let’s rake it up.”

“Just grab it from my purse and I’ll be there in a second.”

“Leave the dishes in the sink, Lola. I’ll do them tomorrow.”

“I know. I’m not your maid. I won’t do the cooking and
cleaning.”

“You always have had a talent for taking things the wrong
way.”

“That’s why you love me.”

“That and your sweet ass.”

I laugh, Chris laughs, and Lola is not amused.

After dinner we sit on pillows around Chris’s coffee table,
passing a dirty bill around the table and snorting so hard the
table’s finish almost comes off the wood. The four bottles of wine
we drink help me keep balance, talk without my tongue constantly
moving around my mouth, and watch the sun rise for the second
consecutive night without my fingers twitching the entire time.
Once the night is gone and the sun fully shines in the sky, Chris
retreats to his upstairs bedroom and goes to sleep. I lie down on
my back, physically exhausted but my eyes peeled open, on Chris’s
suede couch. Lola settles her body into the curve of my side,
bending her knee and laying the inside of her thigh over the tops
of mine. She forces my arm around her neck, softly placing my hand
over her bicep, and lays her head on my shoulder while resting both
hands on my chest, lightly moving the tips of her fingers along my
shirt.

“I’m glad we found you. I’m glad you found us.”

“Me too,” I say.

I stroke her hair and lie relaxed and melting into her touch.
I’ve always loved this hour of the day: dark turns to light,
animals wake up from their sleep and begin their journeys into
life, and I feel the darkness in me start to become gray, then
lighter and lighter until it is the color of daybreak, like a new
beginning, a fresh start where I can fix things or fuck them up. I
look at the sun shining through Chris’s windows and listen to the
birds chirping outside in the trees. People outside walk their
dogs, jog, and get ready for their day. Lola, Chris, and I go to
sleep.
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I wake up at noon on Chris’s couch. I can’t sleep because my
body is dehydrated and my head has returned to constantly pounding.
Lola is still asleep on my arm and I have to gently move it from
under the slim curve of her neck, making sure to not wake her up,
and let her keep living in dream world. After crawling off the
couch in slow and steady movements, I tiptoe across the floor and
gently let myself out the front door. To my right are three women
in Sunday sweatpants and oversized shirts talking about the tree in
front of their loft complex. It has died due to a lack of water. No
one knew it was their responsibility to water the tree so it died
and now they are left with a sad-looking trunk and stiff brown
leaves all over the gravel. The women look at me; I smile and look
away, not wanting to interrupt their conversation by saying
meaningless words like “hello” or “good morning.” To my left is a
café famous for strawberry pancakes and breakfast burritos. The
café’s contemporary structure blends well with the modern
neighborhood—boxy concrete with large windows and a silver sign
reading “Coffee” in front of all-glass doors. Two people stand out
front smoking cigarettes and putting coins in large machines
containing Sunday newspapers from major cities around the United
States. Walking to my car, I begin singing “Luck Be a Lady” by
Frank Sinatra. I’m not sure why I’m singing the song, but it comes
to my mind and it feels good to sing, so I keep going. I drive out
of Chris’s young hip neighborhood past restaurants, street signs,
gas stations, department stores, drug stores, and people on the
street. At a stop light, an obese man in a red sweat suit is
jogging outside my window and I admire him for wanting to improve,
then I become depressed thinking about how much weight I’ve lost in
the last few months and how long it has been since I exercised. I
drive up to my shitty apartment, in my bad neighborhood, with bad
people, and walk through my door determined to sleep the rest of
the day. Lying down on my mattress, I pull a pillow under my head
and don’t bother taking off my clothes. I think about Lola and
smile. I think about Ashley and become frustrated, angry, slightly
depressed. I think about Mom and try to conjure good feelings, but
once I start down the path of sad and frustrating thoughts, it is
difficult to stop. I remember Mom leaving me alone, a lost feeling,
in the mall when I was nine.

Before Emily was born, I would accompany my mom on frequent
trips to the women’s clothing sections of various large department
stores in Seattle. I hated the process of shopping, and even though
we could afford little more than groceries and the home we lived in
on Mom’s teacher’s salary, Mom always seemed excited, alive, and
full of energy while shopping. Mom loved to surround herself with
the smell of leather jackets, cotton pants, silk shirts, and linen
underwear. She never looked through the sales racks. She only
focused on the new aisles of clothing, because for those few
seconds, touching the fabric, picking up the clothing while sales
men and women complimented her taste and said things like “That is
the new fall style” or “This blouse would go great with your hair
and brown eyes,” Mom felt like a woman from an elite segment of
society. An elite segment that spends weekdays on local committees
and weekends at fancy dinner parties with expensive wines and hired
chefs. As a child I didn’t understand Mom’s desire for something
better and so I tortured her on our trips to the mall. To me,
shopping was a wonderful time that allowed my imagination to run
wild and allowed me to make up games where I would always be the
winner.

At nine years old, I was small enough to hide behind racks and
shelves filled with women’s clothing. When Mom would become
absorbed with the mid-level clothing from widely known chains, I
would hide, crawling under the bottoms of hanging clothes to the
center of circular revolving racks filled with different sizes and
colors, still able to see my mom’s face between the cracks of silk,
cotton, satin shirts, and coats. From behind the clothes, I would
watch Mom pick up the styles and patterns she desired most and
marvel over them. She would laugh at the sales people’s empty
compliments and touch her finger to the corner of her mouth in
embarrassment. Even if Mom did know the compliments were empty and
showered upon all the patrons entering the store, she took them
with grace and gratitude.

Once Mom turned her head and noticed I was missing, she would
turn from whatever she was doing, her face flushing red, her smile
turning into a frown, and display a look of panic while calling my
name. At first she’d say my name without urgency but as she walked
around, her face becoming more red, and saw I was nowhere in sight,
she would begin calling my name louder. People in the department
store would turn and look at her with great concern and a slight
flood of panic and helplessness would consume them as well. I could
see their worried and judgmental faces looking at my mom. Few
offered to help and fewer said anything at all. I would usually
wait five minutes, until mom was screaming my name and her face was
the color of a strawberry, before jumping out of the rack and
announcing I had been hiding the entire time.

Surrendering herself, Mom would wrap her long, smooth arms
around my shoulders and set her flushed cheek on top of my head so
I could feel the warmth through my thin hair. The smell of her
perfume, sunflowers and lavender, was strong and at times made me
dizzy, but I would have stood there forever, protected from the
outside world. It was as if nothing could penetrate the shield of
comfort Mom created around us, protected from emotions, protected
from the longing for a father I would never know. I felt like the
most important person in the world. After hugging me for several
minutes, she would look at me and smile, her face regaining its
natural color, and say, “You scared me and you really shouldn’t
hide like that,” then she would give me another hug and we would
leave. I felt like the most important person in the world. The
first time I didn’t have that feeling was devastating.

I was hiding behind a rack of winter sweaters and keeping one
eye on my mom at all times while she talked to a woman in pleated
navy pants and a matching navy jacket with large shoulder pads.
Every few seconds, the woman would brush her platinum-colored hair
from the front of her jacket, revealing a gold name tag, displaying
the department store’s catchy slogan, tightly pinned to her lapel.
I was focused on the shiny name tag when suddenly someone rotated
the rack I was hiding behind, and all the clothing swirled around
me, distracting my attention. When the circular rack finally
stopped moving, a white cashmere sleeve with plastic pearls shaped
like a Christmas tree blocked my view. The pearls reminded me of a
necklace my mom wore to an art gallery with her friends when I was
seven.

That night my mom returned smiling and laughing with her face a
blush color I only saw after she and her friends had indulged in
multiple bottles of wine. When entering the house, Mom’s arm was
over the shoulder of a man I had never seen before, with full black
hair and a gray sports coat. Without talking to me or my
babysitter, Kim, he rushed up to Mom’s room and closed the door.
After Mom paid the babysitter and put me to bed, she closed my
door, something she never did, and met the man in her room. I did
not sleep well that night and ran downstairs as soon as the sun
entered the sky over the east clouds and shone into my bedroom
window. Mom was already awake and sitting at the kitchen table,
crying and holding the pearl necklace, broken into three pieces, in
her hands. Upon seeing me standing in the entryway to the kitchen,
shocked and confused, Mom wiped her eyes with the palm of her hand
and threw the necklace in the trash. That memory still haunts me
today and makes me melancholy every time I think about it. It was
no different when I saw the pearls on the sleeve of the cashmere
sweater.

When I finally came back to reality and looked through the
cracks between the clothes, I could not spot my mother. The sales
woman in the navy suit was helping a man pick out something for his
wife. I jumped out from under the clothing rack, without notice,
and looked in every direction for my mom. A panic set over me as I
could not see her in any direction and felt as if I had been left
to fend for myself. No one noticed the panicked look on my face,
the rush of blood to my cheeks, or the sudden shaking in my legs. I
wanted to yell for my mom but my throat was dry and my vocal cords
felt like they were temporarily suspended from action and could no
longer help. My chest was heavy and my entire body shook as I
looked in every direction hoping to see Mom’s face. When I did not
see her, the tears began flowing and I took a seat on the floor
cross-legged, like so many teachers had taught me, and cried into
the clammy palms of my hands. The woman in navy must have seen me
because all I remember is feeling a soft hand on my shoulder blade
and looking up at her concerned eyes, widely opened so her thick
eyelashes, soaked in mascara, touched her forehead. She asked what
was wrong and where my mother had gone. Through tears and quivering
vocal cords, I told her my name and said I was lost. She walked
away, leaving me crying on the floor, and only seconds later I
heard my name fill the walls of the store. It sounded like the
voice of god, floating through the department store’s speakers, was
summoning my mom back to the department store she’d left.

In what seemed like hours, but was probably only minutes, my mom
walked over to where I was sitting on the ground, dry tears around
my puffy eyes, frowned and said, “There you are,” without any real
emotion or surprise.

 She then pulled me up by the arm and dragged me out of the
department store. I did not get any hug and did not receive any
pity. From that point on, when my mom would disappear from my view
for even a second, I would feel a sense of brief panic and become
very irritable. She never understood why I was so possessive of her
time and why I followed her around stores refusing to leave her
side. If we were in the grocery store and Mom asked me to retrieve
an item from a different aisle, I would feel a sudden rush of
anxiety and run to the aisle, then quickly walk back to a place
where I could see her. The anxiety only lasted until Emily was
born. The anxiety to always see my mom was replaced by the anxiety,
which Mom and I felt together, of raising Emily in a better world,
a better place, and an environment conducive to flourishing. Even
now, thinking of Emily makes me smile.

 

The sun appears through my window and shines onto my body, onto
my face, and then engulfs my bed and warms my room. The sunlight is
gold, yellow, and white all at once. I put a pillow over my face to
block the light and shut my eyes. I change my thoughts from Mom and
Emily to preparing my mind for work tomorrow morning at the coffee
shop. I should save my blow to get through tomorrow’s work day. I
go back to sleep.
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I only slept four hours and three minutes the few days after
Ashley and I kissed. At the end of our night, she grabbed a piece
of paper from the printer in her room, wrote her number in pink
highlighter, and shoved it in my pocket. Right then, I knew I would
shake in anticipation, constantly looking at the clock for the next
week until I called her. Sherry’s party was Saturday night and I
deemed the next Friday night was a reasonable time to call Ashley.
I didn’t want to sound overly eager. “It was the weekend, for god’s
sake,” I thought; “I wouldn’t sound excited or desperate if I
called now. I would just be a person she met last weekend that
wanted to know what was in store this Friday.” It would be a
conversation between two people about their weekend plans, what
they did during the week, and maybe about school. I was studying at
community college to be nothing, and she was going to a major
university to continue being out of my league and rule the fucking
world.

“Ah, I always find a way to make myself more nervous,” I
thought. The truth is I played the conversation in my head all
week. She would answer the phone ecstatic I was calling, I would
coolly ask her how the painting was coming along, she would remark
that she’d finished painting and wanted me to see it, then I would
agree, go over with some alcohol and we would spend the rest of the
night drinking, with more kissing, and eventually have sex. In my
mind, I knew this situation was a long shot, but somehow I still
convinced my heart that having sex with Ashley was a perfectly
logical scenario. Most men do this all the time. A girl out of our
league (and we know it) kisses us on a drunk night and the next
time we call her, she will want to have sex. Why do men, especially
me, think so illogically about girls and sex in general? I guess we
are stupid and it keeps things interesting.

“Balls up, you pansy, and just call her,” I told myself, since
it was now six p.m. and time was running out to make plans for a
Friday night.

 I picked up the phone and dialed the number. I had now
memorized Ashley’s number from looking at the piece of paper she
handed me a few hundred times. The phone began to ring. “She
probably won’t answer,” I thought with my heart pounding, “I hope I
can just leave her a message.”

“Hello,” Ashley answered.

Pausing with great nervousness I replied, “Hi. It’s Sam.”

“Who?”

“It’s Sam. Sherry’s friend from last week at the party.”

“Oh, yeah. Sam. What’s up?”

“Not much. I just wanted to see what you’re up to. It’s been a
while since we talked and I wanted to see if you finished your
painting.”

“I just met you last weekend,” she said in a puzzled tone.
“Painting is really just a hobby and I haven’t had time to paint at
all this week. Things have been really busy with school and
everything, but we’re going to party tonight. Sherry and I started
drinking at noon today.”

“Oh well, that’s cool. Are you guys having another party at your
house or do you have plans somewhere else?” I said.

“I just talked to my friend Rex, from school, and his band is
playing at a bar downtown tonight.”

“What kind of music?”

“He told me it will be all punk rock bands playing, but when I
asked him to describe his band’s sound, he said it sounded a lot
like pop-punk you could hear on the radio,” she said, laughing.

 I wanted to put my head through the phone and kiss her for
laughing at this Rex person.

I didn’t prepare to go this far in the conversation and now my
heart was pounding through my shirt as I dug deep to find something
to say.

“Yeah, that sounds like it sucks,” I said and almost instantly
wanted to grab the words from the air and shove them back into my
mouth.

There was a pause and then, sounding puzzled once again, she
said, “Yeah, I guess it might suck.”

Trying to recover from my initial reaction, I said, “I mean the
place might be cool but I’m just not really into the whole pop-punk
thing, but maybe I just haven’t listened to it enough.”

“Who are you talking to?” I heard Sherry scream in the
background.

“Sam!” Ashley yelled back at her.

“Sam. What is he doing? Let me talk to him,” Sherry said,
grabbing the phone from Ashley.

I felt completely relieved, like an angel had saved me from
myself, when Sherry got on the phone and began speaking to me.

“Sam, what are you doing tonight?” Sherry said.

“I don’t have any plans yet.”

“Ashley is dragging me down to a bar to listen to some college
boys pretend they know what punk rock sounds like. You have to come
keep us company.”

My savior, I thought. Thank god for platonic friends.

“I can probably make it. What time are you going over
there?”

“Sam wants to know what time we’re going down there,” Sherry
said to Ashley, handing the phone to her.

Ashley put the phone back to her ear, saying, “I guess we’ll
probably head down there around nine thirty. The name of the bar is
Flip. You just can’t complain about the music. I have to see these
people in my classes every week and I don’t want it to be
awkward.”

Feeling that nothing could stop me from being awkward, I
replied, “I totally got it. I guess I’ll see you guys down there. I
might be a little late. There are some things Vinny wanted me to
do,” I said, knowing I would sit in my room and grab the bottle of
whiskey from under my bed and drink at least four glasses before
leaving to meet them.

“Whatever. See you there,” Ashley said before hanging up the
phone.

My head was spinning from the conversation as I put the phone
down. There were only three hours before I had to meet Sherry and
Ashley—just enough time to pump myself up or psych myself out. I
thought about inviting Vinny or Matty to join me, but I knew they
would hate the music and complain the entire night. I would have to
face this night alone. Besides, if things didn’t go well, I could
just pretend Vinny and Matty were waiting for me and leave before
things got incredibly awkward.

I spent the next three hours trolling through my bedroom,
filling a white coffee mug with cheap whiskey, and thinking about
Ashley and how the night might play out. I’ve always had a tendency
to expect too much from situations. The first time I had sex, I
imagined there would be this awakening of the mind and an overflow
of pleasure would fill me and my partner. Soft rock music would be
playing in the background and I would feel a sense of relief for
having become a full member of society. When I passed people on the
street, we would nod at each other in mutual respect, knowing I had
joined the league of men who had been intimate in the romantic and
cruel sense of the word.

Instead of feeling an outstanding sense of pride, I had only
felt a drowning sense of embarrassment after my first sexual
experience. Years of anticipation somehow cut the blood flow to my
brain (happens every time men get close to sex), and in the
backseat of my car I couldn’t even wait to get all my clothes off.
I tore at my shirt and pants like I was being attacked by bees and,
with my pants around my knees, I lasted maybe ten seconds before an
explosion and the inevitable shame that filled me. Rather than
people nodding at me on the street in respect, I felt they might be
secretly laughing at me, thinking, “There he is. I heard about that
guy. He’s the one who couldn’t even last a whole minute. What a
silly bastard.” After my first experience with sex, the ultimate
letdown, I was sure I would never have sex again. Thank god I was
wrong.

Preparing to meet Ashley and Sherry, thinking about my first ten
seconds of passion, I downed my sixth glass of whiskey. The whiskey
made me feel warm, relaxed, and drunk. Without enough liquor there
would be no way to calm my nerves, but I felt the job was done and
called a cab.

When the cab finally picked me up at 9:27, it was slightly rainy
and the clouds covered all the stars, turning the sky a dark
chocolate color. The ride to downtown Seattle was only fifteen
minutes. On the way, I worried more about getting another drink
than looking cool in front of Ashley, although my nerves and
insecurity would all come flooding back the first time I looked at
her. I thought about Egon Schiele and his time in an Austrian
prison.

 In the early nineteen hundreds Schiele was put in prison
for painting risqué pictures that local authorities deemed
pornographic. Schiele, it appears, had a passion for painting
scantily clothed or nude women in their early twenties and possibly
even teens. Once authorities became aware of the nude paintings,
they searched his property and destroyed several pieces of art and
threw Egon in jail for days, which he spent without complaint. Upon
release, Schiele knew the consequences of painting similar art, but
still he went on painting, ready to accept the punishment. Schiele
was secure and confident and young. With that combination there is
nothing a person can’t accomplish, but how does one obtain that
level of confidence and security? I wished I had it that night.

“Seventeen sixty,” the cab driver said to me as we pulled up to
the bar. “It’s down there.” He pointed from the cab down an
alley.

I gave him a twenty and told him to keep the change. Alone and
walking down a short, trash-filled alley, I could see the cars
zooming by at the other end. In the middle of the alley stood a
doorman with long hair in a ponytail, a black T-shirt, and a black
beard that looked like rusted chicken wire and reached the middle
of his chest. Directly above him was a red neon sign that said
FLIP. I was here past the time Ashley said she and
Sherry would show up, and I desperately hoped they would be inside
the club. Walking into a place and awkwardly standing in the corner
waiting for someone wasn’t my idea of a good time. I thought about
calling Sherry’s cell phone but declined and decided just to walk
in.

Through the bar door a monstrosity of pop-punk pumped out. The
sound would usually be enough to make me run from any situation,
even if I was strapped to a chair. Tonight my focus was on Ashley
and nothing could make me leave. The volume of the music increased
once I stepped in the small and open bar and began scanning the
crowd for Ashley and Sherry. From the front door, you could see
everything. Short walls, reaching a ceiling seven feet tall, were
the color of caramel and decorated with posters of semi-famous
bands. In the far left corner was a bar where people suffering from
self-inflicted depression served strong alcohol. A stage, barely
large enough for four people and their instruments, was built into
the wall in the right. In front of the stage was a small dance
floor and a handful of people jumped around pumping their fists in
the air to the music playing. Besides the band and a few people on
the dance floor, the crowd was sitting at tables lining the walls
and talking amongst themselves, paying little attention to the
music.

“Sam!” I heard a voice yell. “Hey! Over here!”

Turning my head towards a booth in the back, I saw Sherry waving
me over to her, Ashley, and two guys with bleached blonde hair
sitting across from them.

“Scoot over, Ashley, so Sam can sit on our side,” Sherry said,
yelling over the music to Ashley.

Sliding in beside Ashley, I greeted Sherry and the two men
sitting across from me. “How’s it going? I’m Sam. Are you guys in
one of the bands?” I said to the matching blondes.

“Yeah, I’m Rex and this is Josh,” the one directly across from
me said. “I play guitar and sing and Josh plays the drums in DWS.
We’re going on next.”

“What does DWS stand for?” I said.

“Dudes Without Shirts, bro,” Rex replied while mildly laughing.
“Haven’t you ever seen those rock bands where at least one member
always finds a way to take his shirt off no matter how unnecessary
it might be? We kind of had this joke that if we named our band
Dudes Without Shirts then we wouldn’t have to actually take off our
shirts.”

Nervously laughing and glancing over to Ashley and Sherry who
were also laughing, I said, “That’s great. Definitely one of the
top ten band names I’ve ever heard. Hopefully someday Dudes Without
Shirts will be famous enough to have women without shirts in their
hotel rooms.”

The last part of my comment was heard by the whole bar because
the music playing had come to a stop. Only Rex smiled slightly. I
felt somewhat self-conscious now since I had made the first witty
comment of my life and not one person laughed.

“We’re next, so I guess we better go start setting up,” Rex said
as he and Josh scooted their way out of the booth.

“Good luck,” I told Rex and Josh as they started to leave.
Turning my attention to Ashley and Sherry, whose eyes were still
fixed on Rex and Josh leaving, I said, “I’m going to the bar. Does
anyone want a drink?”

“Shots! Get three of them and we can really get this night
started. Let’s do Yager. Whiskey always goes straight to my
crotch,” Sherry said enthusiastically and we all laughed.

“Be right back.”

I stood up from my seat and walked over to the bar, relieved I
was getting another drink to take the edge off.

I wondered, aggravated, if this Rex guy, lead singer in a
pop-punk band, was my competition. The guy’s band was called Dudes
Without Shirts, for god’s sake.

I returned to the table with drinks for everyone to find Sherry
was now sitting across from Ashley.

“Sam, you’re awesome!” Sherry screamed. “Sit by Ashley and we’ll
do a toast.”

I sat down, we lifted our glasses, and I said, “May we all be in
heaven a half hour before the devil knows we’re dead.” Our glasses
clanked together and we drank the thick, black, licorice-flavored
alcohol—all making bitter faces with our cheeks sucked in when it
was done.

Putting her glass down, Ashley grabbed my arm and put hers
underneath it and leaned into me, whispering in my ear, “They’re
together, you know.”

“Who?” I whispered back.

“Rex and Josh,” she replied.

“Oh,” I said, feeling relieved that my competition had no
interest in being my competition.

“They haven’t fully told everyone yet so don’t tell them I told
you.” Putting her head down on my shoulder with her arm still under
mine, she said, “I’m glad you came. I was afraid you might never
call me.”

Feeling all my anxiety drifting away, I picked up my beer, took
a drink, and said to Ashley, “I wouldn’t have missed this for
anything.”

 The rest of the night Ashley and I were inseparable. We
never left our side of the booth—laughing, ordering drinks, and
trying to pick up guys for Sherry. Once we were successful in
finding Sherry a very interested man wearing a gray V-neck sweater
and similar large earrings, we decided to open up our own
matchmaking business for people in the bar. Everyone that came over
to speak with us stepped into our world and we subjected them to
tattoos drawn on their hands with Ashley’s eyeliner. The tattoos
consisted of mostly pornographic images and weird shapes we thought
up. Once they walked away with a big cock or meaningless symbol on
their arm, we analyzed their look and compared them to cartoon
characters from our childhood. If we could not think of a cartoon
character, we made one up.

When the bar kicked us out just before two o’clock, Ashley,
Sherry and Sherry’s new hipster boyfriend, and I went back to
Sherry and Ashley’s house. Ashley and I spent the twilight hours
kissing and lying in the grass of their front yard until the sun
started to peek its head into the sky. Ashley asked me to promise I
would call her sooner than next weekend and I replied that it would
be hard to keep myself from not calling the minute I left. That
night is still the happiest I remember us ever being.
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Working in the kitchen of a coffee shop allows me to observe
other people without actually having to interact with them. I cook
their food and sit in the background drinking caffeine and taking
other stimulants while watching their movements from behind an
order window. As long as I don’t have to speak with them, I can
keep going, keep the food flowing, and make the women I work with
happy. If I had to actually interact with people, I would have to
stare at them with glossy eyes, my hands fidgeting and my jaw
twitching from all the stimulants swimming in my body. It’s safe to
say that if I did interact with customers, they would not be coming
back.

The small coffee shop is owned by Bill and cleverly called
Bill’s Caffeine Shack. Bill’s shop consists of one large room with
a kitchen, walk-in freezer, two bathrooms, and an entrance facing
the street on the right. When a customer walks through the
entrance, they immediately approach an order counter where coffee
is served and food orders are written down on pieces of scratch
paper handed to me through a window directly behind the counter.
Once customers have placed their order, they search the room for a
seat at one of the worn brown couches or square oak tables with
white plastic foldout chairs. No table has more than four chairs or
fewer than two. Sometimes Bill allows local artists to display
their paintings on the walls in an attempt to promote and sell
their art. Right now we’re between artists and the walls are blank,
covered only with eggshell-colored paint.

Bill, a recently divorced man with gray hair, full beard, worn
wrinkled face, and bushy eyebrows that hang into his long black
eyelashes like the hair of a prehistoric mammoth, does very little
upkeep on his shop, making it look dingy and lifeless. After a
rough divorce that left him with very little money and no house,
Bill was driven to a career as a coffee shop owner by his love for
caffeine. Prior to his career slinging cups of coffee to caffeine
addicts, Bill was a lawyer living in a mansion overlooking the
desert mountains with two sons and his wife, a petite woman with
burgundy hair and a voracious appetite for plastic surgery,
especially in the lower body. He hated his job and realized he
hated his wife once his sons left the house. With the kids gone,
Bill and his wife were forced to talk more and live a life that did
not involve their two sons directly between them. The passion and
spark that had once defined their marriage, prior to children,
faded and left Bill with a void that produced strong hatred. Within
months, Bill quit his job, divorced his wife, and opened Bill’s
Caffeine Shack. He wanted to give people something they desired
rather than something they hated, such as law services, which he
had done for twenty-three years. Even without the staples that make
most businesses succeed, Bill’s coffee shop is a surprising
success.

Bill knows very little about selling a quality product,
competition, or customer service. But one thing Bill does know is
beautiful young women, whom he hires to run the front of his coffee
shop. Young attractive women taking orders without a smile, pouring
coffee, and bringing customer’s food with an attitude have made
Bill’s Caffeine Shack an outstanding success. Bill has no control
over the women who work for him nor does he care how they act. As
long as they’re young and stunning, he will throw an apron at them
and put them to work. Because Bill’s method of hiring only
beautiful women to run his coffee shop is so effective at
attracting crowds from the nearby college campus, Bill looks like a
business genius. Every hour of the day people jam into Bill’s
Caffeine Shack, ordering coffee, hot mochas, and lattes, to sit on
secondhand furniture and be insulted by beautiful women. A local
newspaper recently rated Bill’s Caffeine Shack as the worst service
in town and possibly the worst service they had ever experienced.
The newspaper featured examples of the insults, attitude, and dirty
looks they received from workers during their visit on the front
page of the local business section in one of the Sunday issues. The
article has only proven that people can be attracted to anything,
since it has brought in larger crowds and made Bill and the women
who work for him famous.

 There are currently five of these women in all, and even
though I’ve been here only three months, it’s understood that those
positions bring in a revolving door of college-aged women looking
for jobs. A beautiful woman starts, quits six months later, and the
next day she is replaced by version two or three or four. Even if a
new girl starts off nice, polite, and smiling at customers, the
other girls, like a wolf pack, will beat her down and train the new
girl that customers are something to detest and therefore should be
treated accordingly. The current crop of Bill’s beautiful women
includes Shelly, Autumn, April, Jordan, and Sally.

Shelly, a slim brunette with a long neck and tattoos covering
her arms, makes punk rockers and preppies all salivate. She is edgy
enough to rock your world and pretty enough to bring home to Mom.
Shelly once poured coffee all over a man’s lap, then when he looked
up in astonishment, she threw a breakfast burrito on his shirt,
smiled, and walked away. Bill never heard about the incident
because the customer never complained. They never complain.

Autumn’s tan skin, yellow hair, and jean shorts, exposing the
skin just below her curved hips, remind me of walking near the
beach. Autumn receives more phone numbers and looks a day than a
movie star. She claims to know some Hollywood agent who is just
waiting for her to finish college before he makes her a huge star.
It is still unclear to me what Autumn’s talents are but she claims
to be good at everything.

April and Jordan are best friends and could have been twins
separated at birth. Both are tall, skinny, and have long
platinum-blonde hair. They are the fantasy of every male who has
ever subscribed to a certain famous magazine with nude pictures and
“great articles.” When April and Jordan speak, men listen. Because
of this fact, they never fully developed personalities and don’t
have any friends other than each other.

Sally is short, cute, and has short black hair parted in the
front and spiked in back. She started two weeks ago and is the only
one who has actually taken the time to speak with me like a real
person. The other girls just bark orders.

“Sam! I need a breakfast burrito with jalapeños and a side of
bacon. Don’t take as long with this one as you did with the last. I
had some creep asking me every ten minutes about his breakfast,”
Shelly says, shoving one of her tattoo-covered arms through the
order window and pointing her index finger at me.

The girls don’t really need to yell at me. My kitchen is five
feet behind the desk where people stand in line waiting for their
coffee and ordering food, and I can hear every order as it comes
from their mouths. But I never correct any of the girls to let them
know I can hear the customers. I want to remain elusive, pretending
I don’t hear anything so I’ll never have to address customers.

There are only four commonly ordered dishes. By now, I can make
these orders and get them out of my kitchen half–passed out and
high.

I pour the oil on my grill and start cooking the potatoes for
Shelly’s order while observing the crowd standing in line for their
coffee. A young man with three days’ worth of yellow scruff on his
face and a navy baseball hat covering his hair is unsuccessfully
trying to make Shelly laugh. Almost every person tries to sound
witty or funny when they order from one of our beautiful women.
Sometimes the women laugh, but most often they don’t even smile or
acknowledge the customer is talking, leaving the jokesters to find
their tables with their heads down in defeat.

I fry the bacon and start to scramble the eggs. A woman standing
in back of the line is talking to her boyfriend, also standing in
line. They’re arguing, and through the noise, I can half make out
what they’re saying. She is commenting on how much she hates this
place, saying, “The workers are so rude.” He comments back that the
food is good. We both know he is lying. Men bring their girlfriends
to Bill’s and pretend not to notice the women working, but their
girlfriends know why they’re here and hate them for it.

I add in the jalapeños, scoop everything up with my spatula, put
it in the tortilla, wrap it up, and put it on a plate.

“Breakfast burrito with jalapeños!” I yell. “Shelly, your
order’s up.”

“I heard you,” Shelly says, taking the order off the window.

She disappears from my order window and is replaced by Sally,
wearing red hoop earrings that hang down to her shoulders, powder
caked on her throat, and dark eye shadow, a shade perfect for her
emerald eyes, that blends well with her mascara.

“Hey, Sam. How’s your day going?” Sally says.

“Fine. What can I get you?” I say, not wanting to make
conversation.

“Can I get a side of jalapeños? This guy wants them with his
pancakes. Can you believe that?”

I don’t answer. I just put the jalapeños in a small plastic cup
and hand them to her.

“Thanks, Sam. You know, there’s this concert coming up tonight
and me, Shelly, and some friends from my apartment complex are all
going. I always hear your music when I walk by the kitchen and I
think you may really like the band. They’re from Sweden and sound a
lot like American rock bands with a little bit of electronic. You
should come with us if you’re not doing anything.”

 “Yeah, maybe. I’ve got a lot to do tonight, but
maybe.”

“Okay. Here’s my number,” she says, handing me a piece of paper.
“Call me and even if you don’t want to go to the concert maybe we
can hang out afterwards.”

It occurred to me last week that Sally may have developed a
crush on me when I lied and told her I had toured the Van Gogh
museum in Amsterdam. I misunderstood her question about going to
Amsterdam and said yes. I thought she had asked if I had ever heard
of Amsterdam, but then I realized she asked me about actually being
there. When I answered yes, she seemed so enthralled and smiled at
me so widely that I kept going. At least twice, when I was
explaining my false experience, she pushed my shoulder back in
astonishment and laughed harder than a normal person should. I
ended the conversation once I ran out of things I knew about
Amsterdam. Since the conversation, she is always bringing up
Amsterdam and suggesting we go together, and I have to keep making
up excuses to end the conversation.

“Sam. I need an order of pancakes!” Jordan yells at me.

“It’s going to be a couple of minutes. I have to go to the
freezer to get more batter!” I yell back.

“I don’t give a shit what you have to do!” Jordan says, quickly
turning her head and swinging her platinum hair behind her
shoulder.

I look at the clock. It’s 12:55 and the other cook, John, has
not shown up. John is in his early thirties but looks much older
and is always late. He drinks himself to sleep every night and
wakes up to three bongs hits every morning. My shift ends at one
o’clock, but I know Bill will not let me leave if John does not
show. I pull a large metal handle attached to a large metal door in
my kitchen and walk into the freezer. Eggs, onions, garlic,
jalapeños, coffee, cream, and everything else we serve are stored
in small plastic containers in this freezer. It’s cold when I walk
in and close the door behind me. All the chatter, talking, glasses
hitting teeth, forks hitting plates, and footsteps on the floor are
drowned out by the large metal walls. It feels good to hear nothing
but quiet and feel the cold. I turn the light on and reach into my
pocket, pulling out a small bag of blow. This morning I put only a
small amount in a separate bag and shoved the rest in my drawer,
knowing that if I took my whole stash to work I would end up
finishing it and be left with nothing to get me through the day.
Now, looking at the small white particles that remain, I wish I
brought the rest. I pull a house key out of my front jeans pocket
and dip the key into the bottom corner of the bag where most of the
white powder has collected. Once the powder is securely on my key,
I bring it up to my nose and snort heavily and don’t stop until
every last particle is off the key and in my nose. I grab a plastic
container filled halfway with pancake batter and open the freezer
door and walk back into the kitchen.

“What’s up, motherfucker?” John says, tying a white apron around
his waist.

“Pancakes. Jordan needs an order. Can you handle it?” I say.

“I got it, man.”

“Thanks, John,” I say, taking off my apron, tossing it over my
shoulder and walking out of the kitchen into the coffee shop.

My jaw is starting to twitch but the blow was not enough to
completely relieve my fatigue. I walk behind the counter and pour
four espresso shots in a paper cup with a plastic lid. Bill sees me
behind the counter and we catch eyes. His pupils are enlarged,
leaving just a small ring of brown between them and the whites of
his eyes.

“Sam, my man. You have a second to speak with me?” Bill says,
lifting a white coffee mug from the counter and holding the warm
cup between his palms.

“Sure,” I say.

Bill does this to me at least once a week. His two sons have
become estranged since they left the house and Bill divorced his
wife. He needs to give someone fatherly advice and I’m an easy
target because I work for him. I usually sit and listen, but never
talk, no matter how crazy his words seem. Bill is lonely and I know
he just needs to talk. I’m lonely and sometimes I need to hear
someone talk. Bill grabs a coffee and we walk to an empty table in
the corner with two seats. I sit down and Bill sits across from
me.

“How are things?” Bill says.

“Fine,” I say.

“Do you like Albuquerque?”

“It’s fine.”

“Are you hungry? I can have John make you something. No
charge.”

“No thanks, Bill. I appreciate it but I’m not hungry.”

“You need to eat some more. Did I already tell you that?”

“You already told me.”

“Well, you do, and I’m glad I told you again.”

“Got it.”

“You know I really like you, Sam?”

“I know.”

“Good. I wanted to talk to you about something,” Bill says,
rubbing his hands together like they are cold and grinding his
teeth like he is nervous. “I know what you’re up to when you show
up at work wired, and I know what is going on during your shift
when you walk into the freezer and come back wide-eyed and
twitching. What I mean to say is, I know it’s more than caffeine
you have in your body.”

I look at him blankly. I didn’t realize I was so obvious, but I
can’t deny it, so I don’t say anything. Bill stops rubbing his
hands together and puts them on his lap, then leans back in his
chair, creating more space between us.

 “I want you to know it’s all right with me but I would
feel weird if I didn’t say anything. I’ve thought about it a lot
and I suppose the stuff you take to deal with life is no different
than the large amounts of coffee I drink. If it was possible and
socially acceptable, I would stick a needle in my arm and inject
myself with caffeine every morning. Hell, maybe that’s what I’m
doing with the twenty shots of espresso I pour down my throat every
day; I’m injecting myself with caffeine. I can’t talk to anyone; I
can barely face the world until I have a decent dose of caffeine to
give me a jolt. When I catch a whiff of those sweet fresh beans
grinding and pouring out a frothy cup of black coffee, my mouth
starts to water and I crave it. Just the smell is enough to put me
in a good mood, and once I pour that hot stuff down my throat, I
actually feel normal, happy, like a regular person should. You hear
that, Sam? I can’t even feel regular unless I’m drinking caffeine.
My body tingles when I’m on it and I get headaches when I’m not.
The only thing that gets me going these days is caffeine, well,
caffeine and lust.”

Bill produces a wide grin that forms wrinkles around his eyes
and pushing his thick eyebrows into a triangle.

“You know why I hire all these lovely young women, Sam?” Bill
says, leaning forward, close enough for me to smell his musky
aftershave, and talking more softly.

“No.”

“I hire them to work here because when I see all these lovely
young women walking around a place where I’m boss, I feel
energized. I’m drunk on the shit. I’m injecting myself with
caffeine and lust every day and it feels fucking great, and like I
mentioned, it’s probably not that much different than the stuff
you’re on. Is it?”

“No, I guess not.”

“I’m right and I know it,” Bill says with a maniacal smile. “So
keep doing whatever you’re doing. Just don’t fuck up when you are
here and try to be safe. I would really hate to see anything happen
to you.”

“Okay,” I say.

“Good,” Bill says, then gets up from his chair and looks towards
the order counter.

He walks away to greet some customers, and I look up and see
Lola walking in the door. Like Bill, I’m injected with lust when I
see her. Hardly conscious of it, I feel deeper breaths making my
chest feel heavy and my thumb furiously tapping against the handle
of my coffee mug. My back straightens and, for the first time, the
sun shining in the coffee shop makes me feel hot. Even in this
coffee shop filled with beautiful people, Lola stands out.

“Lola!” I yell, waving over to her.

She sees me, smiles, and walks towards my table with her black
hair bouncing off the curve of her neck, thin eyebrows perfectly
angling her eyes, and never removing her gaze from my seat. Men try
paying attention to their newspapers, books, and conversations
while staring and admiring Lola out of the corners of their eyes.
The silver angel wings on her hands have returned, and she is
wearing a silver tank top to match them.

“There you are,” Lola says to me.

She sits down across from me, crosses her legs, puts her pointy
elbows on the table, and leans forward.

“Do you want some coffee?” I ask.

“No, no. I was just walking around the neighborhood and I had to
come and tell you about a party we’re going to tonight.”

“Okay,” I say. “Where?”

“It’s at my friend Scott’s house. He has lots of money, a big
house near the mountains, and throws outrageous parties with plenty
of opportunities to get wasted. It should be fun. Pick me and Chris
up around nine tonight at Chris’s house and we can all go
together.”

“Okay, but I have to work tomorrow morning and can’t stay out
all night.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

I know this means she will make me stay as long as she
wants.

“Did Chris call you?” Lola asks.

“No.”

“He really needs your help and I think he is going to call you.
He talked to me right before I walked in but I don’t have anything
he wants.”

“Okay.”

“All right, I’m leaving. Make sure to dress nice tonight, Scott
throws fancy parties.”

Lola gets up from her seat and walks away without saying
goodbye, without waiting for an answer, without looking back. I
watch her walk away and Bill looks at me, smiles, and sticks his
coffee mug in the air. I smile back. My phone rings and I look at
the screen. It’s Chris calling.
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Chris?”

“Yeah, it’s me. I really need a lift, man. Do you have any
blow?”

“Yeah, I do. Lola just left the coffee shop and told me you
would call. Meet me at my apartment in ten minutes and we can do
some together.”

“I can’t leave work. You have to bring it here.”

“Where do you work?”

“Jefferson Middle School.”

“Jefferson Middle School? What do you do there?”

“I’m a teacher, asshole. I teach twelve-year-old kids English,
how to read and how to write.”

I begin laughing hysterically.

“Are you serious? They let you be a teacher?” I say.

“Don’t be an asshole, Sam.”

I stop laughing and take a deep breath before I’m able to talk
again.

“I don’t know where Jefferson Middle School is and I’m not sure
I should be taking drugs into a school.”

“No one will know you have any blow unless you tell them. So
don’t advertise. I don’t have time to give you directions right now
so just ask someone at the coffee shop where Jefferson Middle
School is and they’ll tell you how to get here. When you get here,
park in the lot off Girard Street with the big sign in it, walk in
the front double doors, turn right, and come to room 105. Now
hurry, I really need a lift.”

Chris hangs up before I can tell him bye. I seriously can’t
believe Chris is a teacher. How did I not know this? Unless he is
teaching kids how to pop pills and snort coke off a cheap hooker’s
ass, he can’t be teaching them anything of value. This is one scary
world.

I ask Jordan where the school is located, and she makes some
lame joke about middle school girls being the only ones who would
take me seriously and applauds my efforts to pursue them, then
gives me directions. I leave without telling anyone at work
bye.

Pulling into the parking lot of Chris’s school, I am sure a
security guard will see me and run over to my car and chase me as
far away from the school as possible. I look like a scummy drug
addict and wouldn’t let myself near a school if I saw my own
reflection. Fortunately, no one is around as I park in a spot about
ten steps from the double doors where I can run fast without being
noticed.

After parking, I step out of my car, look both ways to make sure
no one is around, close my car door, and run through the double
doors. The halls are empty and bare and filled with fragrances
unfamiliar to someone who has not been in a school for a very long
time. I walk down the halls with quick, light steps, hoping to
avoid being noticed by any of the students or teachers packed in
their classrooms and glued to their desks. Counting the room
numbers as I pass them, I stop at room 105, like Chris told me, and
look through a long rectangular window only big enough for my face.
On the other side of the window, Chris is cleanly shaven, wearing a
white dress shirt buttoned midway up his chest, and sitting behind
a desk stacked with sheets of white paper. He stretches his arms in
the air, flexing his fingers backwards and yawning, and then sees
my eyes through the small window and quickly runs to the door,
turns the copper knob, and peeks his head out. The whole class is
reading. They put their books down, turn their heads towards us,
and stare at Chris.

“Do you have what I asked you about?” he says, whispering with
his head peeking out the door.

“Yes, I have it,” I whisper back. “This is definitely the
weirdest thing I’ve ever done. Who do these students think I am?
They’re all staring at us.”

Chris turns and addresses his class.

“Class, I’ll be a few minutes. Mrs. Cocker will take over,” he
says pointing across the room to a young teacher’s assistant,
sitting on a stool, with round wire-rimmed glasses that correspond
to the roundness of her face.

Chris walks out and closes the door behind him.

“Fuck, man. This is really weird. Why don’t I give it to you and
leave?” I say.

“No. No. We have to do it together. When I do it alone, I feel
like such an addict. Let’s go to the boy’s bathroom.”

“Isn’t there a teacher’s-only bathroom somewhere?”

“There’s only one toilet. It will look too suspicious if we go
in there together.”

“Why don’t we go to my car or your car?”

“I can’t be seen leaving the building. Just follow me to the
bathroom over here.”

I follow Chris’s v-shaped body, his perfectly spiked and gelled
hair, and his suddenly stiff-legged heel-to-toe walk. He jitters,
rubs his face often, and looks in all directions as we enter the
bathroom.

“In here,” he says.

Walking into the school bathroom, I recognize all the unfamiliar
fragrances I lightly smelled when first entering the school. Urine,
bleach, and the kids’ grubby little hands all mix together to
produce one foul odor.

“Get in the stall,” Chris directs me. “No one is here.”

Chris quickly walks to the stall, rubbing his sweaty palms on
the sides of navy dress pants, and pulls me in with him and we
stand face to face in a small bathroom made for kids under five
foot. The interior walls are pale yellow, and the toilet has a
small opening and is rusting on the inside.

“I’ll sit on the back of the toilet with my feet up. You sit on
the toilet,” Chris says.

Chris climbs up the seat of the commode, sits on the back and
presses his feet against the wall. I start to sit down on the
commode, disgusted by the scene.

“No, Sam. You have to pull your pants down. It needs to appear
you’re taking a shit. If someone walks in and sees you sitting on
the toilet with your pants up through the bottom of the stall, it
will look suspicious.”

“No way, Chris. I’m not pulling my pants down.”

“Just hurry up. I only have like two minutes and if someone
walks in and hears us talking they’re going to think I’m blowing
you or doing something worse.”

“You mean like blow in a fucking boy’s bathroom at the school
where you teach!”

“Just pull your pants down. This has to look real.”

“No fucking way, man.”

“Sam,” Chris says to me with a stern look of directness he must
give his students daily. “Get your pants down around your ankles,
sit down, and give me the bag.”

“No, asshole. I’m not one of your students. You can’t boss me
around.”

“Do it. I’ll owe you big time, whatever you want.”

“Fine. I’ll do it. Shut up.”

I quickly unbuckle my belt, sit down with my pants around my
ankles, lean the back of my head between Chris’s legs, and hand him
the blow. Chris dips a key into my bag and snorts it.

“This is what is going to send me to hell. I’ve done a lot of
shit in my life but this moment, on the toilet, snorting blow in a
school with a teacher, is what is going to push me over the top.
The fucking floor is opening right now, Chris, and I’m going
straight to hell and dragging you down with me.”

“Don’t be so dramatic. Besides, hell’s where the party
is—hookers, strippers, blow, and one huge party—all in hell. Do you
want some of this?”

“Of course I do.”

Chris dips his key in the bag and holds it in front of my nose.
I snort it quick and hard so there are no white speckles left on
the key. Instantly I feel better about my situation.

“How long have you been a teacher?”

“Six years.”

“What made you want to be a teacher?”

“Growing up, I worked at summer camps with kids and really liked
it. I also love to read and write so this just seemed like a
natural progression. In fact, I don’t really remember ever wanting
to be anything else.”

“That’s great, man. This is weird. But I’m glad you’re a
teacher.”

“One more for me before I go back to class,” Chris says before
slipping the key back in the bag and snorting his white miracle.
“That’s good stuff. I feel like a new man and ready to teach these
little fuckers. Thanks, Sam. If anyone stops you on the way out
tell them you were in the wrong building.”

“This gets better and better.”

Chris swings one leg over my shoulder, steps on the commode, and
then swings his other leg over the top of me and lands on the
floor, pushing his way out of the stall. I wait for him to be fully
out of sight before picking up my pants and climbing off the
toilet.

“I have to run back to my classroom. Are you going to that party
tonight at Scott’s house?” Chris says.

“Yeah, I’ll be there. I’m actually picking you guys up.”

“Good. See you then. Thanks again.”

Chris leaves and I walk to the sink to wash my hands. There are
no windows in the bathroom and the closed door is blocking my view
into the hallway. At any moment someone could walk in, see me, and
assume the worst. My palms sweat like a guilty man, which I am. I
run water through the cracks of my fingers and over the tops of my
hands, hoping to wash away the filth I feel for getting high in a
children’s bathroom. Once the water is hot enough to turn my skin
pink, I turn the star-shaped knob back so there is only a slight
drip coming from the faucet, and look in the mirror. The pupils
looking back at me are dilated, and my jaw is twitching and pulling
the bottom corner of my lip like a fish hook is attached to my
mouth. My white skin looks pallid, my cheekbones have sunken
slightly more, and dark areas under my eyes are slowly revealing
themselves. At first glance, no one will notice the changes in my
face that have occurred over the last several weeks. Only I am
familiar enough with my own reflection to pick out the
imperfections, even ones that are just starting.

I splash some more water on my hands and rub them over my eyes
before walking out of the bathroom towards the exit. I walk with an
extra spring in my step and a smile on my face. I’m alert, awake,
and aware of my surroundings, although admittedly not as careful as
I should be. Passing Chris’s classroom and looking through the
rectangular window on his door, I see him moving his arms and
speaking with intensity. His students are enthralled and he looks
excited and passionate about teaching them. He screams so loud I
can hear him through the door. Teachers and students four rooms
down can hear him. He is talking about reading. Not a specific
book, just reading in general.

“You want to be a good writer?” Chris says to his class. “You
want to travel the world and experience things? People tell you
that you can be anything you want to be. Well, you can be
anything you want to be, but you have to read. You must read! There
is nothing you can’t learn, no place you can’t go in a book.”

Chris’s display is the most amazing teaching I’ve ever seen.
They should force teachers all over the world to snort blow before
class. Kids would be smarter and the dropout rates would
significantly decrease. If it wasn’t illegal, I could make millions
off the idea. Chris has these kids’ attention and moves faster than
animals in cartoons. I want to leave, and know I should, but I
can’t take my eyes off Chris. It’s grotesque and brilliant at the
same time.

“It does not matter what you read. You just have to read! Now I
want all of you to talk about the books you’re reading and tell me
what you like and don’t like.”

Several children raise their hands. Chris points at a tan boy in
the front row with long blonde curls.

“I’m reading a book about some worms on a planet that produces
some spice that makes people crazy. I think the whole thing sucks.
You picked it out and I want another book.”

This isn’t the positive response I was expecting but I’m still
pulled into the scene. Chris’s pupils have taken over the whites of
his eyes and he is touching his face incessantly while pacing back
and forth parading his ideas in front of the class.

“That’s good. That’s really good feedback!” Chris yells like a
maniac. “If you don’t like the book you’re reading then throw it
out and start with something new! Has anyone ever read Great
Expectations?”

No one in the class says yes or raises a hand.

“No? Okay. That’s fine. Well, the book completely sucks and it
does not meet any great expectations because it sucks. So if you’re
reading it now, please stop and read something else.”

“So what books are good, then?” the little boy with blonde curls
asks, confused.

“The greatest books are books about life, not books about
fantasy. You need to read something that grabs you, something that
relates to you personally. You’re probably too young to read books
about drugs and drug addicts so you may have to pick something
else. Let me think about it.”

“My mom says drugs are bad!” a portly girl yells out from the
back row.

“Yes, yes. Of course drugs are bad! We need to find you all
books that capture the anxiety, anger, and passion about being
young without drugs. Is anyone reading Catcher in the
Rye?”

None of the children answers. It’s difficult to take my eyes off
the situation until I hear footsteps behind me. I turn and a woman
with shoulder-length brown hair and a red skirt with matching
jacket, obviously an authority figure here, is holding a child by
the arm and quickly walking down the hall pulling him. We catch
eyes for a second but quickly look away and she does not stop to
ask me any questions. In fact, she barely even notices me, but it’s
enough of a situation to break my concentration and make me realize
I need to leave the school fast. I run through the double doors to
my car, open the car door, and drive off in a hurry.
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After three months of spending most of my nights at Ashley’s
house, sleeping in her room surrounded by great artists of
centuries past, I began to think there might be more to her random
outbursts. At first I chalked it up to stress from school, life,
and the cloudy weather that eventually engulfed most people moving
to Seattle from sunny states. However, when she told me about her
family, I started to think there might be more to it.

Ashley’s mother, Kila, had come from Russia at age nineteen to
escape an overly controlling and crazy father and a government that
wanted her dead. Her father had a large following of Russian people
who looked to him for leadership and direction that would better
their lives and take them away from their countless problems. He
was very anti-Communist but no one was sure what he saw as the
solution. Hundreds of people would gather to hear him speak about
situations affecting the poor—the majority of Russian people—and
the country. In his words people found solace. Although their
family was wealthy, Ashley’s grandfather believed he understood
what the poor people of the country faced, he understood their
pain, he understood the dire problems they faced every day, he
understood their lives and the lives they wanted for their
children. His followers lived in shacks and scrapped for enough
food and clothing to keep their families alive, and he promised a
solution that would allow them to flourish. His public speeches
became more and more insane to most, but still made sense to his
thousands of followers. He was never diagnosed with schizophrenia,
but he claimed voices spoke to him, and through those voices he led
the people and made his speeches. Ashley’s mom escaped the country
when an opposition threatened to kill her father and all his
family. To leave the country, Ashley’s mother had to rely on bribes
and intuition. Coming from a wealthy family, Kila had an assortment
of jewelry collected over decades, and on her journey out of Russia
she wore a diamond ring on each finger with the diamonds facing her
palms. This was successful in hiding from the glances of most
guards and others traveling out of the country. If a guard stopped
and questioned her, she knew that simply turning the ring around
and gently slipping it off her finger would pay whatever silence
was needed to get her to the next country or on the next flight.
Coming to America was her goal. Kila flew into New York but was
quickly taken to Tucson, Arizona, to live with other family members
who had found an escape in the hot desert town. In Tucson, Ashley’s
nineteen-year-old mother met Ashley’s father.

Her beauty intimidated most men, and because of the language
barrier, most attempts to sweep her off her feet were quickly
stopped. Men would stumble through conversations, questions, and
jokes, but Ashley’s mother didn’t understand them and eventually
the men would leave with their heads down. Ashley’s dad was
majoring in journalism and had great patience. Teaching Kila
English words used to ask common questions helped break the ice and
eventually led into a friendship. He was the only man who seemed to
have the time to sit with her, something she desperately needed
with her immediate family still in Russia and out of contact, and
the patience demanded by someone from a foreign land. In addition,
he was nice and did not attempt to sleep with her as she was warned
most men in the United States would try to do. Kila wasn’t in love
with Ashley’s father but eventually married him anyway because he
was nice to her and made a good living as a journalist after
finishing college. Not long after the marriage began, Ashley was
born, an only child in an unpleasant household.

By the time Ashley was five, her mother’s unhappiness was
evident. She would lose her temper at unusual moments or over the
most unusual conversations. The outbursts usually came at dinner
when Ashley and her father were there to experience her fury.
Ashley specifically remembered one conversation her father started
about a professor who had recently received an award for a book he
wrote. In the middle of talking about the award, Ashley’s mom flew
off the handle, threw her plate on the floor, and yelled for the
next hour about dreams and goals. Kila believed she had dreams to
pursue, but Ashley and her father were keeping her from achieving
her full potential. Ashley remembered her mom yelling and pointing
at the two of them with furious eyes and pulling at her blonde
hair. Meanwhile, Ashley sat at the table scared and her father held
her without saying a word. Sometimes, after these outbursts,
Ashley’s mother would leave for days, sometimes even weeks, and
then return to her old routine without an explanation. Ashley
remembered feeling very melancholy when her mom first started to
leave. But as she reached her teens, Ashley learned to expect the
outbursts and became disconnected by the events. She once told me
that she sometimes looked forward to her mom’s outbursts and
abandonments, because it meant that she and her dad, who didn’t
cook, would order pizza or pick up fast food and sit in front of
the television talking about school, the stories he was writing,
and even boys she liked in class. The days without her mom made
Ashley a lot less anxious and brought a calm feeling to the house,
until the buildup of unhappiness and unspoken events finally led to
a major event. When Ashley was fourteen, she was called into the
principal’s office at school and told her dad was in the hospital
and her mom would be picking her up shortly.

“What happened?” she remembered asking the principal.

“Your dad was at work and fell down pretty hard off his chair.
They think he had a nervous breakdown,” he replied, then briefly
paused. “Do you know what a nervous breakdown is?”

“Isn’t it when someone is so filled with anxiety they completely
stop moving, and yell out weird things to people?”

“Somewhat. I think your mom can better explain it,” he said,
ending the conversation.

When Ashley’s mom picked her up, she was bitching terribly about
Ashley’s father as they drove to the hospital. Ashley was not
permitted to see him but was told he would come home in the next
couple of days and that the doctors were just evaluating him to
make sure he hadn’t suffered any permanent damage. Over the next
couple of days, Ashley started to put the pieces together through
phone conversations her mom was having with family and friends. “I
knew it!” she would say. “He has barely touched me in ten years and
it took him this long to break down? Why so long!” she would scream
into the phone. Through the conversations, Ashley understood her
father was working in his office on a story about two high school
boys who had beaten up another student everyone believed to be
homosexual. The student was in critical care. While Ashley’s dad
was writing the story, something broke in him and he fell down
crying, complained of dizziness, and didn’t respond to his
coworkers’ questions. The office all rushed to his aid and one of
his colleagues dialed 911 and he was rushed to the hospital.

 The tension in their home built for several weeks and
during that time, Ashley felt like a ghost. Her parents barely
talked in the house and her dad was not himself. Spaced-out on
prescription drugs, he often nodded off to sleep in the midst of a
conversation, or sat in a chair on their back porch watching the
bees collect pollen from their garden flowers.

After a month, Ashley came home from school and her dad’s truck
was filled with his clothes and an old desk lamp from their living
room and not much else. He was sitting on concrete stairs that led
to their front door. Sitting on the porch, he watched her walk up
the sidewalk almost to their house. Ashley expected, and felt she
deserved, a talk. She still felt uneasy and full of anxiety
watching her dad sit waiting for her.

“How you doing, kid?” he said.

“Okay, I guess,” she replied.

He apologized for the stress he’d caused her over the past few
weeks and told her everything that happened in his office and what
led up to this point. He held nothing back, believing she was old
enough to hear the full truth.

“I’m gay and I’m leaving to live in an apartment,” he told her.
“I’ve been trapped trying to be someone else for a long time and
now I have to figure out who I really am and then accept that.”

Knowing a judge would never let him have custody of Ashley after
a nervous breakdown fueled by an identity crisis, he allowed
Ashley’s mom to have full custody on paper, but that would not keep
him and Ashley from spending time together.

After her father moved away from the house, Ashley was able to
spend a couple of nights a week in his apartment. A small
one-bedroom in a run-down neighborhood was all he could afford
because he still paid the mortgage for Ashley and her mom. During
nights at her father’s home, they consumed fast food and talked
like they would when he was still in their house and Ashley’s mom
had left them. Her mom’s outbursts continued in her father’s
absence and were mostly directed at helpless people Ashley had
never met. She blamed the world for being insane and told Ashley
how crazy they all were. Now with her dad in another home, Ashley
didn’t have to wait for her mom to leave. When the outbursts
started, Ashley would escape to her father’s apartment. With her
father embracing his new sexual awakening, he had frequent
boyfriends. It was one of her favorites, Shawn, who introduced her
to Egon Schiele and even bought her first paints and canvas. When I
met her, Ashley still talked to her parents weekly and sometimes it
was good and sometimes it was bad.

 

Sunday morning we woke up after a night in which we finished two
bottles of wine and the last of the whiskey that was in Ashley’s
house. One of her roommates had left the whiskey behind the living
room couch. With eight people all living under the same roof, you
could never be sure whose liquor you might be drinking. Throughout
the night we had listened to power ballads, talked about her school
work, and I had tried to act as if my community college classes
were not a complete joke. We spent most of the night talking just
to each other, as I had hoped, but random people and roommates
always interfered at her house. Ashley welcomed everyone and
included them in our conversation or changed the topic with ease if
she thought it would make them feel more comfortable. After several
hours of interruptions, drinking, and entertaining guests, we
slipped into her bedroom, locking the door behind us and kissing
all the way to the edge of the bed.

The anticipation of sex always makes me a madman. I’m somewhat
calm and shy in any situation, but when the prospect of sex
introduces itself, I’m more nervous than a driver suddenly
realizing the police officer behind him has turned the lights
on.

When we got to the end of the bed, I quickly rushed to pull her
tank top over her head. The kissing only stopped briefly when the
shirt reached her face. Reaching down to her waist, I undid her
belt, pulling the hole from the metal stud that held it together.
We stopped kissing for a moment and Ashley pulled her hands from my
waist and slid her pants onto the floor, revealing black cotton
underwear with a red rose on the front waistband. Just in her
underwear, Ashley lay back on her bed, propping herself up on her
elbows, smiling and welcoming me to join the bed on top of her. I
stripped off my clothes as fast as I could and jumped and entered
her. Nights like this were becoming frequent as I stayed at
Ashley’s house more and more.

After an amazing night we woke up to a new rainy day. As the
weather changed in Seattle day to day, so did Ashley’s attitude,
and I was never sure what to expect. I looked over to Ashley, who
was lying on her back and wiping the sleep from her eyes with red
satin sheets pulled just above her chest.

She sighed before turning to me and saying, “I need some coffee
but we don’t have any in the house,” in a low slumber voice.

“Do you want to go over to Pete’s Coffee and grab some
breakfast?” I said.

She let out a deep breath before saying, “I don’t know. The idea
of getting out of bed and facing the world sounds horrible. I wish
someone could just bring it to me in bed. I have so much work to
do, and I don’t know if I’ll get it all done. I should not have
spent so much time drinking and hanging out with you yesterday. I
need to be focusing on school right now.”

I didn’t know what to say when she blamed me for the stress she
was feeling. I wanted to scream, “You invited me over!” and “You
bought the wine! I didn’t shove it down your throat!” Instead I
just sulked and turned my body away from her, looking at raindrops
forming on the window and thinking this was not the way I wanted to
start my morning.

When Ashley started blaming me for the stress she felt, I knew
it wouldn’t stop for hours and sometimes days. I should have put on
my clothes and run out the door waiting for the storm to clear, but
I lay there and watched Ashley get out of bed, put on a pair of
faded jeans with holes in the knees, throw on an oversized T-shirt
she’d borrowed from me months before, and tie her hair in a
ponytail with a purple band.

“Let’s go to Pete’s Coffee and hurry up and get back. I have a
lot to do today,” she said, reminding me once again of her busy
schedule.

Rolling out of bed, I searched for my clothes on the floor and
found my jeans thrown towards the end of the bed. My shirt was also
at the end of the bed and I picked it up off the floor and started
to pull it over my head.

 “Yeah, I have a lot to finish today and want to get a move
on,” I said, trying to make myself an equal.

“Let me guess. Vinny is having another barbeque in his backyard
and you, him, and Matty are going to sit in lawn chairs on his dirt
yard, drink cheap beer, and make fun of other people’s music
choices,” she said sarcastically, looking in the mirror back to
me.

Knowing that she was right about my only option that day, I
still defended myself. “That art history class I’m taking is harder
than shit. The teacher is making us memorize the name and date of
every piece he has shown us, from cavemen to Egyptians. In two
weeks we have an exam where he'll flash ten of two hundred pieces
we have to memorize and, if I don’t start studying now, I’ll fail
the test and eventually the class,” I said.

This was mostly true. The teacher read from a notebook behind
his maple podium at each class and never looked up to address us.
The class just stared blankly at the top of his bald head or off
into space, hoping to somehow absorb the information. I would have
never known about the test had the person sitting next to me two
weeks before not mentioned it was worth thirty percent of our
grade.

“Fine, then. You have a lot to do. Let’s just walk over to
Pete’s and get some coffee and food already.”

We stepped into the sunlight, both putting the backs of our
hands in front of our eyes to block the afternoon sun. Pete’s was
only seven blocks from her house so we walked, barely talking and
just observing the happier people that passed us on the way. A man
jogged by in a sweat-soaked shirt, and a woman with
strawberry-blonde hair in a ponytail was walking a black Cocker
spaniel.

We arrived at Pete’s, ordered two coffees, pancakes for me, and
eggs with bacon for Ashley. We sat across from each other still
barely talking until she lifted the pink sunglasses, covering half
her face and hiding all expression, onto her blonde hair. Behind
those sunglasses were sorrowful eyes. The sorrow was partly from
the level of alcohol we’d ingested the night before and partly from
her life. I knew something was coming when she situated the
sunglasses on her head like a headband, holding her hair. Ashley
always wanted me to see her eyes when she had something serious to
say. Upon seeing the glasses rise to her head, my body stiffened
and forearms tensed, shooting uncomfortable pains to my lower back
and causing my palms, already in my lap, to dig into my thighs. I
wanted to look away but braced myself for what she had to say.

 “What are we doing, Sam?” she said, leaning back in her
chair and staring at me hard. “I think I drink too much when I’m
with you, and I really have other things I should be doing. I can’t
just hang out with you all the time when I have three tests a week
to study for and a project due at the end of the semester. When we
went to that concert on Wednesday, I blew off a group meeting, and
now the other people in my group are all over me and I have to work
twice as hard to catch up.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you had a group project?” I pleaded with
her. “I would have been fine with not going to the concert or doing
anything at all.”

“It’s not just about the concert, Sam!” she said, now yelling so
that people glanced over at our table curiously. “You don’t get it.
I have a lot to do and you’re keeping me from doing it. I’m not
going to end up like my mom sitting at home all day wishing I had
taken control of my life. I’m going to the top and sometimes I feel
like you’re keeping me from getting there.”

“I want you to get there, Ashley. I want you to do whatever
makes you happy and makes you feel like you’re achieving your
goals, but will you not yell at me? People are beginning to look at
us.”

“So what if they look, Sam?” she demanded. “Let them look all
they want. Besides, what about what you want to achieve? All you do
is listen to music and talk about the bands you like. I’m
interested in more than that, you know. We barely even talk about
art anymore and you never listen to the news with me. Do you even
have any idea what is going on outside your little world? When was
the last time you listened to NPR or picked up a newspaper?”

I sank back in my chair and looked away from her, feeling
belittled and defeated by my own lack of interest in this world.
“The news is a joke,” I thought to myself, trying to raise my
self-esteem.

“What do we really have in common? Why don’t you tell me
that?”

I turned my head, glaring at her, knowing no answer would
satisfy or stop her at this point. We shared a long uncomfortable
silence before she got up, saying, “I’m out of here. I don’t have
time for you right now.”

I refused to chase her since it was impossible to figure out
what I had done wrong. She was in one of her moods to make me feel
like I was a horrible person and below her. These outbursts were
somewhat frequent and always directed towards me. I watched her
walk away but stayed at the table and waited for our food. Once the
food arrived, I ate both plates before calling Vinny to come pick
me up and take me to Matty’s barbeque, where we drank whiskey and
listened to music. All afternoon I laughed and joked with Matty and
Vinny as if nothing was wrong, but I could not remove my thoughts
from Ashley. I wanted her to call and apologize. I received no such
call that day.

I didn’t hear from Ashley for five days. On the third night, our
silence was suffocating me and I drove by her house to see her
bedroom light on and somehow felt comforted in the knowledge she
was home, but I could not call her. As far as I was concerned, I
had done nothing wrong and started to believe our separation was
for the best. The incident at Pete’s Coffee was the third time
she’d stormed off on me and was by far the worst. Most of the time,
Ashley would call me the next day, apologize, and everything would
be fine. This was far different from the outbursts she’d had
before. She had never asked me to justify our relationship, and I
never thought I would have to do so. If she didn’t want to be with
me then I wouldn’t pursue her.

 I was in my room when I felt a wave of depression at the
thought that I may never see her again, and sat on the floor with
my back against the wall and my knees pulled to my chest. I sat in
that position for two hours trying to clear my mind. Finally my
back felt sore and I had to get up and take a walk.

I walked from my house to a small neighborhood park filled with
trees and a slide set for children to play on. It was fall and the
leaves were starting to turn yellow and orange and cover the ground
I walked on. Walking and listening to the dry leaves crumple under
my feet, I felt the cell phone in my pocket vibrate and looked at
my screen to see it was Ashley calling. I almost panicked and
didn’t answer, but put the phone to my ear and pressed the green
button to talk.

“Hello,” I said, trying to cover the shakiness in my throat.

“Sam?” Ashley’s inflection didn’t yet reveal anything.

“Yeah. It’s me.”

“Can I talk to you for a second?” she asked.

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Sam, I’m really sorry about the other day. Sometimes I just get
to a point, I know there’s no excuse, but I just lost it and I
hope—I hope you can forgive me.”

I should have told her I wouldn’t stand to be treated like that.
I should have told her about the five days of hell she’d put me
through—sitting around not knowing if it was over and trying to
decide if I cared. I should have acted like I didn’t care and
hadn’t given her outburst a second thought.

 “I don’t know why you got so mad. I don’t feel like I
really did anything, but if you were mad, I am sorry. I hope you’re
feeling better,” I said.

“I’m feeling better and I really miss you,” she said, sounding
sincere. “I was just really stressed, babe, but I want to see you
soon. I’m almost done with my school work for this week but you
should come over tomorrow. One of my roommates is cooking dinner
for the entire house and you should come, and then after dinner we
can talk. I really need you, Sam.”

She needed me?

“Okay. I’ll be there around seven tomorrow night after I pick up
Emily from her soccer game.”

“That’s so good, Sam. I was really nervous calling you and I
could only think the worst. I can’t even think about not having you
in my life right now. You hold me together and I love you.”

This was the first time she had ever said she loved me. I had
felt like saying it before but thought the idea was stupid. Now,
hearing her say those words, I thought about what love really meant
and how cheaply people used the phrase. Five minutes prior to
Ashley’s call, I was sure we would never talk again, and now she
loved me. How could this really be? I didn’t shy away from the
words by pretending not to hear or ignoring what she’d told me.

“I’m glad you called me and I love you too,” I said before
hanging up.
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It’s ten fifteen when we finally arrive at Scott’s home for
the party. Even though I picked up Chris and Lola at nine, we
waited for Lola to get properly primped, which tonight means a
short silver skirt that sparkles under direct light, high black
boots, a black top with spaghetti-string straps, and a black clip,
painted with white angel wings, holding her hair back. The time
spent waiting for Lola allowed Chris and me to snort several lines
off his green kitchen countertops, one line off his mahogany coffee
table, and one line off the floor just for fun.

Scott lives in the northeast of Albuquerque at the edge of
Christmas-tree shaped mountains with peaks that run into the clouds
and valleys that reach a town over. Architects have designed the
home’s exteriors with brown adobe to preserve the natural look and
feeling of the mountainous landscape. Each home has large windows
allowing the sunlight to reach in and owners to overlook panoramic
views of desert, city lights, and mountains. All the adobe mansions
in Scott’s neighborhood are different sizes and shapes, built over
uneven ground or into the face of the mountain. For most, the
desert mountain habitat serves as perfectly manicured front and
back lawns, but a few have chosen rock patterns on their lawns,
perhaps as a statement of art or a way to stand out. Streets are
perfectly paved—black, smooth, no holes in sight—and lined with
new, expensive cars bought by people who have money to waste on
new, expensive cars. I park two blocks away behind a polished
yellow Lamborghini.

Lola, Chris, and I walk down the street past black Mercedes, red
Ferraris, Hummers, BMWs, and Saabs, and up Scott’s long driveway.
His front yard is filled with different-colored rocks set in
patterns to mimic Van Gogh’s Starry Night, which we avoid
by walking on a cobblestone path to the side of the rock mosaic and
leading to the front door. From beyond the front door, we hear
talking, the clanking of glasses, and music playing. Lola walks in
without knocking (I assume she never knocks) and the three of us
shuffle into a large, open room filled with women in long,
expensive gowns, men in suits, people drinking wine, people
smiling, and people overall enjoying being around one another. In
the middle of the room is a large ice sculpture of a woman with
perfect hourglass proportions, fully naked, and leaning forward. A
canal is dug out of the ice starting from her head and ending at
her backside. The canal allows guests to pour warm alcohol at the
sculpture’s head and catch cold alcohol at the end. Past the ice
sculpture and large room are windows looking onto a patio, which
overlooks the city on one side and one of god’s amazing creations
on the left: the Sandia Mountains. Waiters in black tuxedos with
penguin tails carry white platters above their shoulders containing
fried zucchini, beef skewers, broccoli raab, and shrimp with
lime.

The smells of oils, pepper, garlic, parmesan, and spices drift
through the room, enticing my appetite. A waiter walks close by and
I grab a beef skewer off his plate and eat it slowly. Curry, red
pepper, and basil melt in my mouth. I eat a handful of crisp,
salty-tasting broccoli. I want to grab every waiter’s tray and eat
everything they have. This is unusual conduct for someone high on
powder, but logic says that I may never attend a party like this
again and should take full advantage.

Chris fits in with the crowd. He is wearing a black suit, maroon
shirt, black dress shoes with silver buckles, and no tie. Lola, as
always, stands out, and I fly under the radar. When Lola told me to
dress nice, I put on the nicest clothes I own—Khaki pants and a
navy button-down shirt, which is the only shirt with buttons I own.
I don’t look good enough or poor enough to grab anyone’s attention,
and I should successfully make it to the end of the party without
catching any stares of pity.

“Lola! There you are, honey. I’m so glad you’re here.”

A man with almond-colored skin, a white tuxedo, and a surgically
enhanced face stops before us. His hairline is high above his
forehead, more so than on normal people, and his skin looks so
tightly wrapped around his face that it is as smooth as plastic. It
is incredibly difficult to remove my eyes from his stretched
face.

“Scott! The party looks fabulous, but then again if it wasn’t
fabulous, I wouldn’t be here,” Lola says, sliding into a
personality and speech appropriate for such a party and host.

Stretch-face, Scott, leans in and kisses Lola on both cheeks and
reaches over to shake Chris’s hand.

“Hi, Chris. You look beauuuutiful!” Stretch-face says. When he
talks and expresses his excitement, only his mouth moves and
eyelids lift. No skin wrinkles or changes, just the hollow opening
of his mouth through the plastic skin. “It’s so good to see
you.”

“Hi, Scott. It’s been a long time. Thanks for having us,” Chris
says.

“Yes, yes. Much too long. And who is your new friend?” Scott
says, looking from me eyes to my feet and back to my eyes.

“This is Sam. He’s our new best friend from Seattle,” Lola
says.

“Seattle. Well, what are you doing here, darling?”

“It’s complicated,” I say.

Stretch-face laughs and puts his hand on my shoulder.

“It always is. It always is. Well, take a walk around. This is
the land of indulgence, so please indulge.”

Stretch-face flicks his wrist in the air and walks away to greet
someone else. A waiter walks by with glasses of champagne neatly
stacked on a black tray high over his head. Chris and I grab a
glass each and Lola grabs two.

I ask Lola about Scott and she tells me he is a very successful
contractor who was a big part of building neighborhoods and homes
near the northeast mountains in Albuquerque. He made tens of
millions before the housing market crashed and now spends his money
on very expensive tastes: designer clothes, wine, custom cars, and
very lavish parties. Lola met him three years ago at a club
downtown and has been coming to his parties ever since.

We walk over to the liquor located in the middle of the room,
skip the ice sculpture, and I pour whiskey into a crystal glass
located on a table next to the liquor. Lola pours herself a glass
of vodka, guzzles it, and pours herself another. Chris and I look
at each other first, then we look at Lola.

“You’re in a mood tonight,” Chris says.

“I just want to get drunk quickly,” Lola says.

“Okay, but we just got here. I don’t want to have to drag you
out of here before Sam and I have time to enjoy ourselves.”

“Don’t worry about me. You know I always drink a lot at first,
and then do some blow, and then I’m fine.”

Chris grabs a bottle of tequila, pours some down the ice woman’s
back and catches it with a glass. He fills the rest of his glass
with orange juice and walks over to two women near the back wall
who have been eyeing him since we walked in. They smile and giggle
as Chris talks and attempts to dominate their attention. Watching
Chris meet new people with such ease makes me envious of his
confidence. I look at Lola; she is pouring herself another glass of
vodka. I’m still on my first whiskey.

“I’m going to work the room and say hi to all the people I know,
and then I’m going to find something stronger than this alcohol. Do
you want to come with?” she says.

“I’m going to hang back. I want to take a look around and I’ll
meet up with you soon,” I say.

I don’t want to follow Lola around like a sick dog and I know
she does not want to have me awkwardly tagging along at her side
all night. I need to establish independence and show Lola I can
meet people without her help.

“Fine. I’ll meet up with you later,” she says, and walks across
the room to hug a well-dressed man with broad shoulders in a black
suit with red pinstripes.

I stay standing near the ice sculpture alone, insecure, and not
knowing anyone other than the people I came to the party with. The
room reeks of entitlement. Young men and women dressed in designer
clothes and driving cars that cost more than most people’s homes
are smiling, talking, and gaming each other. They all have
something to give but want something in return, perhaps drugs,
money, power, or sex. I wonder how many young people at this party
actually made their own money and how many ride the coattails of
their parents or grandparents.

An older man, closer to Stretch-face’s age than my own, enters
my space and observes the ice sculpture. His face looks untouched
by plastic surgery: wrinkles around his eyes, big nose, thin lips,
saggy neck, and skin that looks like sandpaper. His sandy-blonde
hair is thin and mostly bald on the back of his head. He and I both
stick out from the beautiful people all gathered in the room, but
his clothes look the part—black pin-striped suit with a pressed
gray shirt and light blue tie.

“Do you know how this thing works?” he asks me with a southern
accent.

“I think you pour some of this liquor down her back and then
hold a glass towards the bottom. It makes your liquor cold.”

“Huh. Has anyone ever heard of regular ice before? This just
seems like a lot of unnecessary work.”

I laugh and the man smiles back at me, his thick bushy eyebrows
playfully rising up, and sticks his hand out.

“Name’s Conner. You look about as out of place as I do. Did you
get dragged here like me?”

I relax now that I’ve found a partner in the same boat, someone
to speak with. I feel less insecure and stop thinking about Lola,
stop looking at Chris.

“Yeah, something like that,” I say. “I’m Sam. My friend Lola
knows the host, Scott. How about you?”

“Yeah, I know Scott. Once upon a time, I lent him the money when
he was building all these homes. We both made a killing at the time
but him more than me.”

Conner points to one of the girls Chris is speaking with. She is
eye-catching in an ankle-length black gown that looks painted on
her body, long blonde hair, and perfectly smooth, tan skin.

“I started dating that beautiful woman a couple years ago. As
you can tell, she’s much younger than me. Every time she hears
about one of these parties, she drags me out to some extravagant
house, bar, or club. I thought I was done with this shit a long
time ago but keep ending up at places I hate being. But damn if she
isn’t worth every uncomfortable and dreadful second I have to
endure at these parties. The things we do for lust—right, Sam?” he
says, looking directly into my eyes.

“The things we do for lust,” I repeat.

“To be honest with you, Sam, I don’t know if I can stomach
another second looking at these people,” he says.

“I know what you mean. I’m starting to wonder if I should have
just stayed home and partied alone. Sometimes it’s better to enjoy
my vices without a bunch of people watching.”

Conner looks at me with a half smile and squinted eyes so the
wrinkles around them tightly topple over each other. He looks like
a demon sent to ruin my life or present an offer to make it
better.

“So, Sam,” Connor says. “Do you want a line? That beautiful
woman got me hooked on the shit, but I don’t like to do it in a
group, and I don’t like to do it alone. I’m sure we can find a room
in this huge house away from all these people. If you’re in, it’s
definitely on me, and if you’re uncomfortable with me asking, then
I guess you’re fucked.”

I burst with laughter. Everyone within ten feet can hear me. I
wasn’t expecting this well-dressed older man to get high. Chris
looks back and so do the girls he is speaking with. Conner’s girl
looks directly at him, amused, and they catch eyes for a second,
but I don’t look over. Conner and I keep laughing and hope
everyone’s attention reverts back to their conversations, friends,
and other people.

“I can’t imagine a better idea,” I say. “You lead the way.”

“That’s what I like to hear.”

Conner walks through the living room past people with perfectly
fitting clothes, waiters with trays of food, people holding bottles
of wine, surgically enhanced faces, surgically enhanced chests and
bodies. Scott yells over to Conner from across the room, but we
don’t acknowledge the attempt to grab our attention and keep
walking back to a hallway leading us away from the room full of
people.

We enter a hallway with no people and multiple doors.

“There are a hundred bedrooms in this place; we just need to
find one where we won’t be bothered. I don’t have enough to share
with the whole party.”

Conner opens the first door without knocking and we’re startled
to see two people inside give us a look like they are deer caught
in headlights. They are both on the bed with the woman on all
fours, her dress pulled up to her back, and exposing her lower
body. The man’s pants are on the floor and he is pressed up behind
her.

“Oh, sorry!” Conner says immediately closing the door.

We smile at each other, continuing down the hall.

“I guess some people have never heard of locks,” he says.

We walk to the next door down the hall and cautiously open it.
It’s a small room with a bed, nightstand, and a small table with a
chair. No people are fornicating inside so we walk in and shut the
door behind us, making sure to lock it. I sit on the bed and Conner
stands over the counter pouring out a small mountain of blow from a
clear plastic bag. There is definitely enough powder to get the
whole party high, but I understand why Conner does not want to
share. He pulls a key out of his pocket and uses it to break up two
lines.

“You got a dollar or something we can use to snort this stuff?”
he asks.

I pull a five-dollar bill from my pocket and hand it to him.
Conner rolls it up and snorts one of the lines. He puts his head
back and taps the five-dollar bill, making sure to shake every last
bit of powder into his nose.

“You’re up,” he says.

I walk over to the table, snort my line, put my head back and
shake out all the powder from the bill. Once I’m done, I walk back
over to the bed, clearing my throat. My jaw starts shaking and toes
curl under my feet. Conner pulls the chair out from the counter and
sits across from me. The whites of his eyes have disappeared and he
nervously tosses his keys back and forth in his hands.

“So what do you do, Sam?”

“Drink mostly.”

Conner finds this comment amusing and laughs.

“So what supports your bad habits?”

“A job cooking at a coffee shop near the university.”

“How do you like it?”

“It’s a shit job but the owner is a pretty good guy and
tolerates my bad habits.”

“There’s no replacement for a good boss.”

“I wish it were more money but it will do for now.”

“Yeah, I guess we all want more money, especially people your
age,” he says. “It’s good that you don’t have any money now,
because when you do have money, you will appreciate it more. Making
money by working hard is better than simply having money because
someone gave it to you. I can’t stand people who always have money
in their lives; they build no character. People who are poor and
then become rich can always go back to being poor. But people who
have money their entire lives don’t know what it’s like to be poor,
and wouldn’t know how to get along without money. If you’re poor
once, you can be poor again. Going through hard times in poverty
allows one to survive anything.”

I nod my head in agreement with Conner.

“Yeah, but being poor isn’t a whole lot of fun. It would be nice
to not have to worry about money,” I say.

“Having money isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. I’ve spent most
of my life on a quest to make money and I made a lot of it. On the
way there, it cost me a wife and a relationship with a daughter I
never really took the time to know.”

Conner stops throwing his keys back and forth, sets them on the
nightstand behind him, and leans forward with his elbows on his
knees and his head squarely lifted so the skin on his neck is
tight.

“I always thought if I made enough money and kept buying things,
it would make others happy and I thought it would make me happy.
Making money did make me happy at first; it was a huge rush and
felt amazing. I felt flawless, invincible, like nothing could knock
me off the pedestal I put myself on. But once the money was made
and the deal was done, I came down, felt empty, and had to keep
making more and more money to get that rush back. Those feelings,
that need to constantly keep making money, are when greed sets in.
Once I had tasted that feeling of closing a big deal, watching my
bank account grow, and buying things most people can’t afford, I
was addicted. I became estranged from my family and spent all my
time trying to recreate the rush of making piles of money, working
all hours of the night and hustling people I thought weren’t as
smart as I was. Somewhere along the way, I fell out of touch with
everyone and the space between me, my friends, and my family grew
larger and larger. I was greedy, Sam. I would have done anything to
make a buck. I charged people unnecessary interest rates and prayed
for companies to fail so I could make money off other people’s
misery. It all turned out pretty well for me and not so well for
others. I filled all my emptiness with big piles of money and now I
don’t have much else. Once all the money is gone, there won’t be
anything left to remember me. Hell, my own family won’t even
remember me. I haven’t even done anything amazing to make money,
like solve world hunger, launch a product that changed the world,
or even be the best at what I do. There are people that have made a
lot more money in my field of business. On top of that, the more I
bought, the more I felt attached. The attachment to homes, cars, a
lifestyle, made it a lot harder to escape or just leave if I
wanted. When you’re poor, you have nothing and therefore you can do
anything. Enjoy yourself now, Sam, because life does not get much
better than it is right now.”

Conner does not know my story and can only assume that things
for me are pretty good. It feels good to have someone look at me
and think I am at the peak of my life. I decline to tell him why I
left Seattle, why I feel miserable, and why I sit in this bedroom
with him, shuffling blow into my nose.

“I’m glad I met you Conner. You may be one of the most
interesting people I’ve ever met,” I say.

“I don’t know about that.”

Conner and I sit in the bedroom doing line after line and
talking. He talks about life, his daughter, ex-wife, and entering
the dating scene. I listen with my jaw twitching, teeth grinding,
and eyes constantly blinking. Conner tells me about his time on a
safari in Africa. He says it’s something rich and powerful men do,
but after getting chased by a lion that nearly grabbed him before
he jumped in a car, he spent the rest of his time at a hotel
drinking scotch and admiring beautiful women he would never see
again. He talks about living in Albuquerque, the disparity between
the poor and the rich and how he wishes there weren’t so much
poverty in New Mexico. He wishes he could fix it. Conner talks
about football and his love for teams in Boston, and I educate him
on soccer. He calls soccer a Communist sport and I don’t try to
figure out why he thinks that. We talk for over an hour and agree
we wouldn’t have lasted twenty minutes in the living room with all
those people. Conner says he has to get back to his young beautiful
girlfriend so we leave the room. I reenter the living room, which
now seems to have attracted close to three hundred people, and see
Chris standing alone with straight and worried eyes, observing the
faces in the crowd. He sees me and darts forward.

“Have you seen Lola?” Chris asks me.

“No. Not for a couple of hours.”

“Shit, man. The last time I saw her was an hour ago and it
looked like she was way over her limit. She was slurring her words
and fell on the floor and dropped a glass of vodka. When I turned
around, she was gone. I hate when she does this shit. She doesn’t
know how to stick to a limit. She’s always going overboard.”

“We should look for her.”

“All right, but let’s stick together. We can start here and walk
around the party asking people when they last saw her. I’m sure she
needs us wherever she is.”

“Sounds good. I feel like a 9/11 firefighter in search of people
to save,” I say, rubbing my hands together and blinking more than
normal.

“Are you high?”

“Extremely.”

Chris shrugs his shoulder and sighs, then says, “At least I know
you have the energy for this.”

Chris and I walk through the sea of people asking random
strangers if they have seen Lola. Some say no, some can’t remember,
and some don’t know Lola. Chris asks Stretch-face and he says he
saw her going outside. We follow the lead and enter the back patio
where a few people are smoking cigarettes. We interrupt the
conversation of two young women with matching ash-blonde hair and
ask if they have seen Lola. One, directly across from me in a black
miniskirt and red silk tank top, loses her smile and points to the
wall. I look in the direction she’s pointing and see Lola crouched
on the ground with her knees pulled to her chest, held by her arms
wrapped around her shins, and her forehead resting on the top of
her knees. Chris and I run over.

“Lola! Lola!” Chris yells at her.

She does not respond. I put her forehead in my palm and lift her
head; she mumbles at me.

“Fuck, man! She has way overdone it. I knew this was going to
happen when she started downing drinks as soon as we walked in the
door. You have to take her to the hospital,” Chris says, looking at
me.

“You’re not going to come with me?” I say frowning at Chris.

“This isn’t my first go-round with Lola. She’s been doing this
since we were in high school, man. Besides, I’m working on this
beautiful woman inside. You understand, don’t you?”

“Not really,” I say.

“Take her to the hospital. It’s two miles down the main road
when you take a right out of this neighborhood. They’re going to
have to pump her stomach so we need to hurry. You get one arm and
I’ll get the other.”

We pick Lola up and sling her arms over our shoulders. She is
dead weight. Conner sees us from inside and runs out, looking at
me.

“Too much to drink or something else?” he says.

“Way too much to drink,” Chris says.

“Come on. There’s a gate over here. Let’s not take her through
the house.”

Conner grabs her feet and the three of us carry Lola out of the
backyard, through the gate, and two blocks up to my car. Chris and
Conner secure Lola by leaning her back against the white cloth on
the passenger seat and putting the seatbelt around her waist. Her
eyes are closed but she mumbles and shrugs her shoulders without
rhyme or reason, so we know she is still alive. Salty beads of
sweat are pouring down my face and into my mouth and I’m panicking.
I can barely think, everything is blurry, and I wish I would have
never come to this party, wish I would have never met Lola. I can’t
have her dying in my car. I will not let her die in my car.

“Drive fast but don’t get yourself pulled over. You’re not
exactly fit to be driving either,” Conner tells me.

I close the car door, put it into first gear, and drive away, my
tires screeching on the pavement. Chris and Conner are soon fading
in my rearview mirror, and Lola is dead weight, slipping out of
consciousness, in my passenger seat. Her head falls forward and her
knees push into her chest and she is slowly dying. I yell at
her.

“Lola! Lola, wake up! Not on me! We’ll be there soon!”

She doesn’t respond.

“Lola! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Come on!”

She still does not respond. I drive like a professional—pedal to
the floor, weaving in and out of traffic, driving through stop
signs and honking at anyone in my way. I don’t care about getting
pulled over. I want to get pulled over. Maybe the police can take
Lola to the hospital. Maybe the police will watch her slip into
unconsciousness, wait for the doctors to try to save her, wait for
her to slip into death. I drive two miles and see a large building
in the distance with a large sign that says the name of the
hospital. When I get to the hospital I am just going to push her
out the door and drive away. I can’t see her die. What if they
don’t find her and what if she dies because I left? What if I’m
blamed for her death either way? I want to crash my car into the
side of the building, creating commotion so they will find Lola in
my car, and run from the accident and never turn back. I want to be
the first face Lola sees when she wakes up but not the last face
she sees before she dies.

Lola slurs something as if she is fighting for breath and I
convince myself she can read my thoughts and is saying she needs
me.

“We’re almost there, Lola! We’re almost there! I’ll stay with
you.”

I pull up to the front curb under a red sign that reads
emergency in white letters. I park. I don’t care if they tow my car
and throw it into a junkyard and I never see it again. I run to the
other side of the car, open the passenger door, and pick Lola up,
carrying her with every ounce of strength that is left in me. Two
glass doors automatically slide open for us and I speed-walk Lola
into the hospital towards the front desk. A woman with an old face,
light pink skin, and brittle and dry brown hair in a ponytail sees
us coming and begins to speak to the people behind her.

“It’s Lola. Someone better call Dr. Klausen,” she says, turning
her neck back so quickly her ponytail whips the corner of her
mouth.

They know her by name? Who is Dr. Klausen? A darker-skinned
woman behind the desk picks up the phone to, I assume, call Dr.
Klausen. Very few words are exchanged and she hangs up the
phone.

“Dr. Klausen is on his way,” the woman on the phone tells the
woman at the front desk, before looking straight at Lola and me.
Her look is one without concern but with shame. I can feel the
weight of her judgment on us just by the look.

“Good, we’re going to have to act quickly and get her an IV with
fluids. I’ll take her to room 103.”

“What should I do?” I say in a wave of panic.

“You did the right thing by bringing her here. We'll take her
back. Just sit in the lobby and someone will let you know what is
happening.”

Another woman comes out with a wheelchair and I help her secure
Lola, and Lola is wheeled away behind doors that I cannot pass.
Doors that will only allow me to use my imagination, doors that
will make me worry until further notice, doors where people will
either save Lola or let her die.

 

 

 

***

 

Thank you for reading the first half of Below Sunlight. 
The book can be purchased at Amazon or you can email me at ryans44@gmail.com and I will send
you the rest of the e-book for free.
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