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Part 1 
 
 
You know, I could write a whole story set at a party.  Possibly 

something could have happened to the world outside—a holocaust of 
some kind .  .  .  these people are partying against the darkness. 

Neil Gaiman 
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Saturday 
You were still alive in 1986. 
In 1986, Halley’s comet was a bust, barely even visible, just 

another dot in the sky.  In 1986, Ferdinand Marcos fled the Philippines.  
In 1986, Ronald Reagan was president of the United States and Clint 
Eastwood was the mayor of Carmel.  The Challenger went up in smoke 
in January and Chernobyl melted down in May.  Microsoft went public.  
AIDS was new.  CD players were new.  Bon Jovi was new.  There was 
war in Afghanistan.  There was war in Nicaragua, which the CIA was 
supporting.  There was a war on drugs.  There was a hole in the ozone 
layer.   

Platoon won multiple Oscars.  You and I hadn’t seen it.  We saw 
Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, the worst movie of the year according to 
Newsweek.  But we loved it.  We saw Top Gun, where Bradley got his 
online handle:  Iceman.  We saw Aliens, which was my vote for best 
picture. 

The Macintosh Plus was the cool new computer to get, but it 
couldn’t play games.  For that you stuck with your Apple IIe or 
Commodore 64.  There was no World Wide Web.  There were five 
thousand internet hosts but nobody cared.  In Walnut Creek, California, 
this guy we knew only as Freud had a multi-line Bulletin Board System 
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called ChatNet:  locals would dial in and chat online and play computer 
games.  It was colonized by dozens of teenagers.  I was one of them.  
You, my best friend for as long as I could remember, were another. 

You wouldn’t make it to 1987. 
 
 

You can never find a root cause.  Maybe it began with Brooke.  
Maybe it began with Paul Avery.  Maybe it began with birth.  You have 
to start somewhere.  I’ll start with Brooke, when Brooke came into our 
lives.  What a cliché.  We were playing Dungeons & Dragons at my 
place while my dad was away at a math conference.  You, me, Bradley 
AKA Iceman, Freud AKA Freud.   

I couldn’t believe I’d talked you into playing D & D.  I thought 
you’d never play again after the time you flipped out and quit on us, the 
time I cornered you in the backyard and you told me your big secret.  
But you’d gotten over it, or something, and we were back in business 
again.  I set up a dungeon that would be perfect for three adventurers. 

But Freud brought this girl.  A girl playing D & D?  Unheard of. 
She was new online.  Her handle was Sister of Mercy.  I was in 

love. 
She was sexy and geeky at the same time.  Chinese.  Half-Chinese, 

she liked to point out.  Her last name was Ferdon.  A white girl’s name.  
With glasses and braces, long black hair, so small and thin and fragile, 
dressed as if she was ready to go to a nightclub, rouged cheeks and black 
skirt, black vinyl jacket.  Only fourteen. 

I did the numbers.  Since I was seventeen it wouldn’t be 
considered statutory until my next birthday.  Although the freshman-
senior thing was frowned upon. 

Her paleness.  The goth thing.  Her face was almost as pale as 
mine, ghostly, porcelain.  I’d never seen a Chinese girl so pale.  Her 
ethnicity came through in the eyes, the stereotype slant, the black pearl 
iris, shrouded in eye shadow, framed by her steel rim glasses.  She was 
broadcasting mixed messages, the slut clothes on her thin body fighting 
with the nerd glasses, a stoplight burning green and red at the same time.  
Walk Now.  Don’t Walk.   
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I thought the important thing was not to look interested, to not let 
her know I was attracted to her.  Play hard to get.  Which I pulled off.  I 
said all of three words to her before Freud decided that what would 
really make the D & D game fun was if everyone got baked.  I refused 
and insisted that you guys do it in the garage.    I hoped that Brooke 
would refuse also.  She didn’t.  Bradley and I stayed upstairs in the 
living room, watching television.  I felt like we were martyrs. 

Bradley and I watched all of Saturday Night Live and then I told 
him I was going to bed.  He stretched out on the couch and told me he’d 
see me in the morning. 

When I opened the door to my bedroom, there she was: lying on 
her side on my bed, skirt riding up on her thigh to create a delicious 
triangle of shadow between her legs.  This is starting to sound like a 
letter to Penthouse.  No such luck:  she was passed out cold, her breath 
sighing through her nose. 

Robots don’t have free will.   
I stepped into the room and closed the door behind me and waited 

for my eyes to adjust to the darkness.  I reconstructed what must have 
happened:  she got too drunk, or too stoned, and needed somewhere to 
lie down. 

That sick song by the Mentors popped into my head, the one about 
raping drunk girls.  Why that song?  Because I was thinking about 
stealing a kiss?  Do you blame me?  Here I am, seventeen, never even 
touched a girl, my purity test score in the high nineties.  One kiss 
wouldn’t hurt her.  She’d never even know. 

The room was softly lit by the green and amber glow from my 
computer monitors.  I could make out the dim shapes of my posters:  
Iron Man, Blade Runner, Elle McPherson.  I could see the windows, 
covered with aluminum foil.  I could pick out a path through the dirty 
laundry and capsized Nikes to the bed. 

From somewhere in the house I heard laughter. 
She had taken her glasses off, which was disappointing, because it 

erased the geek girl look.  I smelled whiskey on her breath, another thing 
which killed the fantasy.  I kneeled beside her, brought my face close to 
hers, closed my eyes—I knew from that song in Top Gun that closing 
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your eyes was something you were supposed to do—and touched lips. 
Her sighing breath stopped.  I opened my eyes and looked into 

hers.  They were open. 
I swear this is the truth:  she grabbed the back of my head and 

pulled me back to her and kissed me again.  Her tongue was between my 
teeth and I was so stunned I forgot to close my eyes. 

She pulled me onto the bed with her and I tasted her braces.  I was 
suddenly self-conscious about my retainer and wanted to take it out but 
didn’t know how to do it politely.  She started kissing my neck and I 
tried kissing hers.  This was called necking.  I couldn’t believe I was 
necking. 

For the first time, I felt something too good to be true.  The feeling 
has a physical component, a pressure, like your potential energy is trying 
to push its way out through your skin, through your pores, your face and 
neck.  Your hair stands on end, you get goose bumps, you feel flushed 
and hot, you wish you could stop time in this one moment. 

I began to think I’d get laid, that maybe this is how it happens, just 
like a letter in Penthouse.  I worried that I didn’t have any condoms.  I’d 
never even seen a condom. 

But she fell asleep while I was kissing her throat. 
“Brooke,” I said in her ear, shaking her by the shoulder. 

“Sister of Mercy.”  Corny, but we choose our online handles for a 
reason.  I thought her chosen name would get through in a way her given 
name couldn’t.  Still nothing. 

I shook her roughly. 
I clenched my fists and groaned behind gritted teeth.  This was so 

unfair.  I lay there paralyzed, muscles rigid, for I don’t know how long 
before I managed to relax, to say to myself, there’s always tomorrow.  

Get some sleep. 

But I couldn’t sleep.  You told me that joke in fourth grade:  
what’s the difference between light and hard?  It’s possible to sleep with 
a light on.  I didn’t get it at the time.  Unlike you, I only masturbated 
once a day, at night before I went to sleep, lately talking dirty to Blonde 
Goddess online as I did it, filled with guilt because a robot shouldn’t 
have to answer to hormones. 
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I rolled on my stomach and felt the comfortable pressure.  I slowly 
humped the mattress on instinct, as if my pelvis was being run by a 
different co-processor.  All the time afraid Brooke might wake up even 
though she was out cold. 

Maybe part of me knew that come morning Brooke was going to 
be lost to me and this was my last chance to shed the robot skin.  Except 
I didn’t do anything so much human as animal, rolling onto my back and 
wriggling my corduroy and jockey shorts down around my knees and 
taking hold and pumping.  Animal and yet mechanical:  rod bearing, 
connecting rod, piston.  I wasn’t joining humanity at all.  But I didn’t 
think about that.  I thought about Brooke, about her skirt riding up on 
her thigh and about what a creep I was but at least there was a line I 
didn’t cross:  it would have been so easy for me to slide the hem of her 
skirt up her thigh, over her hip, and gaze at an actual pair of women’s 
underpants. 

But I didn’t do it.  I thought of myself as a person who doesn’t 
cross lines.  No relative morality for me.  Absolutes.  Black and whites.  
I didn’t smoke.  I didn’t drink.  I didn’t swear.  I didn’t do drugs.  We’ve 
had this conversation before, sitting on the bench under the fir trees by 
the school parking lot.   

“Why?” you asked me.  “Because your dad doesn’t do any of those 
things?”  

My dad’s a smart guy.  He knows where to draw lines. 
Masturbating is okay; violating someone is not. 
Before I finished, on the other side of the room, something rattled 

and clicked.  A latch slid, and light fell across us.  I turned to the door, 
squinting, and saw two silhouettes in the doorway.  A punch in the gut.  
I curled away from the door into a fetal position.  I am not here. 

“Oh shit,” from the door.  Bradley’s voice. 
“Turn the camera off.”  Your voice. 
Eyes shut tight—I am not here, I am not here.  Still, some part of 

me was functioning, my hands found their way to my belt loops and 
pulled my corduroys up over my thighs, which were misted with sweat.  
I was oily.  I was Waldo from Van Halen’s Hot for Teacher video, hair 
slicked, sweating, masturbating in the back of the school bus. 
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“Sorry, Calvin.”  Your voice. 
“We thought you were getting it on.”  Bradley’s voice.  “We 

thought it would be funny.” 
“Tape the historic moment.” 
I turned to look at the two of you and after my eyes adjusted to the 

light I understood what you were talking about:  Bradley held his bulky 
video camera limply at his side.  Bradley, black and filling the doorway 
so that you seemed like an afterthought, an annex, a smaller, white 
human—backlit, your face looked like a skull—squeezed into the 
doorway next to him.  Although Bradley had all the size, you had all the 
hair Bradley shaved nearly bald and you with black coils cascading 
down to your shoulders.  Rich Bradley with his expensive toys. 

You nudged Bradley’s shoulder.  “Give him the tape.” 
Bradley took a step back.  “I can’t.  I’ve got two completions on 

this tape.  Don’t worry, I’ll erase this part.” 
I felt like I was choking.  I closed my eyes and hoped you’d go 

away.  Why couldn’t I be Iron Man, right now? 
I could be.  I felt his strength well up in me, the steel mesh armor, 

the repulsor rays, the power supply that kept his heart beating.  I stood 
up and took measured paces to the door and looked Bradley square in 
the face.  Tall, muscle-bound Bradley and I was not afraid. 

“Give me the tape,” I said, and held out my hand. 
He cradled the video camera against his chest like a football.   
“Come on, give him the tape,” you said, shuffling your feet, hands 

in your pockets, looking at the floor. 
“Forget it,” Bradley said.  “Sorry.” 
I put my hands on the video camera and he wrenched it away and 

walked down the hall towards the stairs.  You followed. 
“You better erase it,” I said, uselessly, unable to step into the 

hallway after him, into the light.  Because what could I do?  Attack 
Bradley?  One punch and I’d be down.  Iron Man faded.  I closed the 
door and locked it, wondering how you guys got in.  You must have 
carded the lock.  I sunk to my knees, and pressed my face against the 
cool painted wood of the door.   

I don’t know how long I sat there before I returned to bed.  I 
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pushed Brooke over to one side.  Still no sign of consciousness.  I tried 
to go to sleep but it was useless.  Things I should have said to you, 
schemes for getting the tape back, half-baked explanations.  I wasn’t 
sure I’d be able to look Bradley in the eyes again.  I wasn’t worried 
about you; you’d done worse things.  You’d always be my friend. 

I counted prime numbers to get the whirling thoughts out of my 
head.  One, three, five, seven, eleven.  Just like your parents’ autistic 
subjects.  I remembered that time we were hanging out in your dad’s 
office at Berkeley and your dad was all, check this out Calvin, you’ll be 

interested in this.  He introduced us to a seven-year-old in a football 
helmet.  Your dad recited a series of huge prime numbers to the kid, in 
the tens of thousands, and the kid picked up where your dad left off.  I’m 
good with primes, I can go into the hundreds without stopping to think, 
and this kid blew me away.  I asked your dad, are all autistic kids this 
good at math?  He said no.  It must suck to be autistic and not have 
special powers. 

Lying in bed next to Brooke, reciting prime numbers, I wished I 
was that kid.  He was a pure, idealized version of myself, the way I 
know the high-resolution video memory on the Apple II runs from 
address 2000 to 4000 hex, but I don’t know how to talk to a girl.  The 
difference is the autistic kid doesn’t know he’s weird. 

I think I was in the two hundreds when I fell asleep.  When I woke 
Brooke was gone. 
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Sunday 
<ChatNet> Iceman has logged in 

<Iron Man> hey Brad.  where’d everybody go?  when I woke up the 

house was empty except for Freud 

<Blonde Goddess> just squealed and ran into the house to get a 

foot stool and a plastic baggie 

<Iceman> Brooke was freaking out, said her mom would ground her, 

so Gabe took her home.  And I had no idea when you’d get your 

sorry ass out of bed so I went home too. 

<Plain Jane> you guys had a party last night and didn’t invite 

me? 

<Iceman> It wasn’t a party.  We were just playing D&D 

<private from frankenfurter> Jane needs some Ice, pass it on 

<Anthrax> is there a plan for tonite? 

<frankenfurter> we could go see rocky horor 

<Iron Man> anybody seen Brooke?  Sister of Mercy? 

<Plain Jane> you alays suggest that 

<Plain Jane> maybe Brooke has something better to do than kill a 

beautiful Saturday afternoon sitting at her computer 
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<Anthrax> what are you saying? 

<Iceman> Is Freud still there? 

<Iron Man> he left thirty minutes ago.  he slept in my dad’s 

bed.  don’t think I’ll tell dad about that one 

<Iceman> You better wash the sheets. 

<ChatNet> Freud has logged in 

<Iron Man> speak of the devil 

<Freud> hello everybody 

<private from Iceman> Listen, Calvin, about last night... 

<Anthrax>  I’m bored.  you guys wanna play Questions? 

<private to Iceman> I don’t want to talk about it.  you better 

erase that tape with your eyes closed 

<Plain Jane> I’ll play if I get to go first 

<private from Iceman> I just wanted to say, what you did was 

uncool.  What would you think if some guy jerked off on you when 

you were out cold? 

<DaemonWolf> What’s Questions? 

<private to Iceman> I’d think he was a homo.  it wasn’t like 

that.  she was giving me a blow job, all right?  and then she 

passed out.  so I had to finish 

<Freud> DW yu ask someone a Question any Question as sexually 

explicit as you want except it cant be about their real name or 

where they live or anything like that 

<private from Iceman> Oh. 

<private from Iceman> Well, okay then. 

<Freud> then they have to answer with the truth or a believable 

lie 

<private to Iceman> what are you, anyway, my father? 

<Anthrax> OK go first Jane 

<private from Iceman> Somebody’s got to be. 

<Freud> then they ask someone a question and so on 
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<private from Iceman> Sorry, I didn’t mean that. 

<Plain Jane> Bradley:  how many ChatNet girls have you kissed. 

<Iceman> Who said I was playing? 

<Anthrax> come on Brad, play 

<Iceman> I kissed four. 

<Plain Jane> who? 

<Iceman> You only get one question. 

<Iron Man> you kissed *that* many ChatNet girls?  that’s like 

all of them! 

<Iceman> It’s not all of them.  My turn.  Jane- which ChatNet 

guys have YOU kissed? 

<Plain Jane> can I plead the fifth? 

<Freud> you have to answer its the rules 

<frankenfurter> you’re stalling, Jane.  Out with it 

<Jane> okay, well.  Jerry...Max...Gabe... 

<Iron Man> I knew about Gabe 

<Jane> ...and Elric, but against my will.  We went out on one 

date and at the end of it he kind of attacked me in the car. 

<Iceman> Elric?  YUCK! 

<Jane> affirmative on the yuck 

<DaemonWolf> ask me something.  Ask me 

<Jane> Okay, DW.  How many women have you slept with? 

<DaemonWolf> I’ve lost count 

<ChatNet> Sister of Mercy has logged in 

<Anthrax> it’s supposed to be a BELIEVABLE lie, DW 

<private to Sister of Mercy> Hi 

<frankenfurter> more poontang! 

<Sister of Mercy> hi every1 

<DaemonWolf> fine.  zero.  hey, I’m only fourteen. 

<Anthrax> poontang?  she’s too young for you, frank. 

<private to Sister of Mercy> How are you? 

<frankenfurter> old enough to bleed, old enough to breed 
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<private from Sister of Mercy> u r Calvin, right? 

<DaemonWolf> Um, okay.  Freud, what’s your most interesting 

sexual experience. 

<private to Sister of Mercy> yes.  You disappeared quick this 

morning. 

<Freud> good question 

<private from Sister of Mercy> I didnt wake u, did I? 

<Freud> well I met this woman once at a bar...this was in the 

seventies when you could still meet women in bars...we were 

getting along pretty well and we went back too her place 

<private to Sister of Mercy> I wouldn’t have minded.  I had a 

good time last night 

<Freud> when we were undressed she said "let me get out my box 

of tricks" and she pulled out a box with a pair of fur mittens 

<private from Sister of Mercy> we didnt do anything, did we? 

<Freud> we gave each other fur mitten rubdowns 

<private to Sister of Mercy> you don’t remember? 

<DaemonWolf> how old is everybody, by the way? 

<Iceman> 18 

<Sister of Mercy> wiron man I dont remember shit 

<Iceman> Bork! 

<Sister of Mercy> oops 

<Freud> <-- far too old 

<Sister of Mercy> 14 

<private to Sister of Mercy> you don’t seem like the kind of 

girl who swears 

<frankenfurter> 19 

<private from Sister of Mercy> Im full of surprises 

<Freud> okay, I have a question for Sister of Mercy- what sexual 

positions have you tried? 

<Sister of Mercy> Im only 14 

<Iceman> sucking cock counts as a sexual position 
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<ChatNet> Dionysus has logged in 

<Sister of Mercy> hi Gabe.  u got home fast 

<private to Sister of Mercy> what *do* you remember from last 

night? 

<Sister of Mercy> my turn.  Gabe? 

<Dionysus> hi all.  yes? 

<Sister of Mercy> whats ur idea of a perfect date? 

<Iceman> It’s not your turn.  You didn’t answer the question! 

<private to Sister of Mercy> hello???  Is this thing on??? 

<Dionysus> are we playing Q’s? 

<private from Sister of Mercy> u r just messing with me, right?  

Im sorry I slept in ur bed, ok?  I dont even remember it. 

<Dionysus> okay, the hypothetical girl and i go out some place 

romantic, like some wind swept hill or something... 

<private to Sister of Mercy> You want to get together sometime, 

maybe I can refresh your memory? 

<private from Sister of Mercy> quit it 

<Dionysus> except its like Stonehenge or something, some place 

with mystic power, an Indian burial ground maybe 

<private to Sister of Mercy> We didn’t do anything bad, we just 

made out a little 

<private from Sister of Mercy> bullshit 

<Dionysus> and we drink red wine and become possessed by the 

spirit of the place 

Logging out. 

Thank you for using ChatNet, Iron Man. 

 
The best thing that ever happened to me and she didn’t even 

remember.  I lost it.  I swept all the papers, math textbooks, D & D 
modules, and comic books off my desk onto the floor.  I hurled my desk 
lamp and the light bulb shattered.  I punched the drywall hard enough to 
make a dent.  I shoved my monitor and it toppled backwards off my desk 
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on to the floor.  I winced as it thudded on the ground and thought that 
maybe my anger had gone too far.  Some Iron Man.  I sat on the carpet 
and dumped core.   

I don’t know how long I sat there.  Eventually I stopped feeling 
sorry for myself enough to get up.  To help myself stop thinking about 
Brooke I put my monitor back on the desk and turned it on.  It still 
worked.  I spent the day trying to crack the copy protection on Wizardry 
III.  There was already a crack for it on the warez BBS’s but half the fun 
of a computer game is trying to crack it yourself.  I guessed the 
ChatNetters were right, I was a r0dent.  D00d, got any c0dez or warez?  
Even geeks think I’m a geek.  Double-plus-geek. 

After ten, I heard cars on my driveway and went upstairs to 
investigate.  Through the peephole in the front door I saw, fish-eyed, 
your mustard yellow 1970 Volvo and Bradley’s 1986 Suburban on the 
driveway.  I locked and chained the front door.  A crowd formed on the 
other side:  you, Bradley, Kurt AKA Anthrax, Frankenfurter, and—my 
chest caved in—Brooke.  I absorbed her through the peephole.  She 
wasn’t wearing glasses this time.  She was wearing black jeans, military-
looking black boots, and a black t-shirt with a white human skull formed 
out of cusswords.  My mental image of Brooke rearranged—the 
possibility that she was a comrade geek erased by this full goth-punk 
image—she was on the other side of a line I could never cross.  No 
wonder she forgot about the previous night.  I was beneath her notice. 

You tried the door. 
Your voice came muffled from the other side.  “That’s funny, he 

never locks the door.”  You took the key hidden behind the planter and 
unlocked the door but the chain stopped you.  “What the fuck?” 

“What do you want?” I said. 
You tried mashing your face through the chained gap.  I saw your 

pointed chin, your fish-hook smile, a single glittering dark eye.   
“Since when do you lock the door?” you asked.   
You pawed through the crack, padded feebly for the latch. 
“I don’t feel social.” 
“Let us in,” you said.  “Just for a minute.” 
“Why?” 
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“We’re going to Rocky Horror.  Guaranteed fun.” 
I decided to ignore you until you went away.  I went back down to 

my bedroom and tried to keep working on the Wizardry crack but 
couldn’t focus, because I could still hear you banging on the front door.  
Eventually the banging stopped but I still couldn’t focus.  I started 
muttering, trying to remind myself where I was, “Track zero-D, sector 
five.” 

“What happened in here?” you said from behind me.  I jumped and 
turned around. 

“You scared the spit out of me.” 
You looked pained.  “Swear, god damn it.  Shit.  I scared the shit 

out of you.” 
I remember when Call me Bill had you running the weed whipper 

down in the yard at your place, massacring the crabgrass and thistle.  We 
must have been ten years old.  You told me, Todd said you accidentally 
stapled your hand to the wall when you were putting up the 

Thanksgiving decorations in class today.  The one year we weren’t in 
the same elementary class.  A taste of separation, a taste of what was to 
come.  He said you didn’t even swear.  What’s the matter with you?  I 
shrugged.  What was I supposed to say?  You said, You’re supposed to 
say shit mother fucking god damn it!  Call me Bill overheard you from 
the upstairs porch.  Gabriel!  Watch your language! Even louder than 
the buzz of the weed whipper. 

Shit, mother fuck, god damn it, I said quietly. 
That’s the idea, you said. 
So I started experimenting with swearing.  I’d drop a fuck in 

earshot of Anita and watch her eyes go wide with respect and awe.  A 
shit on the playground when I missed a pop fly and there would be less 
scorn from the jock kids.  This swearing stuff worked, but I always had 
to consciously make it happen, it never rolled off my tongue like it 
seemed to for everyone else.   

I never swore in front of my dad.  I don’t know why not.  He 
wouldn’t have said anything, he wouldn’t have told me to watch my 
language, he would have just looked surprised for a moment, and then 
looked sad.  Like that one time I got a B minus on a pre-algebra test. 
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And then, when I was thirteen, I read Kurt Vonnegut’s Hocus 

Pocus, where the main character refused to swear.  You told me, Were 

you on acid when you read that?  It really locked into you.  The 
character’s reasons were pretty compelling.  In an age where everyone 
swears you can get more of a reaction by not swearing at all.  So I 
decided I wouldn’t swear anymore.  I never liked swearing that much 
anyway.  And I’d no longer be a different person around my dad than I 
was around you.  This was when we were hanging out with Paul Avery.  
Up until then, you and I were like Siamese twins connected at the brain.  
Then I stopped swearing, grooming myself for full geek, and you went 
the other way. 

I wrote down a list of the words I would not say.  Fuck, shit, dick, 
cunt, damn, and cock.  I drew a line, another line I would not cross. 

 
You handed me the bolt from the door chain.  “High security,” you 

said.  Then your face got concerned.  “What’s the matter?  Is this about 
last night?  Don’t stress last night.  My sister caught me jerking off so 
many times.  I’d have done the same thing.  Nutted on her face until I 
jizzed in her hair.”  You smiled at your own joke.  “So you want to come 
to Rocky Horror or what?” 

“No,” I said. 
You scanned the floor, picked up the pair of corduroys I was 

wearing the day before, and shook the broken glass off them.  Then you 
took out my wallet and keys and put them in your pocket.  “If you need 
these, you know where to find them.” 

I followed you up the stairs.  “Give me those back or I’ll call the 
cops,” I said. 

You snorted. 
On the porch Bradley asked, “What’s the hold up?” 
“I don’t want to go, all right?” 
Bradley looked at you.  “Is this true?” 
“He thinks he doesn’t want to go,” you said. 
“Get in,” Bradley ordered me, pointing at your Volvo.  Even 

though you guys thought you were doing me a favor with all the 
boisterous get-me-out-of-my-shell stuff, you were really just making 
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things worse. 
But I got in the car.  Brooke got shotgun, Kurt AKA Anthrax got 

tailgun, I got butt-plug.  We headed over the hill to Berkeley.  We drove 
past stables, past pastures.  We drove past the Fire Hazard sign: low.  
We smelled dead skunk.   

Kurt handed a Metallica tape up to the front.  Crunchy guitar and 
roaring vocals. 

“My mom knows these guys,” Brooke said. 
“No way,” Kurt said. 
“Yeah right,” Bradley said. 
“I’ve met them.  My mom’s a party girl.” 
“Kirk Hammet is my fucking hero,” Kurt said. 
“He always wears Guess jeans,” Brooke said disparagingly. 
I wondered where my corduroys were in the coolness spectrum.  I 

checked to see what the rest of you were wearing:  jeans, jeans, jeans.  I 
didn’t know what kind.  That’s what I get for letting my dad buy all my 
clothes. 

We drove past the Lawrence Hall of Science, with its hexagonal 
utopian sci-fi concrete buildings and its decorative particle accelerator.  
We drove through Strawberry Canyon. 

“You’re going to get another ticket,” I said, trying not to sound 
scared; you were driving even more recklessly than usual.  Brooke 
squealed and held the Jesus handle around every turn. 

You told the story for the nth time about how you and Kurt AKA 
Anthrax were driving in this very car and a cop started chasing you and 
since you already had a couple of speeding tickets you said not this time 
and pushed the pedal to the metal.  You drove like mad and when you 
got to your house two cop cars followed you up the driveway and the 
cops got out with their guns drawn and were all, put your hands out the 
window! 

“But my window doesn’t roll down,” you said to Brooke, grasping 
the stuck handle and trying to turn it.  “Kurt was sticking his hands out 
his window and we were both yelling the window doesn’t roll down! The 

window doesn’t roll down! The cops made Kurt get out of the car and 
walk around to my side and open your door for me.” 
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Brooke was hanging on every word.  “Were you scared?  Did they 
give you drunk tests?” 

“I’m really good at passing drunk tests,” you said. 
I’d heard that girls had a thing for bad boys—although evading a 

speeding ticket isn’t exactly the same as getting busted for selling 
heroin—but this was the first time I’d seen it in action.  Had I ever done 
anything bad?  Hacking ARPANET probably didn’t count. 

“Gabe’s parents grounded him for a month after that,” I said.  
“They wouldn’t even let him use his computer.”  How petty of me, 
having to get that dig in.  It’s as if I saw what was coming. 

We parked in a lot across from Fire Department Station No. 2 by a 
dumpster tagged with white graffiti.  Scrubby, suffocated trees poked up 
around the parking lot looking like whiskers that somebody forgot to 
shave.  Rags and newspapers swaddled the brick stairs we took to the 
coin-op Laundromat with its cracked concrete floor, flies hovering 
drunkenly inside.  We went through the Laundromat to University Ave., 
where the line for the show was forming. 

We stood on diamondplate access panels on the sidewalk.  There 
were black spots on the concrete, chewing gum well past its half-life.  
Standing near the glass double doors of Goodwill, pile of discarded 
refuse in the corner, rugs, books, record covers, an Escher lithograph in 
a broken frame. 

The Berkeley hills were visible over red brick buildings, the hills 
yellow, crevices invaded by dark green scrub.   

Our breath turned to fog.  The homeless prowled by, shaking us 
down for spare change.  Alternating with the homeless were the cast, 
dressed like whores, calling out, “Are there any virgins out there 
tonight?” 

Brooke was standing between me and you.  I had to talk to her, to 
say something.  “So, have you seen the show before?” I said, all stilted, 
some kind of British gentleman. 

“Uh-huh,” she said, not even looking at me. 
“I was just kidding online,” I said, hoping to get back on her good 

side. 
“What?” 
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“That stuff about making out.  I hope you didn’t take it seriously.” 
She finally looked at me, curious, like I was in an aquarium.  “You 

just made it up?” 
“Yeah.  Just messing around.” 
“I didn’t think I was that drunk,” she said. 
I ground my teeth.   
You pulled your flask out of your jacket and handed it to Kurt. 
“The god of wine fulfills his sacred duty,” he said, and drank.  “I 

worship you.”  The flask traveled to Freud, to Bradley, to Brooke.  She 
offered it to me and I turned it down.  I always turned it down.  I didn’t 
cross lines. 

Brooke stood close to me and whispered, “That didn’t come out 
the way I meant.  I didn’t mean that I’d only make out with you if I was 
really drunk.  I meant I wouldn’t make out with anyone.  I mean and not 
remember.  And I hardly know you.  So don’t get all hurt.” 

I smiled uncontrollably.  We were at the front of the line and I 
decided to make a gentlemanly gesture.  “I’ll get your ticket,” I said. 

“That’s okay,” she said. 
“Two tickets,” I said to the cashier. 
Brooke had out her purse as I gave her the ticket.  She pulled out 

five ones. 
“It’s a gift,” I said. 
“No thanks,” she said, stuffing the money in the front pocket of my 

corduroy.  A girl’s hands had never come that close to my genitals 
before.  I held my breath.  I went into the theater confused, watching the 
ticket taker rip the ticket, feeling like that ripped ticket.  Then I got it.  
Buying her a ticket would turn the evening into kind of a date.  She 
didn’t want that.  She didn’t want to lead me on.  It hurt. 

We slowly made our way down the aisle like cars on a rush hour 
freeway entrance. 

“We need to sit near the end so we can do the Time Warp,” you 
said. 

“That’s dancing,” I said.  “I’m not dancing.” 
“They give you step by step instructions.” 
“It’s not that I can’t dance.  I won’t dance.” 
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Brooke sat on the outside, you in between us.  The rest of the gang 
sat in the row in front of us.  “Did your parents punish you for being out 
so late last night?” I asked Brooke, leaning over you. 

“My dad’s out of the picture,” she said. 
“Really?  My mom’s dead,” I said.  “Together we’d have a 

complete family.”  Dumb thing to say. 
“He’s not dead.  He’s gone.  I don’t know where.  It’s a long story.  

My mom’s hardly ever home.” 
“Sounds like my dad.” 
“I get away with murder.” 
You pulled out your flask again and passed it to Brooke.  She 

shuddered.  “Smooth,” she said.  She offered me the flask, and I 
reprogrammed myself.  In milliseconds I redrew the map of my ethical 
system.  Calvin does not drink used to evaluate to true.  Now it 
evaluated to false.  A line erased.  A new line drawn:  Calvin only drinks 

socially.  I accepted the flask.  As I brought it to my mouth the vapor 
from it stung my nose.  I drank a burning mouthful.  My first drink.  I 
shuddered. 

“I can’t believe I just saw that,” you said. 
“What is that?” I asked. 
“Whiskey,” you said, solemnly, taking the flask from me.  “This is 

an important day.” 
“Dionysus was the god of wine.” 
“Only because they hadn’t invented distillation yet.”  You tapped 

Bradley on the shoulder.  “Hey guys! I just saw Calvin have his first 
drink.”  I was trying to look cool and you messed it up. 

You raised your flask.  “Here’s to Calvin,” you said. 
My face felt hot.  The movie started.  Brad and Janet’s car breaks 

down on a rainy night.  Maybe there’s a phone in that castle.  The flask 
made its rounds.  I kept drinking, too late to go back now, a line crossed 
cannot be uncrossed.  The live cast did its routines.  People threw toast 
and toilet paper at the movie screen.  They danced to the Time Warp.  
They put their hands on their hips.  They did the pelvic thrust.  I felt 
dizzy and needed to vomit.  I lurched out of my seat and realized I could 
barely walk.  I thought it was an earthquake, the ground moving under 
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my feet.  I staggered my way past the thrusting pelvises to the lobby, 
bile in my throat, men’s bathroom on the right, fluorescent lights, white 
tile.  The tile was cold against my knees as my stomach clenched, 
brought up the poison, the fuzzy, curdled contents of my stomach.  I felt 
like I had been punched in the gut.  I rested my face against the toilet 
seat and the bathroom stall spun.  I gripped the toilet for balance.  I 
swore I would never drink again. 

I don’t know how long I kneeled there before I pulled it together.  I 
stood up, tucked my shirt in, held the wall for balance.  I went to the sink 
and splashed water on my face.  In the mirror my eyes looked sunken, 
my face pale.  I put my head in the sink and drank from the tap and spat, 
trying to expunge the taste of liquor and vomit. 

I took slow steps back into the theater.  The Time Warp was over.  
People were seated again.  It was too dark to see.  When I got to our 
seats I thought I must have the wrong row; I didn’t recognize the couple 
making out on the end.  Then a flash of light from the screen illuminated 
you and Brooke, clinching, lips locked.  The earth moved again and I 
grabbed somebody’s chair for balance. 

“Watch it,” I heard someone say. 
I didn’t want to see this movie in the first place.  I went back to the 

lobby and sat on a red vinyl bench and watched the concession counter 
spin.  I didn’t want to see this movie, either.  I stood up and pushed my 
way out the glass doors to the cool outside air.  A man with leathery skin 
and dreadlocks bumped into me and asked “Spare change?” with a 
zombie voice.  I didn’t want to see this movie.  I walked down 
University to Shattuck, only a few cars on the streets after midnight.  I 
stopped in front of the window of Games of Berkeley, what used to be 
our favorite store.  I looked at the painted lead miniatures—wizards and 
dragons and orcs and elves—and polyhedral dice and knew it was a lost 
world.  Last night’s aborted D & D game was going to be the story of 
my life from here on out.  From now on, D & D would be pre-empted 
for girls and booze and drugs and I didn’t want to see this movie. 

I wandered around Berkeley, up to the campus, the area where the 
redwoods still grew and a creek ran.  A white guy and two black guys 
shared a pipe on the lawn.  Trying not to look like I was looking, I 
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verified that it was a marijuana pipe they were passing.  My nose 
verified. 

I stood on a wooden bridge over a shallow creek.  The 
embankments were frosted with dead leaves.  I spat in the water.  The 
water trickled over rocks.  Coffee cups and bottles on the sides of the 
creek. 

The campanile chimed one. 
I kept walking.  I sat on a stump.  When I was a kid, my dad took 

me here to feed the squirrels. 
I imagined a scenario where I stayed there until I sobered up and 

then came back to the theater to find a post-it pasted to the door.  “Dear 
Calvin:  Where were you?  We waited and waited.”  What seemed like 
hours was not; I got back to the theater just before the audience poured 
out.  When the crowd thinned I discovered you guys, looking concerned. 

“Where’d you go?” you asked me. 
“Fresh air,” I said. 
“You okay?” Kurt AKA Anthrax asked.  “You look pretty 

trashed.” 
We went back to the parking lot and Bradley, as usual, asked you 

if you were okay to drive.  As usual, you waved him off.  On the way 
home I rested my face against the window.  I saw your hand cross over 
the chasm between front seats and land on Brooke’s thigh.   

When you dropped me off at home I didn’t say goodbye, I just 
went inside.  You followed me in.  I ignored you and went downstairs 
and crashed out on my bed, fully dressed. 

“I’ve got something for you,” you said. 
I turned around to see. 
You had a paper bag in your hand; you took out a videotape.  “I 

stole it from Brad today.”  You tossed it on the bed. 
I sat up and put it in my VCR.  I was proud of that VCR.  I bought 

it busted off a guy on ChatNet for twenty five bucks, fixed it, and used a 
Commodore 64 monitor for a TV.  “Could you avert your eyes for a 
moment?” I asked. 

You looked away.  I fast forwarded through football footage until I 
hit the scene, the camera wobbling unsteadily down the hallway just 
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outside the door.  It trained on your face for a moment and I pressed 
play.  The VCR shifted gears. 

We hear your voice.  “Calvin may be getting laid this very 
moment.  This is a historical event.”  The camera pans to my bedroom 
door.  Your long-fingered hand tries the knob.  “Locked, but that won’t 
stop me.” 

“Do I really sound that dorky?” you asked, still covering your eyes 
with your hand. 

A plastic Miramonte Student Body card held in front of the 
camera.  You deftly insert it into the latch and the door swings open.  
We barely hear a rhythmic slapping sound.  The camera trains on a dark 
shape at the other end of the room.  The dark shape is me.  It’s hard to 
tell what I’m doing.  My face turns to the door.  I look terrified.  I’m a 
pathetic kid.  I curl up away from the camera.  The camera points at the 
floor. 

I ejected the tape. 
“Can I look now?” you asked. 
I flipped open the plastic hood and pulled the dark, shiny ribbon 

out onto the floor in loops like so much intestine.  Once I was done I 
dropped the cassette on top of the heap. 

“That was satisfying,” I said, and fell back on my bed. 
“Are you okay?” you asked me. 
“I don’t get something,” I said.  “How can you be a total friend one 

minute and the other be a total .  .  .  penis?” 
“What?” 
“Don’t play innocent.” 
“Are you madly in love with Brooke?” 
“No!” I lied.  “It’s just, you could have let me strike out before you 

got up to bat.” 
“Trust me.  You don’t want her.  She’s not your type.” 
I turned on my back and looked at the window, which was slowly 

spinning.  The aluminum foil was rippled with light. 
“She’s only fourteen,” I said.  “She’s too young for you.”  Even 

though you and I are the same age this made sense to me. 
“She’s damaged goods,” you said.  “You need a nice girl.”  You 
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sat on the end of the bed. 
“Is this going to be another one of your one-night stands or is it 

going to be a long-term thing?” I asked. 
You didn’t say anything for a while, and then, “Would you be able 

to handle it if it was a long-term thing?” 
I wouldn’t be able to handle it either way.  At least if it was a one-

night stand I’d get a shot at her.  But Iron Man rose up in me.  “You’re 
my best friend,” I said.  “I want you to be happy.” 

You put your hand on my shoulder.  “I love you,” you said.  I 
understood what you meant.  Philios, friend love. 

“I need to sleep,” I said.  “I still feel dizzy.” 
You turned the light out for me and shut the door, leaving me to 

my darkness. 
I made a vow that night.   
Things were going to change.  I wouldn’t wear corduroy, or Guess 

jeans, or underwear.  I wouldn’t wear sunscreen.  I wouldn’t wear both 
straps of my backpack at the same time.  I wouldn’t wear a seat belt.  I 
was going to be the one who gets drunk and talks back to cops.  I was 
going to get Brooke for myself. 
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Monday 
I’d fallen asleep in my clothes, which was convenient.  The next 

morning, when I heard your car horn outside, I didn’t have to waste time 
getting dressed.  I ran into you on the stairs.   

“This is getting tiresome,” you said.  “By the way, you look like 
shit.” 

You didn’t look so hot yourself; your curly hair was more tangled 
than usual.  You had black circles under your eyes.  You were in sweats 
and a t-shirt. 

Your big old dijon-mustard-yellow Volvo, a car from another time, 
was parked at an angle at the top of the driveway.  The air was thick 
with rain.  The oaks and pines were just dark shapes in the mist.  Anita 
was waiting in the back seat, because I always got shotgun.  It was 
understood.  She was brushing her hair, the same kinky you-can’t-do-
anything-with-it hair that you had, Jewish hair. 

Your journal was on the front passenger seat.  I pushed it to the 
floor and sat.  Right away I broke my vow.  I put my seat belt on, caught 
myself, and took it off again. 

Anita noticed.  “Oh, now you’re not wearing your seat belt either?” 
I blushed. 
“I’d wear one if it wasn’t illegal,” you said.  You were fiddling 
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with the choke trying to get the car to start, engine flooded again.  No 
doubt you were wishing you still had your Toyota Tercel, sorry you 
wrecked it, sorry you were racing with Kurt AKA Anthrax on Upper 
Happy Valley Road.  You told your parents that you swerved to avoid a 
dog.  They bought you the Volvo. 

The engine caught and we were winding down the “one-lane road 
some asshole divided.”  Bradley’s phrase.  You drove fast, wheels losing 
traction on the wet asphalt. 

“You want to hang out in Berkeley?” I asked.  “I want to, um, I 
want to buy some new clothes.”  Step one in my plan for world 
domination:  a new wardrobe.  But I’d need help.  I didn’t have a fashion 
clue. 

“Shop for clothes?” you asked. 
“I want to cultivate a new image,” I admitted. 
“I can’t.” 
I wasn’t expecting that.  It took me a moment to ask, “Why not?” 
“What is with this guy?” You gestured at the pokey station wagon 

in front of us, Baby on Board. 
Anita said, “I’ll go shopping with you.” 
I ignored her.  “Gabe.  Why not?” 
“I’ve got plans.” 
You never had plans.  “What plans?” 
You floored it and we passed the pokey station wagon and barely 

cleared it, nearly missing a Jeep coming the other way, me clinging to 
the Jesus handle. 

Anita freaked.  “You nearly got us killed!” 
“No I didn’t.” 
I didn’t take sides.  It was important to not look scared.  Part of 

being cool.  Once you finished arguing I got back on target.  “Dude, 
what plans?” 

You feigned nonchalance.  “Oh, I’m going over to Brooke’s 
place.” 

“Can I come?” I asked. 
“I’ll go shopping with you,” Anita said again. 
“That might be a good call,” you said.  “A spy in the enemy camp.  
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A double agent.  They say the best fashion designers are gay men but a 
woman might suffice.” 

Anita?  The girl who had to tag along with us because your parents 
didn’t want to do the babysitting?  The one who always aborted our 
plans to go blow up cow dung with M-80s because she’d tell?  The one 
who would whine that she wanted to do something if we were just 
hanging out playing computer games, try to get us to take her to a 
movie, some chick flick like St. Elmo’s Fire?  The one who tried to join 
the Bobby Soxers, as if the Christie Bates thing never happened?  When 
she didn’t get in we made jokes, well don’t go killing any cheerleaders, 
we said.  We counted the days until she turned sixteen, hoping she’d get 
her own car and we’d get our freedom.  No such luck. 

I was never comfortable around Anita.  Ever since this one time 
you and I were playing with your Lego Advance set, trying to build a V6 
engine and realizing we didn’t have the right parts, back when you and 
she shared a room.  That oak dresser divided the room in two.  Your 
mom called you to set the table and off you went—blindly obedient back 
then, you put me to shame, what happened?—and I guess Anita thought 
I left the room too because she stood up on her side of the room, visible 
from the waist up, pulling her t-shirt off over her head.  Then she saw 
me.  She was paralyzed, hands over her head, entwined.  This was when 
we were in fourth grade.  That makes us ten.  She must have been eight 
or nine.  She had no breasts.  She could have been a boy.  Her skin was 
smooth with baby fat.  Her belly button was an outie.  I was totally 
embarrassed and looked away, stared at the Legos, and she sunk back 
down behind the dresser, and we never said anything about it ever. 

“So do you want me to help or not?” Anita asked. 
Trapped.  “I don’t want to get anything weird, you know, just some 

jeans .  .  .”  And not Guess jeans because Kirk Hammet always wore 
them and Brooke thought that wasn’t cool. 

You said, “You?  In jeans?  Awesome.” 
“Whatever,” I said.  So we made a date to meet in Berkeley at four.  

Who needs you, anyway? 
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I tried to pay attention in my classes but I kept drifting off, 
thinking about Brooke.  And Anita.  I found myself drawing doodles in 
my notebook.  Stars and skulls and abstract geometry.  Differential 
Equations at Berkeley was the worst, me the only high school student in 
a college class.  The chalkboard was an unintelligible sea of greek letters 
and algebraic operators.  No way was I going to raise my hand and ask 
what the hell Dr. Stroud was talking about, though.  No stupid 
questions?  Yeah, right. 

Anita was late.  I stood at the BART station, that cylindrical glass 
and steel shelter on Shattuck and Center, pair of escalators like polarized 
electrodes, rejecting and attracting twin streams of humanity.  I leaned 
against the back of a bench.  I waited.  I worried that the crowd of 
punkers would mess with me.  I watched a guy with acne scars and a 
green mohawk plead with a girl who was way too cute for him—plaid 
pants, pink mohawk—for forgiveness, and receive it.  I wondered what 
he had that I didn’t have.  He caught me looking at him. 

“Do you have any cigarettes?” he asked.  Maybe he mistook the 
calculator in my shirt pocket. 

“Sorry, man,” I said. 
“Sorry?” he asked.  “Don’t be sorry, man.” 
I decided Anita had played a joke on me.  She was at home 

laughing to herself—a fake laugh, even when alone, a debutante laugh, 
three notes rising in pitch, fingertips over her mouth, imagining me at 
the BART station.  At least it wasn’t raining anymore, I thought, could 
be worse, and laughed my own fake laugh, a bitter laugh, as I looked at 
the dark sky, expecting it to crack open and drench me.  Rain would be 
the last straw.  I’d steal your gun and go Brenda Sawyer on Anita, on the 
ChatNetters who called me r0dent behind my back, on Dennis 
something, on Chuck Planck.  I’d unload some bullets on Christie Bates’ 
grave. 

It didn’t rain.  I gave up.  I could shop for clothes alone but the 
idea paralyzed me.  You’d think with my high IQ I’d be able to figure 
out fashion.  I joined the stream and went down the down escalator, just 
as Anita was coming up the other side.  She waved and called my name.  
I waved meekly, turned to go back up, but it was too late:  a pair of 
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Japanese girls, both with acoustic guitars, had followed me and blocked 
my escape.  I had to descend all the way to the bottom and return. 

Anita smiled.  I didn’t.  Anita has your fishhook smile, your curly 
hair, your big brown eyes.  She was wearing a jean skirt that showed off 
her calves.  Her shoulder was weighted down by her school backpack, 
stuffed with textbooks. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked. 
“Nothing,” I said. 
She led me along the sidewalk to her favorite store.  We ran out of 

things to talk about pretty quick.  The conversation turned to college.   
“Gabe thinks DVC is good enough,” Anita said, as we waited at a 

crosswalk.  “He could do better.  His grades suck but he got good SATs.  
Everyone else says DVC is just a high school with ashtrays.” 

“He’s not into structured learning,” I said.  “It’s hard to believe 
you two are related.” 

“Our parents blame ChatNet.” 
“I turned out okay,” I said. 
She didn’t respond. 
“I mean, I’m a good student,” I clarified. 
It did start raining, a light drizzle, while we were in the first 

clothing store, electronic drum beat in the air and pastel colors on the 
walls.  Anita wanted to get me some weird stuff, parachute pants and 
jeans that already had holes in the knees, white button down shirts with 
pre-pushed sleeves and t-shirts with no sleeves. 

“No,” I said. 
“You want my help or not?” she asked. 
“Just dress me normal,” I said.  “Like him.”  I pointed at a guy in 

jeans and a t-shirt waiting in line for the dressing room. 
“We better go to the Gap,” she said. 
We walked quickly, close to the storefronts to stay out of the 

drizzle.  Most of the buildings in Berkeley are three stories high and the 
rain slanted over our heads.  Anita kept talking.  “Gabe used to be a nice 
boy.  Like, when we were kids?  Do you remember the lollipop thing?” 

I remembered lollipops being objects of devotion in the Neuberger 
household.  You and Anita wore them around your necks.  Anita 
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explained to me that the lollipops were dipped in powdered sugar so 
your parents would be able to tell if you licked them.  You weren’t 
allowed to lick them.  If you did, your parents would take them away 
from you. 

“That’s messed up,” I said. 
“They were teaching us patience.  They got it from B.  F.  Skinner.  

Gabe was really good at it.  He could go all day, as if the lollipop wasn’t 
even there.” 

That made total sense.  I remembered in kindergarten when they 
brought the orange plastic crate of milks in at snack time we’d go 
running up to the milk man but you would just stay where you were, 
drawing or playing, and when the crowd had finally thinned out you’d 
go up.  I was like, how can you stand to wait so long to get your milk?  

You said, I still get my milk. 
“What happened to him?” Anita asked. 
She sounded so concerned I wanted to tell her, tell her about Paul 

Avery, like it explained everything. 
Once we were in the Gap, Anita said, “Brand names are key.”  

Levis.  Vans.  Converse.  Quiksilver.  Town and Country Surf Designs.   
“But I don’t surf,” I said.  She ignored me and pressed shirts 

against my chest.  Brand names were expensive.  I could have bought a 
half dozen computer games for what I spent on clothes that day, my 
savings almost completely tapped. 

Bags of clothes under our arms we passed a hairdresser and I 
stopped. 

“I need to get a haircut,” I said.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
She shrugged.  “Okay.”  And suddenly she gave me a hug.  Caught 

off guard I dropped my bags.  I patted her on the back twice.  A man 
walking by with stained clothes and stained skin, razor stubble and a 
bedroll under his arm, caught my eye.  “She has nice legs,” he said.  
“Hold on to her.” 

We let go.  “How are you getting home?” she asked. 
“BART and then walking.” 
“How about I wait for you to get your hair cut, and then we hitch a 

ride back with my parents?” she asked.  “Maybe they’ll cook you dinner.  
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Your dad’s still out of town, right?” 
“It’d be weird, since Gabe won’t be there.” 
“Free dinner.  I could use some help with my math homework.” 
Suddenly I got it.  The whole day crystallized into a pattern.  “If 

you needed help with your homework you could have just asked,” I said 
slowly.  “You didn’t need to butter me up like this.”  There was a sneer 
in my voice I didn’t intend. 

She flinched.  She opened her mouth but didn’t say anything.  Cars 
hummed by. 

“You think I killed an afternoon so I could get help with my math 
homework?” she asked. 

“Why then?” 
“What do you care?” 
She started walking away from me in a hurry.  She was walking 

the wrong way.  The university, her parents’ building, your parents’ 
building, was in the other direction. 

I stood there confused, watching her retreat, shopping bags at my 
legs.  When she disappeared around the first corner I picked up my bags 
and went into the hairdresser.  I asked for something trendy.  The 
hairdresser gave me a “wedge.”  He shaved off my sideburns.  I was 
thinking about what I should have said to Anita and I didn’t even notice, 
didn’t get to say, wait, I want to keep the sideburns, my dad has 

sideburns.  So I accidentally caught up with the eighties.   
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Tuesday 
I couldn’t sleep that night, nervous because I was about to adopt 

the new image, like a kid on Christmas Eve, afraid that Santa was going 
to screw him this year.  Finally I fell asleep and slept so deeply that I had 
one of those dreams where you hear your alarm as part of the dream.  I 
had to fight my way out of the dream to wake in my self-inflicted 
darkness.  I reached for my desk lamp, knocked it off the desk, rolled out 
of bed, and tried to find the wall switch in the dark, all the while the 
alarm ringing mercilessly. 

I never even told you why I put the aluminum foil on my windows.  
I kept hoping you would ask but you never did.  It was because of that 
experiment you told me about, the one where the guy went down in that 
cave by himself, without any way to tell time.  He wanted to prove his 
autonomic nervous system could naturally tell the time, that it had a 
rhythm of its own.  Turned out he had no idea:  he’d sleep one hour here, 
fourteen hours there.  He was bumming, you told me.  Hypothesis 

rejected.  But I thought, cool:  he was no longer in bondage to the sun.  
Hence the aluminum foil, turning my room into a cave.  During the 
summer I would stay up until I got tired and then sleep until I was done 
dreaming.  Sometimes I’d get out of bed and go to make breakfast and 
discover that it was twilight.  My dad thought it was weird, but I told 
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him it was for science.  He was okay with that, as long as I fended for 
myself at mealtime.  No way was he going to make his famous 
buttermilk pancakes for me at 9 P.M. 

When mankind goes to the stars we’re going to have different suns.  
Depending on Sol for our sense of time is bogus.  Post-humanity is 
coming sooner than you think.  People are already wearing lifelike 
prosthetics and chipping cameras into their optic nerves, trying out 
different means of adaptation to outer space just like different species of 
finches on the Galapagos Islands.  And I was doing my part, all ready to 
live on a planet with a twenty-eight hour day, in the vanguard of 
evolution. 

You told me that guy, the one who did the experiment in the cave, 
went crazy. 

I showered and put on the Levis and the lime green pseudo-surfer 
shirt with its yin-yang symbol and picked at the blond curls at the back 
of my neck with the special comb the hairdresser gave me.  I shaved the 
fuzz off my face.  I took my retainers out and left them on the bathroom 
sink.  I didn’t like who I saw in the mirror.  Who does that guy think he 
is?  He’s not fooling anybody. 

Did you really think I looked cool or were you just saying that to 
make me feel better?  “You did a good job on him, ‘Nita,” you said, as I 
got in the car.  If you were wondering why I was so quiet in the car on 
the way to school that morning, why I was quietly staring out the 
window at the wet loam of dead leaves and needles that sponged up to 
the roots of the oaks and firs, it was because of Anita.  When I saw her I 
knew I should apologize but I didn’t know what to apologize for. 

“I know how we can get you laid,” you said.  “We’ll go to 
Tiffany’s tonight.” 

That broke me out of my silence.  “Going to Tiffany’s will get me 
laid?” 

“Staying home and using ChatNet won’t, that’s for sure.” 
 
 

In English class Kelly Johnson looked at me and did a double take 
and it made me happy for a moment.  The current book in our English 
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class curriculum was A Separate Peace.  We were supposed to have read 
up to chapter six but I couldn’t even get through the first two.  I found 
out in class that day that the main character pushes his best friend out of 
a tree.  That was kind of interesting, I thought.  Why didn’t he push his 
best friend in chapter one?  Then maybe I would have stayed into it. 

 
The image didn’t help at PE, since we had to change into our 

stupid gym clothes, our old shorts and t-shirts, to play flag football.  I 
was picked last, even though I’m a decent blocker.  You got picked for 
the team against mine.  On the field between plays I heard you talking to 
that cute plump blond girl, I forget her name, telling her you liked her 
earrings.  You made it look so easy.   

At lunch, you were about to get my Coke for me, and I told you 
not to. 

“I want to be a man about it this time,” I said. 
I don’t know why our school doesn’t have a real Coke machine, 

one that gives you a whole can.  It’s not like it’s a poor school.  The drug 
of choice of the student body is cocaine, not marijuana.  The problem 
with the machine that drops the cup into the bay and then fills it is that 
it’s a magnet for yellow jackets.  They hover above the grate, waiting for 
stray droplets of syrup.  While I was putting the change in, I had visions 
of running to the infirmary as my throat closed up from the allergic 
reaction.  You waited behind me, looking nervous, probably with the 
same fear I had.  Once I had the cup in my hand and was a few steps 
away from the machine I shuddered involuntarily.  Snickers bar and a 
Coke.  It doesn’t fill you up but it kills your appetite. 

I asked you about the chick in PE.  “How do you just go up to girls 
and talk to them like that?” 

“I guess I just open my mouth and words come out.” 
I didn’t buy that.  “Come on, tell me.  I mean, do you have some 

line you use?” 
You shook your head.  “Just pretend you’re on ChatNet.” 
 
The new image didn’t change anything in electronics class, either.  

I was the only senior in a class of freshmen.  For the whole hour their 
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ringleader, a blond freckle-faced kid named Dennis something, flicked 
paper wads at me.  I ignored him.  What was I supposed to do?  I 
couldn’t beat him up, he was like half my size.  Unlike the jocks who got 
bored of messing with me when I ignored them, nothing stops these little 
freshmen.  It starts small and then they push it, see how far they can go 
before I react.  I wondered what you would do.  You wouldn’t even be in 
the situation.  No wonder Brooke liked you better. 

 
 

I felt let down by the day’s end.  One double take was the only sign 
that anyone had noticed the new me.  What was I expecting?  A 
cheerleader to invite me to a kegger on El Toyonal? 

As we were driving home you said, “So, are you ready to go to 
Tiffany’s tonight?”   

I felt my resolve crumbling.  Being a nerd isn’t so bad.  “Don’t you 
want to get together with Brooke?” I asked. 

“Boys’ night out,” you said, surprising me.  “I thought about 
bringing her, thinking maybe if we had a girl with us we’d look less 
pathetic, but this way I can be your support.  I can jump on the grenade 
if it’s one of those girl-and-her-friend situations.” 

“Jump on the grenade?” 
“I’ll take the ugly one.” 
You and I spent the afternoon using ChatNet.  We’d trade off at the 

keyboard without logging out and back in.  The other people online 
probably thought we were one guy with multiple personalities.  Anita 
kept her distance.  Your mom made dinner. 

Tiffany’s was a lonely warehouse next to a towering freeway 
pillar.  We drove by the parking lot in your Volvo.  The sun had barely 
set.  There weren’t many cars in the lot. 

“It’s not raging yet,” you said.  “We’re unfashionably early.” 
You kept driving. 
We parked downtown, found a park with a little playground lit by 

street lights and we sat on the swings.  The chains creaked and we 
talked, the way we used to talk after school.  You spoke in all 
generalities.   
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“Synthesis and synergy are the keys to happiness,” you said.  “I 
keep letting my emotions get in the way, though, they prevent me from 
taking the proper course to synthesis.” 

I didn’t try to pin down what you were really talking about, 
because I was sure it had something to do with Brooke, and I didn’t want 
to hear it. 

A cop car slowly drove by the squat stone pillars that separated the 
park from the sidewalk. 

“That’s what we should do while we wait,” you said.  “Get 
harassed by a cop.”  You jumped off the swing and took long strides 
toward the car.  It kept going.  Just before it disappeared down a side 
street you waved.  It didn’t stop. 

“Why?” I asked, catching up with you. 
“Story to tell,” you said.  By the time we got to the side street the 

cop car was gone. 
You quickly found new amusement:  a candle shop with a slanted, 

shingled roof that could easily be mounted by climbing up from a 
dumpster.  We weren’t the first ones up there; the concrete wall of the 
adjacent shop was covered with graffiti, chalk and permanent marker 
that said “Metallica Rules” and more.  You found a nub of green chalk 
and we added DIONYSUS and IRON MAN.   

We sat in plain view of the street, legs dangling off the roof, to 
facilitate police harassment. 

“So how does this meeting chicks thing work?” I asked. 
“A guy on ChatNet told me you can always walk out of Tiffany’s 

with a girl on your arm.  That’s all I know.” 
No cops came.  We gave up.  There were more cars at Tiffany’s 

but it still wasn’t packed.  “Fuck it,” you said.  “We’ll be fashionably 
unfashionable.” 

We headed towards the pumping music.  How nervous I was.  I 
kept telling myself that it was just adrenaline, and then reminding myself 
that scientists called it epinephrine now.  I took my retainer out and 
pocketed it.  I felt like my teeth were drifting in my gums. 

My first night club.  They had a bouncer, a fat guy in a yellow 
windbreaker who patted us down.  We had to push past a dark curtain.  
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There was a bar that only served non-alcoholic drinks.  On the left were 
the dance floors, a set of tiers and railings, a three-dimensional bell 
curve gone all low-res.  A spinning disco ball in the center of the room 
sprayed dots of light along the black walls, and lasers made green neon 
line segments across the ceiling.  The lasers looked like they were less 
than a milliwatt. 

Lots of girls, as promised.  They were predominantly thin and 
white.  In tight skirts and lacy tops, in jeans and black t-shirts, with hoop 
earrings and rouged cheeks and feathered hair or hair with claws. 

You led me to a table on the other side of the dance floor.  I sat 
down and you went to go get Cokes.  You drank half of one, pulled out 
your silver flask—how’d you get it past the bouncer?—and refilled it.  
You handed it to me. 

“What is it?” I shouted over the music. 
“Social lubricant!” 
Rum and Coke.  I shuddered with each mouthful.  You poured 

some for yourself. 
“What now?” 
“Finish your drink!” 
One song turned into another.  I recognized some of them.  Oingo 

Boingo.  Madonna.  Dead or Alive.  What were we doing there?  Except 
for Metallica and Judas Priest, we hated eighties music.  I finished the 
drink and started working on the ice cubes, one at a time, crunching on 
them.  There was that joke that crunching on ice helped to relieve sexual 
tension.  There were some hot chicks there.  I slid the empty glass over 
to you.  I felt sick. 

You started laughing and covered your eyes with your hand. 
“What?” I asked. 
You pulled your chair closer to mine.  “I don’t know what to do 

now,” you said in my ear. 
I looked at the dance floor, crowded with girls.  “Let’s dance,” I 

said.  It was the booze. 
You laughed again.  “You have more guts than me.”  You brushed 

the hair out of your eyes and stood up.  My heart pounded.  It was time 
to make a move.  Like when the bars come down on the roller coaster 
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and it starts moving and there’s no getting off now.  It’s only 
epinephrine. 

I nearly tripped over the first step up to the dance floor, unsteady 
and warm in the head.  I’d never danced before.  I mean, dancing is 
stupid.  I watched what the other guys were doing.  I imitated them.  
White man’s overbite.  Hands out.  Swaying.  I looked at you and you 
were doing the same thing I was, swaying side to side with the beat.  The 
music was the B-52’s.  You saw me looking at you and shrugged, 
eyebrows raised, a shrug that said I don’t know what I’m doing either.  
Everyone else grouped into little circles, mostly girls, all facing each 
other.  I expected we’d be let into one of the circles, figured that was 
part of the protocol, but we were fully ignored, dancing with ourselves. 

Most of the girls were way out of my league.  I found the two 
homeliest girls there, a big blonde with just the slightest upward tilt to 
her nose and an almost albino, frail girl with wispy white hair, 
watercolor blue eyes and a mouth like a lamprey.  Good.  The kiddie 
pool.  They weren’t facing each other directly, they were at an angle, 
looking around, bored.  Obviously waiting for somebody to approach 
them.  So we did.  I liked the frail blonde, but I found myself on the side 
with the big girl.  We got up in front of them, still dancing.  I smiled. 

They stopped dancing, staring at us.  The fat one put her hands on 
her hips. 

I just open my mouth and words come out.  “What?” As if I was 
the normal one.  I was proud of that move. 

“Our boyfriends are here!” lamprey-mouth said. 
I looked around to see if I could spot some obvious unattached 

phantom boyfriends.   
“Just one dance!” you said. 
“No thanks,” lamprey-mouth said. 
“My girlfriend is way hotter than you anyway!” you said. 
I think that was the first time I heard you refer to Brooke as your 

girlfriend.  That and the rum and Coke was too much.  I ran in the 
direction of the bathroom but didn’t make it.  I threw up in a corner, 
dousing several wads of chewed gum and an electrical outlet. 

After I finished heaving something big and yellow towered over 
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me and a meaty hand seized my arm, fingers bruising the muscle.  The 
bouncer rag-dolled me through the crowd, all eyes on me, and tossed me 
out the front door onto the pavement.  The asphalt clawed through my 
jeans. 

You were immediately next to me, your hand on my shoulder, 
“You okay?” 

“I’m fine,” I said, getting up and walking in the direction I thought 
the car was. 

“The car’s this way,” you said.  You took me gently by the 
shoulder and corrected my vector. 

“Let’s do this again sometime,” I said. 
You laughed.  We got to the car and you said, “I could have sworn 

those girls were checking you out.  The fat one pointed right at you.” 
“Yeah, right,” I said. 
“I’m serious.  I thought your new look was working.  And then 

they pretend like they’re not interested?  That’s fucked up.  Maybe it 
was me.  Maybe neither one of them wanted to dance with the hippie.” 

I was pretty sure you were just trying to make me feel better but 
you did get me wondering.  Could they really have been checking me 
out?  The truth was I actually didn’t feel that bad.  My knees stung, sure, 
and my mouth tasted like vomit, but part of me was glad.  Glad that you 
and I were losers together again.  It was like old times. 

“Okay, so this evening was a wash,” you said, as you started the 
engine.  “But don’t sweat it, okay?  It’ll happen for you.” 

“It’s still not too late to get harassed by a cop,” I said, taking you 
by surprise.  “Let’s go park in the middle of the street in front of city 
hall.  It won’t be too long before a cop messes with us.” 

We pulled up in front of city hall and stopped.  It was late enough 
that we weren’t actually obstructing any traffic.  You turned up the 
stereo—playing Black Sabbath instead of the Dead, in deference to 
me—and we got out of the car and sat on the hood.  The glow from the 
streetlights obscured the faded stars. 

“What do you see in Brooke, anyway?” I asked. 
“Well, she’s hot,” you said.  “And she’s the sort of girl my parents 

hate.  What do you see in her?” 
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I didn’t say anything. 
“I know you saw her first,” you said.  “Say the word and I’ll dump 

her.” 
“I couldn’t make you do that,” I said, hoping that you’d pick up the 

hint, that you should dump her without me having to ask. 
Sure enough, a cop car arrived and pulled up in front of us.  Two 

cops got out, one male and one female.  “They make a cute couple,” you 
whispered to me.  “Should I ask them if they have real crimes to solve?  
Should I call them pig?” 

My heart started beating faster.  I was worried that you’d get 
yourself thrown in jail.  It’s only epinephrine. 

“What are you two doing?” the female cop asked. 
“Sitting on a car in front of city hall, listening to Black Sabbath,” 

you said. 
“Ozzy or Dio?” the male cop asked. 
“Um, Ozzy,” you said, shocked that he knew the difference.  I 

couldn’t believe it either. 
“Aren’t you a little young for Ozzy Sabbath?” 
We looked at each other and shrugged. 
“We could cite you for a parking violation,” the male cop said.  

“But since you like Sabbath back when they were good, we’ll let you 
go.” 

“Thanks,” I said. 
“Now go on home,” the female cop said.  “We’ve got real crimes 

to deal with.” 
We were quiet on the drive home.  You popped the Sabbath and 

went back to the Dead.  Finally, at the end of Casey Jones, you said, 
“That didn’t go as I expected.  I guess I’m disappointed.  I’m not sure 
we got a story to tell out of that.” 

“Tonight was a disappointment all around,” I said.  “But I’m 
happy.” 

“Me too,” you said.  “Huh.” 
For that one night, I felt like we were friends again, stupid together 

again.  We really did have philios.  From here on out, everything was 
going to be okay. 
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My dad called that night.  When he asked how I was doing I said, 
“Good,” and I meant it, but I didn’t want to tell him about the dance 
club, about the cops.  So I asked him about the conference and we ended 
up talking about tensor analysis for an hour.  Typical:  my dad and I 
want to talk about something real, but we don’t know how.  We always 
end up talking about math.  At least we have math. 
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Wednesday 
The next night you invited me and Brooke to dinner.  “Don’t you 

two want to be alone?” I asked. 
“I don’t want to choose between you two,” you said. 
I still wasn’t ready to see Brooke, still not cool enough, but I 

agreed.   
We drove out to Walnut Creek and picked her up.  We went to 

Pizza Shack and had pepperoni and mushroom.  Brooke sat nestled up 
against you and I found myself staring at the point where her shoulder 
touched your armpit, wishing I could be that point.  It was sunset and the 
falling sun cast beams of colored light through the stained glass 
windows, making rainbows and patterns on the inside of the restaurant, 
on the tables and vinyl benches. 

“What are we going to do after this?” Brooke asked.  I was 
wondering the same thing. 

“Some hot three-way action,” you said.  “Just kidding.  I need to 
go by Freud’s and get something.  After that I don’t know.” 

Freud’s home must be the only mobile home park in Walnut 
Creek.  American flags.  A Harley.  Some of the mobile homes had 
wings spread, cars parked underneath.  Some of them had prows turned 
to rock gardens. Some looked like they were ready to be thrown on a 
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trailer bed. I felt like we were trespassing, skulking between the rows 
and columns of identical brick-shaped houses, heavily overlit by the tall 
streetlamps.  The one to the left of Freud’s had a bumper sticker in the 
window:  KEEP YOUR LAWS OFF OF MY BODY.  The one to the 
right had a Virgin Mary shrine, flowers offered before a knee-high 
statuette, golden cherubs on either side.  The mobile homes were at 
angles to the road, some thirty degrees, some sixty; something in me 
wanted to pick them up and reorient them along cartesian lines, bring 
uniformity. 

You led Brooke by the hand, me following quietly, hoping not to 
wake anyone.   

Freud’s front porch looked like an afterthought.  The steps creaked 
as you went up.  The doorbell was tinny and seemed impolitely loud in 
the night’s silence. 

Was Freud even here?  The lights were out.  There was no sound.  
None of us had said a word since we crossed into the mobile home park.  
You looked at us sheepishly, shrugged your shoulders.  The high 
streetlights carved shadows of your eyes, put your cheekbones into 
relief. 

Then a noise.  Latches on the door opened and Freud looked out, 
squinting and blinking, his belly hanging out over a pair of pink running 
shorts, grey hair on his sunken chest.  He recognized you.  He 
recognized me.  He recognized Brooke, and sucked in his gut and put on 
a winning smile under his devilish goatee. 

“Dionysus, Sister of Mercy, and Iron Man.  Well met.  To what do 
I owe this pleasure?” 

That’s really the way he talks, I told my dad once.  I’m not making 

it up. 
Freud and you did your secret handshake, grasping thumbs, 

touching pinkies.  “You weren’t shitting me about the stuff?” you said. 
Freud rubbed his eyes.  “Right, right.  The stuff.  I thought you 

were going to come tomorrow.  Come on in.” 
“We’ll wait outside,” Brooke said. 
After you closed the door, she added.  “I didn’t want to make a 

whole little soiree out of it.” 
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I sat down next to her and asked, “What are we doing here, 
anyway?” 

“Buying drugs.  Duh.” 
Brooke took off her glasses and started cleaning the lenses.  What 

to say?  I peered at her, squinting, remembering your gambit from PE 
the other day. 

“What are you doing?” she asked. 
“I like your .  .  .  perfume.” 
“Thank you.” 
Awkward silence.  I stood up, walked a few feet, kicked a rock, 

tried to look casual.  It was so easy for you.  Why was it so easy?  “Can I 
ask you a personal question?” 

“Uh-huh.” 
“What is it about Gabe?” 
“Why do I like him?” 
“Why does everybody like him?” 
“He just cuts through the bullshit, I guess.  He tells you everything, 

and that makes it ok for you to tell him everything.” 
I died a little.  I felt like the reason you told me your big secret was 

just to make me feel indebted to you, to create the illusion of being 
close.  Just a trick.  You do it with everybody.  I asked, sadly, “Gabe told 
you his big secret?” 

Brooke’s head snapped up like she was jolted by an electric shock.  
“What big secret?” 

If there was ever a time to swear it was now.  I wanted to bang my 
head against a wall.  I tried to cover.  “Nothing.” 

“What big secret?” 
“I was just kidding.  There’s no big secret.” 
“Come on, tell me.” 
“Forget it.” 
“You can’t just tell me that there’s some big secret and not tell me 

what it is.” 
“I was just messing with you.” 
“Come on.” 
“Okay! He likes to wear his sister’s clothes.  There, I said it.  Are 
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you satisfied?” 
“Come on.  Please.” 
I said nothing, just walked a few more feet away from her.  My 

heart was actually pounding. 
“Fine.  I’ll just ask Gabe.  ‘Calvin told me you have a big secret.  

What is it?’“ 
I’ve asked myself a thousand times since then why I told her. 
Part of me thought it was like a chess game. I’d stupidly exposed 

my queen and she was threatening it with a rook and the only way I 
could save it would be by interposing a bishop .  .  .  but then my bishop 
would be in a pin.  Still, it beat losing the queen.  I had to sacrifice the 
big secret in order to get her to promise that she wouldn’t tell you 
anything. 

Not very convincing, is it?  So I told her that you had a secret, so 
what?  You’d forgive me.  That’s leagues away from actually telling her 
what the secret was. 

So maybe I wanted to get back at you.  Back at you for stealing 
her, back at you for becoming cool and abandoning me.  Back at you for 
changing your handle from Spock to Dionysus.  Spock is a character I 
can relate to, always burying his emotion behind a mask of logic .  .  .  
even though he and Iron Man come from different universes they 
symbolize the same thing.  The thing is, Spock is always right.  He’s 
always the one saying, “Jim, Edith Keiler must die.”  McCoy, the 
emotional one, is always saying, “You can’t do that, Jim!” Fortunately 
Jim never listens to McCoy, otherwise the Germans would have won 
World War II.  I thought you understood that. 

But Avery got you listening to Rush and you started taking the 
lyrics of Hemispheres way too seriously, how Apollo was the god of 
Reason, the left-brain god, and Dionysus was the god of Love, the right-
brain god .  .  .  and the next thing I knew you changed your handle.  
And it’s been downhill ever since. 

Or maybe it was just that it was night, and the stars were out, and 
this feeling came over me, the feeling that the sky and the road and the 
mobile homes were all paper thin, I could grab the sky and tear it open 
and beyond there would be sucking void.  And Brooke was here and 
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now, and was solid and real and warm, and you were gone, and I needed 
to bring you back by telling Brooke about you. 

“You promise not to tell anyone?” I asked her.  “Especially Gabe?” 
“I promise.” 
“I’m serious,” I said.  “Cross your heart and hope to die isn’t good 

enough.”  I walked over to her, kneeled in front of her, held out my hand 
and looked in her eyes.  “Take my hand.” 

She did.  I looked in her eyes, black in this light. 
“You promise?” 
“I promise,” she said, solemnly. 
So I told her.  I told her everything, crossing the most important 

line of all.  Don’t betray your friends.  I told her how, three years before, 
back before ChatNet, we met this honest-to-God semi-famous science 
fiction writer, Paul Avery, at a science fiction convention.  “Have you 
heard of him?” I asked. 

“No,” Brooke said. 
“He wrote The Brain is a Soft Place to Dig and Weep Not, Alien, 

which got made into the movie Spacekiller.” 
“I saw that movie.  It was weird.” 
“It wasn’t as good as the book.” 
“Get to the good stuff.” 
“You want me to tell you or not?” 
She nodded. 
I told her how we’d take BART out to his house in Concord, this 

guy in his fifties with his salt-and-pepper beard, his widow’s peak and 
shocks of white hair at the temples, his intense gray eyes, his barrel gut.  
Like a wizard uncle.  How we’d talk about black holes and time travel 
and how the world we perceived was merely simulation. 

I didn’t tell her what I liked best about him:  that he knew my mom 
before she died, because she’d done the cover art for two of his books. 
They’d sometimes hang out at science fiction conventions.  Everyone 
liked her, he said.  She rendered our dreams. 

I told Brooke how even though Avery once knew my mom, my 
dad was worried, your parents were worried, this old guy, divorced three 
times, notorious for his drug use, what does he want to hang out with a 
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couple of fourteen-year-old kids for?  They made us promise that when 
we went to visit Avery we’d go together. 

I didn’t tell Brooke what Avery thought of your parents and their 
intricate system of rewards and punishments.  Straight out of Clockwork 

Orange, he said.  I didn’t tell her that he showed us A Clockwork 

Orange, he had it on video, that during the singing-in-the-rain scene you 
got a stomach ache and you didn’t want to watch any more. 

I told her what I never told you:  that I was in Avery’s bathroom, 
relieving myself, and he burst in on me, and my sphincter muscles 
seized up, and the stream turned to a trickle.  I let out a squeal of outrage 
and tried to cover myself without sprinkling the linoleum.  Sorry, sorry, 
he said, and reversed back out of the bathroom, a videotape on rewind.  I 
could have sworn I locked the door. 

That’s why I didn’t want to visit Avery anymore.  But how could I 
tell you?  We’d always been so derisive of our parents’ fears.  If they 
would read just one of his books, you had said. 

“So Gabe started visiting Avery without me,” I told Brooke. 
That was when you stopped studying.  When you started skipping 

school. 
Brooke grabbed my hand.  I couldn’t believe it.  This adds to my 

guilt:  I liked the attention.  I liked the feeling of her fingers clutching, 
the way her eyes looked into mine as I spoke.  And this adds to my guilt:  
it was exciting.  Not knowing when you were coming out of Freud’s 
mobile home.  How long does it take to buy drugs, anyway? 

Cars and trucks downshifted and rumbled to a stop at a red light on 
Ygnacio.  I looked and one of the street lamps went dark before my 
eyes.  What are the chances?  You know that I don’t have a superstitious 
cell in my body, but it gave me a chill. 

It was too late to stop.  I told her that a month later Avery 
disappeared, a “For Rent” sign on the lawn in front of his tiny, empty 
house with the faded yellow paint.  You called the number on the sign 
but they didn’t know where Avery was; they didn’t even know where to 
send the refund for his damage deposit.  You fell into despair.  You 
missed two weeks of school.  I didn’t make the connection.  I thought 
you were ill.  Biologically, physically ill.  When I came by to visit you 
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lay in bed under a mountain of blankets and looked sad and sweaty. 
Your parents took you to the doctor who found nothing wrong and 

suggested therapy.  You refused. 
“And then Gabe snapped out of it,” I said, euphoric from Brooke’s 

complete attention.  Her dark eyes, smudges in her pale face, absorbing 
me in their depths.  The skin of her hand was darker than the complexion 
of her face.  My hand was pale in hers.  I wondered if she was wearing 
some kind of makeup to make her face so pale, or if it was just an optical 
illusion, a contrast with the deep red lipstick and the dark eye shadow. 

I continued the story:  you started going to school again.  You 
changed your handle from Spock to Dionysus.  You started drinking.  
You started hanging out with Freud.  You started smoking pot.  You 
started getting laid.  You started carrying that journal with you wherever 
you went, taking notes. 

I told her how almost a year later you, Bradley and I got together 
to play D&D, and you disappeared for a really long time.  I finally got 
fed up and started looking for you and found you outside the house, in 
the backyard, sitting on the stones under the lemon tree, smoking from a 
one-hitter.  I was pissed.  What’s wrong with you?  I said. 

You looked up at me with bloodshot eyes.  Not stoner eyes:  you 
had been crying.  You told me what happened with Avery. 

“Gabe was just like, ‘Well, he, you know, he performed fellatio on 
me.  And I did the same for him.’“ 

I didn’t understand.  Why didn’t you stop him?  Why did you 
return the favor?  Because you wanted to be polite?  It took me forever 
to realize that you liked it.  That you kept going back for more.  Until 
Avery disappeared. 

Guilt pounded me.  I pulled my hand out of hers and put my head 
in my hands.  “I shouldn’t have told you.” 

“Fuck,” she said.   
The pavement between my feet was fissured and uneven.  The 

sounds of cars on Ygnacio receded and all I could hear was the buzzing 
electrical wires nailed to their crosses in the sky.  Judas.  I was Judas.  
Judas Priest.  Living after midnight.  Breaking the law.  This was the last 
line I ever thought I’d cross. 
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“Are you telling me he’s gay?” Brooke said.  “He’s not gay.” 
I shrugged, still hunched, still looking at the ground. 
“Do you think he and Freud?” 
“He can take care of himself,” I said.  You’re eighteen now. 
“I understand him so much better now.”  She kissed me on the 

cheek but I didn’t feel it.  She stood.  She leaned against the wall of 
Freud’s home.  I looked at her out of the corner of my eye, took in her 
bored slouch, one sandal on the ground, the other against the wall, skirt 
rising above her bent, naked knee.  I still wanted her.  I would betray 
you again and again for her. 

The door flew open and you stormed out.  Freud stood in the 
wobbling doorway.  “Now don’t go away all sore,” he said. 

You kept walking. 
Brooke and I looked at each other.  All I saw in her eyes was 

concern for you. 
You said all of seven words on the drive home.  “I don’t want to 

talk about it,” you said.  Seven words.  Prime.  Like you care. 
That night, I couldn’t sleep.  I went fetal underneath the sheets and 

blankets that I keep so neatly tucked into the bed.  I kept my eyes open 
and stared at total blackness. 

I was cold.  I curled tighter but it didn’t help.  Brooke was going to 
blab, I knew it.  There was only one way I could control the damage.  I’d 
have to tell you that I’d messed up.  Confess.  I might be able to salvage 
something as long as you found out from me instead of Brooke.  As long 
as I sincerely regretted what I had done.  Which I did. 

I just hoped you would be in a better mood in the morning. 
I swear I was going to tell you.  I swear on my mother’s grave. 
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Thursday 
I have trouble recognizing my own doorbell, since you’re the only 

one who ever came to visit and you wouldn’t ring, you would let 
yourself in and make yourself at home.  It’s an electronic-sounding two-
tone deal:  uh-oh, it says.  That morning, I woke up to this uh-oh, uh-oh.  
It wasn’t until I got upstairs, pulling a t-shirt over my head as I stumbled 
to the landing, that I realized the sound was Anita poking furiously at the 
button, looking anxious, her dark hair wild. 

“There you are,” she said.  “Jesus Christ.” 
“Where’s Gabe?” 
“Sick.” 
Avery all over again. 
So Anita drove to school that morning, inflicting Madonna on me.  

I have to admit it made a nice change from the Grateful Dead. 
“Is Gabe really sick?” I asked her.  I didn’t know if I meant really 

as in very or really as in actually. 
“He has a fever.” 
I wasn’t convinced. 
Lunch time is lonely without you around.  I hid out in the library.  I 

spent the time practicing what to say to you.  Listen, I’ve done something 

pretty bad.  I don’t know if you’re going to forgive me. 
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After school, I walked up your long driveway with its tiers of 
flowers and grape vines on the left, its oak trees on the right.  It was so 
quiet, just the crunch of twigs and gravel under my feet, the sound of the 
creek pouring over rocks.  The net hanging from the basketball 
backboard over the garage was just a tattered shred, limp like a hanged 
man.  There were no cars in the garage, just two large oil stains where 
the cars should be.  I always thought it was weird that your house 
doesn’t have a garage door. 

Anita answered my knock. 
“Where’s the car?” I blurted. 
“Gabe took it.” 
“I thought he was sick.” 
“That’s what I said when he asked me for the keys.” 
“Where’d he go?” 
“I don’t know.” 
My guts felt like lead.  “I bet he’s gone to Brooke’s.” 
I pictured the walk home.  I could take the short cuts, dirt paths 

that cut up the cliff sides behind people’s homes, littered with crunchy 
dead leaves, decorated with honeysuckle plants, ivy, and poison oak.  Or 
I could take the long way, the road, and maybe try to hitch-hike, have a 
conversation with an Orinda mother. 

Anita leaned against the doorway, watching me. 
“Hey,” I said.  “I could help you with your home—your math 

homework, now.  If you want.” 
She smiled.  “That’s okay.” 
An awkward silence.  “I better get going,” I said. 
I took the shortcuts. 

 
 

I got on ChatNet and asked if anyone had Brooke’s number.  
Nobody did.   

I didn’t know what I’d say if I called.  Can I speak to Gabe? . . . 

Dude, I need to tell you something before she does.  Outside my window 
a bird cawed; it sounded like a robot laugh, ha – ha – ha.  I had an 
impulse to rip down the aluminum foil, open the window, throw shoes at 
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that bird. 
Must not worry.  I opened my math textbook, started solving 

differential equations, word problems about the path an ant would take 
crawling across a hot plate.  I left ChatNet on and whenever someone 
new logged in, their presence announced with a flat beep, I would look 
at the screen, hoping it was you or Brooke, Dionysus or Sister of Mercy.  
It never was.  dx over dy, the prime of x squared is 2x.  None of it made 
sense to me anymore.  The game lost its charm.  The pencil lost its lead, 
snapped against the page with a graphite smear.  The word fuck formed 
in my mind, perfect, like Athena from Zeus’s head, but I didn’t let it 
pass my lips.  A line I would not cross. 

A flat beep.  Iceman has logged in.  I typed at Bradley, asking if he 
had Brooke’s number.  No dice.  He continued typing and I didn’t see 
his words at first, meaningless constellations of green phosphor dots, my 
brain filtering out information that didn’t pertain to you or Brooke.  
Then the text resolved:  a reminder that there was going to be a “big ass 
Halloween party” at his house Friday night and we all had to come as 
our ChatNet handles. 

Since math was lost to me I might as well prepare an Iron Man 
costume.  The lyrics of the Sabbath song played stereo in my head.  I .  .  
.  am .  .  .  Iron .  .  .  Man.  I raided the footlocker with my mom’s art 
supplies, extracted cardboard and construction paper and acrylic paint.  
Has he lost his mind?  I wished I had a simpler handle, one that was 
easier to make a costume for.  Or something more mass market.  I could 
go out and buy a Spider-Man costume, but the world doesn’t appreciate 
Iron Man.  Is he alive or dead?  People don’t realize the depth the 
character has, how Tony Stark prepared his power armor to keep his bad 
heart beating.  He has turned to steel.  His battle with alcoholism, his 
lost loves.  Bradley had said I was getting too old for Iron Man—I 
should be reading Dark Knight and Watchmen, according to him.  He 
didn’t know.  Nobody wants him, he just stares at the world. 

When I was done, wearing old orange pajamas with cardboard 
armor plates and a red construction paper mask, I looked like a homo.  I 
don’t mean any offense by that, I don’t mean homo as in homosexual, 
and if that’s what you were it’s okay, not that I’m saying that’s what you 
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were.  I just mean mincing and fruity.  Some superhero.  I foresaw an 
evening of people saying, “What are you supposed to be?” 

The diversion of making a costume over, the worry came back:  
what were you and Brooke doing?  Has she told you yet?  I sat on the 
bed, still in my costume, and went into a state.  I must have looked like I 
was meditating.  Really my processor was stalled, threads deadlocked, 
an infinite loop—must stop Brooke can’t stop Brooke must stop Brooke 

can’t stop Brooke—preventing the lower priority threads (Math, 
ChatNet) from executing. 

The phone rang, snapping me out of the state, and I lunged for it, 
hoping for no reason that it was you or Brooke. 

“This is Janet.”  What is with your parents, the way they make 
everyone—including you and Anita—use their first names?  She was 
upset.  She wanted to know if I knew what happened to you.  I wish I 

knew, I wanted to say.  I wasn’t able to enlighten her.  “That little—” 
was the last thing she said before she hung up. 

I took off the costume, sharpened my pencil, tried to hit the math 
problems for fruitless hours. 

That was when you arrived, a foreign car on my driveway.  I 
thought maybe my dad decided to come home early from the 
conference.  I went upstairs and looked out the window and saw the 
Volvo and my heart seized; she must have told you.  You must be here 
to kick my butt.  The front door opened, banged against the closet door, 
and it was worse than I could possibly have imagined:  all I saw was 
you, holding your gun, here to kill me.   

My guts went liquid.  I put my arm over my face.  “Don’t!” I said. 
“Don’t what?” you said, puzzled, without menace. 
I raised my arm just enough to see you.  The gun was pointed at 

the floor.  Brooke was standing behind you.  There was only one thing I 
could think to say.  Did she tell you?  I kept my mouth shut. 

“What, this?” you said, the gun sideways on your flat palm, held 
out to me like fruit on a platter.  “Brooke wanted to see it.”   

Brooke nodded.  She was wearing glasses again, the large, thick 
lenses putting her back in geek mode.  She wasn’t even wearing black:  
blue jeans and a white t-shirt.  The epinephrine from my imagined 
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murder made me forget all about her as an object of desire, she was just 
another element in the jumble of my confusion. 

Softly, sounding a little hurt, you said, “I would never,” and you 
went and put the gun on the bookshelf in the living room. 

Did she tell you?  “I thought you were a burglar,” I lied, following 
you, Brooke behind me.  I felt her behind me, felt her in my spine, in the 
back of my head. 

“There are no home invasions in Orinda.  If somebody wants to 
rob you he’ll bring a moving van in the middle of the day and clean you 
out,” you said.  “Even the crime is upper middle class in this town.”  
Typical Gabriel political commentary.  You sat on the jump 
discontinuity couch, held out an arm for Brooke.  She took your hand 
and sat on the other side of the discontinuity. 

I sat in my dad’s recliner.  Did she tell you?  “What are you guys 
doing here?” 

Brooke finally spoke.  “My mom kicked us out.  She had a guy 
over.” 

“Brooke’s indulging in hyperbole,” you said.  “Her mom didn’t 
exactly kick.  She asked nicely.” 

“So we needed a place to crash.” 
“It’s cool, right?  Your dad doesn’t get home until Sunday, right?” 
“Say something, Calvin.” 
I became pretty sure that she hadn’t told you, and the day’s burden 

lifted off my back.  Maybe I was safe.  Maybe Brooke could be trusted.  
“Yeah, you guys can crash here,” I said.  I relaxed into the idea, threw 
out a Gabeism:  “But one house rule:  no sex unless I’m involved.”  I 
didn’t look at Brooke as I said it.  I couldn’t be that bold. 

You smiled, tongue out, and waved me a shaka, which I think 
meant you were congratulating me on the appropriate use of your line.  
Brooke elbowed you in the ribs, said, “No way.”   

Affecting a movie star accent, overacting, “He’s just kidding, 
babe,” you said, using the word ‘babe’ out of kitsch. 

Brooke yawned.  “Where do we sleep?” 
My disappointment must have shown on my face—two of the most 

important people in my life show up for a surprise visit and want to go 
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straight to bed—because I could almost hear the nonverbal 
communication between the two of you.  You looked at each other and 
your look seemed to say We can’t just borrow the guy’s house without 

paying some social rent.  Brooke buried her head in your shoulder.  I’m 

tired, Gabe.  You put your arm around her.  Be a trooper. 
“You guys want anything to drink?” I asked, all grown up.  “We 

have stuff left over from the D&D game.” 
I passed out the Rolling Rock.  Did you notice I only sipped at 

mine?  I was trying, but still didn’t like the stuff.  The conversation 
turned to ChatNet, about why it was so cool.   

“I love ChatNet,” Brooke said.  “Everyone on it is a geekazoid and 
I can be like their queen.” 

Even though I know I’m a geek it still gets under my skin when 
someone else reminds me.  I wondered if she thought of you as a 
geekazoid.  You smiled, as if she didn’t. 

“You think that’s why you like it,” you said.  “But really you like it 
because you can be anonymous.  You can invent a whole new self.” 

This was a conversation you and I had before.  I think you struck a 
chord in Brooke, because she didn’t respond, didn’t come off with a flip 
whatever. 

“I’m writing this story,” you said.  “It’s about ChatNet.  The dark 
side of ChatNet.” 

“Dark side?” Brooke asked. 
“It’s an addiction, right?  The anonymity thing.  So this story, it’s 

about a guy discovering that.  First he gets into crank calling because 
that’s one level of anonymity, right?  Just like in D.  H.  Lawrence’s 
‘The Man Who Loved Islands’, where the guy moves to a big island.” 

“I read Lady Chatterly’s Lover,” Brooke said. 
“I had to read ‘The Man Who Loved Islands’ for class,” you said.  

“The phone isn’t good enough though, right?  That’s when he goes to 
online chat.  He needs to be even more anonymous.  Just like the guy 
from D.  H.  Lawrence moving to a smaller island.” 

“I get it,” Brooke said.  “That’s cool.”  I think she was just saying 
that to flatter you. 

“I’m not done yet.  The guy in the D.  H.  Lawrence story gets 
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involved with a woman on the smaller island so he has to move to an 
even smaller island that’s just him.  So I have my character get involved 
with a woman online.  She falls in love with him, though, and wants to 
meet him in person.” 

“Is the guy in the story you?” Brooke asked. 
“No he’s not me.”  You gave me an exasperated look, see what I 

have to put up with, a look that ran aground on my rocky shore—I would 
put up with that and so much else besides.  “He’s just this guy.  Anyway, 
this guy stops using online chat or interacting with people altogether.  
He just hides in his house.” 

You sat back and pulled Brooke closer. 
“So what happens next?” I asked. 
“I don’t know,” you said.  “I guess I need some kind of image or 

metaphor to finish it off with.” 
“Well, what are you saying?  That we should stop using ChatNet?” 
You thought about it for a moment.  “I guess,” you said.  And then, 

softer, like you were tasting the idea:  “I guess so.” 
“I need to go to the bathroom,” Brooke said. 
Listening to the sound of Brooke running the faucet behind the 

bathroom door, it took me a while to realize the opportunity had finally 
presented itself.  All day I had wanted to confess to you and this was my 
chance.  I took a long drink of beer to psyche myself up for it.  I was 
worried that it could get messy, imagining scenarios where you get 
pissed off, Brooke comes out and asks what’s wrong, gets pissed off as 
well that I didn’t trust her.  And at the outside edge of fear, there was the 
gun on the bookcase, the unimaginable, worrying at me, like the way I 
can’t stop imagining, when I’m on an airplane, that the wings might just 
snap off and we’d plummet, accelerating towards the ground at nine-
point-eight meters per second squared. 

I took another drink of beer and forced myself to do the right thing.   
“Gabe,” I said.  “I’ve got something to tell you and you’re not 

going to like it.” 
“Yeah?” you said, looking down the neck of your beer bottle as 

you swirled the last remaining ounce of beer. 
“Well—” 
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“Look, I know what you’re going to say,” you said. 
“You do?” I asked, sitting back in dad’s easy chair. 
“You’re in love with Brooke and seeing us together fucks you up.” 
I sighed.  “That’s not quite it,” I said. 
You took your feet of the coffee table and leaned towards me.  

“Well, what is it then?” 
“Well, I mean, you’re right, okay?  I am, you know.”  I nodded 

towards the bathroom door. 
“And?” 
“Well, I guess because of it—no, nevermind, I don’t want to start 

making excuses.” 
“Dude, what are you talking about?” 
“I did something stupid.  I’m not sure you’re going to forgive me.” 
You looked at me, waiting.  I said to myself I’d tell you on three.  I 

counted in my head:  one, two, three point one four one five nine two 

six— 

You said, “You hit on her or something?” 
And that was when Brooke came out of the bathroom.  I thought 

girls were supposed to take a long time. 
“Nevermind,” I said. 
“I’m sure it isn’t that big a deal,” you said. 
“Can we go to bed now?” Brooke asked. 
“We better go hide the car,” you said. 
“Why?” I asked. 
“Because Anita will come to pick you up in the morning, and I 

don’t want her knowing that I’m here.” 
Brooke came with us when we moved the car, so I didn’t get an 

opportunity then, either.  After we moved the car we went to bed, you 
and Brooke in my dad’s bedroom and me by myself.  But after lying 
there for a few minutes I couldn’t help myself:  I got out of bed, and 
went over to my dad’s door, and listened.  I felt like a total perv but I 
had to know.  As I feared, I heard the sounds of sex, the creaking box 
springs, and Brooke’s sharp voice:  “Not so hard.” 

Brooke said online she was a virgin.  You were her first or she was 
lying.  I couldn’t believe either.  I went to bed, confused and angry. 
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Friday 
Despite my anger I managed to fall asleep and was pulled from it, 

protesting, in the morning, a hand on my shoulder, a female voice telling 
me to get up.  What it must be like to have a mother.  I thought it was 
Brooke but when I unglued my eyelashes it was Anita.  I blinked 
rapidly, trying to focus on her pale skin, her curly brown hair, the 
concern on her round face. 

“Gabe’s run away from home,” she said. 
I propped myself up in bed.  I pretended to know nothing.  “You 

serious?” 
“Janet’s totally freaking out.  Do you know where he is?” 
Words might give me away.  I shook my head.  She asked me 

some questions about Brooke, her last name, where she lived.  She 
called her mom.  Your mom.  On the phone, Anita looked at me, rolled 
her eyes.  “No, I wouldn’t call the cops just yet, Janet.  I think I heard 
somewhere that it’s not a missing person until forty-eight hours go by, 
anyway, or something like that.” 

She hung up.  “That’s taken care of.  Let’s go to school.” 
I was about to get out of bed and realized I was in my underwear.  

“A little privacy?” 
She left.  After I changed I did a little reconnaissance in the 
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hallway:  the door to my dad’s bedroom was open.  You and Brooke 
were nowhere to be seen. 

 
 

Even though Anita had only been driving a month I felt infinitely 
safer with her behind the wheel than you.  She drove so slow down the 
winding roads, and then on Moraga Way when a stoplight turned red 
ahead of us she would let her foot off the accelerator, no matter how far 
away it was, and slowly coast to a stop.  Usually it turned green again 
before she got there.  I imagined the cars tailgating us—what is with this 

girl in the Volvo?—jockeying for position, waiting for the divider to run 
from solid to dashed so they could pass, and I sunk low in my seat so 
their eyes couldn’t burn the back of my head through the bizarre A-
shaped headrest. 

“Any plans for this weekend?” Anita asked as we coasted to 
another red.  “Turn green, turn green,” she whispered. 

The light changed and she sped up to thirty. 
“Bradley’s throwing a Halloween party tonight,” I said. 
“Can I come?” 
“ChatNetters only.” 
“Maybe I should join.” 
“Yeah right.” 
A black Mustang convertible punched by us in the other lane.  

Others on the way to school.  I didn’t recognize them, but Anita’s eyes 
followed as the car disappeared around the corner.  “Brian Cassady,” she 
said.  “He’s such an asshole.  I could join.  Why couldn’t I join?” 

“Why would you want to?” 
She flipped her Madonna tape. 
“Network.”  She made air quotes, leaving the steering wheel 

unmanaged for a heartbeat.  “Get invited to Halloween parties.” 
“Don’t you have a Miramonte High party to go to?  A kegger at 

Brian Cassady’s step-dad’s house or something?” 
“Brian’s parents are still together,” she said.  “I’m going to join.”   
“ChatNetters aren’t your type of people.” 
“I have nerd qualities.  I was a finalist in the science fair in eighth 
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grade.  I’m good at math.  I have to be, I’m student body treasurer.” 
“That’s not math.  That’s accounting.  Math math is math.” 
“Why don’t you want me to join?” 
Around the next bend in Moraga Way, Brian Cassady’s Mustang 

was pulled over to the side of the road, cop car behind it.  Brian looked 
dejected.  The cop’s expression was unreadable behind sunglasses. 

“Yes,” Anita hissed. 
 
 

I wondered where you and Brooke had gone off to.  I pictured the 
two of you in my dad’s bed.  Your arm around her.  Brooke says 
something like, “Gabe, you don’t have any secrets from me, do you?” 
You laugh, a short burst—say of course you have secrets.  Brooke 
cajoles.  You get suspicious:  “Why, did somebody say something?” The 
truth comes out.  You leap from the bed.  “I can’t believe he told you.”  
You pause at the door of my room.  You’re so angry you could kill, so 
instead you flee the house, go somewhere you can’t hurt anybody.  
Brooke follows.  The house is empty.  The loop rewinds.  The two of 
you in my dad’s bed. 

 
 

My first college-level midterm of my life was also the first test that 
I failed.  I had done poorly on English and history tests but never failed.  
In the steeply sloped auditorium at UC Berkeley, the professor leaning 
back in his chair, on stage with a book in his hand, the TAs prowling up 
and down the aisles like sharks.  The only sounds in the room their 
rubber-soled footsteps, the rustling of clothes, a cough or sneeze, the 
scratching of pencils or the foolhardy pen.  I had three number two 
pencils on the fold-out desk in front of me, each sharpened to a 
meticulous point.  I only needed one.  How could I be so sure I failed, 
you ask?  This wasn’t English, this was math.  You can’t fake it on a 
math test.  I should have let you and Brooke go to sleep and spent the 
night in my room with my math text—and where were you two?—
”Gabe, you don’t have any secrets from me, do you?”—I should have 
started from the last chapter and worked my way forward, because the 
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problems on the midterm were not from any chapter I ever got to.  I 
searched for problems I might be able to get a handle on, all the while 
imagining what I would say to my dad.  He would be kind.  He would 
not be judgmental.  That would make it worse. 

I tried to derive systems for solving the few problems I had a ghost 
of an idea about, attempting to reinvent decades of differential calculus 
in three hours.  Show your work. 

“Time’s up,” the professor said.  Of seven problems I had made 
haphazard attempts at four. 

The girl next to me, only a year older and yet so mature, a college 
girl, in a light red sweater, blond hair in a pony tail, handed my paper 
and hers to the TA at the end of the row.  “That was a hard test,” she 
said lightly, the same tone of voice my dad might use to say that was a 

hard crossword puzzle, an enjoyable challenge rather than a complete 
humiliation.  I nodded, unable to speak. 

On BART home, surging through the Caldecott tunnel, intermittent 
orange safety lights blurring by the windows, I accepted my fate.  I 
deserved this.  This was my punishment for telling Brooke about you.  I 
deserved this and more.   

You’re laughing at me now, because you know that when I got 
home, there you two were, sitting on the jump discontinuity couch, 
already dressed for the Halloween party.  You in a toga and Brooke in a 
nun’s habit.  Dionysus and Sister of Mercy.  The time bomb had not 
gone off yet. 

“Where were you this morning?” I asked, standing slack in the 
doorway. 

“I thought Anita might put two and two together.  We hid in your 
dad’s closet.  How’d you do on your test?” 

Out of nowhere, Brooke laughed and buried her head in your side. 
I said nothing and went downstairs.  On my bed, I stared at the 

ceiling, barely visible, reflecting green monochrome.  Sorry for myself.  
Dad would understand.  I didn’t want him to understand.  I wanted him 
to ground me, say, “When I was your age I could solve differential 
equations in my sleep.”  The Brooke emergency competed for my 
attention but I ignored it.  Suppose I got forty percent on the midterm.  If 
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I got a perfect score on the final, I would still just barely pass. 
Like you care.  They’re only grades, you would say. 
My eyes adjusted to the dark.  I looked at my Iron Man poster.  I 

know it’s lame but looking at it kind of reminded me to be strong.  Tony 
Stark would not sulk because he failed a math test.  He wouldn’t fail a 
math test in the first place; he’s smart enough to invent a suit of powered 
armor, he’s smart enough to solve differential equations.  But, 
supposing, due to circumstances beyond his control, Tony Stark did fail 
a math test.  And suppose he still had to save the world.  He would go 
out and save the world. 

I got out of bed and put on my gay Iron Man costume.  I would 
keep an eye on you and Brooke.  The opportunity would present itself.  
Brooke would go to the bathroom again.  I would confess.  It wasn’t too 
late to save the world. 

 
 

Bradley’s house:  the house that imaging software for the military 
built, too big to call it a house, too small to call it a mansion.  Two 
stories in a neighborhood where everyone else had ranch style homes, 
surrounded by enough trees that you couldn’t see the neighbors.  When 
we pulled up into the cul-de-sac Bradley was on the roof positioning 
Styrofoam gargoyles on either side of his gabled bedroom window.  He 
waved and swung himself inside the house.  I held my breath, imagining 
him falling to asphalt. 

At the front door you said, “Check this out,” and rang the doorbell.  
It had been programmed to play The Teddy Bear’s Picnic.  Brooke 
rolled her eyes, too cool.  I lowered the Iron Man mask over my face. 

Bradley was dressed in a flight suit, a black Val Kilmer.  He took 
in our costumes.  “Wow, Calvin.  You could have just carried an iron 
around but you went all out.” 

I raised the mask, wearing it like a hat. 
“Wine?” he asked you.  “Mountain Dew?” he asked me. 
“I’ll have what he’s having,” I said, still playing cool in front of 

Brooke. 
Bradley studied me with soft eyes, held the look long enough that I 
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got uncomfortable.  The only other time he’d seen me drink was at 
Rocky Horror, when I’d thrown up in the theater bathroom.  When I’d 
sworn I’d never drink again. 

“Wine for everybody,” he said. 
You put Pink Floyd’s Meddle on the stereo, programming it to play 

the “One of these days I’m going to cut you into little pieces” song over 
and over again, while we sat with our wine glasses.  You were in a good 
mood.  So far. 

People arrived.  Kurt AKA Anthrax.  The other Kurt, AKA 
Gandalf.  Frankenfurter.  Steve.  Plain Jane.  Freud.  Trish.  People I 
didn’t recognize. 

The party coalesced into temporarily self-sustaining sets of three to 
five people, constantly reconfiguring.  I imagined plotting their paths, 
graphing them against the floor-plan and across time.  The two most 
important points on the graph were you and Brooke.  I followed you.  I 
tried to be discreet.  I mingled with a set you were talking to.  Call it set 
a.  You went off with set b.  Instead of going directly to b, I went to c.  
When set c started to lose momentum, I joined you at b, with a hand on 
your shoulder, said what’s up.  That’s how it went all night.  I wore my 
Iron Man mask up, like a hat, because the mouth slit was too small for 
the wine glass.  I drank too much too fast. 

Bradley took over the stereo, cut off the Pink Floyd for crunching 
heavy metal.  “You’re the only black guy I know who likes heavy 
metal,” a drunken Kurt AKA Anthrax said to Bradley, putting his arm 
on Bradley’s shoulder, out of comradeship and for balance. 

“I’m the only black guy you know.” 
A station wagon pulled up outside and a frazzled mother with 

caved in cheeks dropped off two junior high school boys, wide-eyed and 
open mouthed. 

“How about a beer?” he asked them. 
“We don’t drink,” one said. 
“Lamer,” the other said, hitting the first on the arm.  “I’ll have a 

beer.” 
“I’ll have one too.” 
“I’ll need to see some ID,” Bradley said, a toothy slash across his 
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face.   
They retreated to the couch by the fireplace and sat, watching the 

party, not mingling.  They were only a year or two younger than Brooke.  
Something aged Brooke prematurely. 

While watching the kids I somehow lost sight of you.  I searched 
the house.  I tried the back yard.  The moon was out and a few tiki 
torches burned near the patio.  The gazebo glowed cold and white in the 
moonlight.  I found you in a huddle with Freud and Kurt AKA Anthrax, 
down by the guesthouse, near the pool, passing a joint.  The pool lights 
were on, refracting off the surface, casting ribbons of light across you. 

“Busted,” Kurt said, smoke leaking from his mouth.  He passed the 
joint to you. 

You had your arm around Brooke.  You took the joint with your 
free hand and offered it to me.  “Road to hard drugs?” 

I shook my head.  This was a line I didn’t want to cross, not even 
for Brooke.   

“More for us.”  You took a hit. 
A lull in the conversation.   
You put your mouth to Brooke’s and exhaled.  Marijuana smoke 

escaped from the imperfect fit of your lips.  You penis.  I’m standing 

right here! 

I had no right to judge you.  I judged you anyway.  That was when 
I stopped caring.  The loop that had been playing in my head all day, the 
two of you having sex, the secret coming out, I didn’t care anymore.  
Fine.  Let Brooke tell you.  Let our friendship end, let us go our separate 
ways.  I went back to the main house, to the sound of Metallica and 
conversation, windows glowing yellow in the night.  Over my shoulder I 
heard Kurt’s voice:  “What did he want?” And all of you laughing at me. 

I went upstairs, looking for a place to be alone.  Bradley’s bedroom 
was empty.  I closed the door, camped out on the carpet and leaned 
against his king size bed. 

Bradley’s so rich.  His bedroom is twice as big as mine.  The 
vaulted ceiling.  The gabled windows.  I sat there, wrapped my arms 
around my knees and rocked, stared at the collection of missing kid 
flyers he had pinned to the wall.  I used my prime number trick, trying to 
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distract myself.  Three, five, seven, eleven, thirteen.  Poor boy fell in 
love with some chick and lost her to his best friend.  Poor boy failed a 
math test.  It’s not like I was in a concentration camp.  Seventeen, 
nineteen, twenty-three.  I deserved this for betraying you.  You deserved 
to be betrayed. 

Lying on the floor next to me was a pile of comics I’d lent 
Bradley.  One of them was folded backwards against the binding.  I 
picked it up and tried to fix it.  It was an issue from a few months 
back—number 220.  The Ghost was on the cover, pale hooded figure 
emerging from a brick wall, about to grab Tony Stark, who was not 
wearing his Iron Man suit and therefore a sitting duck. 

Page one:  Iron Man asleep in his armor.  It must be comforting to 
sleep in armor.  I read almost the whole issue. 

There was a knock on the door.  “You better not be having sex in 
my bedroom!” 

“It’s just me,” I said, and Bradley came in.  He reminded me of 
Jim Rhodey, Iron Man’s best friend.  He’d probably say I bet we all look 

alike to you.   
“You look pensive,” he said. 
We both smiled without me having to deliver the punchline:  Nah, 

I’m just thinking.  It was like the prison inmates who numbered their 
jokes. 

“Is something wrong?” he asked. 
I thought of Tony Stark confiding in Jim Rhodey, and I said, 

“Yeah,” and just trying to say it was like I was going to start crying.  I 
looked down quickly and started counting again. 

Bradley closed the door behind him and asked me softly, “You 
want to talk about it?” 

I nodded.  Forty-three, forty-seven.  I couldn’t jump right into the 
Brooke thing.  “I failed my math test,” I said. 

He laughed.  “Is that it?  You look like shit, dude.  I thought you 
were going to come out of the closet.” 

“Grades are important to me,” I muttered, and then, annoyed at 
myself for beating around the bush, I said, “but that’s just the tip of the 
iceberg.” 
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My armor was the only place I felt moderately secure, Iron Man 
says.  Sounds grim.  Can I help?  Rhodey says.  Old buddy...I sincerely 

hope so, Iron Man says. 
“I’ve kind of got a crush on Brooke,” I said. 
Bradley didn’t say anything.  He probably thought that you and I 

were pedophiles, or maybe just plain desperate, to get so worked up over 
a fourteen-year-old.  I was sorry I told him. 

Finally he took a deep breath and said, “That sucks.”  But he said it 
sincerely, not it sucks to be you.  And then he said, “Does Gabe know?” 

I nodded. 
“Does he know how messed up you are over it?” 
I shrugged.  “I said something to Brooke.  I told her one of Gabe’s 

secrets.  I don’t even know why I did it.” 
“What secret?” 
“I can’t tell you.” 
“Whatever it is can’t be that big a deal.” 
“It’s big.  If I tell him, he’s going to kill me.” 
“This is Gabe we’re talking about.” 
I didn’t know what I could say anymore.  Bradley swallowed.  

“You know that videotape—” 
I looked at him. 
“I .  .  .  lost it.  I’m sorry.  I don’t know what the hell I did with it.” 
I didn’t look at him.  I knew he’d get pissed off, but I decided to do 

something right for a change.  I couldn’t confess to you, at least I could 
confess to Brad. 

“I destroyed it,” I said. 
Bradley slapped his palm against his forehead.  “I was going to 

erase the part with you on it.” 
“I thought maybe you’d forget,” I said. 
“How could I forget?” Bradley stood up and paced.  “That tape had 

the longest fucking pass I ever caught on it.”  I pulled my knees up and 
wrapped my arms around them again. 

“You’ll still get into college,” I said. 
“That’s not the point!” He stormed out of the room, slamming the 

door. 
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I rolled over onto my side and lay there, fetal.  The moral of this 
story was right there in that comic book all the time:  Tony Stark trusted 
Jim to put the armor on and help, but Jim couldn’t handle it.  Tony Stark 
had to put on the armor himself.  That’s what I was going to have to do.  
Put on the armor myself.   

I stood up and nearly lost my balance:  I had spins from the wine.  
I made it to Brad’s bathroom and looked at my ashen face in the mirror.  
I pulled my red and gold mask down.  With the mask on, nobody could 
tell how I felt.  Still, I wasn’t about to go back out there.  Somebody had 
put a lawn chair in the bathtub, so I climbed in.  The tiny window was 
open and it was cold.  I refused to let the cold bother me.  I was about to 
cross my arms and shiver but I stopped myself.  I am Iron Man.   

 
 

When I was ready—I practiced talking in the mirror just to make 
sure my voice would work—I decided I’d go look for you and ask to 
borrow the car.  Maybe you could bum a ride later, or maybe I could 
come back and pick you up.  I didn’t care, I just wanted to get out of 
there. 

It took a while to find you.  I didn’t want to ask anybody where 
you were because I didn’t feel like speaking to a human being.  I went to 
the back yard again.  The air was cold, but my armor was impervious to 
cold.  At first I thought I was alone, and then I realized there were 
people talking in the gazebo.  The people were you and Freud. 

You were talking loudly, angrily, but I couldn’t make out what you 
were saying.  Then Freud took something small out of his pocket.  You 
slapped his hand and the thing went flying and Freud scrambled to 
retrieve it.  You got on one knee, opened your backpack, took out a book 
and started tearing pages out.  Freud was on his hands and knees at the 
edge of the gazebo reaching past the wooden slats for whatever it was.  
When he got back up, you thrust the torn pages at him, pressing them 
against his chest.  Then you turned and saw me. 

You walked down and came right up in my face.  I stepped back.  
You didn’t say anything, you kept walking, around the house, into the 
cul-de-sac.  Brooke must have told you.  I followed you inside. 
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“Are we going home?” I asked.  “Maybe I should drive,” I said.  
You ignored me.  You got in the car on the driver’s side and you didn’t 
unlock the door for me.  I banged on the window as you drove off. 

Bradley and Brooke stood inside the front doorway. 
I put my hands on Brooke’s shoulders. 
“You told him, didn’t you?” 
“No!” 
“Told him what?” Bradley asked. 
“Don’t lie to me.” 
“I didn’t,” she said, eyes flashing how-dare-you-accuse-me.   
“Then why has he totally lost it?” 
“Because we broke up?” 
“When?” Bradley asked. 
“An hour ago.” 
“Why?” 
“I don’t know!” She rubbed her eyes.  “Why do my boyfriends 

always turn out psycho?” 
I turned away from her and nearly slipped in a puddle of vomit on 

the cement walkway. 
It took an hour to walk home.  I tried hitch-hiking but nobody 

picked me up.  I was surprised to see your car when I got back:  I figured 
you would have gotten fed up with the runaway thing and gone home.  
Inside it was quiet, but there was light shining through the crack under 
my door, the light I never turned on.  I went in without knocking. 
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Part 2 
 
 
Mythologies take longer to die than people believe.  They linger on 

in a dream country that affects all of you. 

 Neil Gaiman 
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Friday 
It was nice of you to put that towel down, but it wasn’t enough.  

I’d never seen so much blood. 
It seemed weird to me that you left the light on. 
My throat closed up.  Like when I get stung by a yellow jacket, if it 

takes too long before they administer the shot.  I knew I should call 911, 
but I didn’t know if I’d be able to talk.  I sat on my bed and concentrated 
on breathing. 

I thought I saw your left arm twitch.  For a second I hoped it was 
all a trick, like Harold and Maude.  I guess it was some autonomic 
nervous system thing; don’t they say that corpses in the morgue 
sometimes sit up?  Or maybe it was just my imagination. 

The possibility that you might still be alive gave me a kick of 
epinephrine.  I said “hello” a couple times to myself.  I got the phone, 
and when I picked it up the base came off my desk and swung and 
whacked me in the shin.  You probably would have gotten a good laugh 
out of that.  I called 911.  Another prime. 

I guess I wasn’t too coherent.  I was still staring at your body.  
Your eyes were closed and peaceful-looking. 

“Could you repeat that?” the 911 lady asked. 
I forced myself to look at the wall behind my ten speed.  There 



 

72 
 

were spots of blood on it.  “My friend killed himself.” 
“Sir, what exactly happened?” 
“My friend’s lying on the floor with a gun in his hand.  There’s 

blood everywhere.  Should I take his pulse?” 
“Where are you located?” 
“In the bedroom,” I said.  She meant my address.  Something 

pulled my eyes back to you.  You were wearing Birkenstocks.  Your 
toenails needed cutting. 

She asked what our names were and I was close to saying Iron 
Man and Dionysus.  Some part of me wanted to make stupid jokes, the 
whole thing so absurd.  Something wrong with me, not feeling the 
correct emotions.  “My name’s Calvin Hildebrandt,” I said.  “He’s Gabe 
Neuberger.” 

“Tell me what happened,” she said. 
I didn’t do it, I wanted to say.  “I just came home and there he 

was.” 
She asked me where my parents were.  “At a math conference in 

Monterey,” I said.   
She asked me if you were a minor.  I said yes and then she asked 

me where your parents were.  How the hell was I supposed to know?   
She had a whole list of questions.  How did I know you?  Did you 

seem depressed?  You were depressed before we met Brooke a week 
ago.  Then you were happy and I was the depressed one.  But I didn’t 
tell her about that. 

The doorbell rang. 
“I have to get the doorbell,” I said. 
“Don’t hang up,” she said.  “I’ll wait.” 
I went up the stairs two at a time.  I looked out the peephole, 

something I normally never do. 
It was two cops. 
One fat, one thin.  Like Laurel and Hardy. 
“Calvin Hildebrandt?” fat cop asked.  He looked me up and down, 

but he didn’t comment on my costume. 
“That’s me.” 
“You reported a suicide.”  His fatness was from the pelvis up, a 



 

73 
 

barrel on thin legs.  He had rosy cheeks and a bushy mustache.  What’s 

the deal with cop mustaches?  you used to say.  It’s like a caterpillar 
died on their lip. 

“Yeah.” 
“Where’s the body?” thin cop asked, a you’re-not getting-

anything-past-me look in his eye. 
They left the door open, even though it was October.   
Before we got to the stairs thin cop put his hand on my shoulder. 
“Just tell me where he is.  I’ll go check him out.” 
“Downstairs.  The room with the light on.” 
He nodded and took a step down. 
“I already got a good look, if you’re afraid of my psyche getting 

damaged.” 
The thin cop paused on the top stair, looked at his partner, but 

didn’t say anything.  I don’t know why I mouthed off.  Maybe your anti-
cop thing had rubbed off on me.  Maybe I would have acted more 
normal if I wasn’t dressed in orange pajamas and duct tape. 

Then I remembered.  “The 911 lady,” I said.  “She’s still on the 
phone.”  I went around the counter into the kitchen, which still had that 
stale garbage stink because I hadn’t cleaned anything since my dad left.  
I picked the phone up off the wall hook and gave it to fat cop.  I leaned 
against the counter, not knowing what to do, while they talked.  What 
was thin cop doing down there?  Would he notice the milk crates we 
stole from Safeway so I could have speaker stands?  It says right there 
on the crate WARNING:  UNAUTHORIZED POSSESSION OR USE OF THIS CASE OR OBLITERATION OR 
DESTRUCTION OF THIS CASE OR THE REGISTERED BRAND, IS PUNISHABLE BY $1500 FINE MAXIMUM, 

IMPRISONMENT OR BOTH PENAL CODE SECTIONS 565 AND 566.  Why did I let you talk me 
into that?  Take it, don’t be such a pussy, you said. 

I noticed that the rocky road ice cream had been left out.  I was 
pretty sure I hadn’t left it out.  I’m a slob but I remember to put ice 
cream away.  There was an ellipsoid puddle of liquid cream formed 
around the box.  That’s okay, I imagined saying, so you left out the ice 
cream.  No big deal.  We’ll just get some more.  I felt my throat start to 
close up again but I didn’t cry.  I should have cried.  Any normal person 
would have cried.  But the tears didn’t come.   
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I heard a car pull onto the driveway.  I could tell it was another cop 
car because the oaks and ivy outside were reflecting the flashes. 

The steps leading down to the bedrooms creaked and thin cop’s 
head appeared between the posts of the banister.  “He’s dead all right.” 

He joined us in the kitchen, which wasn’t really big enough for 
three people.  I stepped back against the counter.  “Why is there 
aluminum foil on the windows?” he asked. 

“It keeps out the sunlight in the mornings.”  He probably thought I 
was some sort of creature-of-the-night type like Brooke. 

Two more cops came in the front door.  One was a woman but she 
had a boy’s hair cut.  It sounds like something you would say but I swear 
she radiated some kind of hostile energy, standing in the doorway, arms 
akimbo, scanning the living room.  She asked the thin cop, “You find a 
note?” 

“No,” he said automatically, as if he knew she was going to ask.  
“You see a suicide note?” he asked me. 

I shook my head again. 
“Don’t wash your hands,” she told me.  I checked out my hands, 

looking to see if I got blood on them.  Pale.  Long, thin fingers.  Maybe 
they would test for gunpowder.  I saw that in a detective show once.  I 
was a suspect. 

The new cops were followed by two paramedics.  Everyone went 
downstairs except for fat cop. 

He said, “You want to call your dad now?” 
“The number’s in my bedroom.” 
“It can wait a little.  Let’s sit down.” 
I sat on the jump discontinuity couch and he sat in my dad’s easy 

chair. 
“How long’s your dad been gone?” he asked, getting ready to write 

in his little notepad. 
“About a week.” 
He looked me up and down.  “Did you have a party here tonight?  

Is that why you’re in that costume?  Who are you supposed to be, 
anyway?” 

“We went to a party at a friend’s place.” 
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He got Bradley’s name and address.  “Why don’t you tell me what 
happened from the beginning?” 

“You can never find a root cause,” I said. 
“Do your best,” he said. 
I could hear the other cops talking downstairs:  Where’s the bullet?  

In his throat.  Yuck.  Do you think Captain Marvel up there’s in shock?  

Cheap gun.  Is it registered? 

I had to give him something, so I told him about the Halloween 
party.  His walkie talkie crackled.  A new guy showed up at the door, 
with glasses and a comb-over, not in a uniform, in a suit.  He looked a 
little lost. 

“You the coroner?  Downstairs,” the cop said. 
Right after the coroner two more cops.  I’m serious.  I don’t think 

that many people had ever been in my bedroom before. 
“Did Gabe do drugs?” fat cop asked. 
No harm in narcing on you now, right?  I shrugged.  “He was a 

Deadhead.” 
“A Deadhead?” 
“You know, the Grateful Dead.” 
He scribbled a note. 
“Where did he get the gun?” 
I was about to tell him, but then realized Freud would get in 

trouble.  I don’t know if I kept my mouth shut because I wanted to 
protect him or if I was afraid he’d come after me.  “I don’t know,” I said. 

“He never told you?” 
“Some guy.  I don’t remember his name.”  Which was the truth.  

What is Freud’s name? 
The cop stared at me for a while, making me even more 

uncomfortable.  He flipped a page in his notebook.  “How were things 
lately, between you and Gabe?” 

I felt cold in my heart.  “We got along better when we were 
twelve.” 

“How so?” 
It was finally my opportunity to tell somebody.  I unburdened 

myself. 
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“He used to be a geek like me,” I said, “but then he got cool and 
stole my girlfriend and then I told her he’d been molested and she told 
him I told her and he killed himself.”  I looked the cop in the eyes.  “It’s 
my fault.” 

The cop didn’t have time to react.  The paramedics carried you, 
wrapped up in a gray tarp like a roll of carpet, up the stairs and through 
the living room.  The cop got up to move the ottoman out of their way.  I 
expected you to be belted down on a gurney.  Only on TV, I guess.  In 
real life not even a body bag, just this sagging gray plastic burrito.  The 
cops followed them out, except for the woman cop who came over to us, 
her arms like someone was going to yell draw, and gave my cop a look 
that somehow carried a question.  He shrugged. 

“Why don’t we get your dad’s phone number now,” he said, 
looking uncomfortable. 

The blood stain wanted to be looked at.  The towel was a crumpled 
wad by my stressless chair.  The coroner was leaning against my desk, 
writing something in a day planner.  As far as I could tell, the cops 
hadn’t touched anything:  the paper on the desk was still in untidy piles; 
the red plastic milk crates still supported my speakers; the dead moth 
was still in the light fixture. 

“I have his phone number on my computer,” I said, because I felt 
like I had to explain myself.  When I reached for the on switch I saw 
your journal propped against the monitor.  I picked it up and turned to 
the last page with writing. 

october 31
st
.  one twenty-seven in the morning. 

More prime numbers. 
some shit went down tonight that clarified some things for me. 

I felt the woman cop immediately behind me.  “What’s that?” 
“It’s his journal,” I said.  “It might have the suicide note.” 
She reached for it and I pulled it away. 
“Hand it over,” she said. 
Her eyes moved back and forth over the entry.  “What’s ChatNet?” 
Here we go.  The ChatNet explanation.  “It’s a multi-user online 

bulletin board system.” 
“Don’t be a smart-ass.  What’s that supposed to mean?” 
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“A bunch of people can log in and talk to each other with their 
computers.” 

“And people use this system to deal drugs.” 
“No,” I said.  You all just kind of shared your drugs. 
She clapped the journal shut and I reached for it. 
She pushed my hand down.  “I’m going to have to turn this over to 

his parents.  You can ask them if you can read it,” she said. 
I looked to the fat cop for help but he just gave me an apologetic 

look. 
“I’ll get that phone number,” I mumbled, and shuffled through 

papers.  I was so distracted I forgot what I was looking for, I just stacked 
paper in crazy piles. 

“Where’s the evidence bag?” the fat cop called upstairs, and they 
left me alone with the coroner who zipped up his black medical bag. 

“You have his parents’ address and phone number?” the coroner 
asked. 

“Should I call them?” 
“We’ll send an officer over to their house.” 
I wrote it down and handed it to him.  Then I remembered what I 

was doing:  looking for dad’s phone number on the Commodore.  I 
turned it on.   

While it booted I looked at the blood stain, imagining you with the 
gun in your mouth, remembering how your body looked, the trickle of 
blood that had painted a line down your cheek to your ear and then 
through your matted hair.  How did that one trickle make such a huge 
stain?  It wasn’t even really the color of blood.  It was more like 
chocolate. 

The computer was alive.  I brought up the file I was looking for:  
DAD’S HOTEL 805-442-8328.  “Should I clean up the blood?” I asked. 

“That’s above and beyond the call of duty.  If you do, use these.”  
He unzipped his medicine bag and took out a box of latex gloves.  
“Wear a couple pairs on each hand.”  He put the box on the desk next to 
the Commodore. 

The fat cop filled the doorway to my bedroom.  “You find your 
dad’s number?” 
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I nodded and picked up the phone.  It felt different now that I had 
used it to call 911.  Heavier.  I dialed the hotel and asked for my dad’s 
room. 

My dad answered with a guarded who-could-be-calling-at-this-
hour voice. 

“Hi.  Gabe shot himself.” 
“What?  How is he?” 
“Dead.  He did it in my bedroom.” 
“Your bedroom?  Why?” 
“It was convenient, I guess.  The officer wants to talk to you.” 
I handed the phone to fat cop.  You knew that Gabe was staying 

over with Calvin?  No?  Uh-huh?  Okay.  Uh-huh? 

He hung up.  “So your dad’s going to be up here in a few hours.  
That’s good.  I’m glad you have someone you can talk to.  Because your 
friend’s problems are over.  Right now I’m worried about you.” 

That was nice. 
Maybe I shouldn’t be sarcastic.  I guess fat cop was okay.  Not like 

that woman cop.  Maybe they were doing that good cop, bad cop thing. 
When the cops left, the digital clock in the kitchen said 5:02 AM. 
I lay down on the jump discontinuity couch, intending to just rest 

for a second, think about what I should do next, but I dumped core and 
shut down.  I had a dream where we were still at the Halloween party, 
except it was my house instead of Bradley’s, and I was making out with 
Brooke, and you were in the bed, too, and then you were kissing me. 
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Saturday 
You can’t sleep on the jump discontinuity couch for long because 

the modules separate, slowly sliding apart on the hardwood floors.  I 
woke up, my body in an unnatural position, hip distended into the gap.  
And I realized it was just a dream and remembered you were dead. 

No way was I going to roll over and try to go back to sleep again.  
Perchance to dream and all that. 

I called Bradley’s, even though it was six, but the phone just rang.  
Not even an answering machine.  I could drive over, wake Bradley and 
whoever was still crashed out there up, bring them over, show them the 
blood stain.  But I felt sorry for them.  I didn’t want them to have to face 
it.  Let them be ignorant for a while longer. 

I had to occupy myself.  It came to me fully formed:  go down to 
Safeway and rent one of those steam cleaning machines.  Somebody had 
to clean up. 

I changed out of my Iron Man costume into jeans and a sweater, 
the clothes Anita had picked out for me.  Looking for the keys to your 
Volvo I had a moment of panic, realizing the car keys were still in your 
pocket.  Then I remembered you kept a key magnetically attached under 
the bumper.  I went outside and tried to get the car to start.  I flooded the 
engine. 
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At Safeway, as I read the brochures on the various steam cleaning 
machines and the chemicals that went with them, I marveled at how 
together I was.   

Fred was working the morning shift.  I didn’t remember his last 
name.  The guy you used to smoke out with behind woodshop.  There 
was something about his cleft chin and unblinking blue eyes I never 
liked.  He was kicking back at the cash register and I said, “I could use 
some help over here.”  He set me up with one of the orange plastic steam 
cleaning machines and a couple bottles of chemicals.  We might as well 
have been complete strangers, there wasn’t even a “hey, how’s it 
going?” sort of acknowledgement. 

I should have told him you were dead, but then I’d have to tell him 
that I was buying the steam cleaning machine to clean up your blood and 
he’d think I was messed up.  So I guess I knew what I was doing was 
pretty morbid. 

Back home, I followed the directions:  this much water, this much 
chemical, hose A goes into slot B, plug and play.  The gloves came out 
of the box like Kleenex.  I didn’t even know why I wore the gloves.  I 
did it because the coroner said.   

The machine roared like an airplane.  I wheeled the attachment 
back and forth over the blood spot and the carpet grew a thick layer of 
pink foam.  Red clumps clotted up in the foam and I thought they might 
be solid pieces of you, that the bullet really had come out the other side.  
I shut off the machine, got down on one knee, and checked out the 
clumps without touching them.  Just rolled up carpet fuzz. 

I kept on cleaning but it was no use.  Fifteen minutes of back-and-
forth, back-and-forth, and I gave up.  I sat on the bed and stared at the 
stain.  The color now more a terra cotta than a chocolate. 

I took the machine out to the driveway and opened the valve and 
the water came out bright red, Cherry Kool-Aid red.  I stared at it, empty 
of thought, as the stream hit the asphalt, pooled for a second against the 
web of grout, and a tributary followed one of the grouted cracks down 
toward the garage door, moving like a snake.  I can’t pour blood on 
dad’s driveway.  I shut off the valve. 

I sat down on the bottom step and wondered what on earth I was 
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going to do. 
The day was getting lighter.  The street was quiet.  A cloud of 

gnats swarmed near the mailbox at the top of the driveway.  From where 
I sat, my house could have been the only house on the street.  The one 
on the left was around the bend, behind the curving hillside; the one on 
the right was obscured by oak trees.  The ivy on the side of the house 
was wet with dew and when I noticed it I thought of the song “Morning 
Dew” which I’d heard about a thousand times in your Volvo and now I 
probably wouldn’t have to hear it anymore. 

I needed to think of disposing of the blood as a math problem.  Get 
A into B without letting it touch C, D, or E, where C, D, and E are the 
driveway, the backyard, the kitchen sink.  Maybe there was some factor 
X that could be brought to bear. 

I got a milk jug from the fridge and used it to ferry blood from the 
machine to the toilet.  I marveled at my calm.  Maybe the reason I’m so 

calm is because I don’t give a crap.  Because I wanted you to die. 
The phone rang.  It was your mom. 
I said.  “Did the police—” 
“We need to come over.  To see it.” 
I was afraid she’d blame me because I harbored you.  But I forced 

myself to say, “Okay.  Come on over.” 
Your stuff was still in my dad’s bedroom.  I forgot to mention it to 

the cops, which was a good thing, because they probably would have 
confiscated it, too.  I sat down on the queen-sized bed, leaned against the 
headboard, and opened up your grimy canvas backpack, the one you 
ripped the logo off of.  Inside:  an issue of Hustler and an issue of 
Lesbian Dildo Bondage.  No textbooks, but Siddhartha, On The Road, 
and The Stranger.  Your silver flask, empty.  I opened it, sniffed at it.  It 
smelled like vinegar.  Two pipes:  a metallic green sneak-a-toke and a 
metal one with yin-yangs on it.  A film canister, half full of marijuana.  
Your police key.  The short story you wrote and printed out on my dot 
matrix printer:  “The Man Who Loved Telephones”, still with the 
perforated strips attached.  A Dungeons and Dragons manual:  Volume 
4, Deities and Demigods. 

You had the Dionysus page marked, the corner folded over.  The 
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Greek Myth section.  “Dionysus (god of wine) Greater God Armor 
Class:  4 Move:  15 Hit Points:  380.  As the god of wine, Dionysus has 
a dual nature:  on the one hand, he represents joy, pleasure and 
camaraderie; on the other hand, savage, mindless, bloodthirsty 
violence.”  I flipped through the pages, assigning ChatNetters to dieties.  
Zeus was Freud, since he founded ChatNet.  And Zeus carried 
Dionysus’s unfinished fetus in his thigh until it came to term.  Kind of 
like Freud acting as your mentor for the past two years, scoring you all 
those drugs, and that gun. 

There was Hephaestus, the smith god, the drawing showing him 
craggy and bearded and chiaroscuro.  I was ugly enough to be him.  
Sitting in my room in the dark, hacking computer programs, wasn’t that 
like Hephaestus in his forge?  But if I’m Hephaestus that means I get to 
marry Aphrodite.  Brooke must be Aphrodite.  She’s good-looking 
enough.  And enough of a slut. 

Tires squealed on Camino Del Vista.  I thought it might be your 
parents already.  I stuffed everything in my desk with my high school 
yearbooks, signed only by you and some teachers, and boxes of lead 
miniature figures and polyhedral dice.  No knock on the door came.  The 
tire squeals were nothing.   

I called Bradley.  I told him. 
“I can’t accept that,” he said. 
I heard Brooke talking quickly on his end of the line but I couldn’t 

make out what she was saying.  Shut up! he told her.  “I’m on my way.” 
I sat down on the jump discontinuity couch.  I picked up the 

Rubik’s cube you gave me for my tenth birthday.  I scrambled it, solved 
it, scrambled it, solved it.  It was like meditating. 

I heard the scuff of tires on my driveway, and the ratcheting up of 
a hand brake.  I went outside.  It was your family.  They looked like hell.  
Call me Bill shook my hand.  Your mom gave me a hug, and then Anita.  
It was such a relief to touch someone that I held on to the hug longer 
than I should have.  She dropped one arm, then the other, and I let go. 

Anita and your mom both have the same curly brown hair, your 
hair, and the same large brown eyes, all iris, your eyes.  Call me Bill 
didn’t belong.  Your bearded, bespectacled, respectable dad.  He looked 
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so harmless.  Not the fascist you always made him out to be. 
Your mom was a rock.  “Where’d he do it?” she asked. 
I took them to see. 
Anita said, “Oh my God,” and she wiped at her eyes.  I wanted to 

hug her again. 
There was silence for a while. 
Call me Bill stared at the floor.  “What a fucking waste.”  He 

looked at me.  “I’m sorry he did it on your carpet,” he said, in the same 
tone of voice he might have used to say I’m sorry I spilled coffee on 

your rug. 
“Did he leave a note?” Anita asked. 
“The cops have his journal.” 
Call me Bill shook his head. 
“I’d like to read it,” I said. 
“Maybe,” he said. 
They wanted to be alone so I went around back to my dad’s flower 

beds.  I picked a red rose and stuck myself.  I brought it back inside and 
put it on the blood stain. 

“That’s nice,” your mom said. 
I gave them your backpack and the car keys.   
As we stood on the driveway Brad pulled up by the mailbox.  

Brooke and Freud were in the car.  They still had their Halloween 
costumes on. 

Freud said, “It’s true.  Oh no, man.  Why, man?” And he started 
crying.  I watched him in wonder.  Why wasn’t I crying like that?  I was 
a better friend of yours than Freud. 

“Brooke was Gabe’s girlfriend,” I told your family. 
“For a week,” she said, then she started crying too, but not as much 

as Freud.  Her mascara ran.  “Nice to meet you,” she said, and half-
laughed. 

None of your family said anything.  Your dad shook his head a 
little, gave the Volvo keys to your mom, and they were gone. 

“Where’d he do it?” Bradley said.  I thought, Brooke and Freud 
were Aprhodite and Zeus; Bradley must be Apollo.  Apollo the sun-god:  
his Suburban his chariot, his smile the sun.  Apollo the athletic:  wide 
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receiver on his high school football team.  The wise, the straight-A 
student, and he didn’t look down on us geeks just because he was a jock.  
Apollo the chaste, ‘saving himself’ for the right girl. 

I took them inside and showed them.  Bradley sank down beside 
the blood stain, and he put his hand on it.  As he stood back up I realized 
he was crying too. 

The disk drive on my computer whirred and clicked.  I got this 
feeling that the monitor was a glass eye, looking at us like HAL in 2001.  
It could break us down into pixels and see what we were made of. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Bradley said.   
I left my father a note.  Bradley drove.  I got shotgun.  I leaned the 

seat back.  I felt like I had to pay attention to each breath or I might 
forget to take the next one. 

“Where are we going?” Freud asked. 
“Who cares,” Bradley said. 
He took us over the hills into Berkeley.  He drove sedately, no 

need to get anywhere soon.  I lowered the mirrored sun visor.  I adjusted 
it so I could see Brooke, sitting in the back seat, hunched, with raccoon 
eyes.  She looked at me staring at her, and looked away. 

We drove on the winding road under the radio tower.  Berkeley 
was swimming in the inversion layer. 

You and I used to go up there a lot, park by the steel guard rail, 
when Berkeley looked like some kind of science fiction circuit board, 
the headlights of cars pumping through the streets like information 
through fiberoptics. 

“Why’d he do it?” Bradley asked. 
Because he trusted me and I betrayed him, I thought.  I wanted to 

confront Brooke.  She must have been lying last night about not telling 
you.  But not in front of Bradley and Freud. 

“He’d been acting strange all week,” Freud said. 
“Ever since he met me, you mean?” Brooke said. 
Freud put his hands out as if to comfort her, but he didn’t touch 

her.  He shook his head. 
Bradley took us down Fish Ranch Road, onto the freeway, through 

the tunnel. 
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Bradley told a story about you:  that time we broke into that 
building that was under construction in Walnut Creek, walked all the 
way up to the top floor, and you dared us to get naked, but you were the 
only one who did.  You stood at the edge of the roof, arms akimbo, wind 
whipping your pale flesh.  Bradley threw your clothes over the edge. 

We paid the toll at the Bay Bridge.  Usually Brad would also pay 
the toll for the guy behind us, just for the hell of it.  This time he just 
paid ours. 

He took us through San Francisco and onto the Golden Gate.  The 
red cables and supports loomed above us. 

We were winding through mountain roads in, I don’t know, 
Alameda or Marin or something.  We’d been driving an hour. 

“Driving to Alaska?” Brooke asked. 
“Why not?” Bradley said. 
“Do you have a Gabe story, Calvin?” Freud asked. 
It was difficult to speak.  My throat felt swollen and raw.  I told 

them about the time we broke into the school library and turned all the 
books backwards. 

“How’d you break in?” 
“Gabe’s police key,” I said.  Purchased with a stolen credit card 

number from an underground BBS in Texas and delivered to a post 
office box under somebody else’s name.  I didn’t tell them how you had 
to goad me to come with you, how you called me pussy in that half-
joking way. 

The ocean was on our left, the horizon a sharp line.  Bradley 
stopped the car at a dirt lookout point with a stone fence separating us 
from the sea and an island of rock splattered with seagull droppings.  A 
natural stone bridge, wet and narrow, connected the small island to the 
mainland.  We got out of the car and separated.  Brooke sat against the 
stone fence.  I stood by the car and kicked at the dirt.  We would have 
made a good album cover, I thought.  We should start a band. 

“Why’d we have to bring Freud?” Brooke asked. 
“I want to talk to you,” I said. 
She looked suspicious.  “What about?” 
“You know what about,” I said. 
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“I told you I didn’t say anything.” 
“You didn’t say anything about what?” Bradley asked, from 

around the Suburban. 
“Nothing,” I said, and glared at her. 
Bradley vaulted over the fence.  “Let’s go out to that rock.” 
We had to carefully pick our way down a cliff face to get to the 

rock bridge.  Waves splashed at the sides, misting us.  We sat on the 
rock island. 

“Maybe it was something with his parents,” Bradley said.  “Didn’t 
he run away from home?” 

“He was keeping a low profile,” I said. 
“He always had mood swings,” Freud said. 
I wanted to scream.  Shake this sensation that I wasn’t getting 

enough air.  Let it echo over the ocean.  Sailors would look to the skies 
and wonder. 

Brooke took out a pack of cigarettes and offered them to us. 
“I quit,” Freud said, but took one anyway. 
Brooke extended the pack to me.  To smoke or not to smoke.  My 

choice would show what I had learned from your death.  Does your 
death need deep study, or is it just a fable with a moral?  I took the 
cigarette.  Deep study. 

“Since when do you smoke?” Bradley asked. 
I had a coughing fit. 
“Those things will kill you,” Bradley said. 
“Death is cool,” I said. 
“Christ,” Bradley said, disgusted.  He stood up and walked away.   
“You sure you don’t want one?” Brooke called out.  “Everybody’s 

doing it.” 
I kept puffing at the cigarette, learning how not to cough.  I 

wondered what I was doing.  I never hung out with them unless you 
were there.  They put up with me because I was your friend.  If you had 
killed yourself somewhere else, they wouldn’t have come to get me.  
Then I realized that none of them hung out with each other, either:  not 
Brooke and Brad, not Brad and Freud, not Freud and Brooke.  The 
number of possible permutations is n - m + 1 positorial.  I’m such a 
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geek. 
I wasn’t feeling any nicotine rush.  Why didn’t you leave a note?  

Then I realized:  maybe you did. 
I stood up and held out my cigarette butt.  “What do I do with 

this?” 
“Toss it,” Brooke said.  “The world is your ash tray.” 
I did.  “Let’s go home,” I said.  “I want to log in to ChatNet.” 
“Why?” Brad asked.   
“You checked your e-mail since last night?” I asked. 
We turned to head back, but the tide had come up.  Surging waves 

washed over the bridge. 
“If we time it right we can make it,” Brooke said. 
Another wave washed over, splashing us with salt spray, sending 

jets of foam up the face on the other side. 
“Go,” Brooke said, and charged across.  Brooke and Bradley made 

it but when I got there I panicked.  I couldn’t find a foothold on the wet 
rocks.  Freud pushed me up yelling, “Go, go!” and I made it, too, turning 
around to see Freud clawing at the rock face, one foot in a crevice, as 
water closed down around him.  I imagined him whisked into the sea, 
but the wave just splashed harmlessly, leaving him soaked, an amused 
smile on his face. 
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...dialing... 

<connected> 

 

login:  Iron Man 

password:  ******** 

Welcome to ChatNet, Iron Man. 

The date is November 1, 1986. 

The time is 2:23 PM. 

 

You have new mail. 

 

These users are currently logged in: 

1)  Anthrax 

2)  Blonde Goddess 

3)  MeNdIcAnT 

4)  Your Mom 

 

>read mail 

---------------------------------------------------------------- 

Mail from:  Dionysus 

Sent:  11/1 12:55 AM 

Subject:  locking myself in 

 

by now You’ve found my body and You’re freaked out.  i don’t 

know how long it will be before You log in.  i’m doing 

personalized suicide notes...maybe they’re the first e-mail 

suicide notes in history. 

 

i’m sorry You had to be the one to Find The Body.  it’s tight of 

me to do this to you.  i’m sure it’s going to fuck you up for a 

while but it would *really* fuck my parents up so i thought this 
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was the lesser of two evils.  also, nobody was home at your 

place.  no matter how much pain you suffer, it’s less than what 

i was going through.  i guess this makes me the most selfish 

person ever.   

 

nevermind why i did it.  say it was drugs.  i told you things i 

never told anyone but you still never really knew me.  and now 

you never will.  of course that’s my fault.  "I’m not good at 

sharing."  it’s just that hearing other people talk is pretty 

fucking boring... 

 

if you want my books they’re yours.  i’d give You Brooke if she 

wasn’t her own person.  actually, i don’t think i would.  that 

would be more of a curse than a gift.  i know she’s what You 

want but she’ll break Your heart and You’re so damn sensitive.  

like i should talk. 

 

You can have my computer, too.  Bradley can have my cds. 

 

i love You all. 

 

i better go through with it now, or else this is going to be 

really embarrassing. 

 

gabe 

---------------------------------------------------------------- 

>logout 

<disconnected> 

 

...dialing... 

<connected> 
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login:  Dionysus 

password:  ****** 

 

login incorrect.  try again. 

 

login:  Dionysus 

password:  ******* 

 

login incorrect.  try again 

 

login:  Dionysus 

password:  ****** 

 

Welcome to ChatNet, Dionysus. 

The date is November 1, 1986. 

The time is 2:31 PM. 

 

These users are currently logged in: 

1)  Blonde Goddess 

2)  MeNdIcAnT 

3)  Your Mom 

4)  Huxley 

 

You have new mail. 

>read saved mail 

---------------------------------------------------------------- 

   Author           Subject            Date 

1) Freud            Dude               10/31/1986 

2) Freud            Hello?             10/30/1986 

3) Sister of Mercy  Eat me             10/27/1986 

4) Freud            Got the stuff      10/26/1986 
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---------------------------------------------------------------- 

1 

---------------------------------------------------------------- 

Mail from:  Freud 

Sent:  10/31 1:30 PM 

Subject:  Dude 

 

quit making such a big deal about this.  ill see you at the 

party.  well talk. 

---------------------------------------------------------------- 

Mail from:  Freud 

Sent:  10/30 11:21 PM 

Subject:  Hello? 

whats with the silent treatment?   

return my calls or something, will you? 

are you still pissed off at me?  don’t be.  I didnt mean to 

pressure you into anything.  you dont have to do anything you 

dont want to do.  I just thought it would be fun.  whatever you 

want is cool 

---------------------------------------------------------------- 

Mail from:  Sister of Mercy 

Sent:  10/27 3:30 PM 

Subject:  eat me 

 

i cant wait 4 2nite 

*lick* 

 

-Brooke 

---------------------------------------------------------------- 

Mail from:  Freud 

Sent:  10/26 4:30 PM 
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Subject:  Got the stuff 

 

us:          1 

ronald raygun:  0 

---------------------------------------------------------------- 

>chat 

<ChatNet> Sister of Mercy has logged in. 

<Sister of Mercy> DIONYSUS? 

<Sister of Mercy> is this some kind of a joke? 

<Dionysus> I’m not Gabe, I’m Calvin 

<Sister of Mercy> u scared the shit out of me! y r u logged on 

as him? 

<Dionysus> I wanted to read his old e-mail 

<Sister of Mercy> why? 

<Huxley> That’s an invasion of privacy. 

<Dionysus> See if I could figure out why he did it. 

<MeNdIcAnT> Did what? 

<Sister of Mercy> Dionysus killed himself, Mendicant 

<Dionysus> I nearly forgot his password. 

<MeNdIcAnT> You’re shitting me, right? 

<Sister of Mercy> so did u figure it out? 

<Dionysus> He and Freud were fighting about something. 

<MeNdIcAnT> When did he do it?  I was just talking to him last 

night! 

<Dionysus> But I’m sticking with Hypothesis A. 

<Sister of Mercy> which is? 

<Private to Sister of Mercy> That you told him. 

<Sister of Mercy> FUCK U 

<ChatNet> Sister of Mercy has logged out. 

<MeNdIcAnT> ???? 

logout 
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Thank you for using ChatNet, Dionysus. 

 
I thought about what I said to Brooke.  Incriminating her 

incriminated me.  I imagined finding out that I wasn’t to blame.  Just 
imagining it sent waves of relief through me and my face stung. 

If only I hadn’t given your journal to the cops.  I got up and started 
looking through your possessions.  I took the paperback books upstairs.  
You wrote a lot of unreadable notes in the margins. 

My dad came home when I was a chapter into Siddharta.  The 
front door opened and banged into the closet.  He didn’t rebuke me for 
leaving the closet door open.  He asked, “How you doing, kiddo?” 

“How do you think?” I didn’t mean to sound spiteful. 
“Um,” he said, standing before me, nervous.  He took off his 

glasses, rubbed the bridge of his nose.  “What are you reading?” 
I showed him Siddharta.  The front cover was ripped, the pages 

were yellowed, the binding cracked and flaking.  “It’s about a guy 
looking for enlightenment,” I said. 

A few weeks before, you were reading the book on the steps in 
front of the school library while I was eating a Snickers bar and you 
said, check this out, this guy only drinks water and eats honey, so he 

doesn’t have to harm a living thing.  I asked you, what about bee 

slavery?  You laughed and said you didn’t know why you even tried to 
talk to me. 

My dad sat on the couch next to me and put his large, pink hand on 
my shoulder.  My dad and I aren’t physical people.  No hugging.  Not 
since I was nine.  “I wish your mother was alive,” he said.  “She’d know 
what to do.” 

“What can anyone do?” I asked. 
“Maybe you should get therapy.” 
“I’ll tell you one thing.  I don’t want to sleep here tonight.” 
There were rooms available at the Days Inn in Lafayette.  As we 

were packing enough clothes to stay there for a few nights, Bradley 
called and said the gang should get together at Pizza Shack, and this 
time we wouldn’t bring Freud.  I asked him if he got an e-mail from you.  
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He did. 
“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” I said. 
I printed out a few copies of your suicide e-mail on dot matrix 

tractor feed and brought them to the motel with me, along with your 
paperbacks. 

“Can I borrow the car?” I asked my dad after we checked in. 
“Do you think that’s wise?” 
“Why not?” 
“When your mom died I was in no condition to drive.” 
“I need to be with my friends.”  The closest thing I had to friends 

now that you were gone. 
“Don’t you think you should be with family?” 
“We’re barely a family,” I said, and regretted it immediately. 
“I’m going to ignore that.” 
“I didn’t mean it.” 
“Maybe I should have stayed at the math conference. What am I 

here for?” 
“You’ll still be here when I get back. We can spend some quality 

family time.” 
“Sarcasm now.” 
“Sorry.”  I shut my eyes.  “I’ll just be gone for a couple hours.” 
He sighed, and handed me the keys. “Drive safe.” 
I held the keys. I felt like a brat. “I love you, dad.” I don’t think I’d 

said that since I was six. 
“Me too, kiddo.” 
 
Bradley and Brooke were waiting for me outside.  Bradley waved 

and Brooke ignored me. 
“A pitcher of Budweiser,” Brad said. 
The waiter only carded me.  I guess Bradley looked twenty one. 
“Give us a break,” I said.  “Our friend just died.” 
He snorted.  “Yeah, right.” 
“Yeah, right.  I cleaned up his blood twelve hours ago.  I’m pretty 

sure he’s dead.” 
Brad said, “Jesus, Cal.  It’s cool.  We’ll get a pitcher of Coke.” 
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I maneuvered to sit next to Brooke. 
“I’m sorry I got on your case online today.  I believe you, I guess.”  

I was lying, but I figured I should say it anyway.  No sense staying her 
nemesis.  If I got her off the defensive maybe she’d let something slip. 

“You don’t have to believe me.” 
Kurt AKA Anthrax came in with Plain Jane.  I found the new 

pairings disturbing.  Friday night it was you with Brooke and Plain Jane 
with Bradley.  Tonight it was Bradley and Brooke, Kurt and Jane.  
Normally I wouldn’t have been surprised; with the girls on ChatNet it 
was always like ‘take a number’; but did they have to reconfigure last 
night of all nights?   

Jane sat next to Brad and Kurt pulled up a chair.  Jane reached 
across the table and held my hand.  Her fingers were almost as long, 
thin, and pale as mine.  Friendship bracelets in various states of 
decomposition.  I nearly pulled my hand away.  I’m not good with 
sympathy.   

Kurt wanted to know the whole sordid story so I told him 
everything:  the annoying cops, steam cleaning the blood.  I pulled the 
strips of perforations off the tractor feed paper and handed out sheets to 
everybody.  “Gabe sent me a suicide note by e-mail,” I said. 

Turned out you sent one to everyone except Jane.  “Well, he didn’t 
really know me that well,” she said. 

“You’re Artemis,” I said.  “Gabe was Dionysus.  Brad’s Apollo.  
You’re Artemis.” 

“Why am I Artemis?” 
“Because you don’t put out,” I said.  “If you’d slept with Gabe 

maybe he would have sent you an e-mail too.” 
I was out of control.  Telling my dad we were only barely a family; 

mouthing off to the pizza guy; mouthing off to Jane. 
Everybody was looking at me but when I looked back at them 

they’d look away. 
“Let me see the e-mail he sent you, Brad,” I said, to break the 

awkward silence. 
You told him to take care of me because I’m so sensitive.  Why did 

you think I was sensitive?  I’m Iron Man. 
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“My e-mail said to stay away from you,” Brooke said. 
“He’s jealous from beyond the grave,” Kurt said. 
“There’s more to it,” Brooke said. 
I sat there, perplexed.  Telling Brooke to stay away from me was 

like telling a kid to not eat his asparagus.  And even if she did want to 
get together with me, why would you care?  You said in my e-mail that 
she’d break my heart. 

“It’s a shame he had to wait until he was dead before he told us he 
loved us,” Bradley said.  “I love you guys.  I thought I’d tell you while I 
was still alive.” 

“Try to keep it that way,” Jane said. 
Bradley held out his hands.  “Let’s have a moment of silence.” 
Brooke’s hand was small and dark and delicate in mine, a light 

touch on my palm.  I didn’t want to hold it too hard.  Kurt had thick, 
stubby fingers and a manly grip.  We bowed our heads.  My palms 
started to sweat. 

After a while, Bradley said, “I know nobody can answer this 
question, but . . . why?” 

“Because he’s an Ian Curtis wanna be?” Brooke suggested. 
“Who’s Ian Curtis?” 
“The lead singer of Joy Division.  He killed himself.” 
“Did Gabe even know that?” I asked. 
She shrugged. 
“So who’s going to do the driving when we get trashed?” 
Bradley said, “This is a sign.  All the heavy drinking and pot 

smoking and shit, ended up with him dead.” 
Brooke pulled her hand out of mine.  A line of mascara streaked 

down her cheek. 
Brad looked up.  “I suppose we could find his corpse, bring that to 

our parties.  He’d still be with us.” 
Jane pulled up another chair.  “Here.  This is Gabe’s chair.” 
“You’re still in denial,” I said.  “The rest of us are in anger.  Get 

with the program.” 
A pimply waiter brought our pizza.  “Bon appetit,” he said. 
“Je suis un poisson,” Brad muttered. 
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We stared at the pizza.  The cheese was a hard, glistening slab.  
The pepperonis were dry and curled up at the edges.  Nobody moved to 
take a slice. 

“Did anyone tell Freud?” Kurt asked. 
Brad snapped his fingers.  “Shoot, I forgot.” 
“What’s wrong with Freud?” Kurt asked. 
“Everything?” Jane said. 
“Freud and Gabe were arguing in the kitchen at the party,” Brad 

said.  “I had to ask them to take it outside.” 
The airlock door opened and Freud stepped in.  “Speak of the 

devil,” I said. 
He sat down in your chair and helped himself to a slice.  He started 

cutting it into little squares.  “I tried calling you guys but couldn’t reach 
any of you so I figured you were all here.” 

He took two forks and ate by alternating one hand with the other.  
After several bites he stopped and looked at his left hand. 

He put the fork down as far away from him as possible.  I noticed 
the MedicAlert bracelet on his wrist.  He started eating normal. 

“I’m so fucked up,” he said, with his mouth full.  “I haven’t felt 
like this since my best friend died in Vietnam.”  He looked at me and 
stopped chewing. 

There was an awkward silence. 
Freud swallowed.  “Um.  This reminds me of a joke.  There’s this 

Catholic and this Jew, and their friend dies, and they’re arguing about 
what kind of funeral.” 

Brooke checked her watch.  “I have to get home.” 
“You want a ride?” I asked.  I wanted to get away from Freud.  

The way I said it, it came out naturally, like I really was trying to be 
helpful. 

She looked at Bradley, as if she was hoping he would override me. 
But Freud was the one who did.  “I can take you.”  Dirty old man. 
She grabbed my hand.  “Calvin will be fine.” 
Kurt said, “Weren’t you supposed to stay away from him?” He 

stood up.  “I have to go home as well.” 
“I’m Kurt’s ride,” Jane said. 
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Bradley got up, too.  “We’ll hear your joke next time.” 
As we left Pizza Shack I heard Freud say, “I guess I’m the joke.” 
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The windshield of the Honda Quaalude was bug-spattered from my 
dad’s long drive up from Monterey.  A light rain had started to fall and 
the windshield wipers were smearing the bug splatters out thin and 
translucent.  All the Coke I drank at Pizza Shack wasn’t helping me stay 
awake.  I’d been up forty hours, not counting the hour lying on the 
discontinuity couch after the cops left.  Sand was grating under my 
eyelids and my tongue felt swollen. 

Brooke said, “Do you think I’m an alcoholic?  Your first 
impression of me, this girl who gets drunk and passes out in your bed.  I 
was trying to look so cool.” 

“You looked pretty cool,” I said. 
“You know what happened when I was puking in the bathroom?  I 

was bent over the toilet and Freud came in to ‘help’ but he reached 
around and put his hand on my tit.” 

The rain stopped.  I turned the wipers off.  “Might have been an 
accident.” 

“It was a grope.  I got puke on him.” 
“Did you tell Gabe?” 
“No.  He wouldn’t have believed me.”  Brooke shrugged.  “I’ve 

been through worse.” 
I didn’t ask her what. 
“You’ve been through worse,” she added.  “What did you do when 

you found his body?” 
“Took pictures.” 
“Very funny.  Pull in here.” 
We parked in front of an “Apartment residents only” sign at her 

four story apartment complex. 
Brooke pushed the door open and stepped onto pavement.  “I’ll 

call you tomorrow, okay?” 
I stared straight ahead. 
“I don’t know why I’m asking but is there anything I can do?” 
“Sure,” I said, bold with the feeling that nothing really mattered 

anymore.  “Invite me in.” 
“What, for a sympathy fuck?” Brooke asked.   
Question number sixty three from the purity test:  Have you given 
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someone a sympathy fuck?  My purity test score was ninety-something 
percent pure.  I don’t want to know what yours was.  “Maybe I just don’t 
want to be alone.” 

“I can’t believe you’re using this as an excuse for getting laid.” 
“I don’t want to get laid!” I shouted, and Brooke made a choking 

sound and staggered away from the car.   
I got out of the car and put my arm around her as she wept.  That 

kind of intimacy would normally paralyze me.   
I didn’t know what to say.  “It’s cool,” I tried.  “Come on,” I 

offered.  Even, “There, there.” 
“Come in if you want,” she said.  “I doubt my mom’s home.” 
“Forget it.  I’ll be okay.” 
Brooke’s heels clicked on the wet pavement.  She punched in the 

code to the building and the locks buzzed like a giant mechanical wasp. 
I stood there, wondering why I refused her invitation.  I imagined 

how nice it would be to hold each other.  Maybe she’d cry on my 
shoulder some more.  Maybe I’d be able to cry. 

The sprinklers came on, spraying me and the Quaalude with water.  
Slightly damp, I went to the glass door of the apartment complex, looked 
in at the tiled foyer with its potted plants.  I looked for Ferdon on the 
registry and punched the code.  I heard a distant ringing over the 
speaker.  It rang four times and then an answering machine picked up.  I 
pressed the pound button and the connection was cut. 
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Sunday 
On Sunday morning my dad and I ordered room service and 

watched television.  Your mom called me at the motel. 
“We’re having a viewing of the body today,” she said. 
I told her I didn’t know there was such a thing. 
“I need to see him,” she said.  “One last time.  Do you want to 

come?  I’m going to call Bradley, too.  Do you think we should call that 
girl?” 

 
I took Brooke to the mortuary.  She had her hair up and, in her 

glasses, looked civilized.  We didn’t talk.  Neither of us remembered to 
bring change for the meters.   

“So I’ll get a ticket,” I said. 
Your family was standing outside, on a walkway parting the lawn.  

The smell of chlorophyll was in the air.  There were people I didn’t 
know.  Anita hugged me.  Her mom, too.  “He looks bad, kids,” she said.  
“He looks all bruised.  That’s from blood pooling.” 

I guessed it didn’t matter how bad you looked, you were dead.  We 
went inside.  Brad sat in a chair on one side of the room and your body 
was on a gurney on the other.  A sheet covered you up to the armpits and 
your narrow birdlike face seemed deflated.  Your arms above the sheet 
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were pale and blue.  I took your cold hand and studied your face.  The 
fishhook smile was obliterated.  Your lips were pursed and chapped.  
You could have been a vampire. 

Bradley didn’t look much better than you, staring darkly. 
Your mom came in.  “Are you guys okay?  Do you need 

anything?”  So strong. 
I found my voice.  “Have you read the journal yet?”   
She nodded.  “Last night.” 
“What did it say?” 
“It’s pretty personal.” 
“I already know about Paul Avery,” I said.  “He told me.” 
“He told you?” 
“Yeah.  I think I was the only one.” 
She glanced at Brooke.  “Bill isn’t too keen on spreading that 

around.” 
“I already know,” Brooke said.  I clenched my teeth. 
“What happened with Avery?” Bradley asked. 
Your mom shook her head. 
“So can I read the journal?” I asked. 
She sighed.  “Why do you want to read it, Calvin?” 
“I want to know why he did it.” 
“Because he was depressed.” 
“I want to know why he did it that night.  Who cut the thread he 

was hanging from.” 
“Yeah.  Who cut the thread,” Bradley said, without looking up. 
“He cut his own thread,” your mom said.  “I don’t much care for 

the metaphor.” 
Brooke added, “Calvin won’t believe me when I tell him it’s not 

his fault.”  She never told me that. 
I got a parking ticket. 
 
Brooke agreed to go shopping with me so I could get clothes for 

the memorial service.  After finding a coat and tie at Nordstrom I took 
her back to her place.  It looked different in the day.  The windows of 
the complex were like mirrors.  All the cars had the same white spots 
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from the sprinklers.  Brooke asked if I wanted to come in. 
I suddenly felt hot.  I said yes.  I started to sweat as I got out of the 

car and followed her.  That cliché popped into my head, body not even 
cold yet, but your body was cold, I had touched it. 

Brooke’s mom was home.  Her mother is the best-looking mother 
I’ve met.  I couldn’t tell how old she was.  She had severe cheekbones 
and a small mouth.  Her eyes were narrower than Brooke’s.  Long black 
hair pulled back in a pony tail.  Some of the hair had escaped and framed 
her face.  Her thin body showed no signs of having carried a child. 

“Hi Mom,” Brooke said.  “This is Calvin.” 
Her mother’s handshake was fragile as a butterfly. 
Brooke left me alone with her mother.  Their apartment was one-

bedroom, one-bath.  The place was a mess.  There were clothes and 
women’s underwear scattered on the living room floor, next to an 
unmade futon.  There were stacks of dishes in the kitchen sink.  It was 
like my dad and me. 

“Are you a ChatNetter?” her mother said. 
The walls were thin enough I could hear Brooke using the toilet. 
“I’m not surprised about Gabe,” she said.  “There’s something 

weird about that whole ChatNet thing.  A guy could come unhinged.” 
I was sick of people and their computers-are-evil dogma.  But I 

tried to keep it inside.  “I don’t think ChatNet made him do it.” 
“Just sitting there, typing to each other instead of actually talking.  

Lonely.  Would drive me crazy.” 
“You two all acquainted?” Brooke asked, checking herself in the 

mirror outside the bathroom. 
“I’ve got to go to work,” her mom said.  I felt a thrill.  I started to 

sweat again as I watched her take a coat from the closet and leave. 
Brooke took two Millers out of the fridge and popped the lids.  Her 

hand touched mine when I took it from her.  I drank and shuddered.  
Each gulp was easier than the last. 

“Here’s to Gabe,” she said.  We clinked bottles. 
“You want to see my room?” she said. 
The smell was overpowering, incense or cheap perfume.  The room 

was filled with candles.  She had black construction paper taped over the 
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windows.  “Did you get the idea of this from me?” I asked, feeling the 
grain of the paper. 

“No,” she said. 
“We’re more alike than I thought.” 
She smiled.  “In what way?” 
“We cover our windows.  Single parents.  Messy households.”   
Catholic prayer candles, fat candles, thin candles, votive candles, 

candles in glass bowls.  The smell must be from the candles.  Only the 
prayer candles were lit.  Over the bed was a gothic candelabrum with tall 
white candles, one of which was missing. 

“You’re going to burn this place down,” I said. 
“Our neighbor had a fire.  It gutted the place.  It was this old lady 

living there.  I don’t know if she lived.” 
I went to Brooke’s computer, a radio shack portable with an LCD 

that could only display six lines of text.  “You use ChatNet with this?” I 
asked. 

She finished her beer.  I was only a quarter of the way into mine.  
What would you do now? 

I put my beer down and kissed her, suddenly.  She jerked back.   
“I knew it,” she said. 
We stared at each other.  “Are you lonely?” I asked, “Now that 

Gabe’s gone?” The creepy subtext, that I could be you for her. 
She stepped up to me and kissed me.  Our eyes were open.  I could 

see the gold and green filaments of her iris.  Her lips were strong, tense.  
They explored mine.  I stood there, hands at my sides, not knowing how 
to kiss back.  It was my first real kiss.   

She stepped back.  “I need a cigarette,” she said. 
I followed her onto the balcony.  The neighbor’s was boarded up.  

After the candlelit room, the sun glared.  “Want one?” she asked. 
I took a cigarette.  We smoked.  I was getting better at it. 
She leaned against me.  I couldn’t believe it.  “You’re cute but I 

don’t know.  I’m not very up for anything.  And I’m afraid you’d get 
attached.  If we ever do anything it’s going to be a one-time thing.” 

I took another drag on the cigarette.  I was buzzing from the 
nicotine or the kiss or from being called cute.  Afraid I’d get attached.  
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One-time thing.  Was that a proposition?  I needed to pin her down. 
“So what now?” I asked. 
“What do you mean?” 
“Are we going to do anything?” 
“I don’t know.”  She pulled away.  “Forget I said anything.” 
“I don’t want to do anything either,” I said.  “His body’s not even 

cold yet.  Why’d you kiss me?” 
“You kissed me first.” 
“Because I like you.” 
“Because you want to fuck me.” 
Is talking to women always like this?  I thought of Chuck Planck, 

the way he’d greet me heartily before his friends appeared from behind 
the lockers and moved in.  If I was a cat I would have arched my back.  
“You go up and kiss a guy,” I said.  “It means something.” 

“It was just something that happened,” she said.   
“Great.”  I flicked the cigarette butt into the parking lot.  The world 

is your ashtray.  “I better go.” 
“See?” she said.  “This is why we can’t do anything.” 
“Because it would ruin our friendship?” I said sarcastically. 
“I could hurt you,” she said, softly, looking at the cigarette butt 

smoldering on the pavement. 
“Hurt me,” I said.  “I won’t kill myself.” 
“Nice,” she said. 
I sat on one of her patio chairs.  “I don’t know why I said that.” 
She flicked her cigarette down to join mine. 
“I’m serious,” I said.  “Hurt me.  It’ll be worth it.” 
She smiled.  “You don’t know that.” 
“I’ll risk it.” 
She sat down on the chair.  We kissed.  Both at the same time.  I 

didn’t feel anything.  Body not even cold yet.  We stopped. 
“I’m sorry,” I said. 
“Me too”, she said. 

  



 

106 
 

 

 

 

Monday 
 

The next morning I discovered that the plastic security tag was still 
on my new coat.  There was nothing I could do about it; we didn’t have 
time to go back to Nordstrom’s and get it removed.  It was attached 
under the armpit so if I stood in a certain way nobody would see it. 

The wake was at the Orinda Country Club.  The second largest 
golf course in Orinda, just off Moraga Way.  Nine holes.  The service 
was near the first hole.  There was going to be a wedding later in the 
afternoon.  At the ninth hole, a white arch with flowers and rows of 
empty chairs.  It reminded me of being at school. 

It turned out the dress code was casual.  Professors arranging a 
funeral:  should have known.  Your dad wore tweed.  My dad wore 
tweed.  The kids—mostly ChatNetters, but there were a couple of kids 
from Miramonte High who I didn’t think knew you that well—were 
trying to look cool in black shirts and Ray Bans.  It was okay, I decided.  
You wouldn’t have wanted us to get dressed up.  You probably would 
have wanted us to dance naked around your ashes, then do peyote and 
commune with your spirit.  I was overdressed. 

My dad and I made our way through a small crowd, pushing 
towards your parents.  I wanted to ask Call me Bill if he’d decided to let 
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me read your journal yet, but suddenly I was very popular.  The girls 
hugged me, the guys hugged me, they all asked how I was doing and if I 
needed anything.  I felt like your best man. 

I was almost to your parents when Plain Jane and Brooke and 
Bradley intercepted me.  Jane hugged me.  “How are you doing, 
Calvin?” She normally calls me Iron Man. 

“Better than yesterday.  How are you doing, Marigold?” 
Bradley did a double take.  He didn’t know her real name was 

Marigold.  I wouldn’t have known if you hadn’t told me. 
“I got my name legally changed to Jane, you know,” she said. 
I didn’t know.  “That’s cool.  It’s like as we move into the 

information age we identify more and more with our digital personas.”   
“Uh .  .  .  whatever,” Jane said, faux valley girl snide. 
The rabbi arrived then, a fat short lady in black leggings and a 

button-down shirt that hung to her knees.  She had short hair and a mole 
on her cheek.  I didn’t know there were female rabbis.  I didn’t know 
your mom took her Judaism so seriously.  It’s not like you had a bar 
mitzvah.  Although you celebrated both Christmas and Chanukah you 
always called it Diet Chanukah. 

The rabbi gathered us in a circle around a heap of flowers.  The 
most extravagant bouquet was Freud’s, an array of roses on a white 
picket lattice with a banner that said “May the four winds guide you 
safely home.”  I guess it was some Dead song lyric.  You would know. 

I counted how many people were in the circle:  thirty one, 
including myself.  Prime. 

The part you’re waiting for:  what we said about you.  It started 
with your uncle, a guy I never even met, saying that you always had a 
good heart, as a child you’d share your last bite of ice cream with your 
cousins and they wouldn’t necessarily do the same for you.  Your 
cousins were there, too, blonde and hot and I remembered you saying 
how they fought all the time, saying they really need to forget their 
differences and go for a clit-numbing sixty-nine. 

Call me Bill took a different tactic:  he said that the funeral wasn’t 
so much about you as about us, that this was an opportunity to learn, and 
to live our lives better.  He was looking straight at me.   
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I tried to think of something to say.  Even though I’d known you 
for so long I couldn’t think of anything.  You were the kid who played 
Legos with me in kindergarten.  The kid who helped me plot Chuck 
Planck’s demise after he hit me in the back in eighth grade.  The kid 
who talked about 2112 and The Moon is a Harsh Mistress while you ate 
Chicken McNuggets.  You were the one who noticed that Chicken 
McNuggets come in three shapes:  the round ones, the rectangles with 
the rounded end, and the ones shaped kind of like Florida. 

And then, after Paul Avery, you changed.  When Chuck put that 
rock under my head doing sit-ups in PE you told me I brought it on 
myself, that I had a victim complex.  And suddenly Rush and Robert 
Heinlein weren’t cool anymore.  Now we talked philosophy as you 
approached the hippie asymptote.  For you, talking philosophy meant 
talking abstract generalities:  conditional versus unconditional love.  B.  
F.  Skinner said that ‘Love is the application of positive reinforcement,’ 
you would say.  That’s such crap, you would add. 

I read between the lines:  you wanted to switch parents.  You 
wanted my dad, who accepts his kid the way he is, not yours, who 
grooms his child for success.  But I didn’t say this.  I didn’t say it then 
and I couldn’t say it now. 

Bradley, crying fluently, talked about hiking.  He’d always get 
tired but you’d want to keep plowing ahead.  He didn’t understand how 
come you never gave up then but were willing to give up now.  Bradley 
turned and looked at me, and I still didn’t have anything to say. 

Everyone looked at me, a circle of faces, half middle-aged 
strangers, half young acquaintances. 

“He was a good guy,” I said. 
They asked me to speak up.  The wind. 
“Gabe used to read comic books and listen to Rush!” I said.  “He 

used to be quiet! He didn’t swear! He didn’t know how to talk to girls! 
Chuck Planck once hit him in the back in eighth grade!” 

I don’t know why I said that.  Chuck never hit you.  He hit me.  
“We used to joke about how we’d get Chuck back.  We’d poison his 
Coke, we’d put a bomb in his locker.” 

This wasn’t going well.  “He was into computers.  Sometimes I 
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think he liked computers more than people.” 
I needed to shut up.  “I miss him.”  I looked at the ground.  I’d 

missed you for years. 
The wake was supposed to be about you and I’d made it about me.  

I felt queasy, like I was worse than your dad. 
The rabbi handed out cheat sheets in phonetic Hebrew so we could 

“channel our energies for Gabriel to speed him on his voyage to 
heaven.”  I took the page with numb fingers and tried to find the passage 
everyone was reading.  I moved my lips as if I knew what was going on.  
You would have thought it was cool; doing this ancient ritual because 
when someone dies all we have is superstition.  I thought I was going to 
be sick. 

 
 

After the service we split up into cars and taxis and made a sort of 
ad-hoc funeral procession to your house for the reception.  My dad and I 
said nothing as we followed Bradley’s Suburban. 

Our car ended up sandwiched between Bradley’s Suburban and a 
Nissan.  We were going to be stuck there for a while, I realized.  I didn’t 
know how much being around people I could take. 

Your house and the adjoining asphalt lot are surrounded by oaks; it 
could be the only house in the world.  The net from the basketball rim 
was a hanging tatter.  People went in through the garage, because the 
front door had been stuck for some time.  What with the Volvo that 
makes for a lot of stuck doors in your family.  Mrs. MacHain would say 
that’s a metaphor for something.  When a door is stuck you have to find 
a different way out.  I didn’t like that train of thought.   

The reception was catered, smoked salmon and bagels and fruit 
salad and deviled eggs and Chinese chicken salad and rolled cold cuts.  
The chatter sounded like a ChatNet party.  It was like God was too cheap 
to pay for new foley.  Not that I believed in God.  But sometimes I 
wondered if the world was one big D & D game, and God was an inept 
Dungeon Master, the kind who has complicated rules for how fast you 
can move when you have so much weight in your pack, your chances of 
getting a disease on some elaborate chart, the sort of DM who forgot that 
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the point was to have fun.  If this is a D & D game, though, who are the 
Player Characters and who are the Non-Players?  Who are the avatars 
and who are the instruments of the DM?  I liked to believe that you were 
one of the PC’s.  Maybe the only one.  Which reminded me of the time 
we were playing D & D on this very table with the smoked salmon and 
cheeses, with Brad and Kurt AKA Anthrax.  And Anita, because your 
mom said we had to.  And you got so sick of playing you dared a red 
dragon to a one-on-one fight.  Your cleric was seventh level; it had taken 
months to get there; but a seventh level cleric is no match for a red 
dragon.  It was suicide.  Even Anita knew that.  Then you went outside 
to smoke a cigarette.  I took the faux suicide as another tiny betrayal and 
when I went out to confront you, that’s when you told me about Paul 
Avery and cried on my shoulder. 

I spread cream cheese on a bagel.  I avoided the smoked salmon.  
My dad was talking to your dad.  I wondered if our dads’ friendship was 
as strong as yours and mine.  Brooke, Brad, and Kurt AKA Anthrax 
were drinking beer on the back porch.  Your dad laughed at something 
my dad said.  Are you allowed to laugh this soon after your son’s death?  
We were laughing at Pizza Shack the other night, so who am I to say?  I 
went up to them and they looked at me as if I was an interruption. 

“I was wondering if I could read Gabe’s journal,” I said. 
Call me Bill shook his head.  “Trust me, there’s nothing in there.” 
“What’s the harm?” I asked. 
“It’s private.  Family stuff.” 
I turned away before he could see my face.  I sat down on the 

leather couch.  Anita sat next to me with a glass of white wine. 
“Did you read Gabe’s journal?” I asked her. 
She shook her head.  “They won’t let me.” 
I still hadn’t taken a bite of my bagel.  The layers of cream cheese 

reminded me of the way clouds look from an airplane.  I drew a face in 
the cream cheese.  The face wasn’t smiling.  Have a day, it said. 

“You want to see the urn?” Anita asked me. 
She led me to the glass case that divided the kitchen from the 

dining room.  It was on the top shelf.  To the left of it was a photo of 
you, taken a few years back when you still had short hair.  And to the 
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right, your journal. 
I looked around to see if your parents were watching.  I tried 

opening the case.  It was locked. 
“What are you doing?” Anita asked. 
“Just want to read it.” 
“Get over it,” she said.  Out of nowhere she started crying.  She 

pulled a wadded Kleenex out of her pocket and wiped her eyes. 
“I think there’s something wrong with me,” I said in a low voice. 
“What?” 
“I’m not crying,” I said.  “Everyone else is crying.” 
“It’s not like he was your brother.” 
Hear that, Gabe?  We were just friends.  Not family.  I went out to 

the porch where it looks down on the ivy and the creek.  Anita followed 
me. 

“I didn’t mean anything,” she said.  “You want some wine?” 
I rested my arms on the railing.  “Sure.  Somebody’s got to do the 

drinking now that Gabe’s not around.”  I took a sip of hers.  “Yuck.”  I 
handed it back. 

We stood there for a while.  Anita finally got bored or cold and 
went back inside.  I stayed there, thinking about how to get the journal. 

Brooke came out.  “Gabe’s sister is sweet on you.” 
I snorted.  “Yeah, right.” 
“You’re the most insecure guy I ever met.” 
“If she’s sweet on me, why doesn’t she say something?” 
“Girls don’t say something.  They provide the opportunity for you 

to say something.” 
I remembered when she went shopping with me in Berkeley.  “I 

thought she just wanted help with her math homework.” 
Brooke poked me.  “She is sweet on you.  You should pursue her.” 
I stared at her.  “I don’t want her.” 
She looked over the railing, chewing the inside of her cheek. 
Trust me on this one, you had said.  You don’t want her.  She’s not 

your type.  I fell for her because I thought she was a geek.  You’d think 
now that I knew better I could un-fall.  Paul Avery wrote that story 
where all the marriages were planned by computers, everyone paired 
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with an ideal mate chosen from the populous. 
“Everyone was happy but nobody was in love,” I said aloud. 
“Non sequitur,” Brooke said.  She lit a cigarette.  Her Bic was 

modified so the flame was three inches tall.  Probably one of your 
lighters. 

“Give me a cigarette,” I said. 
“I’ve given you too many,” she said.  “I only started smoking to 

look cool.  Now I can’t stop.”  She gave me one anyway. 
We smoked.  A squirrel scrabbled through the trees.  The branches 

sagged and bounced as it jumped from one to another like a trapeze 
artist.   

“Let’s get out of here,” I said. 
We borrowed my dad’s car.  As we drove down Camino Del Vista 

Brooke said, “I’m still not going to have sex with you, you know.” 
“I don’t even want to,” I said.  Which was true.  I hadn’t 

masturbated since you killed yourself, my once-a-night habit stopped 
cold turkey, my hormone level at an all-time low. 

“So where are we going?” 
“Just driving.” 
I turned north on Moraga Way and headed towards the reservoir.  

It had been two years since I had been there and the roads weren’t the 
way I remembered them.  The last was because you talked me into going 
hiking with you.  A rare event. 

“That’s the elementary school Gabe and I used to go to,” I said, 
pointing out the window.  No longer an elementary school.  The day we 
found the Questing House, that was when we went to see what happened 
to it.  It had become this community educational center for Orinda 
mothers to take yoga classes.  The enormous playground was still there, 
the log cabins and tire swings and concrete tubes and ramps. 

“You went to school there?” Brooke said.  “Spoiled white kids.” 
I used The Force to get to the reservoir, making guesses at each 

fork in the road.  We parked in the dirt.  San Pablo Dam.  PROTECTED 
WATERSHED - EBMUD TRAIL PERMIT REQUIRED. 

“Do you have a permit?” Brooke asked. 
“I think Gabe did.” 
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We didn’t add our names to the register in its cubby at the 
trailhead.  So what.  I’d pay the fine. 

Grasses like straw were scattered across the path.  The air was dry, 
even though the earth was still moist from the rain a few days before.  It 
was caked.  We left footprints.  We sat under the crisscrossed steel of an 
electrical tower, the paint flaking to rust.  The wires above us hummed 
in their coils.  The steep hillside sloped past underbrush into murky 
water.  Reeds grew in the water near the shore.  I wondered if I could 
make it to the artificial island, the submerged concrete cone in the 
middle of the artificial lake.  I’m a spastic, futile swimmer.  I dropped 
out of swim team.  You wanted to drop out too, but your parents 
wouldn’t let you.  You could have made it to the tower.  I wondered how 
deep the water was.  A monster could lurk there.  We could see the edge 
of the dam, a concrete lip beyond the water.  If it broke the deluge would 
swallow my elementary school, the Orinda mothers in their yoga classes.  
I wished this would happen. 

Brooke hid her face in her hands, then peered at me from between 
her fingers. 

“Okay,” she said.  “Kiss me.” 
“What?” 
“I’m not going to fuck you.  But kiss me.  Help me take my mind 

off everything.” 
I kissed her.  She pulled away. 
“Kiss me for real,” she said.  “Close your eyes.  Use your tongue.  

The way you did the night we met.” 
She kissed me.  I pulled away.  “You remember that?” 
“I thought you were Gabe at first, then I realized you were you but 

I didn’t really mind, then I fell asleep.” 
“I don’t know whether I should be glad you remember or pissed 

that you lied to me.” 
“I lie to everyone,” she said, and kissed me again. 
The thought of you and her doing it made me turn my face away 

but she didn’t stop, her lips on my neck.  Necking. 
“Stop,” I said.  “Hug.” 
We hugged, her head on my shoulder, her arms warm around my 
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back.  I patted her shoulder.  She didn’t let go, so I stopped patting and 
just held her.  It should have been comforting but I felt awkward.   

She let go.  “I need a Slurpee.  Stat,” she said. 
There are no 7-Elevens in Orinda.  We had to drive to Walnut 

Creek. 
 
 

When I got back to the hotel, my dad was sitting on the bed, 
watching the news in jockey shorts, socks, and glasses.  A thin guy with 
a belly.  His comb-over hair wasn’t combed over, dangling limp around 
his ears.  That’s my genetic material, I thought.  That’s my future.  A 
future of math conferences.  A coffee cup is topologically the same as a 
donut.  Not such a bad future.  If you know your place you’ll never be 
disappointed. 

“What’s that girl’s name again?  Brooke?” my dad asked. 
“Uh-huh.”  I stripped down to my underwear to match dad.  I 

didn’t have the glasses yet but I’d need them one day.  When I closed 
my right eye, things in the distance looked blurry.  Probably from staring 
at a computer screen too much. 

“How’s she doing?” 
“I’m getting pretty sick of that question.  She’s doing great.  She’s 

totally chipper.” 
He turned the TV off.  “Sorry.  What am I supposed to ask?”  He 

took off his glasses and rubbed them with a Kleenex.  “You and that 
girl—is there anything going on there?” 

Part of me wanted to tell him that maybe something was.  He 
would have been proud of me.  But then I’d have to explain the whole 
thing, how we met, you and her, body not even cold yet. 

“Calvin, you’re doing it again.”  He meant not answering him.  It 
happens all the time, I’ll think about the answer so long he thinks I 
didn’t hear him. 

“Sorry,” I said.  I remembered confessing to Bradley about my 
thing with Brooke, how badly that went.  “Nothing going on.” 

“Is there anything you want to talk about?  I try to be a 
nonjudgmental father, you know.” 
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“You’re the kind of father Gabe would have wanted.” 
“What kind of father do you want?” 
“I didn’t mean it like that.” 
We watched the news and went to bed.  My second night of sleep 

since you’d done it.  I was buzzing like I’d downed three Mountain 
Dews.  I wanted to get up and talk to Brooke.  To anyone.  If only I had 
access to ChatNet.  I wanted to go home and log in. 

“When are we going to go back home?” I asked as he turned out 
the light. 

“It’s going to take a couple of days to get the carpets replaced.  
Three days?” 

Three days without chat, cold-turkey. 
“Do you want to switch rooms when we move back in?” he asked. 
“I’d get the big room?  You don’t have to switch with me, you 

know.” 
“Do you think it would help?” 
“Yeah.” 
In the dark I saw you standing by the bed, looking at me.  I tried 

living with it.  It’s just my imagination, it can’t hurt me. 
I turned the light on and sat up.  I’d brought your books to the hotel 

with me:  Siddhartha, The Stranger, On The Road.  I’d gotten bored 
with Siddhartha so I gave The Stranger a try.  It had that gnarly cover, 
with the guys in black and white makeup and cylindrical hats with 
colored stripes.  I read the first paragraph:  Mother died today.  Or, 

maybe, yesterday; I can’t be sure.  The telegram from the Home says:  

YOUR MOTHER PASSED AWAY.  FUNERAL TOMORROW.  DEEP 

SYMPATHY.  Which leaves the matter doubtful; it could have been 

yesterday. 

I felt a chill.  It was like a coded message intended for me.  All 
those school therapists, all those teachers, who seemed to think I was 
disabled because I lost my mom so young, I wanted to show them this 
book and say look.  This guy’s mom is dead, too, and he’s not breaking 

down and crying or anything. 

So few memories of her.  Sitting on the floor drawing with colored 
pencils while she painted a Pegasus in flight.  She looked at my Batman 
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and Robin.  That’s good, honey.  This was before I discovered Iron Man, 
and all other superheroes lost their charm.  That’s good, but they’re stick 
figures.  Lines have thickness. 

I brought one of her bridge cards to school to show to a friend and 
he folded it into a paper airplane.  When I got home I was in tears, 
thinking I’d ruined something valuable, and she hugged me and told me 
it was all right, it was nothing, why was I so upset? 

This only days before her death, my first death.  They call it stroke 
because it’s a stroke of God, rare in someone so young.  Blood flooded 
the tissues of her brain while she was at dance class, a typical Orinda 
mother.  I knew something was wrong when a lady in glasses took me 
from the kindergarten room and brought me to the principal’s office and 
there was Dad, Dad, what are you doing here?  Dad trying to tell me, 
glasses askew and lips pulled back from bad teeth, teeth I inherited, 
fixed with years of orthodontics but now sliding back to chaos because I 
keep forgetting to wear my retainer.  Dad stammering and choking and I 
had a hunch, the worst thing.  Where’s Mom? 

I don’t remember crying.  They must have thought I was weird.  
And here I was doing it again.  I’d been this way my whole life.  Albert 
Camus seemed like he was the only one who understood me. 

Maybe everyone else just pretends to grieve, I thought.  Maybe 
there’s some trick to get the tears going.  I tried making myself cry.  I 
rocked back and forth against the pillow, my arms crossed, thinking 
mom is dead, Gabe is dead, mom is dead, Gabe is dead.  My eyes were 
dry. 
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Tuesday 
Dad went to work and left me in the hotel by myself.  After he left 

I tried to go back to sleep but couldn’t.  I picked up The Stranger but 
couldn’t focus.  I called Brooke but the line was busy.  Probably on 
ChatNet.  I couldn’t stand being cooped up. 

I followed the street over the freeway to BART.  I didn’t know 
how much money to put in the ticket machine, because I didn’t know 
where I wanted to go.  The guy behind me tapped his foot.  I put in 
enough for Orinda, one way.  All of the Bay Area open to me and I was 
going back home. 

At the top of the escalator, on the concrete platform, I stuffed my 
hands in my pockets and headed for one of the benches sheltered by 
smoky Plexiglas.  CAUTION ELECTRIC THIRD RAIL.  A gull 
perched on the end of the platform.  LED displays stopped showing the 
time and started flashing FREMONT - FREMONT - FREMONT.  The 
train raised a wind, scattering candy bar wrappers and newspapers, and 
halted with its doors just inches from where the tiled arrows predicted. 

The Orinda station came and went.  I decided I’d stay on all day, 
ride it to the end of the line and back.  But after it went through the 
tunnel and passed the Clairemont Hotel and was somewhere in Oakland 
I got bored.  I switched trains and got off in Orinda after all. 
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I stood on the cement floor in the courtyard below the station.  A 
bus closed its door with a hiss and chugged away from the curb.  I could 
take a bus to school, catch the last few periods.  I could go get a 
hamburger at Nations.  I could try to find the Questing House on foot.  I 
wasn’t even sure I could find my way there again.  The place with the 
best view in Orinda and I didn’t remember how to get there.  You would 
have remembered. 

Out of habit I walked down Moraga Way to Camino Del Vista, as 
if I was heading home.  But I went to your house instead.  I wondered if 
your family was home.  When would they start going back to work?  If 
they weren’t home, if they took Anita to a shrink, then I could break in.  
I didn’t have your police key but maybe they still kept the spare hidden 
in the tool shed.   

The cold air stung my nose. 
From the cars in the garage I knew your family was home after all.  

I stood in the turning circle by the juniper bushes and didn’t know what 
to do.  I could go to my house.  See if the carpet was done yet.  Log in to 
ChatNet. 

Your mom was in the kitchen, washing dishes, and she looked out 
and saw me.  She waved and came out through the garage, drying her 
hands on a dish towel, a puzzled expression on her face.  “What are you 
doing here?” 

“Just wandering.” 
“Do you want to come in?” 
She gave me a Mountain Dew left over from the reception.  She 

knew it was my favorite.  She pays attention to people.  And you still 
didn’t like her.  I leaned against the counter.  She returned to the sink.  
There was just the noise of sponge against knife and a television 
somewhere in the house. 

“Is Anita around?” 
“She’s in her bedroom.” 
Anita appeared at the head of the stairs.  She wore jeans and a t-

shirt, no makeup, no glasses.  I hadn’t seen her without glasses in years.  
She looked like a kid again. 

“Calvin came by to see how you’re doing,” your mom said. 
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Anita used to share her room with you, years ago, back when I saw 
her naked.  Totally different now, totally girly, with a poster of Michael 
J. Fox holding a kitten, and all kinds of stuffed animals and fluffy 
pillows.  There were colored bottles of perfume on the dresser.  A copy 
of your father’s book, Behavioral Therapy for Asperger’s Syndrome, on 
her desk.  She had a pet rat in a cage, rescued from one of your father’s 
experiments.  The room smelled familiar, a musky scent. 

She turned the TV off and sat on the bed.  There was one chair, a 
desk chair tucked under her desk.  I didn’t sit down.   

“How are you doing?” I winced.  “I’m sorry for asking that.  I’m 
so sick of people asking me that.” 

She shrugged.  She fidgeted with a white stuffed bear.  I 
recognized the smell.  “Is that Gabe’s incense?” I asked. 

She nodded.  “My parents said I could help myself to his stuff.” 
Even though it was petty I asked, “Who gets his computer?” 
“I do.  I’m not sure I want it.” 
“He said in his e-mail I could have it.” 
“Ask my parents.” 
I stepped closer to the door. 
“Can we check out his room?” 
We went down the hall to your room.  Inside, the air was still and 

cold.  I stopped in the doorway, feeling like I was on the deck of a ship.  
I had to hold on to the jamb for balance.   

Your computer was still on.  The screen saver drew psychedelic 
moiré patterns.  You used to smoke pot and sit and watch that screen 
saver for hours.  The stereo was still on, too.  The volume was all the 
way down but the LEDs on the graphic equalizer were jumping. 

The bottom drawer of your dresser was open and a Grateful Dead 
t-shirt hung out like it had been shot trying to escape.  A soft light from 
the overcast sky suffused the room.  Through the window I could see 
across Orinda to where fog was rolling in over the Berkeley hills. 

The corner of your Pink Floyd’s Animals poster had come unstuck.  
It curled down, obscuring the pig that flew between the smokestacks.  It 
was the only clue you’d been gone for more than a few minutes.  That 
you weren’t in the bathroom, about to come back and lie on your bed 
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with a book of Chinese poetry. 
“My parents don’t know what to do with all this.  Dad wants to put 

it into storage and redecorate, turn the room into a ‘study.’  He thinks 
that would be healthiest.  My mom thinks we shouldn’t rush.  One of her 
therapist friends says you should wait six months before any big 
decisions.” 

I sat on the chair in front of your Mac.  The holy wars we used to 
wage over the Mac versus the Commodore 64.  I tapped the mouse to 
kill the screen saver.  The patterns were replaced with fat, four-fingered 
Jerry Garcia playing his guitar. 

I moused around, opening folders, reading files.  Anita sat on your 
unmade bed, leaning close to see what I was doing, her leg almost 
touching mine.  “What are you doing?” 

“Looking for clues,” I said dramatically. 
“What’s the mystery?” 
I knew you sometimes saved copies of your chat sessions.  I tried 

figuring out your terminal software, tried saving a buffer to a file, looked 
in the default folder for files of the same type.   

“Earth to Calvin,” Anita said. 
“I think maybe Gabe did it because of Freud.” 
“You ever think he did it because of you?” 
“What makes you say that?  What did he tell you?”  I asked, my 

voice too loud in the quiet room. 
She cringed.  “I just sometimes feel like he did it because of me, or 

that in a way I knew he was going to do it and I should have stopped 
him.” 

“You knew?” 
“It occurred to me.  What if he committed suicide?  What would 

that be like?” 
I changed the subject.  “This might be a clue,” I said.  I double 

clicked on the most recent file.  Freud 10-30-86.  One night before the 
party. 

 
<Freud> why are you being such a putz lately? 

<Dionysus> *i’m* being a putz? 
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<Freud> its not that big a deal. 

<Dionysus> it is a big deal. 

<Freud> when you get older you’ll understand. 

<Dionysus> don’t give me that crap. 

<Freud> Im not going to change. 

<Dionysus> well have a nice life. 

 
Anita read over my shoulder.  “So they were fighting.  That 

explains everything.” 
I opened more files, trying to find one that would say what you 

were fighting about.  I found stuff about drug deals and random 
philosophizing about life, death, sex, God, the nature of reality—this 
like it was in another language, transcendent signified and simulacra and 
unarticulated codes.  I felt jealous.  You never talked like that with me. 

“Maybe they were fighting over something important,” I said. 
“Why don’t you ask Freud?”  She got up and paced, crossing her 

arms.  “This room’s a museum.  I hope they throw this stuff out.”  She 
stood in the doorway, like she wanted to leave. 

I opened your closet.  On the top shelf, still in its box, was the 
model robot I bought you for your seventh birthday.  I had yet to learn to 
buy people gifts they wanted. 

I reached up and jiggled it out.  The picture looked different than I 
remembered, like a cheesy toy instead of a giant war machine.   

“You think it’s okay if I take this?” 
Anita shrugged.  “Is it valuable or something?” 
“Yes,” I said. 
In Anita’s room I cut through the plastic with my pocketknife and 

opened the box and stared at all the parts.  I was hoping for something 
that would just snap together.  The instructions were in Japanese but the 
diagrams were clear.  I’d need to go to a model store, buy glue and paint.  
I closed the box. 

Anita sat cross-legged on her bed and clicked the remote.  Bon 
Jovi was on MTV, some black and white artsy video, guys with permed 
hair looking all sorrowful. 
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“I hate Bon Jovi,” I said. 
She clicked it off.  “What’s with how you have to tell people what 

music you hate?  Everyone else says, ‘I like all kinds.’“ 
I looked out the window, down past the balcony to the creek, the 

paths carpeted with oak leaves.  “Did Gabe ever try to get you into the 
Dead?” 

“He tried.  God, they’re boring.” 
“So you do hate some music.” 
She lay back, legs still crossed, and stared at the ceiling.  “Do we 

have to like the Grateful Dead now?” 
“Maybe we should try.  Listen to them with an open mind.” 
“Drop some acid.” 
“You’re kidding.” 
“Yes.” 
I looked out Anita’s open door.  Her parents were still downstairs.  

I could close the door, but that would arouse suspicions.  “I have Gabe’s 
stash,” I whispered. 

“So?” 
This was a conversation I imagined having with Brooke.  “No acid, 

but there’s pot.  We could smoke it and listen to the Dead.” 
“I didn’t think you smoked pot,” she whispered back. 
“I don’t.  This would be a special occasion.  Do you?” 
She shook her head. 
I was relieved.  Anita wasn’t the one I wanted to do it with, 

anyway.  I didn’t know why I brought it up. 
She sat up and gestured at the down comforter.  “Why don’t you sit 

down?  I won’t bite.” 
I sat on the corner of the bed.  I wanted to ask her if she could steal 

your journal for me.  We sat in silence.  The minute hand on her wall-
clock ticked. 

“Okay, let’s do it,” she said.  “Just this once.” 
“When?” I asked, surprised.  “Now?” 
She nodded. 
No way to back out.  We returned to the museum.  You had about 

a hundred tapes of Dead shows, all neatly arranged and labeled.  The one 
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thing you were fastidious about.  I picked one by closing my eyes.  You 
probably would have picked out the perfect show for us, New Year’s 84 
because it had the kind Sugarmag or Vegas 82 with the cool Space.  We 
took the tape and Anita’s tiny mauve ghetto blaster and told your parents 
we were going for a drive. 

 
 

After a stop at home—where it seemed like the carpet work was 
languishing, half done and with no sign of the workers—to pick up the 
pot, we went to the legendary bridge at the end of El Toyonal, where 
Miramonte High kids supposedly brought kegs and had casual sex.  We 
parked at the barricade, got out and headed for the bridge.  A horse 
snorted derisively in the pasture on our right.  We entered the tunnel of 
woods.  The small, dry leaves snapped under our feet.  The road had 
been reclaimed by nature, eroded, cracked, only wide enough for a 
motorcycle now.  The bridge was wood but reinforced with green steel 
supports, spanned by spider webs.   

Because it was fall, the poison oak was no longer camouflaged, 
round leaves in their triads flushed red.  You could see the oil, a sheen 
on the flesh of the leaf.  I’m allergic to poison oak, allergic to bee stings, 
allergic to nature.  I was careful not to touch anything as I stepped down 
the dirt slope under the bridge.  The slope got steeper, terraces of dry 
dirt, a chasm cut over the decades.  Fallen and leaning trees crisscrossed 
over the creek.  It was a good Jason-in-the-hockey-mask setting.  I held 
the green steel supports for balance.  I lowered myself, a step at a time.  
It was ten feet down.   

“Be careful,” Anita said. 
“I’ve done this before,” I said. 
Each step loosened a handful of dirt and gravel which skittered 

down the hillside into the babbling creek.  I climbed down five feet and 
skidded and slid the last five. 

“See, no problem,” I said. 
Anita followed.  I scooped her up as she slid.  I got dirty handprints 

on her top. 
There were as many beer bottles as ever. 
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“I’ve never been up here in the day,” Anita said. 
“I’ve never been here at night,” I said. 
We wedged the stereo in a corner between two rocks and turned it 

on.  We sat on a large flat boulder and laid out your paraphernalia.  I 
dumped the contents of the film canister on a sheet of paper.  Dried out 
flakes.  I remembered you and Kurt AKA Anthrax picking through your 
marijuana and putting choice bits in the pipe. 

I said, “I have no idea which parts are ‘bud’ and which parts are 
‘shake.’“ 

“I don’t even know what ‘bud’ and ‘shake’ are.” 
I filled the bong from the nearest waterfall.  Water spouted from 

the bowl and from the hole in the back. 
“Not so much, I think,” Anita said. 
I poured most of it out and made an attempt at drying the bowl 

with my shirt.  Then I put some of the greener bits in the bowl.  “You 
want to go first?” I asked. 

“I’ll watch you first.” 
I flicked the lighter and tried smoking.  I was inhaling like crazy, 

but nothing. 
“It’s supposed to be bubbling or something,” I said.  “When Gabe 

smoked it always bubbled.” 
“That hole in the back is called the carb,” Anita said.  “Hold your 

thumb over it.” 
“How do you know?” 
“I’ve watched him.” 
I handed her the bong.  “Show me.” 
She held her thumb over the carb and must have been doing it right 

because the lighter flame dipped down and the cylinder bubbled like 
someone blowing a straw into milk.  The translucent red cylinder filled 
with smoke. 

She handed it back.  A single wisp rose from the cylinder.  I 
sucked at it experimentally and must have gotten the whole cloud 
because I started coughing. 

Anita laughed.  “Our first bong hits,” she said. 
“You’ll be filling Gabe’s shoes in no time,” I said.  “He let you 
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watch him smoke out?  He wasn’t worried you’d narc on him or 
something?” 

“He was trying to educate me.”  She handed me the lighter.  “Do a 
real hit.” 

I did a real hit.  I coughed some more.  We passed the bong back 
and forth.  The music mixed with the gurgling of the creek.  I figured out 
that if you let go of the carb after the bong fills with smoke you inhale it 
all.  I showed Anita and it was her turn to cough. 

“Water,” she said, putting the bong down and sticking her face in 
the nearby waterfall.   

She wiped her face on her shirt.  I got a good view of her belly 
button.  I flashed back to when we were kids and I saw her naked. 

“Are you stoned yet?” she asked. 
I hadn’t shaved in days and the peach fuzz on my face felt itchier 

than usual.  The swollen feeling behind my eyes was replaced with a sort 
of pressure, like a headache was going to come on but not yet.  
“Maybe,” I said. 

“I don’t feel anything,” she said.  “I better smoke some more.” 
“The bowl’s cashed,” I said, using your lingo.  I turned the bong to 

tap the ashes out and spilled the water on my lap.  “Crap.  Bongwater 
everywhere.” 

She started laughing. 
“What’s so funny?” I asked. 
“Bongwater,” she said. 
I started laughing too.  “You are stoned,” I said. 
I wished she was you.  Why’d I have to be such a goody-two-

shoes, refuse to smoke pot with my best friend?  Because I don’t cross 
lines.  But now I’m crossing them right and left.  Should have crossed 
them sooner, but too late now.  I refilled the bong and put in more pot.  
“Remember when Gabe was a nerd?” 

“He never stopped being a nerd.” 
“But he got laid,” I said. 
“By creepy women.”  She did another hit. 
“He was cool,” I insisted. 
“Gabe wasn’t cool,” she said.  “He was warm.  You’re the one 
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who’s cool.” 
I didn’t know what she was talking about.  “But he smoked pot and 

stuff.” 
“Cocaine’s what the elite kids at Miramonte do.” 
“It’s not like you’re Miss Popular,” I said. 
“I know that,” she said.  “I’m a geek too.” 
I never thought of her as a geek, this Bobby Soxer hopeful, this 

school paper journalist, this student body treasurer. 
The being-stoned feeling really started kicking in.  A firm, taut 

pressure on my skull.  A warmth in my face.  “Are you enjoying the 
music yet?” 

“Feels like it’s been going on forever,” she said. 
“We haven’t even flipped the tape.  The guitar sound seems sort of 

chewy.  You could sink your teeth in it.” 
“Let’s dance,” she said, putting her hand on my thigh. 
“Can you dance to the Dead?” 
“Sure.  My parents made Gabe bring me to one of their concerts.  

Everyone was dancing except him.”  She stood up and started twirling 
on the rock.  I watched her feet circle around each other near the edge.  I 
was afraid she was going to slip and break her neck. 

I stood up unsteadily and swayed in time to the music.  She acted 
like she was about to lose her balance and I grabbed her and we were 
slow dancing together.  She rested her head on my shoulder. 

Since you died the women were all over me.  You should have 
killed yourself sooner. 

She smelled like cinnamon.  I kissed her. 
She jammed her tongue in my mouth.  I wasn’t expecting that.  My 

eyes opened but hers stayed closed.  Her tongue explored my teeth 
artlessly.  Brooke was right, Anita was sweet on me. 

Brooke’s the one I want, I thought.  I shouldn’t be doing this.  But 
I didn’t stop.  It went on for a while. 

“Let’s go back home,” she said. 
Driving stoned was scary and exhilarating at the same time.  I 

don’t have to tell you.  The weirdest thing was the stop signs:  they 
seemed actual size.  You know what I mean.  Normally when you’re 
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driving the stop signs look small.  You don’t realize they’re actually 
eight feet tall.  Not this time. 

Your parents were nowhere to be seen when we got back and went 
into Anita’s bedroom.  We made out on her bed.  If my hand strayed too 
close to her inner thigh, to her breast, she stopped me.  “Don’t,” she said.   

We went at it for what must have been an hour.  Which is an order 
of magnitude longer than I’d ever made out with anyone, ever.  All the 
time I was thinking I shouldn’t be doing it but I couldn’t stop.  Like 
trying not to scratch an itch.  But you don’t want to hear about what I 
was doing with your sister.  We broke off the kiss and lay there on her 
bed, arms around each other.  I fell asleep. 

A knock at the door woke me.  We pulled apart and assumed an 
innocent pose.  It was your mom.  If she was worried she didn’t show it.  
“Your dad and I are going to sleep now.  Maybe it’s time for Calvin to 
go home.” 

She creaked down the stairs, leaving the door open. 
I kissed Anita on the forehead.  “Can you steal Gabe’s journal for 

me?” I asked. 
She pulled back.  “Is that what you want?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“The kissing.  I thought you liked me.” 
“I do,” I said. 
She hugged me.  “Prove it.” 
“I like you but I also want to read the journal.” 
She narrowed her eyes.  “You like me but not in that way.” 
I didn’t know what to say. 
“That’s fine,” she said, lying back, looking at the ceiling.  “I don’t 

like you in that way either.  You were just an experiment.”  She sounded 
like a performance.  She was Kim Novak or Marilyn Monroe, a wistful 
beauty in black and white who couldn’t really act. 

“Does that mean I can read the journal?” I asked. 
“Does that mean I can read the journal?” she parroted in a sing-

song, nasal voice, lolling her head with each syllable.  “I don’t know 
where my dad keeps the key.  But even if I did I still wouldn’t give it to 
you.” 
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As I walked back to the BART station I kept thinking about that 
scene in The Wall where the two flowers that look like nuzzling sex 
organs turn into feral creatures, savagely biting each other.  “That Pink 
Floyd guy has got quite the pussy phobia,” you said, knowing full well 
that Pink Floyd wasn’t an actual person.  I wondered if “that Pink Floyd 
guy,” Roger Waters or whoever, was onto something, if all male and 
female interaction was like those savage orchid-genitalia-things. 

When I got to the fork in the road that went to my house I stopped 
and stood on the dirt embankment, wondering whether to continue on to 
BART and go to the hotel, my tail between my legs, or to “choose free 
will,” to quote Neil Peart.  The trees glowed, signaling a coming car.  It 
rounded the corner, blinding me, and then left me in darkness.  I made a 
decision.  Instead of going to BART I went home. 

The carpet still wasn’t done.  I got a backpack, went out to the tool 
shed and loaded up with anything I might need:  a hammer, 
screwdrivers, flashlight, can of WD-40, rope.  When equipping our D & 
D characters our motto was ‘always bring rope.’  

I went back to your house.  The lights were out. 
Your parents left the front door unlocked, just like my dad does.  

Not that it would have mattered, because I knew you kept the spare key 
hanging from a nail under the workbench in the garage.  Inside, I waited 
until my eyes adjusted to the dark.  A first-level thief has a twenty 
percent chance of moving silently, and a fifteen percent chance of hiding 
in shadows.   

The cabinet with the eggs, your urn, and your journal separates the 
kitchen from the dining room.  I was about to open my backpack and 
take out my thief tools when I heard footsteps coming towards the 
kitchen.  I didn’t know where to hide.  I backed against the wall of the 
dining room and crouched. 

The kitchen light came on.  Call me Bill walked by the refrigerator, 
his image refracted by the panes of the case and the crystal eggs.  He 
poured himself a glass of water and sat down on a bar stool at the 
kitchen counter, staring into space.  He let out a half-choked sob but 
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caught himself.  He wiped his eyes.  Then he collapsed into his arms on 
the counter, knocking the glass of water over, and he shook.  I felt like I 
was watching the President cry.  I wished you could have seen it.  I 
didn’t want it to stop.  But it did.  He stood, cleaned the spilled water 
with paper towel, and went back upstairs, turning the kitchen light back 
off. 

I counted to sixty before I moved again.   
The lock on the glass case was cheap.  I jiggled it open with a 

paperclip.  I knew the hinges would creak but with the WD-40 they 
opened like silk.  Not bad for a first level thief. 

I was about to reach for your journal but stopped when I saw the 
urn, this ugly brown pottery cylinder.  I touched it, feeling the glaze 
under my fingers.  I took it down from the cabinet, the weight of it in 
both hands, and set it on the dining table.  I opened it and looked at all 
that was left of you. 

It sounds crazy but I wanted some.  I understood why your parents 
kept it in plain sight.  I wanted my own reminder.  I went into the 
kitchen with the flashlight and opened drawers, one by one, looking for 
a plastic baggie.  I took one, and a spoon. 

I spooned some of your powdery ashes into the plastic baggie, 
sealed the zip-lock, and stuffed the bag in my jeans.  I kept the spoon; 
didn’t want your family eating off it.  They’d never know it was gone. 

I had wasted valuable time that I could have spent reading your 
journal.  I flipped to the last page. 

october 31
st
.  one twenty-seven in the morning. 

some shit went down tonight that clarified some things for me.  i’m 

at Bradley’s halloween party right now, sitting in the bathroom writing 

this, and i’ve decided i’m going to end it all.  what a melodramatic 

cliché. 

still.  this time for real.  i’ve got a gun, i can just go to Calvin’s 

place and do it.  poor Calvin. 

The next three pages were torn out, rippled stubs where they used 
to be. 

You bastard.  I remembered the party, I remembered you standing 
in the gazebo with Freud, I remembered you pushing those pages into 
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his hands. 
On the next page you wrote: 
i tried to explain why i was doing it here but it just sounded like a 

bunch of bullshit recriminations so i ripped it out.  it wouldn’t make any 

sense to anybody anyway. 

Freud could handle the recriminations but not me?  I wanted to 
smash all the eggs in the cabinet.  You had to go and make a big mystery 
of everything.  I would have preferred to see in letters five feet high I’M 
DOING THIS BECAUSE OF YOU, CALVIN.   

I took some deep breaths to calm myself.  The previous entry was 
two weeks before: 

october 12
th
. 

to the Buddha life is bitter.  damn straight.  still, meditated a 

fuckload and no sign of Nirvana.  i give up.  no transcendent signified.  

ok i said it now i’m one of the cool kids.  jerked off seven times today, 

new record. 

The light went on in the kitchen and your father stood on the other 
side of the glass cabinet, in light blue pajamas, eyes puffy and red, one 
hand on the light switch, the other hand on a fireplace poker.  I dropped 
the journal and flashlight. 

“Calvin?” 
The urn and bottle of WD-40 on the table, the journal on the floor, 

the backpack with my tools.  I didn’t know what to say. 
“You’re lucky I don’t own a gun.  What the hell are you doing?” 
“I just wanted to read his journal,” I said. 
He walked around the cabinet.  I was afraid he was about to hit me 

with the poker. 
“Get out of my house,” he said. 
I grabbed my backpack, the can of WD-40. 
“Get out.” 
“I’m going!” 
“Don’t raise your voice at me.  I wasn’t the one breaking and 

entering.” 
I headed for the front door. 
“There are no answers in the journal,” he said to my back.  “You 
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want to know why he killed himself?  Because of bad influences.” 
I slammed the front door and started walking down the driveway. 
I heard the door open behind me.  “And quit bothering my 

daughter.” 
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Tuesday 
We checked out of the hotel, went back home, and spent the day 

moving furniture.  Now my dad’s bedroom was mine and vice-versa.  
But no matter who slept there, my room—my old room—I would 
consider it yours.  Dad ripped my aluminum foil down.  I put up fresh 
foil. 

The little bonuses from tragedy:  the sympathy from women, the 
larger bedroom.  Every mitigating factor gives me guilt.  I’m not 

supposed to enjoy this. 
I didn’t bother putting up my posters.  I logged in to ChatNet but 

nobody was on.  Everyone at school. 
Why don’t you ask Freud?  I took BART out to Walnut Creek and 

walked to Freud’s mobile home park.  The traffic on Ygnacio was 
relentless.  I got lost because everything looks different on foot, in the 
daytime.  The aluminum siding and whitewash blinded me.  The last 
time I was there, the night I told Brooke your secret, a week before, 
seemed years before.  I knocked on Freud’s hollow-core door. 

He peered out with one pouchy eye.  Then the door closed and the 
chain rattled. 

“Jesus.  Iron Man.  I thought you were a Jehovah’s witness.  You 
could have called.”  He was only wearing shorts again.  I had to force 
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myself to not look at his pale, sunken chest.  His thinning hair was not in 
its usual ponytail but straggling limp about his shoulders. 

“I don’t have your number.” 
“Come in, please sit down.  Would you care for a bong hit?” 
“No thanks.” 
“To what do I owe this pleasure?” he asked. 
“I’m just trying to make sense of it all.” 
“You can’t make sense of it.  Even if all was revealed it would still 

be a mystery.” 
He went into the bedroom and came out wearing a tie-dye t-shirt. 
It had been a while since I’d set foot inside Freud’s prefabricated 

house.  The light from the small windows was dim.  It had a kitchenette 
and a tiny bedroom and a tiny living room.  On a bookshelf there was a 
disco ball, some of the mirror tiles missing.  On the wall, a psychedelic 
Jimi Hendrix poster.  On the floor, a stack of Playboys.  On the couch, a 
comforter sewn with brown and red thread, woven into an intricate 
pattern so fine it looked like texture.  I sat on the comforter and smelled 
dust.  I accepted a beer.  Condensation slicked my palm. 

Freud sat in the recliner and did a bong hit.  I knew how to do that 
now.  His bong looked just like yours. 

“You must feel awful,” Freud said.  “I only knew him for a few 
years but he brightened up my life.” 

I wanted to dive right in and ask what you two were fighting about 
that night but I thought I better let him get comfortable first.  I didn’t 
want him getting defensive. 

“I’ve been going crazy the past few days,” he said.  “Nice to 
interface with someone in the flesh.  I was at the office all night.” 

“How come?” 
“Making sure ChatNet didn’t go down.” 
“I have a confession to make.”  I drank some beer.  It tasted bitter.  

I shuddered.  “Two months ago?  When the system was going down all 
the time?” 

Freud smiled with half his mouth.  “That was you?” 
I nodded.   
“Why’d you do it?” 
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“Because I could.” 
He did another bong hit.  “At least you helped me find the bug.  It 

was a stack overflow thing.  Had to make the whole damn routine 
iterative.  It was a monster kludge.  Were you bummed when I fixed it?” 

“I could still crash it if I wanted.” 
“How?” His eyes narrowed, the ubiquitous delusion of 

programmers—that must have been the last bug—shattered again. 
I laughed and shook my head.  “I’ll never tell.” 
He did that half-smile again.  It reminded me of your fishhook 

smile.  “You and I have a lot in common.” 
I was taken aback.  “Like we know how to program?” 
“I lost my best friend, too.  I wasn’t much older than you.  Nam.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“You never get over it.” 
My voice got hysterical.  “I’m going to feel this way for the rest of 

my life?” 
“You feel better eventually.  But you’re never the same.” 
The phone rang.  He went into the bedroom. 
I got up off the couch and sat at the desk—a table with folding 

metal legs from an office supply store, the kind you find in school—and 
turned on his computer.  The cover was gone from the thing, printed 
circuits, silicon, and coiled wire exposed.  I didn’t recognize the 
operating system.  CP/M, maybe.   

“You got the stuff?” I heard Freud ask. 
After what seemed like an endless boot sequence that scrolled line 

after line of cryptic text, it wanted me to log in.  I had to log in to a home 
computer?  I typed “FREUD” and it asked me for a password.  In the 
next room I heard Freud say, “Should I come by at eight?” 

I made a guess at a password:  “SIGMUND.”  Login incorrect. 
“Awesome,” Freud said, and hung up. 
I stood as he came into the room.  He looked me up and down. 
“Why do you have a password on this thing?” I asked, trying to 

sound innocent. 
“You can’t be too careful, man.  Any FBI or Secret Service come 

around I don’t want evidence.” 
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“What you got on here?” 
“Codes and wares.” 
“They’ll lock you up for life,” I joked. 
“Can’t be too careful.” 
“So.  Gabe seemed kind of pissed at you last week.” 
It was too soon.  Freud went back to the recliner and did another 

bong hit and held it in for a good long while before exhaling.  “You sure 
you don’t want some?” he asked, holding it out. 

I shook my head again.   
“Gabe had some issues with me,” he said. 
“What were you arguing about at the party?” 
Freud looked at the ceiling, trying to recover data from long-term 

storage.  “I was kind of wasted and he was kind of incoherent.  I don’t 
really remember.  Not that it’s any of your business.” 

“I’m just trying to get it all straight in my head,” I said.  “The way 
the whole evening went.  After he argued with you what did he do?  
Before he went to my house and did it, I mean.” 

“He had too much to drink is what happened.” 
My left hand was shaking so I held the beer bottle in both hands.  

“You’re hiding something.” 
He sighed and picked up the bong again.  His hand was shaking 

too.  The lighter flame wiggled.  The MedicAlert bracelet on his wrist 
flashed. 

“I see what you’re trying to do,” he said. 
“What do you mean?” I asked. 
“If you want to blame me, blame me.  You’ve got plenty of 

evidence.  I gave him the gun for Christ’s sake.  You think I’m ever 
going to forgive myself for that?  I blame myself.” 

“I’m not trying to blame you,” I lied.  I realized I was blushing.  I 
took a long drink of beer. 

“I’m serious,” he said, looking into my eyes with a B-movie 
hypnotist’s stare.  “Blame me.” 

Then he stood up and went to the refrigerator.  He muttered 
something, which I thought sounded like, “Better than blaming 
yourself.” 
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He got out another beer and drank.  “You want to go get lunch?  
We could go to Pizza Shack.  Old time’s sake.” 

“You’re too stoned to drive.” 
“Are you sure you’re Gabe’s friend?  Fine, you drive.  If you don’t 

want to go, just say so.” 
Freud’s Chevy Nova drove mushy.  A-ha was on the jukebox when 

we entered the airlock, assaulting us with flamboyant pep, our eyes 
adjusting from the dazzling sunlight to the filtered colors from the 
stained glass.  The last time we were at Pizza Shack he was crashing our 
mourning party.  He still cut his pizza into little squares.  He still 
attacked the pizza squares with both hands, popping them in his mouth 
left to right. 

I couldn’t eat.  “Gabe gave you something at the party.” 
He looked at me with an overcast face, chewing slowly. 
“Some pages or something,” I added.  I drank Coke from a smoky 

red plastic glass, pressed crushed ice against the roof of my mouth with 
my tongue. 

He shrugged.  “So?” 
“What was it?” 
He stabbed another pizza square with his left-handed fork and 

waved it at me.  “Given a choice between knowledge and happiness 
which would you take?” 

A test.  “Knowledge,” I said. 
“Ah, youth.”  He ate the square.  “I’ve been getting into hypnosis,” 

he said, strands of masticated cheese between his teeth.  “Like my 
namesake.  Check this out.  Hold your arms over the table.” 

“Will you tell me what the pages said?” I held out my arms. 
“Relax,” he said.  “Pay attention to your arms.  Be your arms.” 
My hands seemed pale and spidery, my wrists thin.  The muscles 

in my fingers were tight, my fingertips cold.  A breeze from the air 
conditioning played over the hairs on my forearms.  My thumb 
tremored.  I tried to hold it still and could not. 

“Notice them getting heavier,” he said, his voice becoming softer 
and more commanding at the same time.  “How it gets harder to hold 
them up.” 
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They were getting heavier, but I assumed that was just because 
they were getting tired. 

“Let them sink down to the table,” he said, and I did.  I thought I 
was humoring him, like playing along with his game couldn’t hurt. 

“Now extend your awareness out to the rest of your body.” 
I felt the ache in my shoulders, the ache I always ignore.  My 

stomach, queasy bag of acid, clenched in a fist.  My heart beating 
rapidly, then slowly, then rapidly again. 

I didn’t notice that I wasn’t breathing until he said “Breathe” and I 
took in a deep breath.  The air rushed in like an ocean swell rushes the 
wet crust at the edge of the beach.  Chills raced up my spine and down 
my arms. 

 “Breathe normally,” he said, but what was normal?  I have no idea 
how I breathe when I’m not paying attention.  Was it Heisenberg who 
said you can’t observe behavior without modifying the behavior?  The 
air went in and out slowly, rushing and ebbing. 

 “Now take all the crap you’ve been feeling lately, all the tension, 
all the anger, and imagine it inside you.” 

I saw the acid in my stomach and the burning in my shoulders as a 
baleful red light, glowing coals filtered through oily smoke.  Even 
though my eyes were open I wasn’t seeing him anymore, I was lost in 
my own body. 

“Imagine all that crap being expelled with each breath,” he said. 
The red light streaked out of my mouth and nostrils like smoke, 

like I was a red dragon.  Armor class negative one, nine to eleven hit 
dice. 

“See how much better you feel?  Positive energy flowing in, 
negative energy flowing out.  Now you’re going to slowly open your 
eyes and wake up, but you’re going to keep that positive feeling.” 

I didn’t even realize I had closed my eyes.  After I opened them I 
said, “I wasn’t asleep.” 

Freud shrugged, stabbed another pizza square.  “You can’t be 
hypnotized if you don’t want to be.” 

I wasn’t about to admit it to him but I felt electric.  The last time I 
felt that good was the night you and I got harassed by cops.  I should 
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have thanked him. 
I took a slice of pizza.  Pepperoni and mushroom.  I sprinkled 

crushed red pepper and parmesan on it and took a bite.  My mouth did a 
Fourier transform of the flavor, discovering the pepperoni as the 
fundamental and the parmesan and hot pepper playing harmony.  The 
mushrooms were for texture.  I chewed slowly, savoring, and 
swallowed—the sensation of swallowing the perfect convergence. 

I finished the pizza and a pitcher of Coke—sweet liquid metal, 
given life by carbonation, the hint of caramel, second only to Mountain 
Dew in the pantheon of beverages—while Freud played Pink Floyd on 
the jukebox.  At that moment, even Pink Floyd seemed full of hope—the 
image of the snapping orchids forgotten—because why sing about 
missing the starting gun if you didn’t finally realize it was time to start 

running? 
“You want a ride home?” Freud asked.  “I’m straight now.” 
“No thanks,” I said.  There was something I wanted to do, more 

important than finding the missing pages of the journal. 
I was going to visit Brooke. 

 
 

I noticed during the ten-minute walk from Pizza Shack to Brooke’s 
that the air was clear, that the trees and houses and strip malls stood out 
in crisp relief against the blue sky, like when you look in a Viewmaster 
and everything is so three dimensional.  Even the sensation of my feet 
on the sidewalk felt good, like walking was something I was designed to 
do. 

Brooke wasn’t answering the security buzzer, so I camped out in 
front of her complex.  Eventually a resident came home and when she let 
herself in I followed her through the glass door.  She gave me a curious 
look but didn’t say anything.  I went to what I thought was Brooke’s 
apartment.  I had only been there once and didn’t remember the number.  
I knocked but nobody answered so I sat against the plaster wall opposite 
her door. 

I waited maybe an hour before Brooke showed up, walking down 
the hallway.  She was back to being the Brooke from before, black jeans 
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and black t-shirt, silver chain for a belt.  Her face was pale with make-up 
again. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked. 
She walked past me, two doors up.  I was wrong about which 

apartment was hers. 
“Black lipstick,” I said.  “I haven’t seen that before.  Is that 

because you’re in mourning?” 
“It’s not that pat.” 
“I guess since you tend to wear all black anyway, you need that 

extra touch.”  I said this with a sort of strange glee bubbling up inside 
me, an awareness that I was being a geek, but not caring. 

She picked through her keys, jiggled one in the lock. 
“What’d you do today?” I asked, standing behind her. 
“Went to school.  Beats staying home alone.” 
“I couldn’t handle school,” I said. 
She turned around in the doorway, blocking my entrance, and 

looked up at me.  Her eyes were level with my mouth.  She would have 
been even shorter without her two inch block heels. 

“You’re not going to invite me in?” I asked, feeling more bubbling 
glee. 

She stepped aside.  “Would you like to come in?” 
I sat down on the futon like I lived there.  Brooke gave me a beer. 
I took a long drink, my second beer of the day.  I was learning.  

“You trying to get me drunk so you can take advantage of me?” 
She took the beer from me and drank.  “What are you doing here?” 
“I read his journal,” I said. 
She looked surprised.  “Did Anita give it to you?  Did you do it 

with her?” 
I felt a smirk coming on.  “Why, are you jealous?” 
She could have said something flip like you wish or she could have 

denied it.  Instead, she changed the subject:  “What did it say?” 
“I don’t know.  The last three pages were ripped out.” 
“So it’ll be one of life’s mysteries.” 
“Not necessarily.  Gabe handed some pages to Freud that night.  

And I just saw Freud.  He’s hiding something.” 
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She handed the beer back.  “We’re all hiding something.” 
“I asked him what he and Gabe were arguing about and he 

wouldn’t tell me.” 
“Mr. Detective.” 
“I’ve got to know.  For all I know Freud came into my house, shot 

him, put the gun in his hand.  He could have forged those e-mails, faked 
Gabe’s handwriting.” 

“Freud was at the party all night.” 
“I’m going to break into his house and find the pages.” 
“You’re going to break into Freud’s house?” 
“You could help.  Ask him out to dinner.  You could say you want 

to buy some drugs.” 
“Hello?  Do the words ‘date rape’ mean anything to you?” 
“Oh, please.” 
“I told you he felt me up at that party.  Forget it.” 
I felt like throwing the bottle of beer across the room.  I finished it 

off instead, the cold amber liquid coiling in my stomach.  Two beers 
before sunset, a personal record.  It went to my head immediately.  The 
gold light that sheared through the blinds matched the color of the beer.  
Brooke, this petite vampire girl, was out of place in the room, the light 
wooden furniture, the sunlight, the Monet reproductions thumbtacked to 
the drywall.  She was a character in a videogame, a dark sprite in the 
foreground unrelated to the lush background, her shadow at odds with 
the light.  Suddenly I understood her, understood that she was from 
another world, and my anger melted.  I wanted to pull her into this new 
world that I had just discovered, this world of crisp outlines and solar 
energy.  I touched the back of her head and she tried to pull away.  I held 
the back of her head.  I kissed her.  Her eyes closed.  Her tongue tasted 
my lips. 

It felt completely different from when we kissed two days before, 
when it was like kissing a statue.  This felt like that first time in my bed 
when she was drunk, the warm pressure all through my body.  Like 
being stoned, I now knew. 

Without irony, I stood up and lifted her in my arms.  She clung to 
me.  I carried her to the bedroom, only the tiniest part of me noticing 
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how hard it was to navigate her through the tiny apartment.  I threw her 
on her queen-sized bed beneath the lit prayer candles.  She let out a 
laugh when she bounced on the mattress.  She got to her knees and 
helped me out of my t-shirt.  While my arms were over my head, 
entangled, blind, she sucked on my nipple, a sensation between tickling 
and electrocution.  I helped her out of her black vinyl jacket, her black t-
shirt—no bra, her small breasts were just swellings, a single hair grew 
from the aureole of her left nipple—and I kissed her neck.  She pushed 
me away, unzipped my corduroys and got them down around my ankles. 

I wasn’t hard.   
She pulled back, looking at it.  “Don’t you want me?” she asked. 
I remembered how hard I was that first night with her.  “I don’t 

know what’s wrong with me,” I said, but I did know:  it was you, your 
ghost.  Performance anxiety. 

Brooke put it in her mouth, an act that I thought only happened in 
porn.  Current ran through my scalp.  Masturbation never felt like this.  I 
felt like I should return the favor:  I steeled myself and licked her.  She 
was silent, so I must have been doing it wrong.  I smelled anus and 
stopped.  Brooke told me to lie down, she produced a condom from I 
don’t know where, she put it on, she mounted me.  She was an expert.  I 
refuse to believe she learned all those skills from you. 

November 5
th
, 1986, five days after you killed yourself, I lost my 

virginity. 
Game Over.  You defeated Death Equals Adder.  Everything I’d 

done up to this point was in preparation for this moment.  This was the 
reason I was a computer geek, that I joined ChatNet, that I played 
Dungeons and Dragons.  It was all so I could meet Brooke.  I was now 
complete. 

 
 

Nature abhors a vacuum.  Already a new goal was rushing in to fill 
the void left by the old one.  Lying in sweat, I asked her, “Did you 
come?” 

“I didn’t want to come,” she said.  “I wanted to be in control.” 
My new goal:  to make Brooke come.  To make her lose control. 
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“Let’s do it again,” I said, nuzzling against her neck. 
She pushed me back.  “I told you if we did anything it would be a 

one-time thing.” 
I rolled over and felt something cold and hard against my leg.  I 

reached for it; a long white candle, from the candelabra over the bed.  
“What’s this doing here?” 

She started laughing.  “Don’t worry, you’re better than a candle.” 
Her mom picked that moment to come home.  The front door 

opened and closed and a voice called from the living room, “Isn’t it a 
little early to be drinking?” 

Brooke bolted out of bed and put her clothes on in a hurry.  She 
implored me with her eyes to do the same.  “It wasn’t me, it was Cal.”  I 
wasn’t as quick, visions of her masturbating with the candle playing in 
my mind.  She was dressed and out of the room before I had my jeans 
back on. 

When I joined them in the living room her mom was holding the 
beer bottle. 

She asked me if I wanted to join them for dinner but I couldn’t deal 
with a parental type right after losing my virginity.  I told them that my 
dad expected me, which was true, although he wouldn’t have minded if I 
didn’t show up. 

The sun was low when I left, the trees and buildings casting long 
shadows.  The euphoria from the sex—or was it Freud’s hypnosis?—
faded on the walk.  It occurred to me that he may have drugged me, 
slipped Percodan in my Coke at the restaurant, or something in my beer.  
I didn’t even do a bong hit and he still somehow got to me.  The sex, 
which seemed so good at the time, now seemed sinister.  Her with the 
candle, only achieving pleasure by herself, when she’s with someone 
else it’s a game, it’s a power trip.  I wanted to pull Brooke into the light 
but she pulled me into the darkness. 

Waiting at a light, the sun behind an apartment complex, I 
shivered.  I wanted that euphoria back but it scared me.  Between 
knowledge and happiness I’d still take knowledge.  Happiness wasn’t for 
me. 
<Iceman> I’m instituting a new policy 
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<Iron Man> what’s the “new policy”? 

<Iceman> mandatory fun 

<Iceman> we can’t just sit in our homes for the rest of our 

lives mourning over Gabe 

<Iceman> we got to get out and do stuff, just like before 

<Iron Man> can’t we mourn for a little while?  Like maybe a 

month? 

<Iceman> no. 

<Freud> so what are we going to do?  throw a party? 

<Iceman> I’ll think of something. 

<Freud> I bet you already have something in mind but youre not 

telling me.  now that Gabes dead Im not in the clique anymore.   

<Iceman> curses, foiled again.  The truth is, there’s a big 

party at the Ritz in San Francisco.  8 PM Saturday. 

<Freud> Im not such a bad guy.  if it wasnt for me you guys 

wouldnt even have met 

<Iceman> give me a break.  There’s no fucking clique. 

<Freud> so what are we doing tomorrow? 

<Iceman> I don’t know.  Ice blocking? 

<Freud> ok 

<Iceman> We’ll meet at the Walnut Creek Ralph’s, tomorrow at 8. 

<private from Iceman> I can’t believe Freud wants to come ice 

blocking with us. 

<private to Iceman> I can’t believe you invited him. 

<private from Iceman> Gabe liked him.  He must have some good 

qualities. 

<private to Iceman> Gabe liked everybody. 

<private from Iceman> but Freud was Gabe’s main man 

<private from Iceman> after you, I mean 

<ChatNet> Dionysus has logged on. 

<Iceman> What the fuck? 

<Iron Man> Is this some kind of sick joke, Freud? 
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<Iceman> Identify yourself, "Dionysus" 

<Dionysus> I’M ANITA I’M GABE’S SISTER 

<Iceman> You scared the crap out of me. 

<Iron Man> I thought ChatNet was haunted 

<Freud> i didnt have the heart to deactivate Gabes account 

<Dionysus> HI CALVIN.  MY DADS TOTALLY PISSED AT YOU 

<Iceman> your caps lock key is on  

<Dionysus> What did you do to piss my dad off? 

<Iron Man> Call me Bill didn’t tell you? 

<Dionysus> No, 'Call me Bill' didn’t tell me. 

<Iron Man> I tried to steal Gabe’s journal 

<Dionysus> no wonder he’s pissed.  He forbid me to see you again 

<Iceman> Woah!!! 

<Dionysus> My psych textbook says that this kind of thing can 

cause a "Romeo and Juliet effect." 

<Iron Man> isn’t it weird using the computer in Gabe’s room? 

<Dionysus> totally.  But it’s helping 

<Freud> helping how? 

<Dionysus> I’m trying to get over my denial phase.  I hardly 

ever went into his room when he was alive.  Ergo, he must be 

dead. 

<Iceman> That’s cold, baby 

<Freud> you want to come ice blocking with us tomorrow nigth? 

<Freud> night? 

<Dionysus> sure.  are you going Calvin? 

<Iron Man> I don’t know 

<Iceman> yes he’s going.  It’s mandatory.  I’ll drag you’re  

punk ass if I have to. 

<Dionysus> okay I’ll go 

<Dionysus> don’t tell my dad that Calvin will be there 

<private to Iceman> you want to help me break into Freud’s 

house? 
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<private from Iceman> you joking? 

<private to Iceman> I’m dead serious 

<private from Iceman> yeah, like I’m going to help you break 

into a vietnam vet’s home 

<private to Iceman> he has the missing pages from Gabe’s journal 

<private from Iceman> what are you talking about? 

<private to Iceman> it’s a long story.  Forget it.  I’ll do it 

myself 

<private from Iceman> he’ll shoot you in the face 

 
I know other people’s dreams are boring but you’re dead so you 

can’t complain.  That night I dreamed I was throwing a party but your 
body was still in my bedroom, so before the guests arrived I went down 
to clean it up.  But you had disappeared, there was just the stain on the 
carpet.  I looked for you under the bed, in the closet.  I opened the 
footlocker with my mom’s art materials.  There was a skeleton in there, 
covered with rot.  I couldn’t tell if it was you or my mom.  I thought 
maybe I could figure it out if I washed some of the filth off; I took the 
skull to the bathroom and held it under the tap but it dissolved. 

I woke up in my dark bedroom, the only light from the computer 
monitors.  What would Freud say?  The dead Freud, I mean.  I stared at 
the ceiling.  Then the light from the computer monitors went out, and the 
hum of the computer fans.  A power failure.  The only sound was a high 
pitched whine, like after an M-80 goes off too close.  I saw nothing but 
faint colors swimming in front of my eyes. 

I imagined you standing over me.  Your face lit by some kind of 
blue otherworldly light.  A look of disdain in your eyes.  Why weren’t 
you glad to see me? 

I couldn’t take it.  I couldn’t stand any more darkness.  I was 
supposed to be in control of the darkness, not the other way around.  
Screw the experiment, screw post-humanity.  I got out of bed.  I avoided 
the spot where I imagined you were standing.  If I set foot in that spot it 
would feel cold, like when you’re swimming in the ocean and you drift 
into a different current.  I fumbled for a light switch.  Nothing happened, 



 

146 
 

of course.  Duh.  I banged my knee on a chair.  I peeled the aluminum 
foil from a window.  It was daylight outside. 
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Wednesday 
If Brooke and Bradley wouldn’t help me I had to get Freud out of 

the house some other way.  So at noon I logged into ChatNet, pulled up 
the games section, started a game of Checkers, and pulled up the help 
menu.  The help menu also had “Help” as an option, but all it did was go 
into the same menu again.  Which I did, over and over, until the system 
crashed.  Stack overflow.  Freud needs a testing department. 

I figured it would take an hour or two before somebody reported 
the system was down.  Then Freud would grudgingly head out to the 
ChatNet office, leaving his home unguarded.   

Thanks to BART, I was at Freud’s place in less than an hour.  His 
car wasn’t there.  Either somebody reported the crash sooner than I 
expected, or he was off doing whatever Freud does.  Buying Twinkies.  
Buying drugs.  Following the Dead. 

There was no way to know how much time I had but that didn’t 
stop me.  You would have been impressed at my courage.  Not the same 
Calvin who couldn’t ask a girl to dance with him at Tiffany’s. 

Still, my heart was beating fast, and I had tiny bumps all over my 
arms, some kind of nervous rash.  Biologists call it epinephrine now. 

I used your police key to get in.  His home was a total mess:  dirty 
dishes, books, newspapers, records out of their jackets.  He didn’t even 
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put his drugs away.  The bong was on the desk where he could reach it 
from the bed.  Next to it was a sheet of paper with brown, flaky 
marijuana.  I opened his desk drawers and rifled through stacks of 
papers.  Nothing that looked like your journal or your handwriting.  I did 
find a ziplock bag of white powder.  I thought it was cocaine.  I didn’t 
know Freud could afford cocaine. 

I remembered that one time I watched you get stoned there and 
Freud got his Glock out from under his pillow and showed it to us.  You 
wanted to hold it and he said he never let anyone touch “Guinevere.”  
But later he helped you buy your own gun.   

I pulled the pillow off the bed.  There was the gun but no pages. 
I thought about taking it, so if Freud came home early he wouldn’t 

be able to shoot me.  I picked it up.  I could threaten him with it.  Give 

me the damn pages, I’d say.  I know you have them.  But I was already 
amped on epinephrine and holding the gun pushed me over an edge:  I 
felt like throwing up.  I put it back under the pillow. 

I kept searching.  I found a small, cheap safe on top of the dresser 
in his closet.  I thought maybe I could crack it.  I knew how to crack 
Masterlocks; how much harder could this be?  I got down on my knees 
and put my ear near the tumblers and dialed slowly. 

I don’t know how long I was at it.  Too long.  I heard Freud’s car 
pull up. 

I raced for his bathroom, hoping to find a window to crawl out of, 
but there was just a rectangular hole you couldn’t even get a baby 
through, fenced off with a wire grate. 

“What the hell?” he said from the living room. 
I closed the bathroom door almost all the way and peered through 

the crack.  Freud entered the bedroom and took his gun out from under 
his pillow. 

I felt even sicker.  He checked the closet.  I was glad I wasn’t there 
anymore.  He headed towards me. 

I stepped into the bathtub.  I hid behind the shower curtain.  It was 
an opaque grey, streaked with mildew.  I heard steps on the bathroom 
floor.  I held my breath. 

Freud’s phone rang. 
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He went back to the bedroom and picked up the phone.  “Six 
already?” he said. 

I considered my options.  I had none. 
He said, “Sorry, I’m a little freaked out.  I must have left the door 

unlocked.  I’ll come get you right now.  We still have plenty of time 
before the ice blocking thing.” 

So he was talking to a ChatNetter.   
He said, “No offense, but I don’t want to deal with your parents.  

It’s not that I think they blame me.” 
He said, “Okay.  I think they blame me.” 
He was going on a date with Anita.  The sick feeling went away.  

Anger replaced it.  Wasn’t one Neuberger kid enough for him?  He had 
to have both of you? 

 
 

After he left I gave the safe another try but my hands were shaking.  
I tried the computer.  It rejected a dozen obvious passwords, including a 
couple of Freud’s old system administrator logons that I’d hacked 
months before.  Attempts to log in as a guest were unsurprisingly 
fruitless.  I tried rebooting the machine, exploring the BIOS.  I was 
rushing, patience gone.  I wanted to get out of there.  I wanted to 
intercept Freud before he got to Anita. 

The safe was too heavy to lift. 
Taking his gun got more tempting.  Why not kill him?  It would 

serve him right and prevent him from messing up Anita.  And if he 
wasn’t to blame, well, nobody really liked him anyway.  Still, thinking 
about it made me sick. I didn’t take the gun. 

 
 

It was a somber crew that met at Ralph’s for ice blocking.  A 
dozen people had already showed when I walked across the parking lot, 
casting a long shadow from the halogen light behind me.  Anita, Freud, 
Bradley and Kurt AKA Anthrax were among them. 

“You made it,” Bradley said.  “I went by your house but you 
weren’t there.” 



 

150 
 

Anita gave me a hug and the guys did their usual creative 
handshakes, but without feeling. 

“You were supposed to call me,” Anita said.   
“I tried to,” I lied.  “The line was busy.”  Digging myself in deeper. 
I studied her for any signs that Freud might have taken advantage 

of her in some way.  She was wearing a baggy white sweatshirt and 
tight, faded jeans.  She was wearing green Converse.  Not exactly hot 
date fashion.  Her cheeks and ears were red from the November night 
cold.  Her wild kelp-like hair was back in a scrunchie. 

“Just because Gabe’s dead doesn’t mean we should never have fun 
again,” Bradley reminded us. 

“Whoopee,” Kurt AKA Anthrax said flatly. 
Bradley and Kurt AKA Anthrax went in to buy the ice blocks. 
Brooke’s mom dropped her off.  Brooke gave me an enthusiastic 

hug.  Anita stared at us.  When I looked at her she looked away.  I didn’t 
think she was jealous.  Even though we had made out I couldn’t believe 
that someone might feel for me the way I felt for Brooke. 

We piled into cars and went to the Concord golf course.  We found 
a suitable grassy hill with a line of pine trees along the ridge.  Bradley 
rode the first block down the hill, whooping hollowly as he descended.  
We cheered, but mostly for show. 

Some of the guys who didn’t know you that well followed down 
after.  Bradley came back up and goaded Anita into getting on an ice 
block. 

“What are the towels for?” Anita asked. 
“So we don’t get our asses wet.”  Bradley said.  He sat her gently 

down on the block of ice.  She crossed her legs and he pushed and her 
delighted gasp followed her down the hill. 

“Later, she’ll feel guilty for having fun,” Freud said.  He stood 
next to me, looking down the hill after her.  “But it’s worth it.” 

“You and Anita been hanging out?” I asked. 
He nodded.  “I guess you and I had the same idea.” 
The first thing I thought was he wanted to read the journal too.  

“What do you mean?” 
“That she’d need companionship.” 
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“Why don’t you stay away from her?” I said.  It burst out of me. 
His bloodshot eyes took a moment to focus.  “What?” 
Be like Bradley.  Don’t back down.  “You heard me,” I said.   
“You jealous?” 
“She’s only sixteen,” I said. 
“Almost legal.”  He moved to walk down the hill towards her and I 

put myself in his way. 
“I’m serious,” I said. 
He put his hand on my shoulder and pushed.  I fell in the wet grass. 
“Sorry,” he said.  He lowered a hand to lift me up and I brushed it 

away.  “Suit yourself,” he said.  He went down the hill. 
Brooke and Bradley joined me as I stood up.  “What was that 

about?” Brooke asked. 
I wiped blades of grass off my jeans.  “He’s trying to get it on with 

Anita.” 
Bradley laughed.  “No way.” 
I took a step down the hill and Brooke grabbed my arm.  “Anita 

can take care of herself.” 
I pulled out of her grip and took another step. 
“I’m serious, Calvin.  He won’t hurt her.” 
I slouched.  I looked at my feet.  I don’t know if I stopped because 

I agreed with Brooke or if my fear got the better of me.  He could 
probably kill me one-handed. 

Brooke took my hand and looked up the ridge to where the trees 
were thicker.  “Come with me?” 

I followed her away from the ChatNet crowd. 
Brooke pulled me behind a large oak and stuck her tongue in my 

mouth.  She put her hand under my shirt—it was like ice—and I jumped.  
I pushed her hand away and laughed. 

“How come you’re being so friendly?” I asked.  “I thought we 
were going to be a one-time thing.” 

“Maybe just one more time,” she said. 
Anita appeared like a ghost among the trees.  “What are you guys 

doing?”  
Brooke stepped back, her hand still on my shoulder.  “I’m trying to 
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get Calvin to give it up but he only has eyes for you.”  It would have 
been an incredible save if it hadn’t sounded sarcastic. 

Anita stared at me, her large brown eyes reminding me of you.  It 
finally got through she was wounded, that I wasn’t just an experiment.  I 
pushed Brooke’s hand away. 

“Don’t look at me like that,” I said to Anita.  “I didn’t know you 
liked me that much.” 

“I don’t like you that much,” Anita said, her voice cracking.  “Do 
what you want.” 

I looked up and she was walking away, her Converse crunching 
over oak leaves.  I followed her.  “Anita,” I said. 

She stopped, but didn’t turn around.  “What?” 
“Don’t get too close to Freud,” I said. 
She snorted disparagingly and turned around.  “Why not?” 
I gestured helplessly.  “He’s a creep.”  I looked to Brooke for 

support. 
Brooke nodded.  “He is a creep.” 
“You are so fucked up,” Anita said, and kept walking. 
I slumped against the oak tree. 
“You like her, don’t you?” Brooke asked. 
I looked at her eyes, floating in their pools of dark eye shadow.  

“Do you mean as in care about or as in want to have sex with?” I asked. 
“Doesn’t matter.  I don’t want you anyway.”  Her words were a 

slap.  Hot and cold running Brooke.  She walked back to the crowd.  My 
heart was a ball of yarn and she held the end of the thread.  Each step 
she took away unraveled it.  When she was out of the woods my heart 
was gone, a long string trailing behind her. 

I banged my head against the gnarled bark of the tree.  When I got 
back to the crowd Kurt AKA Anthrax put a flask in my hand.  “Drink 
up, dude.  Gabe would have wanted it this way.” 

“Doing it for Gabe,” I said, and drank.  It burned. 
Bradley pulled the flask out of my hand.  I thought he wanted to 

take a drink. 
Instead he threw it on the ground.  “This is what did Gabe in.  

Let’s try to keep it clean, okay?” 
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“Hello Kitty,” Brooke said.  “Straightedge.” 
Jane called out from her watch-point on the road.  “Cops!” 
We ran back to our cars—the car Brooke got into was full so I got 

in with Bradley and Jane—and we drove in  different directions.   
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Thursday 
The sun woke me, rays slanting in from the windows, swirling 

with gold motes.  My first morning of sunlight.  The guy who did that 
experiment went crazy. 

My dad was doing the crossword in the Chronicle.  I had a pop 
tart, and went back to bed.  “Lifestyles of the bored and stupid,” 
Bradley’s favorite joke.  I was living it. 

I lay in bed.  I felt like my fifteenth-level paladin had gotten 
slaughtered in Wizardry and I didn’t press control-reset soon enough to 
save him.  I couldn’t get your journal pages.  I couldn’t stop Freud from 
messing up Anita.  I couldn’t stop Brooke from messing up me. 

The phone rang.  I didn’t answer.  I heard my dad creaking down 
the stairs. 

“It’s Anita,” he said.   
For some reason I was afraid.  I had no idea what to say to her.  

“Tell her I’m in the shower.” 
He sighed and clumped away. 
Your books were on the floor beside the bed.  I started reading.  I 

finished The Stranger.  I didn’t get it.  I went back to Siddhartha.  I got 
to the part where he meditates on the river and I decided I should try it, 
see what the deal was, see if I could achieve enlightenment. 
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I walked all the way up El Toyonal to the place where Anita and I 
smoked pot, to the place where I once scared someone’s horse by 
smashing bottles.  I made the same uncontrolled descent to the creek and 
sat on the same flat boulder.  I didn’t smash bottles or smoke pot.  I 
watched the water going over the rocks and listened to the rushing, the 
gurgling, the hissing and bubbling.  Trying not to think.  Which is like 
trying not to breathe. 

I danced with Anita on this rock.  I led her on.  The same thing that 
Brooke seemed to be doing with me.  Why did I do it?  Because I liked 
her?  Because I wanted the journal?  A little of both?  I had no excuse 
for being the kind of person I hate.  Crossing yet another line. 

I started counting the number of lines I had crossed.  Drinking.  
Smoking.  Drugs.  Sex.  Betrayal. 

The only line I hadn’t crossed lately was the no-swearing line.   
A mushy ethical system is no ethical system at all.  I didn’t even 

know who I was anymore. 
I swayed back and forth on the rock in the middle of the river, 

clutching myself.  I rolled over onto my hands and knees and banged my 
forehead against the stone until blood flowed into my eyes.  I stepped 
into the water, cold crawling up the legs of my jeans.  I picked up beer 
bottles and hurled them, screaming so loud I didn’t hear them shatter.  I 
dropped to my knees in the icy water.  I doused my bleeding head in the 
current.  I clawed at the rocks at the bottom of the creek.  This was my 
enlightenment. 

 
 

I crawled back up out of the creek, dirt sticking to my wet clothes, 
turning to mud.  I wiped the blood from my forehead with dirty hands. 

When I got home my dad was still at work, which was good, 
because I didn’t want him to see me like that.  I threw the dirty clothes in 
the washer and showered.  The cut on my head wasn’t bad.  It wouldn’t 
need stitches.  I was disappointed.  I put a band-aid on it. 

 
 

I pulled out the short story you wrote from under the stack of your 
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books.  “The Man Who Loved Telephones.”   
I sat cross-legged on my bed and read.  It seemed pretty good.  It 

gave me a project.  I found an address in one of my dad’s old New 
Yorkers and wrote a note about how you finished the story before you 
killed yourself.  The note and your story together came to four pages.  I 
folded them into an envelope. 

That night the phone rang and I hoped it was Brooke.  “It’s Anita 
again,” my dad said. 

I remembered the creek, my crystalline system of ethics smashed, 
like shattered safety glass.  Which made me think of the safety glass art 
you used to make, figurines welded together from the glass cubes.  
You’d give them to people as presents, put them on their dashboards, 
sneak them into their backpacks, hide them in their lockers.  I resolved 
to do the right thing, not totally sure what the right thing was.  I picked 
up the phone. 

“Why haven’t you called?” Anita asked. 
“I don’t know.” 
“I need to see you.” 
What was the right thing to do?  Would visiting her be leading her 

on?  “How about this weekend?” I asked. 
“How about tonight?” 
I stalled.  “I don’t know,” I said. 
“I’ll let you read the journal.” 
But the journal was missing the important pages.  I didn’t know 

what to say. 
“There’s some scary stuff about Freud in it,” she said. 
I borrowed my dad’s car.  As I drove, I prepared a speech.  I led 

you on and I’m sorry.  I just couldn’t believe anybody would want me, so 

I didn’t think I could do any harm.  No, I wouldn’t say that last part, that 
was making excuses. 

I stood in her dark garage—in your dark garage—and knocked on 
the kitchen door.  I couldn’t remember the last time I knocked here, I 
was so used to showing up and letting myself in. 

Anita was dressed nice:  she was wearing contacts, her curly hair 
was pinned, she was wearing perfume that smelled like cotton candy, 
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and a t-shirt that made her breasts stick out.   
“What happened to your head?” she asked. 
“Nervous breakdown,” I said. 
She wrapped her arms around me and kissed me.  I nearly gave in, 

my arms going around her.  I somehow managed to stop myself, to move 
my hands to her shoulders, to push her away. 

“All you care about is the journal.” 
I tried to begin my speech.  “Listen—” 
“Is it Brooke?” she asked.   
I sighed.  “Yes.  I’m in love with Brooke.  I’m sorry.”   
She shook her head and muttered something to herself.  I looked at 

her feet.  She wasn’t wearing shoes.  Her toenails were painted pink.  
The kitchen linoleum looked cold against her skin.  I watched her feet 
turn around and walk away from me. 

I stood there, not knowing whether to stay or leave. 
“I lied about the journal,” she called out from the stairs. 
I looked over at the glass case that separated your kitchen from 

your dining room.  There was your journal, your urn.  I didn’t care about 
it now.  I followed her up the stairs to her bedroom.  The bedroom 
smelled like a vacuum cleaner had recently run. 

She took a Ziplock bag of white powder out of her desk drawer 
and lined it up on a sheet of paper. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, as she rolled up a dollar bill. 
“A bump,” she said.  “You want some?” 
“A bump?” 
“Speed.  You want some?” 
I sat down on her bed.  It was hard to breathe.  “I never saw the 

attraction,” I said. 
“You saw the attraction to pot.” 
“Gabe smoked pot,” I said, as if it explained something. 
She inhaled a line and groaned.  She looked at me, eyes watering.  

“Clears the sinuses,” she said.  “Can you imagine?  Me, doing speed?” 
I couldn’t imagine.  Could you imagine? 
She put the dollar back in her purse.  “Freud says it’s okay to use a 

dollar bill with speed.  If it’s cocaine you have to use at least a twenty.” 
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“You’ve done cocaine, too?” 
“Freud doesn’t like cocaine.  He says you’re always running 

around trying to get back to feeling like it was the first time.  And it’s 
out of his price range.” 

“I don’t think you should do speed,” I said. 
“My psychiatrist disagrees with you.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“He gave me Ritalin.  It’s kind of the same thing.” 
“I bet Freud told you that,” I said.  I clutched the bedspread.   
“It works,” she said.  She smiled.  “See?  I’m not bothered about 

you at all.  I’m happy as a clam.”  She stretched her hands toward the 
ceiling. 

“This is to punish me,” I said. 
She snorted.  “It’s all about you.” 
“Gabe wouldn’t have approved,” I said. 
“Gabe’s dead.” 
“So you decide to be a bad girl.”  I sat on the bed, pondering what I 

was about to say.  Did it really have to come to this?   
“If I stop seeing Brooke will you stop doing speed?” It was a 

bigger sacrifice than it sounds.  It looked like Brooke was done with me 
but it still felt like I had a chance, that I was giving up everything. 

She put the back of her hand to her nose.  “Why are you weighing 
me down with your psychic back pack?  I can do what I want.”  She 
turned on her little television.  MTV.  She turned it up loud.  Def 
Leppard.  She turned on your computer and logged in to ChatNet.  I 
couldn’t see what she was typing. 

She was right.  I always claimed my system of ethics was for me 
alone.  Just because I didn’t swear didn’t mean that nobody else could, 
just because I didn’t drink didn’t mean nobody else could.  But here I 
was trying to force it on Anita.  A system that didn’t even work, a 
system that had fallen apart.  “Why did you invite me here?” I asked. 

“I wanted to make out,” she said, without looking up. 
“Why do you want me?” I asked.  “I’m a total geek.” 
“I’m in no mood to flatter you.  Why don’t you want me?  That’s 

what I don’t understand.  I’m smarter than Brooke and I have bigger 
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boobs.” 
“You’re his sister.  It’s too weird.” 
“And going out with his ex-girlfriend isn’t weird?” 
I felt stung, my throat closing.  I asked, “What’s so great about 

speed?” 
She looked at me.  “Are you kidding?” She stood up and held her 

arms out.  “I’ve lost three pounds in the last three days.  And look at this 
place.  Remember how messy it was?  I even vacuumed behind the 
desk.” 

I was out of words.  She sat back down, continued hunting and 
pecking at the keyboard.  I watched her.  She hunched, face close to the 
monitor, shoulders tense.  I could see her spine against the fabric of her 
t-shirt.  Text scrolled on the monitor, unreadable from where I sat.  We 
use ChatNet to be anonymous.  We ruined it by meeting face to face, 
getting the sticky stuff on us.  I imagined starting over again.  Changing 
my handle without telling anybody, become somebody else, and this 
time do it right.  Never step out of the house.  But that wouldn’t work, I 
had already met all these people.  They wouldn’t know me but I would 
know them and that would ruin it.  I needed a new ChatNet, one where I 
could be truly alone.  Just like in your story.  I watched Anita nervously 
search for keys.  Even though I wanted to be alone I refused to leave.  I 
punished myself with her presence.  It wasn’t just my system of ethics I 
was trying to impose on her, I decided.  It was your system, too.  Even 
the open-minded Gabriel Neuberger didn’t approve of hard drugs.  But 
what to do about it?  I could tell her parents.  Your parents.  Narc.  I’d do 
it if I had to, I decided.  But it would be a last resort.  I’d think of 
something else.  I wished I took Freud’s gun.  I could stop it at the 
source. 

“Why are you still here?” she asked.  “You’re creeping me out.” 
I said nothing. 
She swiveled on her desk chair and looked at me.  “Don’t fuck 

with me while I’m on speed.” 
All I could think of was threatening her, threatening to tell Call me 

Bill and Call me Janet.  I said nothing. 
“Good-bye,” she said as I went down the stairs. 
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As I drove home I imagined the next day, imagined sitting home 
alone waiting for Brooke to call, and realized I couldn’t take it.  I didn’t 
want to be alone after all.  I would go to school.  It worked for Brooke, 
maybe it would work for me. 
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Friday 
Without the aluminum foil on the windows it was easy to get up in 

the morning, easy to be normal, even though the weather had turned 
overnight, and I woke to the sound of rain pounding the glass.   

My dad drove.  The car’s tires sent up fantails from the potholes.  
Dad’s ubiquitous Bach on the stereo, the Honda Quaalude’s windshield 
wipers beating an interfering rhythm. 

“Are you going to go to Berkeley this afternoon, too?” my dad 
asked. 

“I decided to drop.  I failed the first midterm anyway.” 
My dad nodded.  Ordinarily he would have at least mentioned how 

much the class cost.  Another mitigating factor:  your suicide gave me an 
excuse to drop the math class.  I could be a prodigy next quarter. 

We pulled up outside the school, colorless behind the sheets of 
rain.  It looked smaller, a scale model of school, a tiny auditorium on the 
other side of the tiny quad, the miniature cafeteria, the small rows of 
classrooms.  Even though it was raining the sprinklers were on in the 
quad, white pulsing spray combing the saturated lawn.  I sat in the car, 
my hand on the door handle, looking out the window, beaded with 
water.   

“Are you sure you want to do this?  We can go back home,” my 
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dad said. 
“It’s like diving into a cold swimming pool,” I said.  You were the 

one who would dive into cold swimming pools.  I would wade in, from 
the shallow end, one excruciating step at a time.  I opened the door and 
ran to my first class, soaking my Nikes. 

It was early.  There were only a few people in class.  Nobody 
would look at me, except Mrs.  Cochran, who came and sat at the desk 
in front of mine, sidesaddle.  “It’s good to have you back, Calvin,” she 
said.  “How are you doing?” 

The standard question.  “I’m okay,” I said. 
“Have you seen Anita?  Do you know when she’s coming back?” 
“Yes.  No.” 
“How is she?” 
“Okay, I guess.”  Anita at her desk, lines of speed arrayed in front 

of her computer.  “I mean, not so good.  You know.” 
Mrs.  Cochran shook her head.   
Nobody spoke after Mrs.  Cochran went back to the blackboard.  

When other kids came in the door, talking to each other, they’d see me 
and it would silence them for a moment.  Then they would continue, 
quieter. 

But that was Mrs.  Cochran’s class; honors students are refined.  In 
electronics, Dennis something started flicking paper wads at me again.  I 
guess he didn’t get the memo.  One hit my shoulder, one landed on my 
notebook, the back of my neck.  I turned around.  “Stop,” I said. 

His hand retreated.  I saw fear.  I’d never scared anyone before.  It 
felt good.  Then he regained his bravado.  “Why?” he said. 

“Because I’d have too much fun beating you up after class,” I said. 
Mr.  Doyle laughed.  I should have felt guilty for intimidating 

someone half my size but I enjoyed it.  I imagined it would feel even 
better to stand up to Chuck Planck.  Even if he beat the crap out of me.  
Too bad he’d stopped picking on me. 

Lunchtime was lonely as ever.  As usual I went to the library.  I 
remembered the time we broke in at night and turned all the books 
backwards.  The next day they put butcher paper over the windows, 
concealing evidence of the crime.  Even the library makes me think of 



 

163 
 

you.  It was going to be a tough year. 
In English class Mrs. MacHain had Kelly Winters up at the board, 

drawing the room where the climax of A Separate Peace takes place, 
when the room went dark.  A moment later there was thunder.  Some of 
the jocks cheered.  The lightless room seemed slate blue, underwater.  I 
wrote the word “crepuscular” in my notebook.  The vocabulary of 
Dungeons and Dragons:  ubiquitous, portcullis, prismatic, chaos, 
crepuscular. 

“Focus, people,” Mrs.  MacHain said.  She continued with the 
lecture, Kelly diagramming the action of the scene like a football chart 
in the dim light.  Mrs.  MacHain reminded the class that Knowles spent 
a paragraph describing Brinker’s butt, his salient buttocks. 

“Small town sheriff,” Mrs.  MacHain said.  “Almost a stereotype.” 
Kelly put a B on the board for Brinker.  A G for Gene, a P for 

Phineas, and a handful of X’s for the extras.  Action.  Brinker brings in 
Leper as the key witness.  Kelly drew an L and an arrow.  Leper implies 
Gene pushed Phineas out of the tree.  Phineas moves across the marble 
floor towards the doors; Kelly drew an arrow.   

“They shouldn’t have edited the ‘fuck’ out,” Mrs.  MacHain said, 
looking at her copy.  “I wonder if it’s just this edition.  Takes me out of 
it, having that line through the u - c - k.”  The class went silent.   

Phineas runs out the doors, falls down the marble staircase.  Kelly 
diagrammed his fall with a curlicue arrow, eliciting laughter. 

Our story was almost A Separate Peace.  Two friends, the introvert 
and the extrovert.  My jealousy like Gene’s jealousy.  Except I wasn’t 
the one who pushed you from the tree.  That was Freud, right?  And if 
they could bring Gene to court at the end of A Separate Peace why 
couldn’t I do the same for Freud? 

I copied Kelly’s diagram to my notebook, under crepuscular.  I 
reassigned letters.  Instead of P for Phineas it would be G for Gabriel.  
But I moved you off the set; if you appeared it would only be as a ghost.  
Brinker became Bradley.  L for Leper became C for Calvin; I would be 
the key witness.  I added a jury:  A for Anita, K for Kurt AKA Anthrax, 
SoM for Brooke.  And the accused, the Gene in this scenario:  F for 
Freud. 
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You can see what’s coming.  I couldn’t. 
 
 

That afternoon I planned it, sitting at my desk, unused to the idea 
that this room, once my dad’s room, the windows now unfoiled, 
revealing gray skies and dark, wet trees, was my room now.  The hum of 
my computers, Black Sabbath low and slow on the speakers, a pyramid 
of Mountain Dew cans.  After a while, plan still vague, I turned to the 
master list, a sheet of names, ChatNet handles and phone numbers.  
Starting at the top of the list, I punched the buttons on my cheap beige 
phone. 

Brooke didn’t answer, surprise.  I left a message.  “Brooke, call me 
back for a change.  I’ve got something planned.  You’ll want to be a part 
of it.” 

Kurt AKA Anthrax was home.  I explained the ending of A 
Separate Peace, explained my plan. 

 “I don’t get it,” he said.  “You think Freud pushed Gabe out of a 
tree?” 

He must have been baked.  I explained my suspicions.  That maybe 
you and Freud weren’t just friends.  That Freud was taking advantage.  
That he pushed you over the edge.  “So are you in?” 

“What’s the point?” 
“Justice,” I said. 
“What are we going to do?” he finally asked.  “Once we’ve 

extracted a confession?  Beat the shit out of him?” He sounded sarcastic. 
“I have to know who did it,” I said. 
“Gabe did it,” he said.  He hung up. 
I held the disconnect plunger down with a finger.  The phone rang.  

I assumed it was Kurt again, calling to get another two cents in.  “It’s 
only been a week!” I shouted into the receiver. 

“You okay?” It was Brooke. 
“Hi.”  I was off balance, not ready to talk to her.  “I thought you 

were Kurt.” 
“Why’d you call?  What do you have ‘planned’?” 
I gave her the same speech I gave Kurt, A Separate Peace, the 
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plan. 
“And when he denies it?” she said. 
This was on my flow chart.  “The burden of proof will be on him.  

He’ll show us the pages.” 
“I don’t want to see the pages.  What if Gabe did it because of 

me?” 
That almost sounded like a confession.  “Why?  Did you tell him?” 
“For the thousandth time no.” 
“If Freud confesses you’re absolved of guilt.”  As I said the words 

I imagined the relief I would feel, relief that would come in warm 
waves. 

“What do I have to do?” she asked. 
 

<ChatNet> Dionysus has logged in 

<Freud> when are you going to change your handle Anita? 

<Dionysus> I don’t know how to change it 

<Private to Sister of Mercy> Okay.  Now 

<Freud> ill do it for you.  what do you want it to be? 

<Dionysus> I don’t know 

<Sister of Mercy> i made a witching candle  

<Iceman> Pick *something*, Anita.  It’s creepy 

<Dionysus> Okay.  Call me Pigeon Girl. 

<Freud> this will just take a moment 

<Iron Man> What’s a witching candle? 

<Mr.  Creosote> What does "Pigeon Girl" mean? 

<Dionysus> It’s how my parents make me feel sometimes. 

<Sister of Mercy> its a candle tuned 2 someones spirit 

<Freud> okay, youll be 'Pigeon Girl' next time you log on.  No 

charge. 

<Iron Man> what’s the witching candle for? 

<Sister of Mercy> i was thinking we could have a little memorial 

service thingy, just us, light the candle and b with Gabe 

<Freud> am I invited? 
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<Anthrax> we already HAD a memorial service 

<Sister of Mercy> sure.  we need a place 2 do it tho.  my mom 

wont let me do it here 

<Dionysus> what about me? 

<Freud> we can do it at my place if you want 

<Mr.  Creosote> what are you all talking about?  Who died? 

<Sister of Mercy> when r u free, Freud? 

<Freud> how about tonight?  a one-week anniversary 

<Sister of Mercy> what about the rest of u guys 

<Iron Man> I’m free 

<Iceman> I’m there 

<Dionysus> Can I come? 

<Freud> of course you can come, Anita 

<private to Iceman> I love it when a plan comes together 

<private from Sister of Mercy> looks like were all set 

<private from Iceman> don’t quote the A-team.  Just don’t 

 
My heart pounded like the first time I kissed Brooke, like that time 

at Tiffany’s we asked those ugly chicks to dance.  High on caffeine, 
thumb twitching against the knob of the gear shift.  This is the end.  My 
only friend, the end. 

I was the first one to Freud’s but I couldn’t be the first one to walk 
in the door.  I parked the Quaalude next to his Chevy Nova, got out of 
the car and waited.  I would have appreciated a full moon but it was just 
a sliver, intermittently obscured by racing clouds.  The night behind 
them was a dark film, a cinematic sky.  The sky I thought would rip 
open when we were here at night.  When I told Brooke your secret.   

I sat there, on these steps in front of Freud’s mobile home.  She 
was there, leaning against the wall.  The words spilled from my mouth.  
And then you stormed from the house, angry at Freud, but for what?   

Bradley and Anita arrived in Bradley’s dad’s other Mercedes, the 
one they sometimes call The Slug.  The headlights pinned me. 

“Brooke’s not here yet,” I said. 
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“Let’s get this over with,” Anita said, and climbed the steps, her 
hiking boots clumping. 

Bradley followed her in. 
I heard Freud’s laughter inside and I hated him more.  We weren’t 

allowed to laugh yet.  I thought about what we were about to do and my 
heart kicked. 

The shallow sky darkened.  Crepuscular. 
Footsteps on the gravel between Ygnacio Valley Drive and the 

mobile home park.  Brooke cast a long shadow from the halogen 
streetlight behind her.  It crept up past my knees, my stomach, my heart.  
She was in full goth mode, black from neck to toe. 

“I could have given you a ride,” I said.  She was the one who had 
given me a ride, metaphorically. 

She shrugged.  “I walked.”  She circled around me. 
“Don’t I get a hug?” I asked.  Something you would have said. 
She rolled her eyes, smudged with black, and hugged me.   
We went inside, past the flimsy screen door.  I didn’t realize how 

cold it was until I got inside.  I worked my way out of my jacket and 
tossed it on Freud’s couch with the other coats. 

Freud was baked already, eyes puffy slits.  Bradley and Anita sat at 
a fold-out card table with a vinyl cover and aluminum legs in the middle 
of the cramped room.  There were three empty folding chairs for us.  A 
pipe and sheet of lined paper with brown marijuana on the table.  Brooke 
took a candle out of her backpack and set it solidly next to the 
marijuana.  It was nothing like the candle I found in her bed.  It was a 
blocky thing, marbled colors, orange and red wax.  It still showed the 
seams of the milk carton she made it in.  “The witching candle,” Brooke 
said. 

“So what do we do?” Bradley asked. 
“We carve Gabe’s name into it.  We light it.  We improvise from 

there.” 
I took out my pocket knife and offered it to Bradley.  “You want to 

do the honors?” 
He shook his head. 
I carved GABE ham-fisted into the bottom in block letters.  I had 
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to really dig in. 
Freud lit the pipe and took a drag, then lit the wick. 
“Someone should turn the lights out,” Brooke said. 
The candle didn’t generate much light. 
The pipe made its rounds in the dark.  I had never smoked from a 

pipe before, only your bong.  It clawed at my lungs, more harsh than the 
bong, and I coughed uncontrollably, clutching for a beer and drinking. 

“Should we join hands or something?” Anita asked. 
I held Bradley’s in my left, Brooke’s in my right.  Brooke gave me 

a squeeze.  The squeeze could have meant I’m sorry I’m such a bitch or 
it could have meant here goes nothing.   

She let go to take a hit.  I felt like I lost an anchor.  After she 
exhaled, she said, “Did you guys know Gabe and I were on shrooms at 
the Halloween party?  We’d been shrooming all day and were just 
coming down.  I was still totally freaked out.  I couldn’t even control 
myself, and everyone was crowding around us, it was like I was wearing 
a neon sign that said I’m shrooming.  It was too warm inside and too 
cold outside.  Gabe could tell that I was losing it, and he held me and 
said everything was going to be okay, that I was going to make it.  After 
he said that I was fine.  And then later he dumped me.”  She laughed, 
and covered her mouth. 

I took a hit from the pipe, hoping the marijuana would calm me 
down. 

“Don’t nigger-lip it,” Freud said, sitting back down between Anita 
and Brooke. 

“Watch it,” Bradley said. 
Freud winced.  “Sorry,” he said.  Even in the dim light I could tell 

he was blushing.  “It’s just how I was raised.” 
“We had an ulterior motive in arranging this,” Bradley said, his 

voice menacing. 
Freud gave Bradley a puzzled look. 
“What we think is this,” Bradley said.  “We think it’s your fault 

that Gabe’s dead, Freud.” 
Freud shrugged, spread his hands.  “It’s just as much my fault as 

anyone’s.” 
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“We think it’s more your fault.  What were you fighting about with 
him?” 

“Yeah,” I said, wanting to have more of a part in the interrogation 
but not knowing what to say. 

“What are you talking about?” 
“I’m talking about Gabe sucking your cock.  It wouldn’t be the 

first time a father figure took advantage of him.” 
Freud rolled his eyes.  “Don’t be ridiculous.”  He ran his fingers 

through his long, thinning hair. 
Anita put up her hands.  “Red light, guys.  Let’s all cool down.  

Freud said he was sorry about the n-word.” 
Brooke said, “Shut up, Anita.” 
Bradley gave me a ‘what now?’ look. 
I stood.  “I saw you in the gazebo.” 
“You saw me suck his cock?” 
“I saw that he was pissed off at you.” 
“Therefore I’m gay?” 
“I know what goes on in that Kerouac stuff you like.  It’s all about 

homos.  Just confess, and we’re done here.” 
“This is shit,” Freud said.  He got up and went to the bedroom. 
The bedroom where he keeps the Glock, I thought, suddenly 

scared.  I looked from Anita to Brooke to Bradley.  They were looking 
up at me.  “Maybe we should go?” I asked. 

Bradley read my mind.  “What’s he going to do, shoot us?”  
I sat down slowly. 
He didn’t come out with the gun.  He tossed the three pages on the 

table.  “There,” he said.   
I pulled the pages together and held them.  My hand was shaking. 
“I can’t believe I was trying to protect you,” Freud said. 
Bradley’s macho act fell apart.  “Read them aloud, I guess.” 
I imagined that I recognized the ragged edges of those sheets of 

paper, because I had seen their complement.  I laid them flat on the 
table, so the candle illuminated them.  In a way it was as if the candle 
was speaking. 

“You know what I realized?  I realized I’ve been hoping that 
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Calvin would save me.  Calvin, the good student.  Calvin, who doesn’t 

swear, smoke, or drink.  I hoped that one day he’d come up to me and 

say, ‘We gotta talk.  You’ve gotta straighten your act out.  Prove that 

your parents are wrong about you, that you’re not a hopeless case.’ And 

I’d say, ‘What about Avery?  How am I supposed to get over that?’ And 

he’d say, ‘Give me a break.  It’s not like you’re in a concentration camp 

or anything.’ He’d knock the cigarettes out of my hands, he’d take my 

flask and hide it, he’d force me to study math and help me figure out 

what the fuck a ‘limit’ or a ‘differential’ is.” 
I didn’t want to read anymore, afraid of what Freud was 

‘protecting’ me from.  I looked around at everyone. 
“Finish it,” Bradley said. 
I smoothed the pages again and took a breath. 
“And I guess I hoped that Calvin would turn out to be gay and 

we’d live happily ever after.” 
I didn’t expect this.  My mouth was dry as I tried to read the rest. 

“I went after Brooke so Calvin couldn’t have her.  I didn’t want her 

taking Calvin away from me, and the easiest way to stop her was to go 

after her myself.  I did love her, though.  I wasn’t in love but I loved her.  

I don’t believe in the whole ‘in love’ thing.  It’s so American.” 
Freud chuckled at that. 
“The only person I ever told about Avery was Calvin.  I was hoping 

he’d understand.  That he was like me.  But even if he wasn’t, I knew he 

wouldn’t tell anyone.  But I was wrong.  He fucking told Brooke.” 
This was where I was expecting it to go.  I stopped reading and 

stared at her.  She stared back for a moment, but then it was like she 
broke and couldn’t do it anymore, couldn’t be Brooke anymore.  She 
bowed her head and stared at her lap. 

“Bitch,” I said.  I’d never called anyone a bitch before.  The word 
was like a thunderclap. 

“Jesus, Calvin,” Bradley said.  “It’s not her fault.” 
“It’s my fault, that’s what you’re saying.” 
“Just finish reading it.” 
I crumpled the pages and threw them on the table.  Bradley took 

them and smoothed them and continued where I left off. 
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“No wonder he never saved me.  He doesn’t give a shit about me.  

He thinks I’m some kind of freak.  When we were at summer camp and 

he shit himself in his swim trunks and hid and I got a counselor to get 

him a clean pair nobody ever found out.  This is what I get.” 
The witching candle flickered.  Something came loose in me.  

“Beat the shit out of me, Bradley,” I said.  “Beat the fucking shit out of 
me.”  The swear words came out easily.   

I looked from face to face.  Everyone was looking at me with 
concern, which was the last thing I wanted. 

Then I was outside, somehow, running to the Honda Quaalude.  I 
was driving the Honda Quaalude.  Glad I was too stoned to drive, hoping 
for an accident.  I felt like I was choking.  I rolled down the window.  
The wind whipped my face.  I still felt like I was choking.   

I didn’t know where I was going.  I ended up in Lafayette.  I had 
trouble seeing the road.  I was driving about fifty on some twisty street 
that branched off of Upper Happy Valley Road; my tires lost traction 
around the turns.  Wall of earth and trees on the right, air on the left.  I 
was driving the same way you drove when you were pissed off. 

I did a turn around a hard right, drifting into the left lane, and 
stared into another car’s headlights.  My body reacted before my mind: I 
wrenched the wheel hard and the car spun, tires squealing.  My car faced 
the embankment when the wheels found traction again.  The Quaalude 
lunged into the dirt.  I was thrown forward.  My skull hit the windshield, 
making a spider web.  Should have worn a seat belt.  If it had been a left 
turn instead of a right I would have sailed down into the valley.  I would 
have joined you. 

“You maniac,” a woman’s voice yelled from the other car, stopped 
in the road.  “I’ve got kids in here.” 

I couldn’t see.  Blood in my eyes?  I put my hand to my head and it 
came away wet but it was tears, not blood.  I blinked.  There were kids 
in her car.  One girl, one boy, staring at me. 

“How would you feel if you killed them?” 
I laughed.  I don’t remember getting out of the car.  I waved her off 

and walked down the street.   
I was Tony Stark and the Ghost had shot down my hover car; I had 



 

172 
 

crash-landed in some hilly backwater.  I was injured.  Head injury.  
Couldn’t think straight.  Had visions of being a boy who killed his best 
friend.  I needed to find my armor and become Iron Man.  The armor 
would analyze my wounds and treat them.  I’d forget these delusions of 
being Calvin Hildebrandt.  I’d defeat the Ghost and return home and Jim 
Rhodey and I would have a beer.  Jim Rhodey’s my best friend.  He’s 
alive.  He’s a live person.  I’ve saved his life so many times. 

I started climbing up the embankment, through bushes and past 
trees.  I heard a car behind me. 

“Calvin!” someone shouted. 
I’m not Calvin I’m Tony Stark. 
“Calvin!” 
I turned and yelled, “I’m not Calvin!” 
It was all four of them.  Bradley, Anita, Brooke and Freud.  They 

came after me in Bradley’s suburban.  I didn’t even notice they were 
following me. 

Bradley scrambled up the hillside after me, put his hands on my 
shoulders, and led me back down the cliff. 

They drove me home.  Freud drove my dad’s car.  I had left the 
keys in the ignition.  It still ran. 

Anita held my head in her lap in the back seat.  Brooke sat in front. 
“Brooke,” I said.  “How come you don’t feel guilty?” 
“I feel guilty all the time,” she said. 
Bradley gave me a lecture while watching the road, tried to tell me 

it wasn’t my fault, that you were the one to blame, lots of people have 
problems with their friends and don’t kill themselves.  I tried to listen. 

When they dropped me off at my place he explained to my dad 
what happened.  He took me inside and sat me down and gave me hot 
chocolate which I didn’t drink. 

“You haven’t cried like this since mom died,” he said. 
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Part 3 
 
 
“Throw yourself in the water again so that I may a second time 

have the chance of saving both of us!” 

Albert Camus, translated by Justin O’Brien 
 
 

You people always hold onto old identities, old faces and masks, 

long after they’ve served their purpose.  But you’ve got to learn to throw 

things away eventually. 

Neil Gaiman 
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The last man on Earth sat alone in a room.   

That’s how a story by Frederic Brown begins. 
That’s how I felt.  Alone in my bedroom, in a quiet house on a 

quiet street.  A blue jay landed on a branch outside my window, cocked 
its head, and flew off.  I was on my bed, elbows on my knees, cold and 
naked; the bedcovers had slipped to the floor and I was going to retrieve 
them but somehow got lost on the way. 

I was the survivor of some kind of apocalypse, the Omega Man.   
The next line of Frederic Brown’s story is:  There was a knock on 

the door. 
The “knock on the door” in this scenario?  Our doorbell, the uh-oh, 

uh-oh.  Who could that be at this hour?  ‘This hour’ being two in the 
afternoon.  Probably a Jehovah’s Witness.  Ignore them and they’ll go 
away. 

The bell kept ringing; too persistent for a Jehovah’s Witness.  
Irrational hope:  it was the one person I wanted to see, the person I 
should never see again. 

I stood, back sore from that locked, tense position in the cold.  I 
put on sweats and a t-shirt and hunched up the stairs.   

My hope wasn’t irrational.  I let her in.  The last woman on Earth.  
Brooke. 

She looked at me for a moment, then stared at the beige carpet for 
a longer moment, then walked around me to dad’s liquor cabinet, which 
contained only Coke and Mountain Dew. 

“Doesn’t your dad have any alcohol?” she asked. 
I took it as an apology—for telling you, for being who she was—

and moved to hug her from behind.  She turned and blocked like we 
were Street Fighter. 

“You’re not that easy,” she said. 
I clinked ice from the wet bar and poured two tall glasses of 

Mountain Dew.  Handing her one, I said, “We killed him.” 
She looked at the fluorescent yellow liquid and made a face. 
“I’m so deeply in debt,” she said.  She kissed me. 
I tried to prolong the kiss but she broke away. 
“I’ll never be able to pay it off,” she said.  “I shouldn’t have 
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come.”  She headed for the door. 
“We’re back to our old selves,” I said.  “It’s as if last night didn’t 

happen.” 
“You can get used to anything,” she said, and opened the door. 
I followed her out.  Anita was getting out of her Volvo.  The three 

points of the triangle; me at the door, Brooke at the foot of the steps, and 
Anita on the driveway. 

“I thought you two hated each other now,” Anita called out. 
“If you want him, take him,” Brooke said, walking by her. 
“Will you make it home okay?” I asked, lamely. 
“I’m a big girl,” Brooke said. 
Anita seemed to find that funny. 
“I just wanted to see how you were doing,” she said, coming up the 

steps. 
“Give me another it’s not your fault lecture?” 
“If it will help.” 
I was about to give her a supercilious no, but I realized that would 

be a lie.  “It might,” I admitted, and stepped aside to let her in.  “Would 
you like some Mountain Dew?”  

 
 

She didn’t give me the lecture.  We talked, about ordinary, boring 
stuff.  What colleges I was going to apply to.  What classes she was 
going to take next year.  Which was the best movie of the Star Wars 
trilogy.  She admitted she was always jealous of us when we played 
Ultima, so I took her down to my room to show her.  She decided she 
wasn’t missing out on all that much. 

“You took the foil down,” she said. 
“Yeah.  Experiment’s over,” I said.  I explained the post-humanity 

thing. 
“I do experiments like that too,” she said.  “See how long I can go 

without sleep, without going to the bathroom.  Right now I’m seeing if I 
can maintain a 1200-calorie diet.  Gabe thought it was lame.  Called me 
a mama’s girl.” 

“Mama’s girl?” 
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“Because they’re scientists.” 
She looked past me at my posterless walls, seemed to be 

somewhere else.  “He was so pissed when he found out the lollipop 
thing was from Skinner.  He pulled the book out at the dinner table, read 
the part aloud about the kids wearing lollipops, then threw it down.  He 
was like, ‘What is this?  The Clockwork Orange family?’ “ 

“He got that from Avery,” I said. 
“So Bill made the mistake of quoting the same book.  ‘What is 

love, but the application of positive reinforcement?’“ 
“Good old Bill,” I said. 
“So Gabe was all, ‘Fuck that,’ and he stormed outside, went and 

lay down on the wet grass in the back yard.  Bill went out on the porch 
and yelled at him but Gabe didn’t listen.  Bill couldn’t touch him after 
that night.” 

Anita picked up the Rubik’s cube on my desk, and started messing 
it up.  “The funny thing is Gabe believed in the lollipop thing when we 
were kids.  This one time, we had a babysitter, and our babysitters were 
instructed in how the lollipop thing worked, right?  So I was sitting 
there, holding my lollipop and staring at it, right?  Totally fixated.  And 
Joan—the babysitter, she was our favorite—was like, ‘Oh, just eat it.  
I’ll get you another one before your parents come home.’ And Gabe told 
on her.  Our parents never hired her again.” 

A side of you I never saw.  “Gabe narced?” I asked. 
“Can you believe it?” 
I took the cube from her and started solving it.  “He changed a lot 

in a few years.” 
“You’ve changed a lot in a few days.” 
“I guess.” 
“After Picasso’s friend committed suicide, Picasso entered his 

‘blue period.’  It’s considered his first individual mark on the world of 
painting.” 

I looked up from the cube, one side solved.  “Where do you learn 
stuff like that?” 

“Bill and Janet dragged me and Gabe on a lot of family vacations.  
They came close to getting a divorce every time.  And I thought 
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vacations were supposed to be fun.  I don’t want to leave California ever 
again.” 

“I know what you mean.  My dad took me to one of his math 
conferences in Switzerland once.  He made me go around looking at all 
these old buildings.  Castles are lame in real life.  I couldn’t wait to go 
home.” 

She took the cube from me, only half solved.  “This is nice.  We 
should talk like this more often.” 

I don’t know why I said it.  I guess it was because we were so 
relaxed my guard was down.  Or maybe Brooke had infected my brain.  
I said, “I’m still not going to have sex with you, you know.” 

I never want to see that look on her face again.  She slid upstairs 
and out of the house like a ghost.  I ran after her, saying, “I didn’t mean 
it! I’m sorry! I was just kidding!”  But she was gone. 

 
 

I waited for an hour.  Enough time for either Brooke or Anita to 
get back home.  So I could call them.  I picked up the phone.  I listened 
to the dial tone, wondering who to call and what to say.  I chickened out 
and hung up.   

 
 

I went back to being my old self, the one who avoids people.  I told 
my dad I needed some time away and he took me out to Lake Tahoe, 
rented a cabin, and we did some nature stuff—went hiking, tried to learn 
to fish—but mostly we stayed inside and read.  When we came back to 
civilization I went back to school but I didn’t care.  I barely managed to 
pass my classes, C’s and D’s. 

Anita still drove me to school—I don’t think either of us wanted to 
explain to our parents what was going on between us—but we never 
spoke beyond, “Hello,” and “See you tomorrow.”  I dropped the 
Berkeley math class. 

I stopped using ChatNet.  I threw out my Iron Man poster. 
I got a reply back from the New Yorker about your story.  It didn’t 

suit their needs at the present time. 
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Freud shook me out of it.  He had a bad seizure.  I didn’t even 
know he was epileptic.  I never realized what that MedicAlert bracelet 
was for.  It’s illegal for him to drive that car of his.  This seizure, he 
repeatedly banged his head against the sidewalk and ended up in John 
Muir Hospital. 

He didn’t want any ChatNetters to know about it.  We wouldn’t 
have, except Anita had been trying to get in touch with him to find out 
why it was down and to score amphetamines, and she looked his mom 
up in the phone book. 

And then she called me.  “Do you want to go visit him at the 
hospital?” 

I didn’t know why she was calling.  I thought she hated me.  But I 
didn’t want to spoil it.  “Yeah,” I said 

 
 

He had bandages on his head and a stack of Psychology Today and 
Penthouse by the side of the bed.  He was embarrassed that we found out 
about his epilepsy.  I asked him why he wanted to keep it such a big 
secret and he said he hated people who talked about their disabilities in 
order to get attention. 

I apologized to him for all the crap I put him through, for blaming 
him.  He waved it off. 

“You want to know what Gabe and I were really fighting about?” 
he asked me.  “It was the speed.  He didn’t think I should be dealing it.  
He only approved of hippie drugs.” 

“Should you be taking speed, even?” Anita asked. 
“I’m going to stop,” he said.  “I don’t know how it happened but 

I’m somehow an influence on young people.” 
Anita didn’t say anything.  If he stopped doing speed that would 

mean Anita wouldn’t have a source anymore. 
“I need to set a better example.” 
When Anita drove me home, I told her, “Thank you for this.  This 

is going to sound strange, but I’d forgotten people.” 



 

180 
 

“You forget them a lot, don’t you?” she said. 
“You want to, I don’t know, see a movie or something?” 
She seemed to consider it for a moment, but said, “So you can 

insult me again?” 
I didn’t know what to say.  The drive home was silent. 

 
 

Christmas came and went.  Kurt AKA Anthrax threw a New 
Year’s party and it was the first ChatNet social event I went to since the 
ice blocking thing.  So much for mandatory fun.  Brooke, Anita, 
Bradley, Freud and I ended up in Kurt’s basement, playing the Star Trek 
drinking game while the real party went on above our heads.  Brooke 
and Anita were both distant, Brooke because I was after her and Anita 
because I wasn’t.  The episode was “City on the Edge of Forever”, the 
one where Kirk has to kill Joan Collins to save the past from Hitler, all 
on Kurt’s crappy old eighteen inch television.  I played Spock, and 
thought about how that used to be your handle, back before you started 
drinking.  You gave up on Spock.  I thought maybe I should do the 
same. 

That’s when Freud suggested the camping trip.  “I went with Gabe 
a couple times,” he said.  “When it warms up we should go.” 

 
 

He took the four of us to Sykes Hot Springs.  We made a whole 
production out of the trip, going to REI and buying backpacks and 
camping gear, all the time Freud cautioning us to pack light, it’s a ten 
mile hike in and mostly uphill.  We did the six-hour drive to Big Sur in 
the evening and parked in a dirt lot near a half dozen Winnebagos.  We 
laid our sleeping bags out in the dirt and tried to sleep.  The dirt was 
surprisingly hard and the lightweight mattress pads seemed to do 
nothing against the earth.  Trees blocked off our view of half the sky.  
The half we could see was clear and there were more stars than you ever 
see at home.  We’d brought three tents but it didn’t look like we’d be 
needing them. 

The day was barely light, just a crack of blue at the edge of the 
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black sky, when an                                                                                                                                          
SUV pulled into the same dirt lot and woke us all up.  Half a dozen cub 
scouts and their scoutmaster got out of the vehicle and started shouting 
and rough-housing and calling each other boner. 

Bradley groaned.  “We wanted to get up bright and early anyway,” 
he said. 

“Not this bright and early,” Freud said. 
We got dressed, put on our packs and started hiking.  One of the 

Winnebago families had built a campfire and we could smell roasting 
Spam as we passed.  We moved up the trail and the smell was replaced 
with pine.   

“When do we get to take a break and start drinking some of that 
peppermint schnapps?” Bradley asked. 

“At the river,” Freud said.  “It’s hours off.” 
As the climb got steeper we quit talking.  Our backpacks creaked 

and wind rushed through the trees.  The cub scouts passed us and an 
hour later we passed them.  We arrived at the river and sat on a fallen 
tree and ate trail mix and fruit and passed around the schnapps. 

The goal was to be done with the steep part of the climb before the 
day got too hot.  We failed.  Even though we were shrouded by trees the 
sweat poured off us. 

Late in the afternoon, I found myself alone on the trail with 
Brooke.  Anita and Bradley were out of sight ahead of us; Freud was to 
the rear. 

“I was lonely in my sleeping bag last night,” Brooke said, out of 
nowhere. 

I stared at her.  “What are you saying?” 
She shrugged.  “I was horny.  That’s all.” 
I didn’t respond, but my epinephrine started pumping.  Let her 

break my heart again. 
We made it to the big river in the mid-afternoon, switched from 

hiking boots to tennis shoes, and waded through the icy water.  It soaked 
through my shoes instantly, numbing my feet. 

The first spring we passed was only big enough for the two naked 
women who were already sharing it.  I tried not to stare but failed.  Anita 
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put her hand over my eyes.  Further along was a much larger spring, the 
size of a hot tub, also occupied by two naked women.  Freud 
immediately took off his pack and his puddle-crawlers and stuck his feet 
into the water. 

“Hi,” he said to the women. 
They smiled uncomfortably. 
Anita and Bradley and Brooke followed Freud’s lead and dunked 

their feet in the hot tub too.  I felt like we were being rude, like either we 
should all be naked or we should let these women use their hot springs 
in peace, but I succumbed to peer pressure and dunked my feet in too.  I 
wiggled my toes in the mud at the bottom.  The sulfur odor was very 
strong.  Rotten eggs. 

Freud talked to the women.  They were UC Santa Cruz students 
taking an “Appreciation of Nature” course.  They said it was a total 
scam.  “Fifteen credits for going hiking and stuff.” 

“Why don’t you take your clothes off and get in?” the red-headed 
one said. 

Freud thought that was a good idea and he started stripping down.   
“We should go find a campsite,” Brooke said. 
We left him there with the women and found a campsite close to 

the river.  “The last thing I want is to see Freud naked or vice-versa,” 
Brooke said. 

The river spoke in gibberish to whoever wanted to listen. 
After we set up camp a naked Freud came bounding through the 

woods like a madman, flapping, and made a graceful shallow dive into 
the stream.  He surfaced with a whoop.  “You guys got to try this,” he 
said.  “It doesn’t feel cold at all.” 

Brooke covered her eyes.  “I saw his package,” she said.  “Is it safe 
to look?” 

We put on bathing suits.  Freud put on his, too, thankfully.  We 
went back to the hot spring to soak.  The Santa Cruz women were gone 
but there were two cub scouts and their scout master. 

“You should have seen Gabe the last time we were here,” Freud 
said to me.  “He was like some kind of nature god.  Sunbathing naked.  I 
told him he was going to sunburn his cock but he didn’t.” 
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“Time to go back to camp,” the scout master said. 
After they left, Freud said, “I thought we’d never get rid of them.” 
After a good long soak it started to get dark and we dried off and 

made a campfire.  We cooked ramen and Spam.  Freud took out a small 
wooden pipe and a plastic baggie of marijuana and passed it around.  
Even Bradley smoked some. 

“Too bad Gabe’s not here,” Freud said. 
“In a way, he is here,” I said. 
“It’s nice to think so,” Anita said. 
“I’m serious.”  I rummaged around in my backpack and pulled out 

my own plastic baggie.  “I brought some of his ashes.” 
Bradley flinched.  Anita said, “Where’d you get that?” 
“That night your dad caught me in the kitchen,” I said. 
“What the hell did you bring it along for?” Freud asked. 
“I wanted him with us.” 
“That’s not him,” Bradley said.  “That’s just some ashes.  He’s 

gone.” 
“I know that.  It’s just a symbol,” I said. 
“I think it’s kind of cool,” Brooke said. 
“You would,” Anita said. 
“Okay, put Gabe away now,” Freud said. 
“I think we should smoke him,” I said. 
“What?” Bradley asked. 
“You guys read Stranger in A Strange Land?  Remember when 

they eat Michael in the end?” 
Bradley said, “That’s—um—fiction,” but Freud was nodding. 
“It can’t hurt,” Brooke said.  “It’s just ashes.” 
“Who knows?  Maybe it will impart some of Gabe’s sprit into us,” 

Freud said.  “I’m up for it.” 
“Me too,” Anita said, surprising me. 
Bradley looked from one of us to the next.  “Okay, whatever.”  He 

sighed. 
I handed the baggie to Freud.  “You do the honors.”  He mixed you 

with the pot, and we passed the pipe around again.  I felt it all the way 
down to my toes. 
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I knew that your ashes were inert, that what’s left over from 
cremation wasn’t going to burn anymore.  It’s the symbolism. 

I realized that Brooke was crying. 
“That’s good pot,” she said, and started crying harder. 
Freud’s eyes were shining in the light of the campfire. 
“I’m so tired of feeling guilty,” she said. 
“I know what you mean,” Freud and Bradley both said at the same 

time.  Anita nodded. 
I knew what she meant, too.  And I realized I didn’t want any of 

them to feel guilty anymore.  They didn’t deserve to feel guilty. 
 
 

Later that night we got into our sleeping bags and told sick jokes:  
“What has two legs and bleeds?” Freud asked.  “Half a cat.” 

“Okay, so there’s two guys butt-fucking a crocodile in the back of 
a VW bus,” Bradley said. 

“Shut up,” Anita said. 
After Freud started snoring I got out of my sleeping bag. 
“What are you doing?” Anita asked. 
“One last goodbye to Gabe,” I said. 
She rolled around in her sleeping bag to get a better look at me.  I 

couldn’t read her expression, but I thought she could tell I wanted to be 
alone. 

The moon was three quarters full so I could find my way around 
among the trees.  I took the pipe we smoked you in and the plastic bag 
with the rest of your ashes and brought them down to a long flat rock 
that jutted out on the river.  I took my clothes off.  According to Freud, 
you had sunbathed naked on this very rock.  I lay down on it and tried to 
imagine being you. 

It was too cold.  I stood up again and took the pipe in one hand and 
the plastic bag in the other and I upended them both over the river.  Your 
ashes sifted out like smoke.  There must have been a slight breeze 
because they blew toward me, dusting my body.  I could taste it. 

I set the pipe and the baggie back down on the rock, took a deep 
breath, and dove into the stream. 
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I thought that washing you off was going to be my last goodbye, 
that I was going to emerge from the water cured, but when I crawled up 
on the shore, grazing my knees on the slippery rocks, I felt the same.  
The same old thought came circling into my head as I put my clothes on 
and they absorbed the water away from my body, as I walked back up 
the hill to the smoldering campfire, my clothes squelching.  The thought 
that I killed you, and no baptism in melted snow was going to redeem 
me.  The thought that we loved each other but I ruined it.   

I couldn’t handle it.  I didn’t want to return to my sleeping bag 
alone. 

Back on the trail, Brooke implied I’d be welcome in hers.  I 
imagined joining her.  I imagined her changing her mind yet again. 

Then I realized I didn’t want to join Brooke.  I wanted something 
else.  I felt a moment of happiness—I am cured, I thought.  I lay down 
next to Anita in the dim light of the smoldering campfire. 

“Calvin?” she whispered.  “What are you doing?  You’re all wet.” 
I clumsily put my arms around her, like some dumb newborn 

animal floundering for warmth.  She pushed me away. 
“What am I?” she asked.  “Some kind of consolation prize?” 
“No,” I said.  “You’re the right girl.  I just didn’t realize until now.  

I’m sorry.  I was an idiot.” 
“You expect me to fall for that?  After what you put me through?” 
“I’ll make it up to you.  I’ll beg,” I stammered, still trying to hug 

her.  She kept struggling, and I kept talking, realizing each statement 
was true almost at the same time I said it.  “You’re beautiful,” I said.  
“And warm.  And you understand me.  And you’re smart.” 

“Stop,” she said.  “It was a rhetorical question.” 
She kissed me. 
We made out.  I didn’t rebuke myself.  I didn’t think she was too 

much like you, and I didn’t think about Brooke.  I relaxed and gave 
myself up to it.  I was happy.  I was also very tired.  The necking turned 
into a hug; the hug turned into sleep.  In my dream, Anita and I were 
driving on twisty mountain roads.  You weren’t in it. 
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