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For Beth, the “you” in my love story.


        —S.B.



        

		


“Love is friendship set afire.”

		

        —JEREMY TAYLOR

		

        “Here comes Dick, he’s wearin’ a skirt.

        Here comes Jane,

        ya know she’s sportin’ a chain.”

		

        —“ANDROGYNOUS,” THE REPLACEMENTS

        

        
		

(The Mural)

On the corner of Franklin and India streets in Green-point, Brooklyn, is the north wall of Fish’s bar. If you stand across India from Fish’s, you get the best view of the mural, twenty feet high and thirty feet wide. It hasn’t been there long, and in this part of the neighborhood it doesn’t get much attention. Even folks going to Fish’s bar don’t notice, because they usually walk up from Williamsburg to the south, or along Greenpoint Avenue down from Manhattan Avenue and its bus and subway lines. Those who do see it, stare at it from the launderette across the street instead of watching the clothes go round.

        It spans day and night, with the sun rising way to the left—out of a blast of yellows and golds and reds—and the moon and stars blossoming at the right, all indigo and silver and purple and deep, deep black. In between the beginning and the end is our Brooklyn—mine and Felix’s—with its blocks and bridges and bottles. Beautiful. Right in the center is the warehouse, looming over the river, stout and ancient. Above it all are our mothers and fathers: the skyscrapers and dazzling glass across the river, holding back while looking down over us, an air of protection (imaginary) and authority (meaningless). And then there’s Felix—blink and you’ll miss him—walking into the night, with his head low and swinging, and his eyes closed.

        On the sidewalk under his loping right foot is written 1986–2005, and beneath that, the signature: KID.

        


Scout

“What about you?”

        I asked you that question for the first time on the morning I found you, sitting against the dropped gate of Fish’s bar. The sun wasn’t even up, and my feet were sore from wandering all night with my bag on my back, looking for nothing but too excited to sleep and unwilling to stay in one place.

        You probably don’t remember it like I do.

        “Are you waiting for Fish?” I said. You didn’t even look up from under your dark black bangs, so I kicked your foot gently. “If you’re waiting for Fish, she won’t be here for like seven hours.”

        Then you looked up. I didn’t notice that your ears stick out, just a little, so you look like a pixie sometimes, or an elf. I didn’t notice that the corners of your mouth always seem like they’re trying to smile, while the rest of your mouth wants to pout. I didn’t notice the little bump on your nose, near the bridge but slightly to the right—the bump I’d trace with my finger over and over, not soon enough. I didn’t notice your long hands and rough fingertips, or the dozens—is it hundreds?—of bracelets on your left wrist, made of busted guitar strings.

        I noticed your eyes, because they looked wet; maybe it was a trick of the light—the fluorescent and neon lights falling over your face from the bodega next door. But I didn’t think about neon or fluorescence, not then. I didn’t think about love, and I didn’t see right down to your heart. But I must have stared—did I?—because there was your spirit, right there before me, and when you found my eyes I knew I’d pulled that spirit back from someplace amazing, not Greenpoint, not the summer sidewalk in front of Fish’s bar, smelling of old alcohol and piss.

        But it must have been a trick of the light, because when you stood up, you were smiling, and your bright eyes looked alive and right there, with me, on Franklin Avenue in Brooklyn, New York, Earth.

        You didn’t answer me, not directly. Instead you reached into the back pocket of your jeans and pulled out a slip of paper and held it out to me. “I’m looking for Felix.”

        I took the flyer. I’d seen it a hundred times. I was there with Felix when he’d made them. That they were still out in the world ... It felt like forever ago.

        
		DUO LOOKING FOR MORE. PLAY ANYTHING, BUT  BE AMAZING, BECAUSE WE ARE. COME TO FISH’S ON FRANKLIN ANY TIME AND ASK FOR FELIX.

        

		“Felix is gone,” I said. I crumpled the flyer to hide the shaking in my hand and tossed it into the street. “If you want to join a band, I’m all that’s left of that project.”

        “What do you do?”

        You looked confused, or maybe you didn’t believe me. You made me distrust myself, and I looked at my feet, then swung my bag off and pulled out my sticks as evidence. “Drums.”

        With a little willpower I got my chin to rise and looked at your face. Your eyes were leaving again, going wherever they’d been, so I tried to hold them there. “I can let us in,” I said. “If you want.”

        “Is there a band?”

        I noticed for the first time the gig bag leaning against Fish’s dropped gate and shrugged. “There can be,” I said. “I mean, we can make one. Anyone can make one.”

        You didn’t say anything, just picked up that gig bag, so I dug around in my backpack again and found my key ring to let us into the cellar. When I swung open the gate in the sidewalk, you looked down the steps into the darkness.

        “Down there?”

        “It’s just a practice space,” I said, heading down. I found the dangling chain to turn on the naked bulb. “It’s nothing fancy. I sleep here most nights.”

        “I don’t think I want to go down there. I don’t like being cooped up like that.”

        I stood at the bottom of the steps, rolling my eyes up at you. “It’s barely seven steps down. And hey, we can open the back doors to the garden if you want.”

        You shouldered your bag and took two steps down, then ducked a little to get a look. It was nothing impressive, of course. I mean, Felix’s Christmas lights were still up; if he hadn’t come back for three amps and a drum set, he wasn’t coming back for Christmas lights. They gave the place a certain charm. I figured I’d plug those in for the full show, and you jumped a little. I admit I laughed.

        “Come on,” I said, unplugging the lights, then I reached out my hand with a sigh, like you might need help with the steps.

        You took my hand and another step. From there I guess you spotted the ratty couch and the back door and windows. They must have made you feel safe. Or maybe I had. I felt your fingers close over my hand, tightly, and then you came all the way down.

        “You can put that down if you want to,” I said. “What’s your name?” I went to the back, toward the garden door.

        “Scout.” You laid your gig bag down on the couch but didn’t sit down yourself. “Can we open that door? For some air?”

        I nodded and laughed a little, then opened the heavy bolt and swung the back door open. You followed me as I stepped out into the garden. I sat down on a cast-iron chair, part of Fish’s patio set, and lit a cigarette. “The sun’s starting to come up,” I said, gazing over the buildings behind Fish’s place, “from way out at the tip of Long Island. The east end is where the sun comes up. It goes down in New Jersey.” That’s what Felix told me.

        A little panic started rising in my chest, so I took a long drag and exhaled it slowly and coolly into the east.

        You sat opposite me, just staring at me for a while. I could feel your eyes on me. When I faced you, you turned and looked at the sunrise. I guess I must have sounded pretty crazy to you just then.

        “So, who are you?” you finally said.

        “I’m the drummer,” I said. “I help out Fish at the bar upstairs when she lets me. I haven’t seen my parents in about nine months, but I still go to school for most of the day. Or I did until last week; school’s out. I’m also the genius who painted the mural on the side of the bar.”

        “I saw it,” you said. “Where do you live?”

        “Right here, like I said. Lately.”

        “What’s your name?”

        “Everyone calls me Kid,” I said. I don’t even look my sixteen years. “As in ‘Billy the.’”

        “Is your name really Billy?”

        “My name is really Kid.” I clenched my teeth. “Okay?”

        You nodded. “Do you want to play something?”

        “Fish would kill us if I started drumming at this hour. Her neighbors are terrible people. They’d have the cops here in no time, and I’m not exactly old enough to be hanging around a bar.” I found a scratch in the center of our little patio set and picked at the paint with my chewed-down fingernail. “What about you?”

        You looked at my finger as it worked. “Are you asking my age?”

        “Why are you here? Where are you from? What’s your story?” I prodded.

        “It’s summer, isn’t it?” you asked, and I nodded. “Then it’s summer, and none of that matters. For now, I’m whoever I want to be.”

        I looked up from the table for a minute and into your eyes, saw myself in them, but you seemed to be sliding off again. Your chin went up and your eyes let out for the horizon.

        “I need sleep,” I said, getting up and stamping out my cigarette in the ashtray on the table. “I’ve been walking all night just to hit that couch. You’ve already interrupted my schedule. I should be fifteen minutes into Sleep Town by now.”

        “Well, do you mind if I plug in?” You jumped up and went in ahead of me. I caught how your jeans sat halfway down your ass, and your long shirt, tucked in, didn’t hide how slim you were, almost skinny—hungry. If not for the studded belt holding up those jeans they’d have been around your ankles.

        “I’ll keep it very low. I can play you to sleep.”

        I didn’t even answer, but you pulled the gig bag off the couch and I took its place. As I closed my eyes and let myself slip away, I heard one of Felix’s old amps crackle to life, and then crackle again as you plugged in. You strummed and tuned and strummed again.

        The tone was like honey, better than anything Felix had ever gotten out of that amp, and your voice was more delicious still—warm and sweet, but there was a darkness in it, and it showed me all those places I’d seen in your eyes. Your song crept over me as I drifted, the room spinning ever so slightly, and I rolled onto my side and pulled up my knees, facing the back of the couch, and put my hands up together by my chin, like your music was a blanket I could gather around me.

        


School's out

We never talked about where you planned to stay. That first night—I guess it was morning already, really, when I met you—I don’t even know if you slept. I woke up still on the couch, but my arm wasn’t under my head, going numb pressed against my ear, like usual. Instead your lap was there, and your hand was in my hair, like I was the family dog, and when I rolled onto my back and the side of my face pressed against your belly, your wide-open eyes shined back at me.

        I sat up and quickly got on my feet. “What are you doing?”

        “Nothing,” you said, letting your hands fall onto your thighs. “I wasn’t sleepy, so I just sat down and...”

        I took a step out into the garden, grabbing a cigarette on the way. “Don’t get the idea we have some connection now, okay?” I said over my shoulder. “You showed up with a stupid flyer I made a year ago. That doesn’t mean you get to pet my head and act all lovey-dovey, okay? It’s meaningless.”

        I lit my cigarette and let the smoke roll between my lips and up my face, up the side of the building, past the fire escapes and along the windows on the second and third floors, over the roof, toward the river.

        “Got it,” you said, and I heard the amp pop as you switched it on. “No connection. Meaningless.”

        You started playing, and I told myself the music I remembered as beautiful—ethereal—last night wasn’t special. I’d just been tired, riding a little drunkenness. But that was a lie, because I was already feeling my chest about to burst, so I took another desperate drag before pulling the garden door closed and sitting down.

        ...

        I burst in through the back door of the bar the moment Fish opened the latch. It wasn’t even eleven.

        “Is everyone getting an early start this morning?” she said, and I smiled and threw my arms around her neck and wrapped my legs around her hips. She’s a goddamn Amazon, and I’m scrawny as hell, so that’s no trick. “Nice to see you too.”

        “School’s out!” I shouted next to her ear, then spotted Konny walking toward us through the otherwise empty bar. “Think Jonny’ll show up this morning?”

        Fish smiled and I released her from my hug to meet Konny halfway.

        “I hope so,” Fish said. She switched on the jukebox. “I could use the extra income right about now.”

        Konny and me sat in a booth near the front window and a few moments later a pair of Cokes showed up on the table.

        Fish wouldn’t ever serve us drinks, of course, outside of Cokes. Coke is fucking delicious, especially on hot summer days like those, and Fish’s fountain Coke is the best I’ve ever had. If you need it flat and fast, it is. But if you’re sipping and relaxing for hours at the booth past the stage, it pops and fizzes every time.

        “Thanks, Fish.”

        “Mmhm,” she said, and sat down next to Konny. The two of them sitting there could have been related, with their so-black-it’s-blue comic-book hair and tattered black leather and lace. “The cellar was wide open when I showed up, Kid. How about that?”

        “Oops, sorry,” I said. I leaned forward and took a sip from my Coke. “Someone showed up last night—or this morning, I guess—with a flyer, one of the ones we made up last summer.”

        “Felix’s?” Fish asked. Konny turned to look out the window, and I nodded.

        “So what happened?”

        I shrugged. “Nothing. I came up here to say hi and got sucked in. You know how it is.”

        “You left a total stranger down there alone?” Fish asked. Konny laughed. “With all that equipment?”

        “I don’t think Felix will mind,” I said, then I took my turn looking out the window. Fish got up and went behind the bar when a couple of hipsters came in, probably looking for Bloody Marys or mimosas or some other morning drink. Konny took advantage to slip a flask from her huge bag and happy up our Cokes a little.

        We hung out in the window like that through most of the afternoon. At three, Fish ordered a pie from Danny’s pizza place down Manhattan Avenue. When it arrived, Fish paid for it and dropped it on our table. Our jaws must have fallen open.

        “You’re both going to help out tonight, isn’t that right?” she said with a smirk, her hand flat on the top of the pizza box, preventing us from digging right in.

        She meant after closing: crating up empties, sweeping up, mopping the bathrooms. Konny and I nodded stupidly and Fish smiled, then let us open the box as she grabbed our empties. “I’ll get you two another couple of Cokes.”

        ...

        My stomach was full and my head was down when someone stepped up to our booth. I saw black jeans and checkered Vans but didn’t lift my head. Konny didn’t feel tactful; she never does: “Who the fuck are you?”

        “I’m Scout.”

        Your name and voice made my chest sink for an instant, and I lifted my head. “What are you doing here?” I felt like I had to cover you with a sheet, pull you into a closet, lock you away.

        You looked at Konny, then back at me. Konny and me get that type of glance a lot, people wondering what we mean to each other, so I rolled my eyes.

        “We talked about starting a band,” you said, glancing back at Konny. She was busy smirking at me, no doubt wondering if you were mine, and how soon she could get your pants off. The idea of you becoming another notch on her belt bothered me more than it should have.

        “Are you around all summer?” Konny said. She slid deeper into the booth to make room for you, but you nodded and didn’t sit.

        “You want to play, huh?” I said. I got up from the booth and grabbed your wrist. “Let’s go, then. See you, Konny.”

        I pulled you through Fish’s place to the back door, past the bar, past the jukebox, past the quarters pool table. Konny shouted after us through a smile, “Awwww!” Two drinkers were leaning just outside the door to the garden, so I shouldered through them, pulling you along, and jerked you down the four steps into the cellar, then went to close the door behind us. I remembered early that morning, your fear of being enclosed, and left it open so you could breathe. Though why you thought breathing Green-point’s air was any better than breathing in our own steam and CO2, re-circulating in the basement, was beyond me.

        Your old Jazzmaster was hanging from your neck and shoulder before I could even find two sticks unsplintered enough to bother with. The amp thumped into life, then the PA, and the tubes got warm, and then the room did as your music and voice filled it up. I wanted to jump up from Felix’s beat-up kit to pull closed that garden door, to keep your song inside the cellar with us, where those smoking and drinking hipsters couldn’t hear it.

        We were playing, that first time we played, and it already came naturally. You’d start strumming, and you’d look up at me just as you began to sing, not close enough to the mic for your voice to sound full, but near enough so I couldn’t see your lips. I only had to listen for a few moments, a measure or two, a phrase, a chorus, one lilt of the melody, and I’d be playing along. It wasn’t just the music, either; our bodies’ rhythms fell into step together, marched along with your melodies and my beats, and we never fell away, never took a break. Even between songs, the rhythm went on, in my heartbeat and the blinks of your eyes and the tapping of your foot. When you perched on the arm of the couch and laid your guitar on your knee, I put down my sticks and lay down beside you, to just listen and watch. But the rhythm still went on.

        ...

        “You know,” I said, back behind the kit, as you bent over your gig bag to zip away your guitar, one hand awkwardly on your belt, “you could probably stay here again, if you need a place to stay.”

        You turned and smiled, and reminded me of myself last summer: eager and afraid. “If it’s okay with you, that would be great.”

        “I’ll ask Fish,” I said, getting up. You followed me out the back door and quickly into the bar. I stopped short. “Jonny!”

        But he wasn’t smiling. There was his gorgeous Jonny face and blond cropped hair, with that shock of pink, brighter than I remembered it, right up in front, catching the light from the beer lamp that hung over the pool table. But where was his openmouthed smile? Where were his wide-open arms, inviting me inside?

        Instead, his head was shaking, and he was pushing me back, back into the garden, out of the bar. He hardly glanced at you, and something had to be wrong.

        “Hold on,” came a stern voice from behind him. Jonny’s head dropped and he stepped to one side. Two men in pants and jackets—cops—stood with Fish near the front booth. All three were watching me and you. The older one asked, “Is one of you known as ‘Kid’?”

        I looked at Jonny, but he didn’t look back. He just dropped his butt onto the edge of the pool table, then both his palms, like a disappointed teacher on his big wooden desk, and let out a slow sigh.

        “I’m Kid,” I said, stepping through the door.

        “How old are you?” one of the cops said. Who cares which.

        I glanced at Jonny, but his eyes were on the tiled floor, so I looked for Fish. She was angry, practically snarling. “Just keep your mouth shut, Kid,” she called out to me.

        “I’d advise you to keep your mouth shut,” the cop said, barely glancing at Fish. “If this one’s legal, I’m J. Edgar fucking Hoover.”

        “Come here, Kid,” the other cop said, I think. That one might have been smiling, like the “good cop.” But there’s no such thing as a good cop when you’ve lived in the warehouse, so who cares, like I said.

        Still, I walked over there, keeping my head up best as I could. My bag was over my right shoulder, and I gripped the strap with my left hand, so my forearm cut across my chest.

        “I’m sixteen,” I said when I reached them. “I told her I was twenty-one. She didn’t know I was underage.”

        “Don’t worry about that,” the good cop said. “We want to talk to you about the warehouse fire.”

        “You know about the warehouse fire?” the other cop said. He had a shaved head and sunglasses hanging off his shirt pocket. I looked past them out the front door. Their car was there, double parked.

        I nodded quickly. “Yes.”

        “Kid, don’t say anything,” Fish said. “Call your parents.”

        “From what we hear, you don’t talk to your parents much. Is that right, Kid?” the bald one asked. They might have both been bald, or close to it.

        I shrugged. “Not much, no. So?”

        “How long did you live at the warehouse?” one of the cops asked.

        I tried to look in his eyes to answer, but mine were getting dry. I blinked a few times. “Not even a year,” I finally said. “Maybe ten months.”

        “Do you smoke, Kid?”

        It was the other cop again. Were there three of them? I turned my head, but all the cops were looking at me and I wasn’t sure who spoke. My hand went to my pocket, where a soft pack made a rectangular bulge.

        “I...”

        “Where were you on the morning of May second of this year?”

        “I don’t know.”

        “You don’t know?”

        “Do you remember the fire at the warehouse, down off Water Street?” another cop asked. I turned to him. “That fire was in the middle of the night of May first. The very early morning of May second. Where were you?”

        I finally let my head drop and looked at the floor. The tiles were cracked where they met the bar. Several stools still hadn’t been used that afternoon, with two of their legs still tucked over the foot rail.

        I thought back to that morning. The smell of smoke, nothing unusual: it comes and goes with the breeze in Greenpoint. But it was acrid. Burning tires, gasoline. It fell around me like two gloved hands around my throat. It burned my eyes, and left them parched, so I cried without tears, wanting to run and grab Felix by the wrist, to pull him off the couch, take him with me. But of course he was long gone, and I was alone, with cigarette butts and empty bottles of vodka. Wrappers from the Burger King at the corner of Greenpoint and Manhattan. Empty white paper bags from Danny’s Pizza. Soon they’d all burn, just so much fuel. I stood for a minute as the smoke billowed around me. The easiest thing would be to take it in. I’d been practicing, hadn’t I? All those cigarettes. I was ready for the big leagues. Just breathe it in ... just breathe it in....

        “If you won’t talk here, we can take you down to the station,” a cop said. I snapped out of my flashback, just a little. “We’ll call your parents, the whole deal. Is that what you want?”

        “This is over.” It was Fish. I felt her hand on my wrist and looked up. An arm fell around my shoulders. “Unless you plan to make an arrest?”

        One of the cops smiled. He pulled a phone from his pocket and stepped away from us. The other pulled out his handcuffs.

        “Are you serious?” Fish said.

        “Put your hands in front of you,” the cop said to me, so I did. He put the cuffs on me, more gently than I thought he would.

        The other cop came back. He smiled at Fish, then slammed an open hand on the bar three times. “This bar is closed,” he shouted, smiling big, like he was making last call, “by order of the New York Police Department. Everyone out, right now.”

        I looked at Fish, hoping she would look back, hoping she’d forgive me. She’d had plenty of trouble from the police in the short time I’d known her, and this incident would be a point against my presence here, I knew.

        “Shit,” was all she said.

        Jonny came up beside us. “I can be down there in thirty minutes, Kid. If you need bail. I’ll come down, just in case. Okay?”

        I shook my head. “Don’t.” I looked back through the bar, at the door to the garden, but you were gone.

        One cop took me by the arm, right on my bicep. His grip was hard and I wondered if he knew a special way to inflict pain without leaving a bruise. I assumed he did and tried not to squirm. His partner pushed open the front door and I was led through. It had started to rain, just a little. The raindrops were better spaced than a downpour, and smaller. One of the cops guided me into the backseat and closed the door behind me. There was no cage between me and the front seats, like I would have thought. Soon both front doors opened and closed and the car started. I looked to my right and saw you, standing under the awning of the bodega at the corner—red with that yellow trim, littered with tiny lightbulbs and “grocery,” “tropical,” “produce,” “dairy,” covered in years of dirt. Your gig bag hung from your shoulder, against your lanky frame, and in the mist you reminded me of a young soldier, maybe just inside the tree line, with his gun hanging heavily around him, unable to join the battle.

        Our eyes met for an instant, I think, and I looked down at my cuffed wrists in my lap, and as we drove away, I hoped they’d lock me up forever.

        



End of sample
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