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Something about the air in here puts you in a real melancholy mood. It ain’t just the bars and it 

ain’t just the cuffs and it ain’t just the plastic food and the misery and it ain’t taking a shit in front 

of a whole roomful of strangers either. It’s the air. Like they ain’t opened a window since they 

built this place. I’m only here waiting arraignment on some bullshit drug charges but there’s 

something really horrible about that. A stench so bad you just lock it up. Makes a person wonder 

what he is and how he came to be what he couldn’t help. 

 And I’m only eighteen but I feel old. Death tomorrow’d make sense. There’s a single 

parallelogram of light in here, through a grilled window, past the bars, and this one dude let me 

sit in it on the floor. Lots of coughing and groaning. This one crazy bum a few cells away won’t 

stop talking to himself. Keeps saying he’s gone to heaven and can’t wait for the cheese 

sandwiches. Something about his mother. 

 When I was younger but already reading Tolstoy and Dostoevsky and Baldwin, I used to 

have this dream that somebody’d discover me. Like they wouldn’t just see my physicality—face 

eyes body—but through me, into me, the real me, that singularity we call self, and they’d be 

amazed at what I was, at what I could become. They’d take me and mold me into a superhero, a 

king. I used to look at strangers and hold their stares as long as I could, hoping they were the 

one, that they could see the me that could do anything.  

 Princess was already dead then. 
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 There’s a toilet somewhere nearby that won’t stop running. Sort of comforting though. Its 

consistency. Better than all that intermittent cacophony billowing in through the glass and 

concrete—motorcycles, car horns, screams, loud clangs of construction. But it’s gotta be past 

midnight. I’ve never wanted to be home so bad in my whole life. 

 I feel old stupid and sad and I ain’t even twenty but I feel like I’ve wasted myself. My 

sister Princess was only sixteen when she got caught in crossfire so I’m the oldest now. Caught 

up. Wish it’d been me.  

 Somebody once told me a story about a slug that grew up in a bird’s nest. Thought it was 

a chick and it was fed by the mama bird and it chirped even and it watched the other chicks grow 

and then one day they all jumped and flew off and the slug went to the nest’s edge to do the same 

but it jumped and fell and died.  

 Princess was valedictorian. I try not to think about her too much. 

 And there’s a guy in here who’s snoring loud as a wood chipper but if you can sleep like 

that in a place like this it’s probably best to leave you undisturbed. Another guy’s sitting on a 

bench meditating and nobody’s bothering him either. There’s another guy taking a leak now and 

there’s another dude lying on the floor getting splattered by it but he ain’t saying shit. 

 Sometimes when I was real high I’d go to the roof and lie up there and stare at the stars 

except it’s the middle of the night and there wouldn’t be any. Maybe ten stars tops. No clouds 

either, just the city reflecting in the atmosphere so that all you’d see’s a pink the color of raw 

chicken. You’d smell tar and still from twenty floors up you’d hear bus brakes and a dog woofing 

and the thuck-thuck-thuck-thuck of a police chopper and in the summer you could even hear the 

cicadas looping their notes but you’d have to imagine all those stars even though I’ve heard 
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there’s more of them than sand. Imagine what that does to a person. To never see stars. I heard 

somebody killed herself in a cell like this, never saw any stars either. Locked up for nothing and 

she put a bag over her head and wound her T-shirt round her neck and tied that to a pole. 

Sometimes I’d lie there looking up and high or not I’d imagine all those trillion quadrillion 

septillion stars and us hurtling through them and sometimes I’d be looking up imagining galaxies 

and it’d strike me how what I liked to do was smoke snort sell and get neck in the auditorium 

from girls with thick lipstick and the polarity between the thoughts’d make me feel so small and 

insignificant I’d get this terrible emptiness in my stomach that one day I just stopped looking up. 

Watched the city instead, all those false stars. And I never believed in God but I felt deserted by 

Him then. 

 This one time I was sitting in my school’s auditorium getting head like you wouldn’t 

believe and I was sitting there enjoying myself with this little chicken Melissa doing a number on 

me like she’d been practicing since kindergarten when all of a sudden it stopped feeling good. 

Like there she was between the seats and there my hands were in her hair but suddenly it was 

like I was back on that roof and I was getting licked but I was thinking about all those sextillion 

stars I couldn’t see but which surrounded and swarmed us regardless and suddenly I had this 

feeling like I was just this mote of nothing and it was maybe fourth period and I was supposed to 

be in chemistry but there I was getting slobbered on and this real big hate came over me. Like I 

hated all those kids doing well—Santi Savannah Francine Loquanda on and on—like they were 

all doing something, like maybe even one day they’d study those stars I couldn’t even see. 

They’d learn about supernovas and big bangs and event horizons and black holes and all that 

other shit my smartass little brother’s always spewing off about and I’d still be in some 
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auditorium or alleyway or bathroom getting dome from some girl I didn’t even like and I was 

suddenly overcome with such hate that they were all gonna be somebodies and I was gonna be 

this nobody who couldn’t even name one constellation that my hands start shaking and I feel real 

hot and this girl Melissa is still doing her thing like she’s a pro and I’m sitting there breathing 

hard not from the pleasure but because I could kill somebody. The auditorium lights are slowly 

swinging casting these stark shadows and every noise we make is echoing up the aisles from 

across the empty stage and she’s cooing like she’s enjoying it and my hands are cramping on the 

armrests with my fingernails digging into the wood and my teeth are clenched real hard and I’m 

sitting there learning I could murder. That I have so much hate inside me at the fact that there’s a 

whole universe orbiting us that I don’t even get to see that I could kill anybody that might get the 

chance. That with my bare hands I could squeeze my boy Santi’s neck till his eyes turned red and 

his tongue blue hanging out his mouth till he stopped fighting and went limp and I stood over his 

dead body feeling no remorse but in fact righteousness.  

 And it’s hard to convey just what an epiphany that was but imagine that you live your 

whole life a certain way thinking a certain thing about yourself—like let’s say you read all the 

time and you think yourself smart and every time you finish a book you feel like you’ve 

accomplished something and then one day you hear God’s voice and He says, Stop wasting your 

time. Like there I’d been living the last six seven years with the burden of my sister’s murder and 

struggling with the question of revenge and even though I believed in nothing, whether I could 

inflict such a pain on another—another brother, another mother, another father—realizing in that 

moment with my mouth pasty from what I’d smoked and with the smell of the auditorium’s old 

wood in my nose not only that I could kill but that I’d feel justified in doing it, in killing 
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someone who’d’ve seemed to’ve done me no wrong but who might by virtue of their upbringing 

and diligence relative to my circumstance and idleness one day gaze up at that starry sphere that 

would from me be forever kept barred, apart. That I could kill my best friend. And this hatred 

struck me so fiercely that I began to convulse and shake and spasm and my groan echoed from 

stage to nosebleeds and then I heard Melissa’s echoed gag and then suddenly it was gone. All 

that hate and fury. Just like that. And if I could explain it well maybe I’d have the cure to all 

humanity’s ills in my hands, but the truth is if I’d done nothing to arouse the hate I’d done 

nothing to quench it either, just that maybe you feel too much of a certain thing and your brain 

says enough cuz in my anger’s stead was a profound solace. Like I’d swung from one pole to its 

opposite and where I’d just felt this incredible inconsequence like I was less than nothing, not 

even a mote on a speck of dust, suddenly it was like I was everything and could be anything and 

nothing mattered because me and Melissa and the chairs and the ugly old murals on the walls 

and the sound of a clock ticking somewhere above, we were all the same damn thing and we 

could be anything and I was all of it. And if I can’t explain what it was like to be so flooded by 

hate then I can hardly expect to convey its opposite. To feel so a part of everything that there was 

no sadness, no nostalgia, just this sort of unfathomable ineffable and omnipresent joy. And I wish 

I could say that then I took that feeling and kept it and went to chemistry and then Spanish and 

math and social studies but I didn’t. Melissa looked up red-eyed and -lipped and I couldn’t even 

look at her. It was gone. 

 But I remember what we did instead. Even though if I didn’t like her before I couldn’t 

stand her after she’d spat on that auditorium floor, even though I hated her perfume and every 

time she spoke I thought of Jezebel and how this wasn’t her, even though I couldn’t believe what 
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I was doing even as I did it, I told Melissa to come along and I snuck her into the bathroom and 

we smoked again and the rest of that day feels like a dream I’ve never woken up from. That in 

that moment after the pendulum’d swung from rage to bliss and settled between and I’d stood 

and she’d spat and I’d had this second to decide what’d happen next—whether I’d say goodbye 

and head to the class I’d avoided for two years running and sit down at a desk to take notes with 

a borrowed pen and just abide the dislike that Mrs. Papadakis exuded towards me that I might in 

fact learn what those invisible stars were made of, how they’d formed, or whether I’d nod at 

Melissa to follow me and head down again into that bathroom I’d tagged OBLIVION in another 

occurrence of a life just a series of bathroom trips, coaxing her to repeat what we’d already done, 

looking in the new for a taste of the old with a girl I was wishing another but who I found myself 

alongside just cuz I had a role to play by dint of the cards dealt—that in that moment by my 

decision made—clomping down those stairs and banging that broken door open and blowing 

smoke into a drain—that I’d turned my back on something big. And if I’d been forsaken before I 

was forgotten now.
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