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NIGHTCRAWLING

low. 'When I open the door, she's standing there, by the railing, like

always. Except today she faces toward the apartment door and the

pool keeps her backlit so I can't see her face, can only see the rvay

her cheekbones bob like apples in her hollow skin. I close the door

before she sees me.

Some mornings I peek my head into Dee's unlocked door just to

make sure she's still breathing, writhing in her sleep. In sorne ways I

don't mind her neurotic laughing fits because they tell me she's alive,

her lungs haven't quit on her yet. If Dee's still laughing, not every-

thing has gone tc-r shit.

The knock on our apartment is two fists, four pounds, and I should

have known it was coming, but it still makes rne jump back from the

door. It ain't that I didn't see Vernon making his rounds or the flyer

flipping up and drifting back into place on Dee's door as she stared at

it, stili cackling. I turn and look at my brotl-rer, Marcus, on the couch

snoring, his nose squirming up to meet his brow-s.

He sleeps like a nervborn, always making faces, his head tilting s<r

I can see his profile, where the tattoo remains taut and smooth. Mar-

cus has a tattoo of my fingerprint just belorv his Ieft ear and, when

he smiles, I find myself drawn right to it, Iike another eye. Not that

either of us has been smitring latel1,, but the image of it-the rnemory

of the freshly rippling ink below his grin-keeps me coming back to

him, I(eeps me hoping. Marcus's arms are lineci in tattoos, but my

fingerprint is lhe only one on his neck. F{e told me it was the most

paiirful one he'd ever gotten.

He got the tattoo r.r'hen I turned seventeen and it u,as the first day

i ever thought he rnight just love me more than anything, more than

his ou,n skin. lJut now, three months from my eighteenth birthda,v,

rvhen I look at my quivering {ingerprint on the edge of h.is jaw, I feel

na[<ed, knorvn. If lv{arr:us ended up bloodied in the street, it ivouldn't

take much to identifl, him b,v the traces of tne on his body.

i reach for the doorknob, murntrling, "i got itl' as if Marcus was

ever actually gonna put feet to floor this early. On the other side of

the wall, Dee's laughter seeps into

right into the fleshy part of m1' n

back to the door, to my own slip or

You don't have to read one of tli
Everyone been getting them, tossir

nah, nigga themselves out of the h;

ing, numbers frozen on the fl1'er. I

printer ink, where it was inevitabl

as toxic and slanted as this one an(

apartment that's been in my famri

non was a sellout, wasn't gonna (
had to when the pockets are roar

the next lot of us to scrape out fr.r
'Ihe number itself wouldn't see:

ing herself up over it, curling inr,-

into the pit of my belly. I rvhip m'

the wind and the morning trucks

Ilee. Shitl' She turns her head a

smiles wide, opens her mouth ur.-

ues her cackle. I rip the rent incre:

to our apartment, where lvlarcus :,

He's lying there sieeping rth-i,

around me. \[,'e're barel,v getrinE

in rent, and Marcus has no mone

at the liquor store and countins ,

cupboard. \ffe don't even o\\'n ',\'

haze of his face, I know we \\ c)n: :

the last time our world iractured

Mama used to be.

I shai<e my head at his figure, ic

place the rent increase notice in ir
with him. Up and dor,vn.

I don't hear Dee l1o more. s.)



-lno drls puu la{)E( ,(ru uo 1pd 1 os 'arour olr aaCI rtari },uop l
'u^\op puu dn'urq q1.r{

saqlEaJq ]r os lsaqJ srLI jo JalueJ aql ul alrlou asuaJ)ur luar aq1 atuld

uaqi 'i.uoor aql ra-\o 3uop1 pue 3uo1 'a.rn8g sit{ }B ptsaq Lu a>1ur1s 1

'aq ol pesn EIUBW

aJa\;v\ aure4 o1or1d ,hdtua uB qll^\ 'parn1:r:"q PIJO^\ Jno auII] lsBI aLI]

PIp a,'\( a{II auo slq} JO }no }r e)iEru },uo,'r\ o.&\ r!\ou{ I 'afEJ sltl Jo azBq

aLI] lE 'rurrl ]E 3ur1oo1 puu 's1a1p,r,i u^\o ua^e ].uop JA 'p.luoqclnr

aql ul ual sre)l)E.rJ .Io laquntr aql SurlunoJ puB a,rotrs .ronbtl er{} trE

s5n{s JoJ 3ur33aq trt,I 'ul Sururoc,tauou ou ser{ snJ.IEW pue '}ueJ uI

pulqaq sqluoru aldnor B 'sr sE ,(q 3ur11a8 ,(1a"req a;,a/N 'eru punoJE

sasdegoc 1uaur1;ude aloll^\ srq] epq,\{ Eurdaals araq} 3u1(1 s,aH

'qJnoJ ar{l uo Suirous puB auaJas sr srlf,JEW aJaLIA'r.'}uarul.rede Jno o}

uJnlal puc Joop aq] tuo4 aJrlou asEaJtrul lueJ arp dl.r 1 'apT:ec Jaq san

-urluor puB 'leno alaJduror B s.]r Iqun qlnoru .raq suado 'apr,{t sallrus

puE alu ]E aJBls o] o,/i^.] Jo rlsur uE pEaq .raq surnl aqs ;]lqs 'aacl

'aprsur >1req oE ro Surq8nul 1rnf,, 's>1tnr1 Sutu:oru 3rl1 pue puIM aq]

rano Jno ]noqs Taq prul\o] peaq ,{u dlqr* I ',t11aq Lru -1o lrd aqt olul

oJaz r{lua Suquaruao '}g aloq,tr E o}ui Sutlrnr '1I Jaro dn lasratl 8ur

-{)BJf, l,usuM eaC JI Suqunep os uraas l.uplno,ttJlas}r raqunu atll
'saprsur s,.&lJ aLIl ruo4 lno ade;rs o] sn Jo lol lxau aq1

.lo;3uo1oo1 'puBplBO punore Sururuo.r aru s1a>1cod aql uerlm ol perl

aq uuql ra8uol due areld srqt daaq uuuo8 l.usu,^v\ ']nollas E su,\t uou

-JaA u,l.t.ou>I IIE al6. 'sapE)ap .ro; Lptuey dru ur uaaq s,]Eql luarulrede
orpnls aql Jo roop aql uo pa;u1d puu auo sl{} sB pa}uBls pue rlxot sE

lsn( sraded yo apd B ruor; palpd .(yqull,raur sB,{\ }r araq,^ . '>1ul ;a1uud

IerJlsnpu Jo lua)s aq] ul Surra8url taLg aqi uo uazo{ s.raqurnu '8ur

-luaiarun sr luoJ ar{I '11Jo ssauqsJer{ arl} Jo lno sa^lasuaq} a33ru '4au

uue.daql;1 sB pBoJ aql olul tuaql Surssol 'ruar{} 3ur11a8 uaaq auod.ra.t.3

',{es ,(aqt }Eq,\\ ,/y\ou>I o1 sraded asaql Jo auo pEaJ o} aABq l.uop no

'lurcd a8uero aq] ol padn] ;aded go drls u,r,ro ,{ru ol 'Joop aq} ol {)Bq
urn] puB peaq Lur aleqs l 'qlnotu ,(tu go lred .(qsag arl] olq ]qBIr

paqJosqu 'ralerrr llES alrl sun8 dur oJur sdaas ralq8nul s,aaq 'llu,^{ aql

Jo aPrs raqlo alp uo 'AIrBa s.nF roo
sBl\4, sn)JBW;1 sB ,'lI lo8 I, €urcr

'dpoq 
".r,I 

uo arrrJo seq
l,uPpo1r,l1r 'laarls agl ur palpoop d
1aa; 1 'rvru( srq;o a8pa aql uo ruud=
'dupql.4q qtueatq8ra lur ruog spu
uBrIJ aloru '8urqilue rrBtfl aJtxu aur

dep lsrg aql sB^r lI prru ueeluaffrs p

lsolu aql sB.&lJr eur PIol aH'{Jar !

du 1nq 'sooJlBJ uI paql are srrrrB:

o] {cBq Euruoc aur sdaal-uu8 sil
l(.rouaru aql-llJo a8eun arp]nq'4

lBql ]oN 'a{a.raqtouu a{II'u crl lS
uarl,t4, 'puE JEe Ual srq 

^rolaq 
fsnl fr

-JBW 'qloorus PUB lnEl surEEar (xrl

os 8uq1r1 pBeq snl 'saeu; Eunryur s{l
'sitl.Olq SnI laOtII (

q)no) aql uo 'sn)JBW tatporqlml
lB parBls aqs sB Joop Eaa( uo aoqd

radg aql Jo spunor mr tuqeu ue
aql uro{ lceq dum( au sa{xrr IJF
p1nor{s l pue'sptmod rnoJ lslsll G*1

JooP aq] asol] J 'r.rDls.rloilo

{errL aql aas Lluo rref, 'arE}

aql PUB JooP luaurlrBde a

a>pT 'Euqrer aW r(q'aratp E

c



N tGH]'CRA\\/ I,ING

side, leaving Marcus to eventually rvake to a crumpled paper and

more worries than he'li try to hanelle. i walk along the raiiing lined

in apartments and open Dee's door. She's there, somehow asleep and

twitching on the mattress w'hen just a few minutes ago she rvas roar-

ing. Her son, Trevor, sits on a stool in the small kitchen eating off-

brand Cheerios out of their box. He's nine and I",'e knorvn him srnce

he was born, watched him shoot up into the lankv boy hc is nolv, He's

munching on the cereal and waiting for his mother to wai<e up, even

though it'll probably be hours before her el,es open and see him as

more than a blur.

I step inside, quietly walking up to him, grabbing I'ris backpack

lrom the floor and handing it to him. He smiles at me, the gaps in his

teeth filled in with sogg)'Cheerio bits.
"Boy, you gotta be getting to school. Dcln't n orrv'bout,vour mama,

c'mon, I'll take youl'

Trevor and I emerge from the apartment, his hand in mine. His

palms feel like butter, smooth and ready to melt in the heat of m,v

hand. \X/e walk together toward the metal stairw'ell, painted iime
green and chipped, all the u,ay dow.n to the ground floor, past the

shit pool, and through the metal gate that spits us right out onto

High Street.

High Street is an illusion of cigarette butts and iiquor stores, a

winding trail to and from drugstores ar-rd actuit piaygrounds mas-

querading as sti'eet corners. It has a childlike iiind of flair, like the

perfect landscape for a scavenger hunt. Nobodi, ever knows rvhen

the hoods switch over, ail the r,vay up to the bridge, but I've never

been up there so I can't tell you if ii makes you want to skip like it
does on our siCe, It is everl,thing and nothing you'd expect *,ith its
luneral homes and gas stations, the street sprinkled in houses tvith

yellow shir-ring out the r.r,indorvs.

"Mama sa,v Rick,v don't come around no more, so I got the cereal

all to myselfi'

Trevor lets go of nry hand, slip

buoyant. Whtching him, I don't tl

understand what it's like to feei or

it. Sometimes I think this little kid

iow of our gray sky, but then I remr

small, too, and we're all outgrorrir
'V7e take a left coming out of ti-

walking. I follow Trevor, crossins '

and the rush of cars because he k

for those glossy eyes and that spr

the street we just crossed from, bu

our park is, the one where teenage

moriring, colliding with each othe

of coughs. Trevor slows, his eves

Iooks like girls on boys and nobod

I grab Trevor's hand, pulling hr

the bus if you don't rnove those fe,

T'revor drags, his head tr,r'istLn:

squeaking between hands and hc,,.

"Think they'd let me pla,v?" Tre

the insides of his cheeks in arve.

"Not todal'. See, theY don't gor :

won't l.vant you out here gettine :.-

fanuary in Oakland is a funn',

really ain't no different fiom an..' i: .

blue, not cold enough to n'arranr: ,

much skin. Trer,or's arms are bar=

it around his shouiders. I grab 1':

walk, beside each other nou'.

Ve hear the bus befbre',\'e see i

lr,hip my head quick, see the nunri

rumbling toward us.
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NIGHTCRAWLING

"Let's cross, come on, move those feetl'

Ignoring the open road and the cars, we run across the street,

the bus hurtling toward us and then pulling over to the bus stop. I
nudge Trevor forward, into the line shuffling off the curb and into
the mouth of the bus.

"You go on and read a book today, huh?" I call out to him as he

climbs on.

He looks back at me, his small hand raising up just enough that it
could be called a wave goodbye or a salute or a boy getting ready to
wipe his nose. I watch him disappear, watch the bus tilt back up onto
its feet, groan, and pull away.

A couple minutes later, my own bus creaks to a stop in front of
me. A man standing near me wears sunglasses he doesnt need in
this gloom, and I let him climb on first, then join, looking around
and finding no seats because this is a Thursday morning and we all
got places to be. I squeeze between bodies and find a pocket ofspace

toward the back, standing and holding on to the metal pole as I wait
for the vehicle to thrust me forward.

In the ten minutes it takes to get to the other side of East Oakland,

I slip into the lull of the bus, the way it rocks me back and forth like
I imagine a mother rocks a child when she is still patient enough to
not start shaking. I wonder how many of these other people, their
hair shoved into hats, with lines moving in all directions tracing their
faces like a train station map, woke up this morning to a lurching
world and a slip of paper that shouldn't mean more than a tree got
cut down somewhere too far to give a shit about. I almost miss the

moment to pull the wire and push open the doors to fresh Oakland

air and the faint scent of oil and machinery from the construction
site across the street from La Casa Taqueria.

I get offthe bus and approach the building, the blackout windows
obscuring the inside from sight and its blue awning familiar. I grab

the handle to the restaurant door, open it, and immediately smell

something thundering and loud i

chairs are turned over on the table

"You don't turn the lights on for

A16 is only a few feet away but she

out from a doonvay, her shadorv gr

are illuminated.

Alejandra's hair is silky and blac

her head. Her skin is oily, slick rrir

spent the past twenty minutes in

Marcus's shirts for most oversize<

Iook boyish and cool in a l,r,av tha

out frorn ali parts of her and som,

she starts to move and I remembt

her feet stepping big.

"You know I could kick vou c

closer, looks like she's about to pe

until she realizes I am not mr-bro:

am rnesmerized by her, the \\'av si..

fiils up that drooping shirt. Here

that I have ever lived, her chest as.

"You best have sorne food in -

turning to strut into the kitchen I

around A16, makes her call me hrr
.416 watches me move and her .

the kitchen door just as I rush th.

squeeze inside the doorrval', lauel-

the floor as we step on each othe:

bruises that'll paint us blue ton-L -

the stove scooping food into bor' -

She chuckles slyly as I get up anC :

"Huevos rancherosj'she savs, s',

It is hot and fuming, deep red ,,,
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NIGHTCRAWLING

A.16 cooks for me at least once a week and, u,'hen ]vlarcus is with
me, he always asks what it is, regardless of whether or not she's made

it before, He likes fucking u,ith her as much as he likes rapping ofi'-

beat and smooth-talking.

I hop onto the counter, feeiing something seep into rny jeans and

ignoring it. Spooning th.e food into my mouth, I let the heat take over

my tongue, rthile I watch A16 lean her back against the stove across

from me, the steam from our bor,vls tloating upward and forming a

cloud around the ceiling.
"You found a job yet?" A16 asks, her mouth smeared in sauce lil<e

she's clrawn outside the lines of her lips.

I shake rny head, dip a linger into the bor.r,l and lick it. "Been every-

rvhere in this city but they all so hung up on the high school dropout

shit that they won't even look at mel'

Ale swallows and nods.

"\Ybrst part is, Marcus \r,on't even get off his ass and trli'
She rolls her eyes, but doesn't say anything, as if I won't catch it.
"What?" I ask.

"It's just, he doing his best, you kno,.v, and it's only been a ferv

months since he quit his job. He young too, can't blarne him for not
rvanting to spend aii his time working, and v'all are fine for no,"r, with

-vou taking a shift at the liquor store a couple da,vs a u,eek. You don't
gotta dig up this shitl' She speaks with her mouth full, red sauce leak-

ing from the corner.

I'm offthe counter now, fully aware of holv soaked the back of my

.!eans are. I slam rn1'bowl on the table, hear it clink, and'wish it would
have shattered, She has stopped eating and watches me, twisting her

chain artiund her finger.

Ai6 makes a srnall noise, Iike a gurgle in the throat that turns into
a cough.

"Fuck youi' I spit.
"Come on, Kiara. You don't gotta do this. It's funeral day, tve

should be twirling in the streets but 1,6u over here about to break a

damn bowl tause you mad you air:

just tryna get some work. You ain't

I glance betneen her and the flo,

sweat. In these rnoments, I remen

without me, that there r.l'as a befor

after. Either way, I'm not about tr

while the only person that got anv r

how close I am to falling apart, to I

,{16 steps forward, grabs mv rvrr

I'm already pushing out the door, r:

ing quick. She is behind me, reach

sleeve, trying again, and finall1 era

around, her face too close, looking ,

tongue looking at a caged one, I', r

I've forgiven Marcus and I can alm,

shirt.

Her lips barely move as she sai s

A16 tells me this like it means s:

anC smell like coriander and mine .

the pit of her chin dimples and sh.=

"You don't even get itl' I sar: thtr:

morning, Her fhce stitches togethe

I shake my head and try to ri'ipt

on my face. "Whateverl' I exhale a:

continue to fight lne on it, I reach -

and tickle her, She shrieks, iaushs r.

duces u,hen she's afraid I'm gonna

"Now we gonna go or what?"

A16 srvings one of her arms aro,;:

her out the door, tor,vard the bus s:

start to jog until we are suddenLv s

not stopping to check for cars as

trailing us.
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