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13. If At First You Don’t Succeed
1. Based On A True Story
Have you ever seen a movie, or read a book that was either based on a true story, or a so-called autobiography, and you could tell it was complete bullshit just from looking at it? As I write this, I’m at home (oh sweet home) with Veronica, and we’re watching a Jet Li movie I pirated last night to celebrate the occasion of my recent return from prison. The movie in question is Fearless, which tells the tale of a cocky kung fu master who can fly fifty feet in the air, speak perfect English out of sync, and smash tables with his hands like they were cheap Hollywood props. The tagline of said movie is, as was written on the opening crawl, based on a true story.
Veronica and I have been watching said-movie for about half an hour now. And while we’re definitely enjoying ourselves, we have to stop and laugh at the sheer notion that even a quarter of this movie came from something that actually happened in real life.
“You know, this movie is raising my expectations for Asian people,” Veronica’s observation of our film. “If a guy can beat up that many people all by himself, then there’s no reason why Asian people shouldn’t rule the world.”
I gave her an instructing finger.
“We onry use ou powas for good young chird,” I explained.
“I guess that makes sense.” It didn’t. “Say, what are you doing on that computer?”
I typed her question down verbatim on my laptop.
“I’m putting this in my next book.”
“Putting what?”
“This. What we’re doing right now.”
“Seriously? What for?”
“My next book.”
Ever since my first book I, Jimmy Cheng hit the bestseller list, my publisher has been asking me to write a second. Nonfiction, he said, just like last time, and he specified that he wanted this to be exactly like the first book. Not verbatim of course, but he wanted the story to be about me. An autobiography of sorts, where I tell people about my life, and all the crazy real world problems I get myself into. This, because, and in his words, This real life shit sells more than fiction.
Now, I’ve always fancied myself as more of a fiction writer. I like writing stories where I can get carried away with my creativity. Real life sucks. I don’t enjoy being bogged down to the cold, unimaginative laws of reality. I can’t really see why anyone else would rather read a book about something as dull and as morose as real life, and not something as zany and as fun as meta-fiction. Neither do I really enjoy writing at length about my personal life.
But the demands of the publisher outweighs the needs of the author. Sad but true. Life is all about compromises. Having to do what your publisher tells you to in order to remain a bestselling author. Oh the humanity.
“Don’t put me in your book,” said Veronica. “It pissed me off when you did it the first time without asking me.”
“Oh? So…what? Do you want me to ask for your permission?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. Then can I put you in my book?”
“No.” Her brows furrowed at me with an intensity that
“Are you still writing about me?”
“Umm, I’m going to have to go ahead and say no.”
Veronica sighed, and she tossed her back against my couch.
“You wrote down a lot of personal stuff last time. Stuff that I never told anyone else.”
That’s the thing about autobiographies. If you’re not careful, you can let out things that you really shouldn’t. I’d learned the hard way that Veronica had apparently never told her parents that she was going to go to college in Sonoma, wine country, in part because her stupid boyfriend was going there too. I had to apologize to Veronica for that.
“And I didn’t appreciate you making fun of my boyfriend in your ridiculous book.”
“I did no such thing. Did you even read my book?”
“Yes, I did.”
And merely out of curiosity, I had to ask, “Did you like it?”
Her response was loud, and it was full of words not politically kosher enough for me to tell you what they were. Hell, I didn’t even understand the half of it she was talking so fast. She said a few things in English, then bantered on for an hour in her native Spanish. Such tends to be the way of my friend Veronica when she’s in one of her moods. Here, so you won’t have to be exposed to a whole mess of unpleasant vocabulary, allow me to summarize in my own words the brunt of what she said to me (as far I could understand it).
“No Jimmy. I did not like your book even though everyone in the world knows that it was really really good, and really really insightful. Not that I’d have any idea though. All I read are shitty young adult books written for spoiled suburban girls whose only agenda in life is to find a man with pecks the size of a planet, and who preferably has fangs. I’m sorry that I have no idea what it means to live a truly difficult life or appreciate an original yet true-to-life story. But oh well.”
I’ve always been willing to forgive Veronica her flaws as a person. But for what it was worth, she did have a valid point about one thing. Now was no time to start writing. I was supposed to be enjoying myself. Enjoying my time out of prison, and enjoying the movie. So I shut down the computer, sat next to my friend, and we had fun with the rest of our action caper biopic.
“What are you doing with that computer?” Veronica was getting irritated. “I’m not here so I can be the only one watching the movie.”
“I just had a thought and I’m jotting it down. Don’t worry; it’ll only take a minute. And no, it’s not about you.”
Lie. It’s totally about her. Did you know that Veronica has at least ten moles on her entire body?
In all seriousness though, what I really wanted to say is that it’s never been entirely easy for me to make new friends. Even now with all my accrued fame (or notoriety in some circles) from having solved the Melissa Wyndon case three months ago. So while it may not seem entirely obvious, I do appreciate the few friends I have.
Now with that said, while my publisher won’t really like it, I’ve agreed to comply with Veronica’s wishes of not including her in my further writings without her express permission. And for that reason, I’ll be skipping the details of me and Veronica’s hangout session to something hopefully a little more exciting. Whatever that might be, I don’t exactly know. But I’m sure something will come up soon enough.
Remember before when I said I’d be skipping over to something a little more interesting? Well, you might not believe it, but something definitely more than interesting happened about a half hour ago. Something that you’re going to want to hear about (or read about as it were).
It was about three hours after we were done with the movie, and Veronica left for home. That puts the time at around two in the morning. As I write this, it’s about two thirty, and I’m still shaking with all the adrenaline in my system.
So it all started after I’d spent the last three hours after Veronica leaving by reading a book on my bed. Because books, you see, are my Nyquil. Never understood why. It surprises me that I’m the only one that ever gets drowsy from reading a book. Some people say it’s because of the books I read. But who could ever accuse Robert Freeman’s biography on Robert E. Lee of being a boring read?
Anyhow, like I said, whenever I can’t sleep at nights, I grab a book, and after about forty pages in I’m fast asleep. Well, there was nothing new there. I learned what kind of cotton Robert E. Lee preferred on his pillows, as well as got a detailed insight into how he liked to chew tobacco. At about my usual forty pages I put the book down, shut the lights, and went straight to sleep. But (and mind you this is where our story takes a turn), I realized I was hungry, so I put my clothes back on, went downstairs, and checked the fridge. I made myself a pepper jack cheese sandwich with pastrami when I heard this strange clicking sound at the door. Like someone was trying to open it, but they had the wrong key. The noise was pretty light. You might even say it was subtle. But seeing as how the kitchen was so close to the entrance, I could definitely pick it up without paying it much attention. And so subtle or not, it definitely caught my interest.
I went ahead and opened the door just out of curiosity. And what do you know? There were three guys standing outside. Two standing, actually. One of them was kneeled over at the knob. A quick look at said-knob revealed something vaguely familiar-looking that even though I’d never seen it before in real life, I had a pretty decent idea of what it was.
“Is that a lock pick?”
They had ski masks on, and an empty gym bag strapped to their shoulders. Oh, and I forgot to mention, the three men were all dressed in black. And they were also black.
As a side note, I think it’s worth mentioning that if real life ninjas exist, the ideal recruits to have would be black people. Think about it. In real life battle, people use war paint to change the color of their skin to suit their natural surroundings. Black people just so happened to be gifted in that they don’t need face paint to look like night.
Anyway, that’s just an off-topic observation I had when I saw them. Something to think about. What was probably more relevant to the matter at hand was the fact that when they saw me looking at them, their eyes bulged from the eye holes on their masks, and they were staring back at me like I was some kind of ghost. For a moment there, I almost thought I was.
“Can I help you?”
It was an awkward moment, so I didn’t know what else to say. I had a pretty good idea of what they were planning on doing the second I saw them, so in retrospect I guess I should have thought my reaction through a little more. The markings on the wall were pretty clear. But call it panic or simple jitters, I just didn’t know what else to say.
Of course, there was the possibility that even if I told them to get off my property, they wouldn’t necessarily be inclined to listen. These guys weren’t exactly burly men, but from the POV of a seventeen year old 5’6 Asian dude with lanky ass arms, they were definitely intimidating. Not to say that I was afraid mind you. Just cautious.
One of them, the one who’d previously been picking at my door, turned to one of the guys behind him.
“What do we do?”
The first guy behind him answered, “He’s seen our faces.”
“No I haven’t.”
“No he hasn’t,” came the brash, third man in the group. One wearing a brown leather jacket over his all-black garb. “We’re wearing fucking masks.” He stepped towards me, standing at about six feet tall. “Listen man. We can either do this the easy way, or we can do this the hard way.”
“Do what, exactly?”
“Get in the house,” he ordered, whispering so close to my face that I could tell he had his dinner from the Denny’s stop about five blocks from my street. I supposed it made sense. These guys must have been parked outside my house for hours, waiting for me to shut the lights out before making their way inside. That meant a lot of waiting, and a lot of late night trips to the diner.
“Or what?” I asked, maintaining my calm.
“Or,” and he brought something to my attention. A gun. A pistol. A Sig I believe it was. But the jacket man didn’t call it that. “This,” he said. “Is the hard way.”
He cocked the slide for emphasis. Tough leather jacket man leaned in. A little too close for comfort. For a moment there I actually worried he might try and kiss me. His mask did have open lips after all. But hopefully that wasn’t why they were here.
“You ever fire a gun?” leather jacket asked me with an act of intimidation.
To which I calmly replied, “Yes, a matter of fact I have. I’ve fired a Beretta M9, a Browning HiPower, and a Hi-Point Compact. I think what you got right there is a Sig P220. I’ve never actually fired one myself. German, is it? Or was it Swiss? I can’t remember. Either way, it’s a pricey sucker. A guy I met in prison told me that the recoil springs on the Sigs tend to wear really bad though. But I wouldn’t really know anything about that.”
The three stooges before me wavered on a reaction. First to thinking I was full of shit, then to starting to believe me (albeit slowly, and with some noticeable trace of fear), then reverting back to mocking disbelief, until finally, eventually, settling on the possibility that I was, in fact, speaking the truth. And that tiny old five foot me was probably a little more than met the eye.
These guys weren’t pros. And they didn’t have it in them to kill. I guess that that above all else was what made talking to them so easy. Well, that, and I knew I could take them.
One of them, the second one (who was a little on the pudgier side) even took a few steps back until he asked of his leather jacket leader, “What do we do?”
While I didn’t exactly mean to do it, it was clear I was stealing jacket man’s thunder, so naturally he was pissed at me.
“We kick his ass,” said jacket man, seeking to reclaim his honor.
I shook my head.
“I don’t think so,” I told them, and I stepped out in front of their leader (our chests just centimeters from unsafe male touching), and I shut the door behind me. “You guys should leave.”
Bless me I was in a good mood. Leniency was practically fueling my soul. And yet despite this, jacket man didn’t seem to take too kindly to my warning.
“Is that right?” he asked, daring me to give him a more compelling reason to leave.
“Hey man, let’s just get out of here,” came his other, thinner compadre.
Jacket man turned around.
“You guys fucking serious? Are you both afraid of this little chink?”
He turned around and looked at me, sizing me up, then down. I was getting a little tired of all the homoerotic taunting, so at that point I decided I’d put an end to our little meet.
While he was busy checking me out, I grabbed jacket man’s pistol from his hands and stuck the barrel at his face before he could even realize what had happened.
“What the fuck?”
“The fuck is that I have your gun, so if you’ll please…”
I stopped. Something was off. The weight of jacket man’s pistol was lighter than any gun I’d ever held in my entire life. It felt like I was holding plastic.
Of course. This wasn’t a real gun.
I pulled the trigger. An orange pellet left the chamber and hit him on his cheek.
“Ow,” he moaned.
A BB gun. And it looked so real.
Jacket man returned, “I am going to kick your ass.”
He threw a punch at my torso, which I narrowly dodged with the strafe to my left. His knuckle hit the door. Jacket man recoiled in pain, and I took the extra time I had to grab the pistol by its handle and smash it across his face. The gun didn’t quite break, but the plastic did get loose. Cheap Chinese crap.
Jacket man staggered back and rubbed his face for any bleeding. There wasn’t any, though his lip didn’t look pretty.
Jacket man turned to his friends.
“Kick his ass!”
They did, or at least they tried to, and unsuccessfully at that. It wasn’t hard to see that their hearts weren’t really in it. They were slow and uncoordinated. Easy to dodge, and easy to counter.
The first to make his way towards me was the fat one. He flailed his arms at me once he got close, and with a swift kick to his gut I was able to stop him on his tracks. He held his ribcage and groaned in pain. Then came the second man. The thinner of the two. The one who’d tried picking my door. I shot BBs at his face to slow him down. The gun was one of those blowback semiautomatic types, so luckily I didn’t have to cock it after every shot. Bullet after bullet made contact, leading him to shield his face with his hand. Once he stopped paying attention to what was going on in front of him, I stuck my leg out and caused him to trip, making him slam headfirst onto my door. I grabbed him by the back of his shirt. He did a 180 spin to swing his elbow at my face. The disorientation he was feeling made it even easier to dodge his blow, and it blinded him from my knee, which I used to trip his legs for the second time.
It worked. The second man fell headfirst onto the ground. Then, coming at me was the leather jacket. He bull rushed towards me, fast and aggressive, seeking to pin me down with a grapple. He must have realized that that was the only way they could have won. With jabs and punches, they were much too slow for my solid reflexes. But with me stuck in one place, they wouldn’t have to worry about speed.
I switched my handle on the gun so I was holding it like a hook. I timed jacket man’s speed so that at exactly the perfect moment, I could bash his teeth in with the BB gun once he came within range. He did, and in the end, I did. Leather jacket stopped, and he started to howl at the moon.
Pudgy man number three urged them to “Stop!”
The second man, and for once the boss, listened.
“We’ve gotta get out of here man,” he said. “The neighbors could have called the cops by now. Five oh could be coming in at any minute now.”
Leather jacket man relented, and shot me his index finger.
“This isn’t over.”
I lunged just a little bit forward, and he flinched. He turned to face his crew.
“Let’s get the hell out of here.”
They stormed out to the curb, to where a blue Mercedes Benz was parked. Strange. The car looked exactly like the one my English teacher Mr. Stevens usually drove to school. And didn’t he live about three blocks away from here?
The three stooges drove away with the top down, and the ignition on full speed.
Anyhow. That’s what happened to me today. My home was about to be robbed by three complete strangers, and I fended them off completely on my own. And that’s why I’m still awake at three in the morning. Because if this doesn’t make for the greatest true to life story ever told, then I don’t know what does.
The beside clock woke me up at 6:40 in the morning with some feel-good Bryan Adams diatribe. When I wondered if today was Monday or Sunday, Adams told me that it was a new world, a new start, and alive with the beating of young hearts.
I shut the radio off, then got out of bed and had me some breakfast. I gave myself a simple meal. Instant noodles with some eggs thrown in. Then I had my breakfast with some morning news on the television.
According to George Stephanopoulos of ABC news, there are only six ways to save money during the economic downturn, and he was going to list them all after the break. Meanwhile an adoring youtube video of a cat doing backflips, and the reaction of the anchors on set. Cue the plastic, Botox smiles, and cut to break. Car insurance. E-surance. I’m writing this all down of course as I eat and watch TV. Maybe I should stop. I’m writing a book after all. Not a transcript of my life. You probably don’t care to read about every little thing I do, and by all rights you shouldn’t. Which reminds me. I’m about to take a bathroom break. Be back in a minute. Actually, better make that five.
Now where was I? Oh, right. School.
It was about 7:20. School started at 8:00. The drive wouldn’t take me more than ten minutes, so leaving now would have made me an early show. But what the hell? It was three months since I saw the place. I never thought I’d ever think it, let alone admit it, but I actually missed going to school. It beats prison, even on the days when I used to think they were both the same thing.
With breakfast done I left my humble abode, ready to face the new day.
Turned the engine on my Civic and felt it pulse to life. God it felt good to be driving again. I looked over the presets on my radio, and pushed the number 6. The beat of smooth jazz came in. I checked the rearview mirror to see if it needed any adjusting. It didn’t. Everything was just the way I left it, and it was perfect.
Like I’d never even left.
I hightailed it out the driveway and made a right turn at Springford Road. Mind you I’m not actually doing this as I’m typing. In fact it’s first period right now as I type this all down. The only reason I’m even telling you about my morning commute is because something happened to me along the way that’s been pissing me off ever since. It includes the word Police, and the word Fuck, and not in the same order.
Lights flashed. Sirens. Before I could even react, the asshole was already on his loudspeak, telling me to pull over to the side of the road.
I pulled off the intersection and parked at the residential area about six blocks away from my house. I waited for him, watching his car from the side mirror, waiting for him to show. I waited, and I waited, and I waited, until I realized that almost twenty minutes had gone by, and the cop was still dicking around in his car.
If things went any longer, I was bound to be late for class. So I constantly checked and rechecked the time on my car, somehow thinking that it would do me an ounce of good. All it did was make me anxious.
Thirty minutes in. 7:50 AM. Jesus Christ. And finally the cop got out of his car.
I rolled down my window and took a mental picture of his face. A fat red head with a red beard, donned in the desert brown colors of the Angel Valley Police. Derrick Delany. I’d write down his badge number too, but I can’t remember what it was. That should be somewhere on the ticket (and yes, at this point we all knew I was getting a ticket, let’s not even pretend it’s a surprise).
“License and registration,” he said.
I had both on hand, already pulled from my waiting impatiently about. He took my stuff, and he went back inside his car. All-the-while I continued to wait an additional ten extra minutes, twiddling my fingers and easing my temper with the smooth jazz that was still on my radio. Unfortunately, it didn’t make the time move any slower.
Fuck. It was eight o’clock. I was already late for first period.
I looked back through the rearview mirror, and he was still in his car. Except this time it didn’t look like he was doing anything. He just sat there. Motionless. Completely and utterly still. Was he sleeping?
I got out of my car. Officer Derrick woke up and got out of his.
“Get back in your car,” he said, his hand for whatever reason feeling the holster on his belt.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Get back in your car.”
“I have class to…”
“I’m not going to warn you again.”
I groaned, and did exactly as the officer instructed. Got back inside my car. Waited on ass for a year or so as cars and time passed me by. Hell, I even saw a Corvette dash across the road like a bat out of hell. Straight past a cop car mind you. And yet here I was. Not only wondering why I got pulled over in the first place, but why the cop was wasting my, our, precious time. This was deliberate. His plan was to waste my time.
A few glances at the side view mirror showed him with his window open, looking out into traffic. Just beating the bush why not?
A few generations afterwards, he looked at the watch on his wrist. Then he came back and gave me my license and registration.
“Do you know why I pulled you over?” he asked.
With the poorest imitation of a calm attitude, I replied, “No sir. I do not.”
He looked at either sides of the road as if to survey the street.
“You were going 28 in a 35 mile an hour zone.”
I gasped.
“No. Really? Officer, I am so so sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking driving that dangerously. It was a good thing you were here to stop me. There’s no telling what kind of damage I could have caused. My God. Think about the casualties.”
Officer Derrick, not appreciating the sarcasm, proceeded to lecture me about the seriousness of obeying the speed limit at all times, citing every line from the DMV guidebook, including the phrase It’s a speed limit, not a speed suggestion.
Now, the whole time he went on I pondered to myself that something was definitely up with this cop. Of all the people on the road to be a speed Nazi to, he picked me. And all because I was seven miles below the limit.
No. There was more to this story than a douchebag cop just doing his job. He was targeting me.
“Say,” I replied. “Do you know who I am?”
“Yes I do sir. You’re that degenerate that shot two police officers.”
And there it was. I killed two crooked cops in self-defense, and now this guy was after me.
“Is that why you pulled me over?”
He paused for a moment, then issued me a citation. The ticket read about exactly as he said it; Going 28 in a 35.
You can stop most bullies by proving that you’re bigger than them. Unfortunately, you don’t get much bigger than the cops. The sense of helplessness was more than a little excruciating. Hell, you best believe I was pissed.
I rolled up the windows, and when I drove I screamed in my car. I really did. I’d never been cited for a moving violation in my entire life. And now, my first one was a bullshit ticket written up by a bully cop.
I squeezed the steering wheel with all the pressure I could muster. Then I screamed again a couple of times to get the anger out of my system, and then smacked the tiller a couple of times until I accidentally pressed the horn (much to the chagrin of the guy in front of me).
When I reached the parking lot, the closest spaces were filled, so I had no other choice but to park at the ass end of the school. I undid the engine, and just to have something to lash out against I smashed my sun visor shut. It broke. The bit of plastic that was supposed to pop it closed instead came off, and it dropped on my lap.
Great Jimmy. Just great.
About ten minutes later I made it in to class. Except by then I was already more than half an hour late. And everyone was already working some kind of class project (involving posters, stick figure drawings, and Spanish verb conjugations); the teach told me to wait outside so she could give me instructions (and with no trace of disappointment God bless her kind hearted soul).
So here I am. Sitting on a desk outside of class, writing down the morning’s events as I remember it until I get my assignment.
And on that note, I’m checking the cop’s badge number on my ticket. Ah. And there we have it. AV 438…I have no idea what to do with this. I don’t think it really lends itself to a prank…does it?
Someone swung by the hallway. A face I didn’t recognize. But what’s new there? I’ve never cared to remember anyone I go to school with. Most the people here just sort of blur together for me.
This guy was a Latino. XL sized shirt, with long baggy pants, and a Spiderman backpack. He recognized me because he smiled and called my name.
“Hey Jimmy.”
I stopped typing for a second and looked up.
“Uh…hey. What’s up?”
“Not much man. Just want to tell you that you’re the man.”
A knee-jerk smile. I couldn’t control it.
“Thanks.”
“Look man. I even got your book.”
He opened his red and blue backpack and showed it to me. It was definitely the cover of my book. And while I’m at it, it was a pretty good cover too. I might have been a little hard at first on my publisher designing the cover art of my books himself. One thing you learn about the guy is that he’s a cheap ass man. But still, I think he did a pretty fine job if I may say so myself.
“Do you think you could sign my copy?”
“Really?”
No one had ever asked me to sign their book before. Except for yearbooks, of course. But those don’t count since all most people use them for is making others think that they have more friends than they really do.
This was definitely different. This man was a fan.
“Of course,” I said. “What’s your name?”
“Vincente,” he replied. “Vincente Rodriguez.”
My first fan was a guy named Vincente Rodriguez. I loved it.
I fished for a pen from my bag, but he gave me one hanging from his ear. A blue ballpoint. The kind you find in bulk at Wal-Mart. I autographed the first page.
To Vicente Rodriguez
My First Fan In The World
Jimmy Cheng
I gave it him the book. His reaction made my day. To say he fawned over it would have been putting things lightly. In short, I felt like a goddamn football star.
“Thanks Jimmy. You’re the man.”
“No Vicente. You’re the man.”
My book’s been out in the market for about two straight months now. I know the kind of attention it’s been getting. But New York Times bestseller or not, it’s one thing for people you’ve never met to buy your book. It’s quite another to see someone that goes to your school tell you that he’s a fan.
Eventually the teach showed up with the details on my current assignment. Not only that, but she also went over all the work I’d missed being MIA (in prison) and all. She gave me three whole months of make-up work and told me to schedule for all the exams I’d missed. Holy cow did I have a lot of catching up to do. Suddenly I was starting to miss prison.
But you know what? In the end it was worth it. Because at the end of first period, when I left my class, there was a crowd gathered around the hallway right outside the door. Boys and girls of all persuasions, strangling the exits. Smiling. Cheering.
At first I had to ask myself what the occasion was. They told me in a chant, and repeated it over and over again.
I love you Jimmy Cheng.
When the cops hauled me out of prison, I remember standing at the metal gates that were pocked with rust and graffiti, asking myself what the outside world had in store for little old me. It’s been a few days since then, and I’m still wondering the same thing. Only this time, I’m a lot less worried.
There are people in the world that are bred for popularity. I’m not one of them. So when the mobs that were my fellow classmates and peers demanded signatures and photographs and whatever else they thought they could get from me (one guy even asked for my wallet), I felt a little overwhelmed. Flattered, sure. But I wasn’t ready to go mass producing a signature that was as ugly as my usual handwriting (just in cursive). Nor was I photogenic enough that I could smile for cell phone cameras without coming off as some creepy chink with a fake ass grin. All these things (and a little more) made me worry that I wasn’t coming off as appreciative as I should have been. But my supporters didn’t seem to mind.
We had three minutes left to get to class, and the children around me spent every second of that spare time vying for my attention. And what do you know? There were copies of my book in practically every hand that sought me; hungry, nay, starving for my autograph.
I felt a bit like Jesus in a way. Except instead of empty bowls, they were waving copies of my book. And instead of food, they were pleading for my messy old John Hancock; a signature that hadn’t changed since I was twelve years old. Though like all the hobos and hippies that Jesus fed on up on that hill, these guys weren’t all that particular.
With all the delay, it was no surprise that I was late to class. Something of a habitual trend with me I realize. In fact, I think the last time I was here I cut class altogether. Does time fly or what? I guess it does when people recognize you. My reputation was already taking a lot of time out of my own life. I hardly had any time left to myself. I didn’t even get the chance to chat with Veronica during first period. And I hadn’t run into Oliver.
Where was he anyway?
Oh, maybe I’d find him at lunch. In the meanwhile I went and lived my life, dozing off from class to class the same as I always did. Just like old times. Except this time around there were more people staring at me. Noticing me. To the point that (to be honest) it even got a little annoying. Take for instance when I went to my third period civics class. This girl sitting right next to me kept staring at me all throughout the teach’s entire lecture, practically breathing down my neck. Except she wasn’t the only one. There was another one to my right. And then another a few chairs down. All of them gazing their dreamy little eyes at me. Blondes, brunettes, whatever. I was feeling a little objectified, and I didn’t like it.
Now, most male fantasies being what they are, I imagine a lot of people would envy the brand of attention I was getting. But as someone who’s half-man, half-Jimmy Cheng, I’ve never had a single inclination for any of the girls that go to my school. I don’t know why that is.
“It’s because you think you’re better than everybody here,” said Veronica as we sat together in the crowded high school cafeteria. “You have to get out of your shell,” she added before taking in a forkful of her salad.
Veronica Garcia was something of a psych major who had this nagging habit of pretending she knew more about people than they did about themselves. Except she wasn’t pretending.
“Oh, and I’m here,” she said. “So you should put that computer down.”
I didn’t want to.
“What’s the point of even writing another book anyway? People aren’t going to be as interested if it doesn’t have a murder in it.”
“But that’s not the kind of book I’m trying to write. Of course there’s not going to be another murder. This is an autobiography piece. It’s a story about me.”
“What about you?”
I squinted to see if I could catch the logic.
“What do you mean what about me?”
She sighed.
“People don’t just write autobiographies. They don’t write about what they do day in and day out and then call it a book. They center them around an event and use character arcs to drive them to the main event or action that makes them who they are today. It’s narrative basics. You can’t put an entire person in a book. You have to take facets of someone’s personality to form a coherent storyline.”
“Well, wouldn’t that make writing a story about yourself kind of bullshit? If the whole point is to tell a narrative over a…” and not knowing how to complete my thought, I finished with the word, “Person?”
“That’s why I don’t read biographies. Auto or otherwise. It’s false advertising from the start.”
All throughout our lunch period I thought about what Veronica told me. So I skimmed over everything I’d written up to this point, and I asked myself if maybe, once again, Veronica was right. Maybe this book I’m writing really does need some direction. Because so far it’s been about nothing in particular. Just me enjoying my newfound freedom, and exploring what it’s like to have fans. That’s not drama. That’s self-indulgence.
No. Veronica is right. Character studies don’t come from seeing people in times of abject comfort. They’re born out of seeing people in times of immense vulnerability and desperation. A hero needs a quest. An opposition. A threat that will send him struggling against the tides of
“Oh my God!” yelled a voice in the school cafeteria. And shortly after spawned a loud, high-pitched scream. All eyes turned to the noise. And at the entrance came a boy staggering his way inside like some kind of brain dead zombie. I placed him to be either a freshman, or a sophomore. He had short brown hair, glasses, and a set of braces on his teeth. There was blood on his shirt. A clean white shirt, so the stain stood out. He grabbed onto his chest with both his hands, at the spot where the blood seemed to be the thickest. He was limping. Inching five steps forward until eventually he fell to his knees. And then on the floor, where his blood stretched over the tiles.
Everyone watched in horror. Unable to move a muscle. No one dared to take a single step towards him.
I rubbed the shock away from my mind, and I immediately hauled ass to check him out. I was the first one to reach him. I kneeled, and he looked at me. Still alive. Gasping for air. Some chilling memories came back.
He gasped, “Help,” but only loud enough for me to be the only one to hear him. He stared at me for a long while until I realized he wasn’t staring at all. He was dead.
If it hadn’t been three months after the fact, I would have sworn I was reliving Melissa Wyndon’s death. Except I didn’t know who this kid was. I’ve never seen him before. Or, knowing my sense of memory, if I have, his face wasn’t ringing any bells. What was familiar about him however, his situation, was easily the worst part of it all. All I knew about him was that like Melissa Wyndon, he was going to die. Right in front of me. And there was nothing I could do to save him. To bring him back. He was gone before he was even dead.
But if it was any kind of consolation, there was one other similarity between the kid dying in front of me, and Melissa Wyndon. It’s that in the end, come hell or high water, I was going to find out whoever did this, and I was going to bring their ass to justice.
It’s amazing how fast your life can change. One minute I was enjoying my first day of school after getting out of prison; the next I was sitting in the principal’s office, with cops swarming all over campus.
The window gave me a view of the chaos down at the cafeteria. Policemen walking in and out of the entrance. Some standing over a long line of tape like a couple of bouncers, and some of them talking amongst themselves, shooting the breeze.
Mr. Kendall (our principal) wiped his face and propped both elbows on his desk. The stress wasn’t making him look any younger, that’s for sure. As things stood he was already in his late fifties. Grey hair with a bald spot and a pot belly, a tan brown suit with elbow patches. He also had an unhealthy obsession for throwing temper tantrums over the smallest problems. But given that the problem this time was murder (as opposed, to say the everyday hassles of high school administration), it was fair to say that Mr. Kendall wasn’t exactly happy.
“What the hell happened down there?!”
His voice rattled just about every little thing in the room. I bet the people outside his office could hear him too.
While our mild mannered principal went about shedding his frustrations, I sat on the creaking leather chair opposite his desk, plucking at the ripped seam on the armrest, and dropping bits of fiber on the ground. Just, distracting myself. I was still reeling in from what happened ten minutes ago. I’d already washed the blood from my hands, but I obviously didn’t do a good job of it because I could still smell it. And I could still see some of it under my fingernails.
I don’t care what the movies tell you. Seeing an innocent person die right in front of you never ever gets easy.
“Jimmy!”
I settled back to reality.
“I asked you a question.”
There wasn’t anything more that I could have told him that anyone else couldn’t. Everyone at school saw it. Most people even before I did. If anything, those people could have filled the gaps better than I could. And yet I was the only one that Mr. Kendall called into his office. I think we all know why. I solved a crime before. Probably meant I could solve another one, right?
“I can’t tell you more than anyone else can. All I can tell you is that he was stabbed to death.”
“How do you know?”
“His shirt had cuts. On them. Long ones too, like someone slashed him. There must have been five or six gash wounds all over his body. Tells us how many times he was stabbed.” And then I stopped to ask, “Who was he?”
Mr. Kendall cleared his throat, then opened a folder on his desk. He fished his suit for a pair of glasses.
“Kid’s name was Bart Gallagher.” Mr. Kendall read down his file. “He was a sophomore.”
“Anyone who might have wanted him dead?”
“I wouldn’t know.”
No. Of course the principal wouldn’t know.
Stupid question.
“What about friends?”
“Don’t know who his friends are.”
“We should find out. Whoever did this, it has to be someone from the school. Someone who might have known where he goes to at lunch.”
“Wait a minute.” Mr. Kendall closed the file and leaned towards me. “You’re not thinking of doing what I think you’re thinking of doing.”
“I’m going to solve the case,” I said, and admittedly ashamed that I had to point the obvious.
“The only case you’re going to solve young man is how you’re going to graduate after skipping three months of school.”
“But I thought you wanted me here to get my insight.”
“Insight my ass.”
I could almost swear I heard something else.
“Everyone knows your reputation around here Jimmy Cheng. You might have solved Melissa Wyndon’s murder, but you did it with violence, and with bloodshed. And the last thing this school needs is a goddamn vigilante. ”
He retrieved from his desk a shot glass, and a full bottle of Jack Daniels. Mr. Kendall poured himself the drink, then leaned back and relaxed in his alcoholic indulgence.
“You owe me for letting you back into this school.”
I suppose I did. Mr. Kendall might not have been an altogether kind of guy, but he was certainly more generous than most people would have been in his position.
“I appreciate what you’re trying to do,” he said. “You’re a good kid, and I know it. But we have rules around here. We can’t just go doing everything we want. We live in a society. And as members of a society, we have to do things by the book. If that means letting the cops take the case, then so be it.”
“You don’t trust the cops?”
He poured himself another glass.
“Some of the kids in this school are here with rap sheets. The cops don’t give them much of a break. You do this job for as long as I have, and you get to see things that change your mind about certain things.”
Mr. Kendall was always an understanding man. He was a smart guy, and his intentions were always good. I’m not normally one to respect those with authority. But I’m absolutely confident that if everyone in the world was more like Mr. Kendall, then we’d have nothing but peace on Earth, and bad cholesterol.
“You should clear out of here Jimmy. The school will be closing for the day while the cops turn this place inside out. Hopefully they at least catch whoever did this.”
I have to admit to being a little disappointed with the air of resignation I was getting out of my principal. He look really tired. Like he didn’t have it in him to do his job for much longer. Like he was really just getting too old for this high school shit.
The rest of the day was cancelled, just like Mr. Kendall said it would be. The fifth period bell didn’t even ring. The only thing that happened was Mr. Kendall’s voice came over the loudspeak and informed us all that an incident had occurred earlier in the day (keeping it professionally nondescript), and that because of it school would be closed for the rest of the day. He told us that the busses would be running immediately, and that people who didn’t take the bus should arrange rides, make sure that by the end of the hour we’d all be clear of the grounds so the police could tend to their work. Meanwhile, as the cops were tending to their work, I went ahead to start solving the case.
I knew Mr. Kendall wouldn’t have wanted me to do it, but regardless I took a quick trip back to the scene of the crime. Or at least what little of it wasn’t behind police tape and a cop.
“I’m going to have to ask you to step back,” said a junior police officer. A young guy who was different than the rest of Angel Valley’s finest in that he didn’t sport a beer gut.
I tried looking over him to get a better view of the crime, but things weren’t going to get much clearer. The restricted perimeter was about five feet away from where the sophomore, Bart Gallagher, actually died. And the whole cafeteria was closed, so it wasn’t like I could go in to see the silhouette they might have made over his body.
Whatever. There was nothing I could do about it now. If I was going to get anything out of the crime scene, I was going to have to do it once the cops were gone. Until then, I guess the only thing I could do was live my life. Who knows? Maybe the principal was right. Maybe they’d actually find the killer.
Now, a confession if I may. I hoped to God they didn’t. And before you start hating me for it and calling me names, let me tell you that it wasn’t because I had any dream of letting the killer go. I just wanted to be the one to bring him in. To solve the case once again, save the day, save a life, and rub it at the face of the Angel Valley PD.
I made my way to the end of the student parking lot, all the way at the back where I left it. Along the way I saw a familiar looking jeep. Oliver’s. Except he wasn’t around. Where was the guy anyway? I hadn’t seen him anywhere at lunch, and at this point kids were clearing out of school. Some of them admittedly a tad too excited about their impromptu day off.
Amidst the crowd, Oliver wasn’t anywhere to be seen.
I scanned the campus for any trace of him. A host of people came and left the lot with their cars. Bobbing heads broke from the group when they found their own cars, eventually revealing a certain gay man with a V-neck sweater.
“Jimmy,” he called as he saw me. I returned the favor.
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