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THE WORLD

I shoved the door open, hard. It smacked violently against the 

wall, but at that moment, it might as well have made no sound. 

The music inside blared unbelievably loud. It always seems like 

more can go wrong when there’s loud music.

“Where the fuck is he,” I said.

Gigi was sitting on a stool holding a rag up to her face. The rag 

was bloody. Maria stood next to her.

“He went out the back,” she said.

“I didn’t ask you to come here,” Gigi said.

“No, you didn’t. Maria did. You got your head too far up your 

ass to know what’s good for you.”

I was about to pass the kitchen on my way to the back, but 

an idea jumped in my head. I went into the kitchen and grabbed 

a roller I saw on the counter, then continued on out the back. 

The screen door still hung open. The patio light buzzed, bugs 

crackling against it like tiny bolts of lightning. Jimmy stood in 

the yard, smoking a cigarette. When he saw me, he flicked the 

cigarette away.

“Listen, asshole, she had it coming.”

“So do you,” I said.

I cracked him good on the top of the head with the roller and 

he said ow and he punched me straight in the gut. My wind came 

out and I took a knee, but I knew better, so I punched him in the 

ball sack. He took a seat against the fence behind him. I started 
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looking for the roller. I’d lost it. I didn’t remember losing it but I 

wasn’t holding it anymore.

“You think you’re some kind of superhero, huh?”

We started rolling around in the dirt. I was punching his ribs 

like I was trying to punch a hole in the sky. He bit my ear and 

pulled up and a piece of my ear went with him. I could feel all the 

blood going down my neck. A fist went right in between my eyes 

and I went blind. More fists rained down, but I couldn’t move my 

arms anymore to do anything about it. Finally, it stopped and so 

did time. It was just me and the ground and the air bulging in my 

belly like a jellyfish.

Small hands picked me up.

“Jesus. We gotta take him to the hospital.”

I hated the hospital, but I still couldn’t see, so I let those hands 

hold me up.

“Nobody asked you to go after him like that,” I heard Gigi say.

“Nah,” I said through my split lips. “You don’t ever ask for shit. 

You just sit around complaining all the time how the world does 

you wrong.”
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IDOLS PART FOUR

I was at work, leaning on a counter in the server station, eating 

some bread and butter. I was so poor those days I had to schedule 

when I ate around when I went to work. You see, instead of spend-

ing my meager tips and non-existent wage on proper groceries, 

I spent it all on booze, gas, and late nights at Aladdin’s, the local 

pizza joint owned by a family of Middle Easterners. We never 

asked them where exactly. 

I either went with two slices of pepperoni or the calzone. 

Calzone if I was thinking ahead. Waking up to a leftover calzone 

the next day could be a nice little treat. On rare nights, I’d even 

splurge and get some garlic knots and marinara. I was still young; 

the carbs weren’t hitting yet.

But I was at work, and standing beside me was Pip, and he was 

slurping down a Mountain Dew from a kiddie cup. He was a lot 

taller than me but also a lot younger, even though I was pretty 

young too. Years feel different in your twenties. They still seem 

to spread in a way that a year or two can mean a lot. 

Anyway, he was one of those young kids that moves up fast. 

Maybe because he just laughed at everything and wasn’t a com-

plete dipshit when it came to common motor skills. He didn’t 

screw up often and he showed up, which at the end of the day 

was all the bosses really wanted. He was just one of those humans 

tailor-made to be the manager of something. A shoe store or an 

office or a bank. Guys like him got their pictures put in a frame 
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and hung on a wall and always came from good-hearted families 

and always got way too trashed at work parties but not in a way 

that might ruin their marriage. Not usually. Regardless, none of 

us were that far along anyway.

I did like Pip even though I picked on him often. I think he kind 

of looked up to me. That was a new thing for me at the time. But I 

was getting used to it quick. I’d just use my older brother’s lines and 

watch them work like a charm. If you could see me now, old boy.

Sophie walked in to join us, and she put her tray on the counter 

dramatically and sighed loudly, not saying anything but clearly 

in that way I’d learned a woman wants you to ask what’s wrong. 

I still liked Sophie so I bit. Otherwise, I’d just have walked out 

the room and minded my business. 

“What now?” I asked.

“This girl is back in the restaurant and she was just here yesterday 

and she was an absolute terror but then on top of all that she didn’t 

tip and now she just got sat in my section again today,” she ranted.

“What table?”

“Twenty-seven.”

Pip and I went to the edge of the server station and stuck our 

heads out to take a look. Just a normal looking girl. I mean, she 

was black, but I’d already debunked that theory many times for 

my white colleagues. For any black customer they got shit from, 

I could show them a white soccer mom, an Asian college kid, an 

Indian husband and father of four, a set of teenagers. Everyone 

had the potential to be shit. But so did everyone have the potential 

for you to turn them and make them a mark. For you to bend them 

by the wiles of your charisma. I had confidence in this by then. 

It was the game. And we all played the game, whether we liked 

it or not. We all played the game, or we got played by the game.

I turned to Sophie. “I’ll take the table.”
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“What?” she said in disbelief.

“I’ll take the table. Watch this. I’m gonna give her the best damn 

service she ever got in her life. And if she stiffs me too, she’ll know 

like hell about it.”

Pip cheered me on. I grabbed Sophie’s tray and whirled out 

onto the floor, chest puffed, apron immaculate, stubble on my 

chin right at the length I’d deemed ruggedly handsome. I came up 

to the girl’s table. She was with a friend. I greeted them warmly, 

keeping strong eye contact, and they put on big smiles. In my 

mind, I was already telling myself: piece of cake.

Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t thinking I was going to make mil-

lions off this young lady. I was looking for the basic tip. I was just 

looking to not get stiffed. Bare minimum. I just wanted to prove a 

point. And the time came for the check to be put down and she 

smiled again, and I was brimming with certainty in my talents.

From the sides of my eyes, I watched her put money in the 

checkbook and I went to pick it up and said brightly, “I’ll be right 

back with the change.”

I left and returned, and this time, Pip, Sophie and I all watched 

her, very covert style, take all the bills and all the change from 

the checkbook and dump it into her purse. She left nothing. We 

waited a few more moments, just in case she were to add some-

thing after all. She did not.

“She’s doing it. See? She’s doing it,” Sophie said.

“She’s doing it, Levy,” Pip repeated. “What are you gonna do?”

I clenched my teeth. I didn’t look at either of them. I kept my 

sight on the young lady. Then I beelined it straight to her.

It was busy that lunch. Every table around her was occupied. 

I didn’t give a damn. I picked up the checkbook right in front of 

her and I opened it and held it open, to emphasize the imminent 

point, to really make this climatic.
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“Really? You’re gonna do this two days in a row? You’re gonna 

come into the restaurant and stiff us two days in a row? Wow. 

Wow. Unreal. Unbelievable.”

I snapped the checkbook shut with a sound that resembled me 

just as well slapping her in the face. Bap! The look on her face! Now 

that was priceless. She and her friend both stared at me, mouths 

agape, mortified. The people at the tables around us snapped their 

necks, looking at me, then the girls, shocked, bystanders to the 

humiliating scene. A knowing and judgmental disgust began to 

well on their faces. Non-tippers, their faces said. Shame. Shame! 

The desired effect achieved, I swung around, and walked 

back into the safety of the server station where their eyes could 

not follow.

“Levy! I can’t believe you did that!” Sophie just about screamed. 

She hugged me ferociously. Pip held up his hand for a fiver and I 

slapped the hell out of it. He waved it off painfully but still grinned 

ear to ear. Then we crept back to the edge of the station to look 

and see what would happen next. 

The young lady had left the restaurant, but we could see her 

standing just outside, gesturing wildly to her friend who was 

talking back just as animatedly. They did that for a while. Then 

she started to head back to the restaurant.

“Oh fuck,” I said. 

Of all the possible futures my actions may have produced, I 

hadn’t considered this one. 

I walked real fast into the back of the restaurant, the dry stor-

age. I was visualizing my impending future more accurately now. 

She was going to ask for the manager. 

Dominick was the manager today. 

I was gonna get fucking fired.

Now, it wasn’t that Dominick hated me. Dominick had hired 
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me. Dominick was slicker than eel shit, and it wasn’t just the stuff 

he put in his hair. He was savvy. He was older. He just knew things 

we didn’t. Dominick had already been a hot shot. And now he 

was assistant general manager. He had a family and a wife and 

he didn’t stand for any disrespect from his young and reckless 

employees. He was ruthless but could simultaneously sit right 

amongst us and joke around and the jokes wouldn’t be corny. 

They’d actually be pretty funny. Which made us all even more 

uneasy. Because we didn’t know whether to love him dearly or 

fear him out right. The reality was, he wanted both of those things. 

And that made him very dangerous.

I stood in the dry storage and awaited my fate. And fate is 

never late. He stepped in that room with me, and even though he 

was a good couple inches shorter than me, he might as well have 

been touching the ceiling with his masterfully gelled, shoulder 

length hair. 

“Levy,” he said through gritted teeth. “What . . . did you . . . do?”

“Listen, Dom . . .”

“NO. YOU LISTEN. BOY. Let me tell you something. For start-

ers, people don’t like you, Levy. Do you know that? And I’m really 

beginning to understand why. Do you know I have to fight to keep 

you on the schedule? You work hard, Levy. I know that. But your 

coworkers all think you’re a mean little shit, and that you think 

you’re better than everyone else. So I’m going to tell you something. 

You’re not better than anyone. You’ve been hanging on a thread 

this whole damn time. And I got a pair of scissors for your ass.”

He stepped closer to me. I took a step back.

“Let me tell you what you did today. You fucked us. You 

fucked all of us.” He waved a finger around in a circle when he 

said that. “You think of yourself as some type of hero? Pulling 

a stunt like that? But you know what you really did? You just 
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made sure that . . .” here he swallowed thickly and cleared his 

throat, pointing back out the room, “that young lady is going to 

come back and make the next person suffer. And maybe another 

one after that. Because she came back in here and demanded I 

fire your ass. And maybe I should. But what I did right at that 

moment was I promised her a bunch of free shit. Because that’s 

what we do here. We use free shit like a Band-Aid. And now she’s 

gonna come back here with that free shit and use it, and make the 

next person suffer. And the next person suffer. Just because you 

thought you could humiliate this person. And for what? For five 

fucking dollars? You so hard up that you gotta get yourself fired 

for five dollars? Do you want to be fired, is that it?”

“No, Dom. I don’t. I really don’t,” I said, unable to lift my eyes 

off the ground and untuck my tail from my crotch.

That’s when I felt his hand on my shoulder. I looked up. His 

face wasn’t red anymore. “I know you thought you were proving 

some kind of point or sticking up for your coworkers, or whatever 

bullshit noble thing you thought you were doing. But sometimes, 

you have to be wise and understand when to pick your battles. 

Sometimes you need to understand what’s worth it and what’s 

not. I do think you’re a good worker, Levy. But shit like this will 

come back to bite you on your ass more often than not. There’s 

a time to stand up for your dignity and there’s a time to swallow 

your pride and get on to the next one. That five dollars you didn’t 

get from her is five dollars you’d make up with the next table. I 

see you out there. Your coworkers might not all like you but the 

guests do. And I think you know that. You always make high 

sales and you know the menu. You’re fast and you’re not sloppy. 

You could do well in this business. But you gotta be smart. So try 

to think a couple of steps ahead, or else you’ll always be putting 

yourself behind. You hear me?”
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I could have cried. My face was breaking up and my shoulders 

were shaking. I felt like I was turning twelve years old. I just nod-

ded my head, trembling, and said, “Yeah, Dom. Yeah. Thank you.”

“Now clock out and go home.”

“I’m fired?”

“No. I just don’t want to look at your face the rest of today. 

And when you come back in here tomorrow, boy, you better 

have shaved.”
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JUKEBOX MAGIC

I’d finally gotten this girl at work to come out and get a drink with 

me. I’d been working on her forever. She was super pretty and if 

she wore heels she’d probably be a lot taller than me. Thankfully 

that night she was wearing boots. It was winter in Philadelphia. 

I didn’t really have any business hanging out with girls that 

looked this nice but then again, I never thought things like that 

ever applied to me. That shit’s just a state of mind. It was only ever 

really about how you walked anyway right? I went for it and if 

it didn’t work out, whatever. Otherwise, I went for it. Just for the 

hell of it. I had time. 

She had long straight auburn hair and she was from California. 

I’d been to San Diego once. Slept on a floor with three other dudes, 

getting drunk for a week. That was a long time ago. Now I was 

living in Philly doing things in my dad’s hometown I’d never tell 

him about. I really wasn’t talking to too many people in the first 

place. A lot of times, I felt like I was hiding. There were a lot of 

places to do that in Philadelphia. I was hiding and trying to figure 

out who I was. What I was becoming. Somehow figuring all that 

out involved spending a lot of time with the ladies. Or no one at all.

There was a bar not far from work that had a pool table and no 

windows. I was really getting into the Philly dive bar scene at the 

time but hadn’t figured out there were some girls you could take 

to these sort of places and some girls you ought not to. 

We got some looks but mostly the coast was clear.
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The bartender asked for her ID. He didn’t bother with me. I’d 

been in there enough and was one of the few patrons generous 

enough to put money in the juke, otherwise everyone would 

just stew miserably in silence, listening to the shot glasses kiss the 

wood grain.

I ordered a Special. You lived in Philly, you knew that meant 

a beer and a shot. What beer and a shot it was changed for each 

bar, but I was always the same animal. The bartender looked at the 

girl. She was looking around for something and wasn’t finding it.

“Um,” she said.

The bartender knocked his knuckle on the counter and 

walked away.

“Sorry,” she said to me, grinning, but not really in a way I found 

cute. I’d been judgmental from a young age.

“Take your time,” I said, looking for a window to look out of, 

and not finding one.

She finally ordered an IPA. I paid the man and we took a seat 

on some stools with a table between us along the wall. I walked 

over with my beer and shot of whiskey and before I sat down, 

I took down the shot. Very casually. She kind of looked a little 

horrified when I did. Like how someone looks when you take 

a bite out of your dinner without saying grace. Except I wasn’t 

raised with religion. I could understand walking into someone’s 

home and taking my shoes off but, yeah, I guess you could say I 

had no reserve in the indulging department of life. Not in a place 

like this. I was here to play the part.

“So you’re in school?” I asked politely.

“Yeah,” she said.

The conversation went like that. Dumb and lifeless. She started 

getting on her phone a lot. When she did, I’d looked around, still 

trying to find a window, even though the bar having no windows 
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or televisions was what I liked about it. Eventually, my eyeballs 

would land back on her. She was very pretty to look at but we 

both kept looking around hoping someone would save us. And 

in a way, that’s sort of what happened.

“You mind if my girlfriend joins us?”

At first, that irritated me, because who wanted to be a third 

wheel, which I knew had become my sudden destiny, but I said, 

“Yeah, sure. More the merrier.”

I went up and got myself another round. She wasn’t even 

halfway done with her drink yet.

It didn’t take long for her friend to arrive. It was hard to look 

good next to my coworker, which was why she was the first thing 

you saw when you walked into the restaurant. But her friend was 

cute. She was all right. She shook my hand on the intro, sizing me 

up respectfully. Then she ordered a drink, tipped, and joined us 

at the table. I brought along a stool for her and she thanked me 

without any fuss.

“I like this place,” she said.

“Wow, you’ve been here before?” my coworker asked, surprised.

“Yeah. Decent pool table. Good jukebox. Speaking of, any of 

our party holding cash? I suddenly feel like it’s our responsibility 

to put some life into this place,” she said, standing up. 

I looked at her in awe, my mouth a little open and my eye-

brows raised. Then I reached into my pocket and pulled out a 

fiver. I handed it to her. She grinned, taking it and heading to the 

juke. I watched her. Then I looked at my coworker. She was staring 

at me. I closed my mouth and nodded with the utmost grace.

The first song was “Brass in Pocket.” A safe choice and always 

a winner. She started swaying, glowing in the light of the juke. 

She finished her picks and rejoined us. She seemed satisfied with 

her selection. I was looking forward to listening to them. The girls 
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started talking about some mutual friends. I leaned back against 

the wall, feeling good that I was hanging out with two pretty girls.

By the time my coworker had finished her first beer, her friend 

and I were ready to do another as well. Her friend was ordering 

whiskey and ginger ales. The music seemed to lighten up the 

bartender. He even told us a joke.

“What do you call cheese that isn’t yours? Nacho cheese.”

I slapped the bar, laughing. We went back over to our little 

table.

“I still got some tracks available on the juke,” the friend said to 

me. “Why don’t you go pick some?”

“What if I pick songs you already picked?”

“Then we’ll know we both got good taste.”

Fucking A, I thought. I went over to the jukebox. I tried to pick 

some deep cuts. Some tracks off the beaten path, but would still 

be winners. When I turned to rejoin the girls, they were standing 

up and dancing together, giggling. Some of the old men at the 

bar were taking looks over their shoulders. Hell yeah, I thought. 

I took my seat against the wall and watched them happily. 

My coworker motioned me to join them, so I did. The three of 

us danced. We were having fun. The music sounded better that 

night than it ever had in that place.

My coworker had to go to the bathroom. She skipped to the 

back of the bar, appearing more like a little girl, just inside a wom-

an’s body. Her beautiful dusky hair bounced with her, in and out 

of the light. Her friend and I kept dancing, her face down so that 

her hair covered her eyes, a single hand in the air. The next song 

came on. It was a slower one, a good one. It was a song where I’d 

put my hands on my partner’s hips and she’d put her arms around 

my shoulders. I thought her friend would sit down for this one, 

or just do something else. But she stepped forward, and without 



1 4   |   X .  C .  A T K I N S

thinking about it, I did what I felt I should do in that sort of situ-

ation. We started dancing silently. I mean, we didn’t say anything. 

But it felt like everything was very very loud. In the best way. The 

absolute best way. A little way into the song, she laid her head on 

my chest. I totally forgot where we were, where we came from. I 

was all ready to sail into the cosmos.

The song wasn’t even over, and someone slapped the shit out of 

the back of my head. It was loud, and it stung me back into reality. 

I reared around ready to breathe fire. But it was just my coworker. 

She had a surprised look on her face, like she didn’t believe it 

either, but her face was also red. I could see she was mad. But she’d 

still surprised herself. Me and her friend too. Her friend just kind 

of stood there like, “Shit.” My coworker beelined it to the door. 

I looked at her friend. We were both stunned. Speechless. 

Finally, she sighed, grabbed both her and my coworker’s jacket, 

and started walking out too. Then, just at the end of the bar, she 

said something to the bartender. He handed her a pen. She wrote 

something down on a napkin and folded it in half. She turned 

around, held it up to me, laid it on the bar, and left.

I walked up to where she’d set it on the bar. An old geezer was 

reaching for it. I slapped his wrist and he retracted his withered 

claw. I picked up the napkin and unfolded it. Her number. The 

name “Simone” written on top.


