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The Life of Kings 

By Andrew Boryga  

  

 Above the casket there’s a television –– a 60-inch flat screen projecting a slideshow of 

pictures. Tinted baby ones, with Shayla’s hair short and cropped. Graduations, a communion, 

theme parks with her friends, birthday parties at Skate-Key and McDonalds, Thanksgivings and 

Christmases. In each one the wide smile that attracted me to her in the first place shines. One I 

remember well, appears and lingers a moment longer. It was taken the night I met her in front of 

the Soundview Community Center. She was 18 and wore a lavender crop-top and snug denim 

capris. There was a party thrown by local high school grads, trying to break in as entrepreneurs.   

 They hosted weekly parties every summer at community centers in various projects, 

targeting the in-between crowd. The 17 year-olds with no fake, the 18 year-olds too scared to go 

to real clubs and the 20, 21 and sometimes 22 year-old guys looking to prowl. They’d pass out 

flyers in crowded high school hallways, grimy train stops and bodegas bedazzled with Camel 

Light, Budweiser and five-minute quickie phone-sex advertisements. My boy EJ’s one of them. I 

deal with him on my errands so he hooks me up whenever he spots me stuck on a long line. 

“King, King, my man. What you doing out here with these plebeians? Get inside, find you some 

lovin’.” 

 That night, I slunked in and wound my way through faceless low ceaser fades, buzz cuts 

and afros in long t-shirts and baggy jeans grinding up on colorful blouses and dresses on the dim 

dance floor. I caught a glimpse of Shayla in a far corner. She was short, nicely built and I didn’t 

know her. But, I knew her friend Tanisha. I leaned and kissed T on the cheek and she got fussy 
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about how I stopped talking to her after graduation. “Graduation was two months ago,” I said, 

turning to Shayla and smiling, “she gets so worked up doesn’t she?”  

 “Don’t talk to my friends,” Tanisha snapped.  

 “How about you be cordial and introduce us?”   

 “You can cordially kiss my ass.”  

  I held Shayla’s hand for too long, taking in her smile and almond eyes. “Did you go to 

Clinton? Your face isn’t familiar.” T mumbled something about me being a player then crossed 

her arms. The exchange sent Shayla into a fit of chuckles, and that laugh, after the smile, was 

second thing I noticed. A rich cadence lingered beneath it, forcing you yourself to smile. “Let 

him be,” she said to Tanisha, who gave me a look before parting to another sliver of dance floor. 

“She’s a nut, huh?” I said, as we watched her leave. Shayla nodded in approval and said they’d 

had the same babysitter as kids. I apologized.  

 “Are you hitting on me? King,” she asked.   

 “It’s a nickname.”  

 “It’s childish.”  

 “It’s not something I call myself.”  

 “It’s something the ladies call you, right?”  

 “My last name is Kingsley.” We paused for a moment and I felt charmed by the sassy, 

direct, yet kind vibe I got from her. “Do you dance, Shayla?” 

 “I do.”  

 “Would you like t––”  

 “I don’t. Not with people I don’t know, King.”  

 “It isn’t sex, it’s a dance. Two different things.”   
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 “Thanks for the insight, but I understand. Maybe later.” 

 “When?” 

 “When I’m a little more comfortable with you.”   

# 

  Comfortable. Comfortable? I didn’t understand what that meant, but I knew she was 

special after she said it. I knew she would take work; she wouldn’t be easy. Which is why I spent 

so much time on her. Trying to make her, comfortable. She made me wait the longest I’ve ever 

waited for a girl. And I’m talking about a kiss mind you; sex was a whole other ordeal. But I 

liked that. She respected herself and subliminally told me she was a keeper.  

 “If I gave it up fast you wouldn’t be here,” she said months after we’d met –– after I’d 

made her comfortable and my girlfriend in the process. She was right. We sat in El Malecón on 

97th and Amsterdam, what was slowly becoming our spot. The first half of dinner was spent 

trading recent memories and cherished intricacies we’d noticed over the months about each other. 

She pointing out I used the word bureau instead of dresser, something I must’ve picked up living 

with Grandma, and I pointing out her weird and frequent cravings for pistachios. But eventually, 

as was becoming the norm, the subject of the future (mine to be specific) arose.  

 “Wish you wouldn’t bring that up all the time, Shayla.”  

 “And I wish you wouldn’t get so worked up when I try talking to you.”  

 I stretched my arm across the table reaching for beans and spread a few spoonfuls evenly 

across the remaining soft yellow rice complementing my teeth-clawed pork chop bones. “I’m not 

getting worked up. We’re, having a good time. Right?” 

 “Yes, but I want to know why you’re wasting your time. You don’t even like accounting.” 

 “Shayla.”  
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 “You’re a part-time student. You’re not even taking real classes.”  

 My fork made a loud clink as I laid it next to my plate. “What do you want?” 

 “I want you to want something.”  

 I re-explained that at the time I was nineteen, not forty and that it’s okay for nineteen 

year-olds to be confused and lost in the world drifting aimlessly between crowds, ideas and 

images of oneself, “Not everyone finds a passion so early like you.”   

 “Don’t you think I know that? It’s not the fact that you don’t know it’s that you’re 

comfortable not knowing.”  

 I picked up my fork, wedged a mountain of rice into my mouth and chewed slowly, 

letting my tongue drift idly between the individual grains and chards of kidney beans. My eyes 

wandered to the mural on the far wall of El Malecón, painted in hues of yellow, brown and green 

depicting a sturdy bare-chested man clenching the throat of a lion. “What classes are you taking 

next semester?”  

 “King.”  

 “There isn’t a teaching major, right? You can pretty much take what you want?”  

 “King.”  

 “I’m curious. If you want to be a math teacher, do you have to major in math?”  

 She slid her plate to a corner of the table and leaned forward. “King, what do you do at 

night?”  

 As the waitress came around I asked for the check and she leaned back and held her glass 

cup still as the waitress poured more water. “I’ve heard stuff. I’ve heard newspapers aren’t the 

only things you deliver.” 
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 I scraped my plate with the side of my fork, shoved the remaining bits of rice in my 

mouth and placed a few crisp bills on the table. Shayla looked up and I could tell her eyes would 

water soon. We pushed in our chairs and thanked the waitress on the way out. Holding hands we 

walked in silence to my Acura on 99th and before we got inside, she turned around and hugged 

me. “I don’t want you to get hurt. I love you,” she said.  

#  

After Mom moved to Florida when I was 16 or 17 and I moved in with Grandma, I started 

working for Wicho. He’s this gangster, or pimp –– who knows. He dresses like a pimp –– that 

much’s for sure. Linen suits in the summer, sitting in front of his bodega, in his plastic white 

lawn chair, smacking ceramic dominoes on the matching table. He gives me packages at night. I 

pick up them up and drive them elsewhere. I never ask what’s in the packages and he never tells 

me. It’s better that way. That makes them just packages. I deliver them and get some cash. It’s 

simple. I mean, I’m driving anyway, hitting my regular stops for the Heard. And I’m earning 

extra cash; I don’t see a problem with it, or at least, didn’t.  

 I started working for Dan first, though. Daniel Klief. He’s the editor-in-chief and one of 

three reporters for the Bronx Heard, a tiny, free paper distributed in crannies of the Bronx. 

Unfortunately, the paper ends up lining the bottoms of dog kennels and litter boxes a lot more 

often than it actually gets read. Dan’s a good guy though, a devoted guy, so devoted I feel bad 

for him sometimes. He’s a middle-aged man, drives a shittier car than I do and scrounges just 

enough to support himself and fork over child support to his daughter in Westchester.   

 At 10PM on Sunday, Tuesday and Thursday, Dan leaves 5,000 papers twined together in 

neat bundles of 500 on the front steps of a one-story townhouse he works out of on Allerton for 

me to pick up. There are five stops to make and each stop gets two bundles. The stops are major 
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transportation hubs, either an MTA or Metro North station, in a particular neighborhood. I drop 

off the bundles in front of the stations and peddlers that Dan pay come around at 6AM to 

distribute. The first spot is the Mosholu Park train station. I hop on the Cross-Bronx from 

Allerton to get there. After that, I get on the Major Deegan and head south to Yankee Stadium. 

From there, I jump back on the Deegan, cross over to I-95 make a quick stop in Tremont, get 

back on I-95 and hit Morris Park and Throgs Neck last.  

 I don’t ever deal with Dan directly, but every now and then during the summer I find him 

sitting alone on the rickety porch, jamming the keys of a laptop with his stubby fingers, pausing 

to run them through his wispy salt and pepper hair. I give him a wave and sometimes he’ll peer 

up from the screen and say something like, “Hey Christopher. Working on something right now. 

It should be big, it should be big.” But, it never is. He’s a smart guy, Dan. A passionate guy. I 

often wonder if he’s happy, you know, with the way things turned out.  

 Wicho’s bodega is on my block, and he’s known me since I was kid –– my mother too. 

After watching me park my car so late a few months in a row, after I got the gig with Dan, he 

must’ve realized I was doing some kind of late-night work, so he flagged me down one night as 

he was closing up.  

  “Hey, Papa! Papa, come here. Come here for a minute. How you doing?” He wore a 

cashmere polo shirt, the two buttons up top left undone, exposing a thick carpet of curly chest 

hair. He extended his big hairy hand and squeezed mine firmly. “Papa, listen, let me ask you 

something.” He placed the same hand on the small of my back and guided me into the cover of 

the tall icebox resting a few feet to the left of the store. “So listen, is that you’re car over there?” 

he said, pointing to my Acura.  

 “Yeah, that’s mine.”  
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 “Bueno, Papa. Listen to me now. I see you coming home late a lot now. What you doing? 

You got a job?” He left his hand on my shoulder as he spoke, and before I answered, I glanced at 

the enormous gold ring wedged on his pinky.   

 “I do. Just got one, delivering the paper.”  

 He smiled, clapped his hands quickly and mumbled something to himself before placing 

his hand back on my shoulder. “How much they pay you? These newspaper people?”  

 “$300 a week.”  

  “How’d you like to make double that? Double what they pay you, in cash.” He watched 

me as I weighed the proposal in my head, and was clever enough to recognize my hesitation. 

“You’re a smart kid, Papa. I grew up con su Mama, don’t forget that. You won’t be in any 

trouble, you have my word. It’s simple, my job. You can keep your old one if you like.”   

 I nodded.  

 “Think it over OK? If you’re interested, I’m here. You know where to find me.” He took 

his hand off my shoulder and gave my back a pat. We shook hands once more and I turned 

toward my building. After a few steps he whistled to me and asked me to wait. He walked slowly 

and when he got to me pulled out a wad of crisp fifty-dollar bills held tight by a dirty rubber 

band. He snatched a bill off the top and handed it to me. “Here. For your time, Papa.”  

# 

 Independence, that’s what I like most about driving. It allows me to go wherever I want, 

whenever I want. I don’t talk to anyone when I drive and I don’t listen to any music. I let my 

mind wander and wander, concentrating only on a left or right, a stop sign, a red light, a green 

light, the white and yellow lines painted to the pavement. Some nights, I skip highways all 

together and make my rounds locally. I observe the six-story brick tenements with musty air 
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conditioners and Direct TV satellites bulging from windows, the oxide-red fire escapes attached 

to them decorated with tattered flowerpots and newly washed underwear hanging on lines, and 

the glowing signs of Chinese food joints, bodegas, Pay-O-Matic’s, barbershops, pawnshops and 

tattoo parlors, below. If I crack my window I hear the pummeling sound made by the wheels of 

cars driving over manholes, the idling whir of busses as they pick up passengers, the exhaust as 

they pull off the curb, the bass of stereo systems, honking, catty street arguments, young mothers 

scolding their kids, laughter, sirens, ambulances, fire trucks and the rumbling of trains as they 

leave a station. 

 It’s an escape. An escape from the projects, from Grandma’s tiny apartment, from her 

passive-aggressive attitude toward me, toward my skin. She doesn’t bother me much; in fact, she 

takes pretty good care of me. Every night she cooks my dinner and leaves it in the microwave. 

She washes my clothes, fixes my bed, shit like that. But we don’t speak, she keeps to herself. 

Wakes up early, does her compras, cooks and cleans, watches her lineup of novellas and gets to 

bed before nine. When I’m home, I feel like I’m in the apartment by myself, even when she’s 

sitting a few feet from me.  

 She hates that my father was black; that’s the real issue. She’s old school Latina, raised in 

Puerto Rico, and as a kid was told by her mother to stay out of the sun and quartered into the 

shade of coconut trees so her skin could remain light. She instructed my mother to do the same 

when she was a kid, but my mother did the complete opposite, she got knocked up by a tall 

unmistakably black man at twenty-years old. I would’ve paid to see Grandma’s face the day 

Mom broke the news to her, and once more the day I finally shot out of her and Grandma caught 

a glimpse of my skin.     
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 She’s never out right said anything about my skin, but I know that’s what it’s about; you 

know, our thing. It’s whatever; I’m sort of glad she leaves me alone. I’m free to come and go as I 

please, don’t have to answer to no one, and haven’t had to for a while. But sometimes… 

sometimes, I get to staring at her and just wonder what she’s about, what’s going through her 

mind. She’s up there now, must be in her seventies. And she’s alone. Mom said Grandpa was the 

only man she’d ever been with, and he died of lung cancer when I was ten. She’s got no friends 

either, least not that I know of. What the fuck is life like for her? It must suck, you know. What’s 

she got to look forward to? I look at her, and imagine myself like that one day. Old, wrinkly, 

sitting around, watching TV. It’s slow; it’s such a slow, slow life. Is that what I have to look 

forward to?  

 I hope not. I really do. But then again I don’t know. Shit I don’t know what I have to look 

forward to now and I’m 22. What’s this thing about? I think about that a lot. Life, and shit. Why 

am I here? Shayla used to say I had a tendency to zone out, joked that I had ADD. That’s another 

thing I like about driving, it’s a nice place for me to do that. To zone out. A lot of times I have 

these long, elaborate daydreams; this particular one I’ve had over and over and over. 

 I’m driving along a highway, which one isn’t clear, but it’s a highway. There’s fog all 

around, in the air clogging everything, but it’s OK because I’m alone. No cars in sight. But 

there’s this faint voice in the background, whether it’s coming from a woman or man I can’t tell. 

All I know is it’s moaning, moaning something indistinguishable, like the vocals that fill the 

spaces of some R&B songs. Anyway, I’m driving along, and suddenly I reach a series of 

tollbooths; the ones you hit before crossing the GW or heading into the Lincoln Tunnel. Usually, 

a tollbooth has a sign above it, you know, indicating whether it takes an EZ Pass or cash. But 

these toll booths; they have big red X’s above them. Huge, red, X’s. And so I’m driving and I 
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have to make a decision, which lane. And this decision, it’s killing me. I’m sweating, I’m 

nervous. And finally, at the moment it’s time for me to turn into one of these lanes, make a 

decision and drive up to a tollbooth, I slam the breaks. Slam them, and the car skids, and spins 

and spins and spins. 

# 

 I had my suspicions as to how Shayla found out about my errands, but they didn’t lead 

me to the root –– her mother. All I knew about Ms. V when I started dating Shayla was that she 

was a receptionist at a dental clinic near Mosholu, oh, that she hated my fucking guts. From her 

figure, and her face, I could tell she was once beautiful, but that’s about it. I remember our first 

encounter, when she found out people called me King. She laughed and gave Shayla a look that 

said, what the fuck are you doing with this clown? Clown, that’d be a good word describe what I 

am in her eyes.  

 I discovered she knew Wicho, that they had some history. I found out the day I brought 

Shayla around to his bodega not long after our little thing at El Malecón. He was sitting in the 

back and after giving me my weekly payoff cocked his head and peered through the open door at 

Shayla, waiting by the counter.  

 “Mira, Papa, is that the Velez girl?”  

 I nodded and he cocked his head back into place and folded his hands. “How’s her 

mother? You meet her yet?”  

 “Ms. V? You know her?”  

 He cocked his head once more, back toward the doorway and took a good, long look at 

Shayla. “No, no it’s nothing. We go back that’s all. Grew up together. You know, I grew up with 

your mother too, right?”   
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 I figure they had something going on. She knows who he is, everyone in our 

neighborhood knows who he is and what he does. She must’ve somehow found out about me 

being involved with him and got it across to Shayla. Shayla never admitted it to me, but I’m sure 

that’s how it played out. Anyway, that was strike one with Ms. V. Strike two, was when I got 

Shayla pregnant about a year or so later.  

 We used a condom, we always used a condom –– Shayla made a point of that, even after 

I convinced her to get on the pill. “Better be safe than sorry,” she’d say, “double protection.” So 

much for that shit. She’d been spending a lot of time at my place, and like I said, Grandma never 

said much. She let us do our thing in the room, and when we came out she’d ask us if we were 

hungry. I got a call on my cell one afternoon, from Shayla’s house, and answered thinking it was 

Shayla, but it wasn’t.  

 “You pig, who do you think you are!”  

 I could hear Shayla sobbing in the background, pausing between sniffles to plead with 

her Mom. “Ms. V? Calm down.”  

 “Don’t tell me to calm down, you piece of shit. You know what you’ve done to my 

daughter? Do you know what you’ve done to my baby?”  

 “No I don’t, please relax.”  

 She took a deep breath and paused for a moment. “She’s pregnant, Christopher. Shayla is 

pregnant.”   

 I was sitting in the living room when she said it, and all I could do was look down at the 

stupid lime green linoleum Grandma made the landlord install the week before and stare at it’s 

ridiculous patterning.  

 “Christopher? Christopher? Did you hear what I said?”  
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 “Yes, I did. I don’t know what to say Ms. V. We used protection, we use it all the t––” 

 “Stop. Stop Christopher, stop.” The receiver made a muffling sound and I heard her tell 

Shayla to go into the other room, Shayla object, ultimately listen and then some more muffling, 

“Christopher, do you love my daughter?”  

 “Of course I d––” 

 “Do you know how good my daughter is Christopher? Do you? Don’t answer me. Do you 

know she goes to church? Do you know she volunteers? That she’s working towards a degree? 

That she has dreams! Dreams of doing something with her life. Ambitions, Christopher. What 

the fuck are you ambitious about, huh? Tell me. Tell me, King.”   

 “Ms. V, I––” 

 “Besides hanging out with thugs, spending money on your car and living off your poor 

Abuela. I know what you’re about Christopher. You think I was born yesterday? That girl would 

jump off a bridge if you told her to. She’d hold her breath till she was blue in the damn face –– if 

you told her too.”  

 “What do you want me to say Ms. V? I love her. I do.” 

 “Leave her alone. You hear me? Leave her alone. Let her find someone worth her time.”  

 “Ms. V I respect you, OK. I would never do anything to harm your daughter, I love her.” 

 “I’m not questioning your affection. What I’m saying is that if you do love her, you’d do 

something with yourself or leave her to find someone who is doing something.”  

 “What’s so wrong? I don’t. I’m doing what I gotta do, nobody under––” 

 “No, you’re doing what’s easy Christopher, that’s what you’re doing. And that’s your 

problem. I’m looking out for what’s best for my daughter. Because I don’t want her to––” 

 “Be like you?” There was a pause at the other end of the line, a long one.   
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 “Stay away from my daughter, Christopher.”   

# 

 We took a break. It was more like an on and off thing –– more off than on. Shayla got an 

abortion and focused on her studies, I kept working and decided not to register for spring courses 

at Monroe. It was a long winter. I took what Ms. V said to heart and tried to avoid Shayla as 

much I could. But I kept tabs on her; used T as the middleman every so often, to find out how 

she was doing. In April, I called from a payphone on her 21st birthday. We spoke for a while and 

she filled in the blanks for me, I did the same but left out the part about school. The end the 

conversation trailed toward silence and breaking it she said, “I love you, King; I still do.” I told 

her the same.  

 A month later, I found her on the trunk of my Acura as I was leaving to make deliveries. 

“Hey,” she said. I opened my door and, once inside, reached over to the passenger’s side and 

unlocked it. The car jerked as she got off the trunk. I waited until she was inside to put the key in 

the ignition. “I wanted to see you,” she said, “I miss you.” I revved the engine slightly and left 

my hands on the steering wheel, it’d just rained and the pavement gleamed in the night sky. We 

sat still for a while, listening to the whoosh as cars drove by.  

 “Remember the first time you took me ice skating at Bryant Park?”  

 I chuckled at the memory and let my hands fall from the wheel. “Yeah, how could I 

forget?”  

 “Remember how I talked all that crap, about how good I was? And you believed me.” 

She smiled and jabbed me in the rib. “You believed I was a trained skater!”  

 “And then we get there and you’re circling the pond clutching onto that orange cone for 

dear life.” She poked me again. “There were four-year olds skating better than you.”  
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 We both smiled and I reached over to twist my finger through the locks of her hair. I let 

my hand glide down her cheek, curved it around her chin and brought her face close to mine for 

a kiss. We sat back against our seats and stared out the windshield. 

 “Why do things have to be so difficult,” she said.  

 “What do you mean?” 

 “You think anyone has it easy?”  

 “What?”  

 “I used to think maybe if I had more money, maybe if my family were a little more 

functional, things would be easier. But you know, I think everyone has stuff to deal with, even 

people with money.”  

 “Maybe.”  

 “Growing up is just so weird. Isn’t it?”  

 She turned and faced me and I felt like telling her I didn’t know what growing up was, 

that sometimes I felt like a “grownup” already, but other times felt like a child, that I still 

couldn’t decide between the two, that I felt paralyzed in the middle. “Yeah, it is,” I said.  

 Three weeks later I picked her up around the corner from her building. To celebrate her 

graduation from CUNY we decided on a secret trip to Seaside in Jersey. She told Ms. V she was 

going down with some college girlfriends and got the OK. When we got there we checked into a 

comfortable little hotel near the shoreline. We spent the weekend walking the sand, swimming in 

the clear ocean, eating hotdogs, funnel cakes and greasy pizza slices, having a lots of sex and 

getting drunk. It was coming close to our three-year anniversary and I remember our last night I 

sat on the bed and stared at Shayla during her drunken sleep. She was a lightweight, the girl 

who’d pass out after three shots and a beer. I stared at her and thought, I could marry you. 
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 The next morning we loaded the Acura and made our way back to the Bronx. We opened 

the sunroof and rolled the windows down. It was the first real hot day of June and the sun was 

beaming like a light bulb, so bright the pavement below seemed a few shades lighter. On the first 

few interstates the ride was perfect. Not many cars on the road and the faint smell of the shore 

still lingering in the air. Shayla wore a white tank top, cut off jean shorts, shades and sandals that 

rested on the dashboard as she leaned back in her seat.  

 Radio stations in Jersey are hit or miss, and I like my hip-hop –– Shayla knew this. To 

mess with me, she kept switching the station every time I found a good one. She’d let a song 

play for a bit, then lunge forward, press the scan button and smile. As we neared the Garden 

State Parkway ramp, I found a station playing “Scenario” by Tribe and put the speakers all the 

way up. We rapped together, Shayla making quick cutting motions with her hands, gyrating and 

head nodding left, right, up and down, me banging out the beat on the steering wheel. We got 

stares from a few cars along side us, but we didn’t care. The bass from my new speakers jerked 

the car and as the final chorus came around we shouted in unison and Shayla nudged me 

playfully, here we go yo, here we go yo, so what so what so what’s the scenario. I merged onto 

the ramp, here we go yo, here we go yo, so did a maroon Yukon on our right who hit my tail at 

60mph flipping us 40 meters up the road leaving a trail of glass, rubber and smoke behind, so 

what so what so what’s the scenario.  

# 

 Murmuring, there’s so much murmuring. It resonates like the hum of my Acura late at 

night on the Major Deegan, when the lanes are empty and the Bronx sleeps somewhat. 

Murmuring isn’t supposed to be loud, it’s supposed to be soft. Like a whisper. But it’s loud here. 

It’s loud in my head. My temples throb. My polyester pants itch. My suit jacket’s snug in the 
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wrong places and the milky shaded stitching on my cast is getting darker and grungier by the 

minute. Lately I’ve thought of death. The last few nights, tossing and turning in my sheets. And 

it’s crazy, one day I won’t be able to do that. One day I won’t wake up. I won’t wipe the gook 

out the corner of my eyes, stumble to my bathroom and brush my teeth. One day it stops. Then 

what? That scares me. After. Is it darkness? Heaven? What’s heaven like? Do you keep the same 

body? Still eat, shit and piss?  

 These people would love that. These tia’s, tio’s, cousins, friends and neighbors; Ms. V. 

They’d trade my life for Shayla’s in a minute. I don’t blame them. She was better than me, so 

much better than me. I realize that even more so now. All of them, filling up the biggest room in 

Ortiz Funeral Home, to pay their respects, to share their stories about her. My corpse wouldn’t 

dent the lobby. They think I’m a piece of shit. From here I feel the sting of their eyes on me; on 

my body that pumps blood, still functions. If only I were invisible, celestial. I’d take a look at 

Shayla myself, cry into her breast and say sorry. Sorry, sorry, sorry. But I can’t. My guilt, my 

embarrassment, has me chained to this back row. 

 There’s gospel music playing, with faint chanting by a choir and it reminds me of my 

dream. Wicho enters the room, wearing a salmon guayabera and white pants. He makes eye 

contact with Mrs. V, walks over and whispers something in her ear. She stomps off in the other 

direction and he shakes his head and walks toward me. “Papa,” he says, placing his hand on my 

shoulder, “how you holding up?” He takes a seat and I shrug, keep my head bowed, and for a 

while we sit there, listening to the music, the murmuring, the hum. The choir in the song gets 

louder, their voices flying high in pitch, the organ underneath sinking deeper and deeper. “She’s 

with god now,” says a woman dressed in black to the flat screen, “she’s in his hands.” Those 

around shake their head in agreement.  
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 “Bullshit,” says Wicho, taking his hand off my shoulder and crossing his arms. “ ‘With 

God. It’s God’s time.’ My mother dropped dead when I was 16, doing laundry, she dropped dead 

in the street. I didn’t have a wet food stamp to my name but I became a man that day.” He looks 

at me for input, but I have nothing, just a nod. “That holy shit, that stuff about God’s time and 

bad luck, Papa, that’s bullshit. The real issue is that no one wants to accept things happen 

unexpectedly. Shit just happens.” I keep nodding and focus on the pew a few rows ahead, on the 

back of a man in a suit too big for him, standing and singing. He’s older, maybe 45 or so, but he 

used to be my age. He must have his own life, but did it turn out the way he always pictured it? I 

see people in the street, older people, and even in my life, Grandma, Dan, Mrs. V, Wicho, and I 

wonder what they think about their position, about their track in life, because one day I’ll be just 

like them. “People drop dead, people lose their limbs, people get cancer and diabetes,” The choir 

starts rising again, rising and rising and rising, too loud, almost unbearable, “and great drivers 

get in car accidents.”  

 Wicho taps my shoulder, “Did you hear me? Great drivers get in car accidents. It 

happens.” I heard. “You have your whole life ahead of you. You’ll be fine, Papa.” I nod again. 

 My whole life, my whole life. 

   

 

  


